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Abstract

Name: David Mc Carthy

Submission Date: September 2015

Title: A Necessary Difficulty: The Poethics of Pnamty in John Ashbery and Michael Palmer

Both John Ashbery and Michael Palmer are noticealbbent from recent surveys of the ethical
turn in innovative American poetry during the lattalf of the twentieth century. By analysing
the work produced during the first half of their@ars as they write a poetic subject into
existence, this thesis will demonstrate that tlasoa for this absence is due to the “necessary
difficulty” of their respective poetic projects. fRar than identifying particular personal and
political issues that might help explain away tiféallty of their work, my reading of Ashbery
and Palmer will illustrate how difficulty is the wstitutive feature of the ethical considerations
and commitments informing their attempt to caleation to the initiating encounter between
self and other that permits ethical praxis in th& place. Using a methodology derived from
Mikhail Bakhtin’s aesthetic theories and Emmanuelvibhas’ phenomenological ethics,
Ashbery and Palmer will be shown to enact a “paesieinsibility” that reconfigures reading
and writing poetry as a way of living in the sociabrld of others as a responsive and
responsible subject. Furthermore, the concern tdyibit regarding their own ethical
subjectivity will be shown to extend to the readeds s/he is encouraged to realise his/her own
“response-ability” through the lived experiencepobximity engendered by their necessarily
difficult texts. By departing from the presuppasitithat the poem and the self it represents
and/or articulates are intended to be properly seimgnded by another person, this thesis will
explore the ethical encounter that occurs betwbkempbet and the reader at the very limits of
the known and knowable, where “(my)Self” encountéas)Other” in its absolute, irreducible
alterity as the constitutive moment of ethical sahyity.
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Introduction: The (Dis)Enchantment of Self with Sef

At the very beginning of the second half of thentieth century, Charles Olson issued a call
in “Projective Verse” (1950) that poets would bspending to in myriad different ways for
the next fifty years, giving permissioand obligating poets to “[get] rid of the lyrical
interference of the individual as egbOlson’s announcement of the end of “enchantment of
self with self,? the end of poetry as solely a medium of self-esgion and self-disclosure,
would irrevocably involve the New American Poetd #meir successors in what is perhaps the
most, if not important, then at least defining debaf the period, the need to complicate the
traditional binary opposition of self-other and th#endant socio-cultural, political and
personal relations it structures. Mikhail BakhtindaEmmanuel Levinas are crucial to
understanding why this apparently ontological goesivould prove so influential to literature
because they insist that it is always already arca&t question founded on the act of self-
creation, both existential and aesthetic. Whilé ghieilosophies have an immediate application
to the concerns of everyday life, their radicahkimg derives from how they refocus our
attention on what has been forgotten, habituallgrimoked, or intentionally ignored in daily
life, namely the responsibility | have toward aresthberson that conditions me as a subject in
the world. Due to the belief in the rights and dfeens of the individual, society is self-oriented,
which both Bakhtin and Levinas blame on the ontiglaigpresupposition that prioritises the
self as an independent being. This persistent tepof is challenged by their alternative
theses that turn our perspective from the selfrtoother, thus confirming that ethics is
constitutive of our being and all other concerresdarivatives of the question raised regarding
my responsibility by the experience of proximityawother embodied, cognisant subject.
While both Bakhtin and Levinas are conedrwith concrete human life as it is actually
lived and experienced by singular human being®ntiete contexts and situations, there are
important differences between them. In their “emvte@ to give a cogent account of the same
complex, unitary phenomenon, namely sociality,” Bk conceives of language as

“permeated by [the] traces of intersubjectivityatticonstitute and inform it,” whereas Levinas

I Charles Olson, “Projective Vers&bllected Prosged. Donald Allen and Benjamin Friedlander (BeggelCA:
University of California Press, 1997), 247.

2 John Ashbery, “Self-Portrait in a Convex MirroiCollected Poems 1956-198Rew York, NY: Library
Classics of the United States, 2008), 477.

3 Emmanuel LevinasTotality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriorjtfrans. Alphonson Lingis (Pittsburgh, PA:
Duqguesne University Press, 1969), 35.



investigates language on a “pre-existential, pr@logical level.” While dialogue for the
latter is “both an originary, pre-existential maafeethical communication, which constitutes
the dialogically summoned ‘land..the properly ‘discursive’ interaction betweenntan
beings,” the former “conceives dialogue as a umsi@kemphenomenon informing human
existenceand as the relation between utterances as manifestatid this existence?
However, it is precisely because of these diffeesnthat a dialogue between Bakhtin and
Levinas is possible. Although the self-other relatis a recurring obsession within many
systems of thought in the twentieth century, Bakhtand Levinas’ preoccupation with the
attendant issues of dialogue, alterity, respongibdnd the social significance of language
make them indispensable for exploring what it meanarite and read a self in poetry, for
negotiating the “thicket of difficulties® engendered by the ethical considerations and

commitments involved in representing and/or ardtiag “I” amongst other(s’) “I's.” While
Levinas “speaks of [a] first philosophy” as “a msbphy of dialogue that cannot not be an
ethics,” Bakhtin is the only figure to use authorship gsasadigm for thinking about self-
representation and self-articulation, such thatiadogue between them offers a way of
exploring the difficult issue of poetry’'s ethicsurEhermore, how they write is equally
important to what they write because it betray# th@ncern for the subjectivity of the reader,
that the reader him/herself realise exactly whanda responsive and responsible subject
actually involves. The consistency in Bakhtin’s abelvinas’ writings derives from the
guestions asked regarding the fundamental ettssakiof how the self exists amongst others
rather than in the often disorienting array of amsmroposed. Continuous repetitions, re-
contextualisations and intentional contradictionaracterise their arguments because they are
trying to make the reader realise the consideratsord commitments involved in writing and
reading as an ethical subject, hence the multiplwi perspectives, variations on a term for a
particular phenomenon, interruptions and divergemé¢he argument, and the prevalent sense
of incompletion, all of which both permit and olaig the reader’s participation in the dialogue.
This concern for the reader’s subjectivity, thatiesbe responsive to the text and
responsible for his/her particular reading, thaeshterpret it but without imposing closure or

reducing the otherness s/he experiences as s/agengith the very limits of the known and

4 Michael Eskin,Ethics and Dialogue in the Works of Levinas, Bakhiilandel'shtam, and Cela(Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 7.

5 Ibid, 18.

6 Levinas,TI, 29.

7 Emmanuel Levinadlterity and Transcendencans. Michael B. Smith (New York, NY: Columbialversity
Press, 1999), 98.



knowable, is also crucial to appreciating the “poet” of John Ashbery and Michael Palmer.
Similar to Bakhtin and Levinas, the experiee of reading Ashbery and Palmer confirms the
importance of realising one’s own subjectivity beter at the expense of others’, the sense of
being permitted to interpret a text according te’srown spatial-temporal circumstances but
always being obligated to acknowledge the limitsook’s capacity to comprehend, that
Ashbery and Palmer ultimately resist comprehensiot confront us with a difficulty that
cannot be reduced but compels us to keep retuemdgesponding to them. Their concern for
the reader’s subjectivity manifests throughout rthedrk, most explicitly in what Ashbery
terms “that other ‘I"® and Palmer explains as “I [being] the reader’st ‘yet,”® how the
reader’s sense of self is at stake when s/he f#ads much as the poet’s is when he writes
“l.” Just as Ashbery and Palmer enlarge the dia¢éagunclude other readers, this analysis can
be expanded to include other poets, predecessmtgmporaries and successors, who display
a certain ethical sensibility in their writing. Hewer, what differentiates Ashbery and Palmer
is that they are not content with demonstrating hibay are ethical subjects but insist on
creating occasions where the interdependency gidbeand the reader as constitutive of each
others’ subjectivityas other is apparent. The method of writing and negdis a responsive
and responsible ethical subject encouraged by wwak articulates a poetics of everyday life,
a “poethics” that enacts a way of acting in andnatting with the social world of others.

Thickening Poetics with a H

Since the publication dew Literary History'spioneering special issue “Literature and/as
Moral Philosophy” (1983), a subgenre of literarificism has burgeoned around figures who
advocate a phenomenological literary hermeneutteanstructive rhetorical philology and
an ethically informed mode of textual analysis, tnostably J. Hillis Miller, The Ethics of
Reading(1989); Richard RortyContingency, Irony, and Solidari{g989); Tobin Sieberghe
Ethics of Criticism(1990); Wayne C. BootiThe Company We Ke¢p992); Simon Critchley,
The Ethics of Deconstructiofl992); Samuel Goldbergdgents and Live$1993); Robert
Eaglestonetthical Criticism(1997); Adam NewtorMarrative Ethicg1997); Colin Mc Ginn,
Ethics, Evil and Fictior{1999); Jill RobbinsAltered Reading1999); and Derek Attridg&he

8 John Ashbery, “The SkatersCP, 149.
9 Michael Palmer, “Left Unfinished Sixteen Time§A, 122.



Singularity of Literaturg(2004). While each of these texts concentrateiaiom to advance
the inherent ethical capacity of literature, th&sequent decade has seen ethical criticism
applied to modernism, Lee Osseflse Ethics of Modernis2009); drama, Larry Bouchard’s
Theatre and Integrity(2011); trauma narratives, Martin Modlinger’s arbilipp Sonntag’s
Other People’s Pairf2011); and autobiographical fiction, Robert MdlI'&iThe Treacherous
Imagination(2013), to name but a few divergences. This ttajgof ethical literary criticism
indicates a marked refusal, or perhaps even arnlitgalbto explore the ethics of poetics in
English language literature, proof that Socratasimissal of poets from the ideal state in
Plato’sRepublichas become so entrenched that the social funofipoetry and its purpose
regarding day-to-day living are almost innatelya@®tary to other forms of discourse, other
ways of writing about ethics or even being ethiGicrates famously critiques poetry as an

imitative art that appeals to the inferior, appetitpart of the soul:

And in the case of sex, anger, and all the despiessures, and pains that we say
accompany all our actions, poetic imitation hasvikly same effect on us. It nurtures

and waters them and establishes them as rulesswhean they ought to wither and be

ruled, for that way we’ll become better and happi&ther than worse and more

wretched!?

As imitators, they are inferior to the real worlfimaking, the implication being that “only
activities producing tangible results are to beetalseriously.t! Another reason for the
subordination of poetry to other forms of literaligcourse in terms of ethics is the tendency
to equate the first-person, singular speaker obenpwith the actual poet, such that any
discussion of pertinent ethical issues is miscomstras prescriptive, absolutist moralising, a
practice wholly incongruous with the postmoderratiglst climate in which ethical literary
criticism germinated. According to this logic, peetre capable of exploring and enacting
morality, the rules that determine our social restalities and how these are adhered to,
whereas authors of other forms of literary discewan imaginatively engage with ethics, the
systematic study of the reasoning framework infogrthese rules.

Fortunately, the exception to this general disnhispoetry from the debates ethical

literary criticism seeks to engender is innovathreerican poetry from the second half of the

10 plato, “Republic X,"Readings in Ancient Greek Philosophy: From ThateAristotle Fourth Edition, ed. S.
Marc Cohen, Patricia Curd and C. D. C. Reeve (majmlis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2011),.628
I Francisco J. GonzaleRialectic and Dialogue: Plato’s Practice of Philgsiaical Inquiry (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1998), 134.



twentieth century. Beginning with Tim Woods’ senlifiie Poetics of the Lim{2003), which
analyses the Objectivists, in particular Louis Zskg, and the school of Language poetry to
show that “contemporary poetics, through the angiapf reference and normative syntax by
way of linguistic games and the play of the signifiare concerned with ethics and the
relationship between language and ethtésdnd continuing with G. Matthew Jenkirioetic
Obligation(2008) and John WrightonEsthics and Politics in Modern American Poet912),
innovative American poetry of this period can bersas being “motivated by an ethical
concern for others as a social responsibilifyRichard Deming’sListening On All Sides
(2007) even establishes an ethical practice ofimgitand reading so that experimental
American poets can be appreciated in “their rokegxemplars [of a pragmatist poetics], as
close listeners to the words others...use and hoywtbe them” in “a community of those who
see participation in meaning — its circulations angblications — as neither settled nor
transparent.** Woods’ suggestion that the “poetics of the limiis.[a] poetics of
interruption™® is crucial to the understandings of poetics, sthjgroximity and difficulty
delineated in my analysis. Both Ashbery and Palwikbe shown, therefore, to explore what
happens at this limit, at the point where mysetfssand another begins, at the furthest reaches
of what can be said in poetry. By reading Ashbery Balmer as examples of how ethics can
be enacted through poetics, arguing ultimately thair poems acknowledge “the
possibility...for...otherness beyond the limit [of thkeown and knowable], a prolepsis in
poiesis, that the text holds open and presentseagdtential of language us¥,my argument
deviates from the alternative route pursued by idsrdnd Wrighton.

Firstly, Jenkins’ study focuses on three generatiohpoets, represented by George
Oppen and Charles Reznikoff, Edward Dorn and Rdbartcan, and Susan Howe and Lyn
Hejinian, respectively, who draw on the lessonsftbeir Modernist predecessors to enact an
“ethical-linguistic turn,” with the primary interth of precisely locating this turn historically,
to determine the socio-cultural and intellectuatwmnstances determining the movement
“beyond didacticism and pronouncement toward... [ihd]jrect ethical inquiry” of a more
“nonprescriptive, linguistically self-conscious et "'’ He astutely observes that “their poetry

12 Tim Woods,The Poetics of the Limit: Ethics and Politics infBamporary American Poetizondon: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003), 4.

13 John WrightonEthics and Politics in Modern American PoefNew York, NY: Routledge, 2010), 2.

¥ Richard DemingListening On All Sides: Toward an Emersonian EthitReadingStanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2007), 3-5.

15 Woods, 255.

16 1bid, 186.

7 G. Matthew JenkinsRoetic Obligation: Ethics in Experimental AmericRoetry After 1945lowa City, IA:
University of lowa Press, 2008), 3.



is their ethics,” that their writings are informby ethically volatile issues engendered by their
lived experiences, for example, the violating andlent judgements perpetrated against
communists for Oppen and Jews for Reznikoff, Dom&stence on an open, more eclectic
community in the face of an increasingly homogetis@d paranoid consumption-based
technocracy, Duncan’s homosexuality at the begmointhe sexual revolution, and Howe’s
and Hejinian’s gender at the height of the femimstvement. While Jenkins’ textual analysis
concentrates on the formally challenging, engagiitg the materiality of the poem in terms
of its shape and construction, he aims to demdsestthat this “poetry is not
intentionally...difficult”'® once we accept that “it is incumbent upon us §aslers] to find the
ethical theories that best resonate with the etfitse poetry and poetics>When achieved,
readers can identify the ethical themes of the woe sensitivity to identities and social
positions that have been othered by a dominantireylacknowledgement of linguistic frames
used to construct and enforce conventional moealsreness of complicity in underwriting
presupposed identifications, etc., the implicati@mg that the difficulty of these authors can
be negotiated when the correct theory is appliethéon. While Jenkins acknowledges the
impossible task of fulfilling our obligation to aths through a close reading of radical alterity
in a text, he suggests that the other manifestgh@se poets’ work in the form of
“indeterminacy, aporia, contradiction, irony, dsixmultiple meanings, variation, disruption,
paratxis, mistake, accident, chance, ambiguousopiomreference, paradox, equivocation,
framing, and so on?® In doing so, he demonstrates how the other caitdmtified, thus
compromising the radical alterity that makes itiportant as what interrupts the self, the
sense of otherness encountered at the very limthefknown and knowable that can be
experienced but never explained. The difficulty exgnced when reading Ashbery and
Palmer, therefore, will necessarily not be expldirsavay but instead shown to blee
constitutive feature of their poetics as ethicalxs, inseparable from the social function and
purpose they assign poetry as part of day-to-daygi

Secondly, Wrighton's study provides what he terans'poethical trajectory” to
supplement Woods’ “first phase poethical praxisthva second and third stage represented by
poets “preoccupied with an emancipatory socialvit.”?! He identifies a “performative

dialogics®? at the centre of this praxis as the poets’ variethécal engagements align them

18 |bid, 21.

9 |bid, 225.

20 |bid.

2L wrighton, 1-2.
22 |bid, 2.



with pertinent political questions of the periocheTsecond phase includes Olson’s ethical
imperative to “challenge the dehumanising effedtandustrialisation,” Allen Ginsberg’s
“ethical response to the consumer culture and alggiittechnocracy of the fifties,” Gary
Snyder’s “ecopoetics as instructive of an ethieaponsibility in the representation and social
production of space,” and Jerome Rothenberg’s @ibwiics as a “direct challenge to cultural
imperialism.”3 The third phase involves a “turn to language” @xdemonstrated by Bruce
Andrews’ “positively valued re-writings of the satibody in a participatory poetics or
emancipatory constructivisn¥>All of these poets are shown, in one way or anptbeeorient
language so it is no longer “the medium of a madtednted self-identification” through which
the individual secures an identity...by gaininggha&se on a range of commodified positions
within the socio-political totality2® Wrighton’s analysis is vital to understanding hthese
poets are involved in the political struggle ofaerciling the “disparity between the possibility
of language (to maintain an idealised ethical i@gtand the reality of language (as the site of
political coercion and social conditioningythrough their “poethical praxis.” However, his
concentration on the practical application of thfggoethics” to address particular socio-
political issues means ethics and morality arenoffignonymous in his analyses, even if
morality is considered contextually determined eatthan absolute. While this might be
necessary to prevent such difficult poetry beingrdssed as the preserve of an intellectual
elite, inane obscurantism or irrelevant and impeattabstraction, my analysis is concerned
with a “poethics” that precedes, even exceeds, [@agtical application. “Poethics” for
Ashbery and Palmer is not just a way of “engagimg ispecific politics®” or a critique of
language use but an opportunity for enacting tmsitmtion of subjectivity and exploring how
it is represented and articulated, respectivelirBhs a poetry of fundamentals because they
acknowledge that without the reader there is nd pod without the poet there is no reader.
Before there can be any practical application bicstin a particular historical moment, there
is the ethical encounter with another person madsiple by the experience of proximity to
what is unknown and unknowable.

Both Jenkins’ and Wrighton's studies are vital torderstanding the ethical turn in
innovative American poetry of this period but themphasis on how ethics is historically

conditioned fails to properly appreciate its unsady timeless quality, how ethics is always

2 |bid, 18-20.
241bid, 20.

2 |bid.

26 |bid, 180.
27 bid, 2.



already a response to someone elsewhere and oteetavsomeone beyond the limits of one’s
capacity to comprehend and outside one’s abiligotatrol or coerce. In addition, neither gives
appropriate attention to Joan Retallack’s ideahef“poethical wager,” the risk involved in
committing oneself to something whose outcome tertain, to writing as, not justabout a
form of living in the real world® such that the fact one is writing and how one dsess
equally if not more significant than what one wsitgbout. Ashbery and Palmer are involved
in a project that is at once permissared obligatory but always in a pre-political senseisTh
analysis of the interconnection between poetics atiics not only employs Retallack’s
neologism but is also informed by the similar iii@m to reveal how Ashbery and Palmer insist
on positing the poem as an event in the real wealther than object representing or
commenting on the real world. Both poets exploratwwtmeans to be social in the first place,
not just the ontological question of how one existproximity to others but the precedential
ethical considerations and commitments involveddting in and interacting with a social of
others. They ultimately demonstrate how ethics inhabit poetry as more than just subject
matter, as the only subject that matters in fagtalise it informs not just how but why one
writes and reads poetry in the first place.

The End of Friendship with Self Alone: John Ashberyand Michael Palmer

As two poets who have always maintained an actie in the visual arts, Ashbery through
his art criticism and Palmer through his collabiors, the creative-cultural environment
initiated by Abstract Expressionism would prove élygnfluential on the development and
emergence of their respective poetics. The paistoiglackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning,
Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman collectively, rattiean individually, first suggested the
possibility of a new aesthetic paradigm that wasrate simple and complex, urgent and
meditative, abstract and literal, expressive awdesiwe. While each of these dialectics feature
in the poets’ work at different stages and to vagyilegrees, both are aware of the unfortunate
incongruence between the potential suggested byradbsExpressionism and the socio-
political reality of the period. The aesthetic fa@at of this art most appreciated at the time, i.e.
scale, action, energy, space, etc., served as¢patators of sexual difference” that were part

28 Joan Retallack, “The Poethical WageTfie Poethical WageiBerkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1996), 40.



of an “informing metaphorics of masculinity’® Consequently, it provided a “crucial
component of cold war U.S. national identity, diffietiating the nation politically and
culturally from a Europe portrayed as weakened effeminate.®® As a result, Ashbery and
Palmer carefully avoid positioning themselves asppnents of oppositional individuation,
knowing how easily the individualist existentialpexiences expressed by these painters were
misappropriated to promote the national principdésindividualism and democracy both
domestically and abroad. The inevitable fate of Aestract Expressionists explains why
Ashbery and Palmer have always sought out artisis are less readily assimilable to the
dominant national discourses of the period, thenarfrequently championing the work of
Joseph Cornell, Larry Rivers, Jane Freilicher aredBrainard, and the latter collaborating with
Irving Petlin and Augusta Talbot and foreign asgtistich as Gerhard Richter, Sandro Chia and
Micaéla Heinich. Nevertheless, the creative envitent engendered by the Abstract
Expressionists confirmed the importance of “outsifte establishing and maintaining an
aesthetic paradigm that is as difficult as it isessary. Palmer identifies this need to decentre
identity in Ashbery, to “move beyond the subjedh-both senses of the word'Both poets
were Harvard educated, which undoubtedly made thware that positioning oneself inside
the postwar American poetic tradition required adhee to the pedantic new critical pedagogy
and confessional, expressivist poetics. Ashbemtsyear relocation to Paris and Palmer’s
permanent relocation to San Francisco, in additdheir committed refusal to be aligned with
any particular poetic movement, indicates, theesftieir burgeoning “poethic” sensibility,
how the poetry is a way of living in the real woddd how living in the real world reciprocally
informs the poetry.

Such early awareness of the importance of whang must remain outside also
explains both poets’ continued interest in tramstabr perhaps their interest in translation
affirmed the importance of what is beyond artidolatin one’s native, habitual language and
what cannot be appropriated into America’s verracapistemology. The recently published
Collected French Translations: Poetig014) andCollected French Translations: Prose
(2014) suggest that Ashbery’s translations are not jusad@dmendum to his other creative-

critical projects but rather a conduit for them,“ds very curious style of [what he was

2% Timothy J. Clark, “Jackson Pollock’s AbstractioRgconstructing Modernisred. Serge Guilbaut (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1990), 229.

30 Michael Leja,Reframing Abstract Expressionism: Subjectivity &aihting in the 1940éNew Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1993), 256.

31 Michael Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Thomas dbar” Regions of Unlikeness: Explaining
Contemporary Poetr{Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 199%)9.



translating often] got into [his] own work and wdWteep recurring long after [he] had done
this translation.® He admits “that there are echoes [of others’ \&liceeven today in my
poetry’®® and they allow him to avoid ready-made word pag&nd associations that he might
otherwise fall into when writing though he is newwvare of these echoes while actually
writing. Developing on his graduate studies in camagive literature, Palmer, like Ashbery,
sees translation as the opportunity for a poetiwenter with hitherto unnamed and unknown
others. His most notable translations include thrafséincente Huidobro, Alexi Parshchikov
and Emmanuel Hocquard, and his co-editingNothing the Sun Could Not Explain: Twenty
Contemporary Brazilian Poetdemonstrating his abilities across multiple laanggs. Palmer’s
own poetry is characterised by its complex intdrtahty, which “[manifests] in the
borrowing...of other people’s word$¥”hence his claim to “have been writing a book, inot
my native language3® Because translating is always an interpretatiomomplicates the
notion of reading and writing as separate actisjtexplaining his suggestion that “writing is
also a kind of reading® and by extension reading is also a kind of writing

Translating also raises important questions abowtteaders should respond to a text.
By interpreting the text, readers create anothégrdnt composition for which s/he, like any
translator, is ultimately responsible. For both Bety and Palmer, the act of translating is
crucial to their “poethics” since it representstbhtite permission to be responsive but also the

obligation to be responsible. Furthermore, Palmsists that:

All poetry is, of course translation, a bearingossr from one region to another, a
crossing of borders, a conjoining of same with nthes a voyage out of the self-same
or the self-identical...into a fluid semantic andaagical field. That is, to translate is

also to be translated, to commit to an act of béagmhuman perhap¥.

Translation makes Ashbery’s and Palmer’s intengezkthics” explicit, that we are reading
poets who are always not only reading others Bgareding to them in their own writings. By
extension, we as readers are given permissionréatiso obligated to respond to Ashbery and

Palmer as others and to remain responsible fombenpretative responses. Translating allows

32 John Ashbery, “Interview: Conducted by David Recktii Bennington Review (1980): 16.

33 |bid.

34 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 286.

35 Palmer , “Sun,’Codes Appearing: Poems 1979-198&w York, NY: New Directions Books, 2001), 234.
%6 1bid, 283.

37 palmer, “Poetry and Contingency: Within a Timelédsment of Barbaric Thought,Active Boundaries:
Selected Essays and Ta(k&ew York, NY: New Directions Books, 2008), 55-56.
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for “extensions of voice, beyond that one with whwe come into the world. The elsewhere
so necessary to any understanding of the here-awd= It is not simply speaking through
others’ voices but speaking with them, enteringo i “timeless, borderless dialogue
with...other[s]'®® in the groundless ground of the poem. This is‘éésew(here) that includes
the word ‘here,” as well as a ‘nowhere’ which carbad ‘now here,*® since the “time of the
reading [and/as writing] is here-and-now: a nowakhhappens at any moment, and hence a
here which exists anywheré&'’Perhaps their shared interest in Raymond Rousstibery
researched him for a never-completed doctoral prajethe late fifties and Palmer completed
an undergraduate thesis on his work in 1965) enplthe strange temporality of the “now
here” in their poetry, what Palmer describes asigsoin the future-past? The effect of
Roussel's work depends on the “correspondence efptiesent and the absent” and the
“spatialisation of time and memory” by “subjectitige temporal to various structures of
simultaneous juxtaposition or succession of imakgdcenes without context*Both poets
self-reflexively acknowledge this sense of “nowherenow here” in each other’'s work,

Ashbery observing how:

we [are encouraged to] follow the movement of thgument...intently...[as] it
appears...urgent to do so, but, as they say, whetegs nobody knows. That ‘where’
is the delightful, dangerous, and ultimately gensrplace where we end up if we
follow Palmer®

While in his review ofShadow Trair(1981), Palmer identifies how:

we are left with...neither territory nor map but atitlation between them, a dialectical
shadow play of presence and absence. Echoes andtigne surface and are
reabsorbed...A series of ‘first persons’ is projedad erased. The speaker is not only
masked but destabilised as a reference goint.

38 |bid, 56.

3% Rosanne Wasserman and Eugene Richie, “CuriousrRglances:’ John Ashbery Translates French Poetry,”
Collected French Translations: Poetgd. Rosanne Wasserman and Eugene Richie (Maach@atcanet Press,
2014), xliv.

40 Michael Palmer, “Active Boundaries: Poetry at Beriphery,”Active Boundarigs208.

41 Michael Palmer, “Octavio Paz: Circulations of eng,”Active Boundarigsl121.

42 Michael Palmer, “Sun,CA, 226.

43 Kai Mikkonen,The Plot Machine: The French Novel and the BachMachines in the Electric Years (1880-
1914)(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001), 234-235.

44 John Ashbery, “Introduction to a Reading by MidhBalmer and James TateSktlected Proseed. Eugene
Richie (Manchester, Carcanet Press, 2004), 218.

45 Michael Palmer, “Review: Shadow Train,” quoted.@e Bartlett;The Sun Is But a Morning St@klbuquerque,
NM: University of New Mexico Press, 1989), 153.
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Ashbery and Palmer might be irreconcilable oppssiteterms of the economies of their
writing, with the former “much more engaged by gemanency of the ephemeral...and of
those eruptions of the trivial into consciousnessiveyed through a gradually more expansive
“generative [and] exploratory sense” of allowing fhoem “to carry on...through an idea of
extension,* whereas the latter’s “poetry has not so much apes as refined and reduced
itself to the elements that were always th&r#irough its “[involvement] with some sort of
implosive intensification*® Palmer could easily be speaking about his own wakn he
praises Ashbery for the “remade” quality of hisgaage and how his voice is always only
“placed along and within the voices of othetlighlighting the importance of the dialectic
of absence and presence that informs both thek wma is so crucial to appreciating the ethics
motivating their poetics of proximity, of alwayseddy being just one amongst many others.
However, where Palmer directly alludes to the “gmbty of a life entirely given over to the
poem. A life that was not referential to ‘the laey,” what qualifies as literature, as to the akctua
exigencies and demands of the poetic vocatiSnXshbery, typically, is more hesitant,
suggesting that since his prose writing is theslitgd of an activity that has always been
something more than a hobby, if less than a catfhthen by a process of limitation his other
activity, poetry, is closer to a vocation. Translatand vocation both help conceptualise poetry
as the response to a preliminary call from angtleeson, entering into a conversation with a
voice that originates outside the self. Furtherma@shbery and Palmer are largely responsible
for provoking the recent interest in “cross-poltioa” between “traditional [forms]...and more
experimental modes of writing? For example, Ashbery combines the meditative eregof

the Transcendentalists with the capacious Frenabeppoem and reinvigorates conventional
forms like the pantoum and the sestina using elgihyravhile Palmer uses a hermeneutics of
scepticism to enlarge the capacities of the coidrak expressivist poem and introduces a
continental lyricism and philosophy to the explamas of a truncated self engendered by the
example of Emily Dickinson. Through these combioraé, they engender “productive
encounter[s] that [answer] most frequently to tame ‘innovation.’®® The sense of encounter,

however, is further utilised to accentuate theosthnherent in their poetics because these

46 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 288.

47 Ashbery, “Introduction to a Reading by Michaelrrat...,” 217.

48 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 288.
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innovations highlight the “obscurity [read: diffity] of poetry...[an] obscurity, if it is not
congenital, has been bestowed on poetry by strasgeand distance (perhaps of its own
making) and for the sake of an encountérlf writing poetry is both to translate and be
translated, the poetic vocation is extended tad¢ader who is called to respond by the voice
of another person, in this case the poet, whichnsélae difficult poem is a site of potential
encounter between self and other. Because thewiffboem requires “an effort of attention
[by the reader] that is as active as that whichsga® the writing,?® the reader becomes a
translator, not only transforming the poet’s orajiwork but rewriting the poems so they might
be “closer to the originals than the originals tetaes.?® Writing poetry, therefore, is to be
interpreted by another person, to be always alreatlinto question by the reader but Ashbery
and Palmer are equally concerned with how the resuight be put into question, might be
called to respond as a responsive and responsibjecs by the voice of another person and
removed from the self-same, the “enchantment dfvaét self.”

Despite these “curious resemblanc¥syiy analysis of Ashbery and Palmer is not an
attempt to enforce complete consensus or corregmoedoetween them. Even disregarding
the influence their particular geographical locasioNew York and San Francisco respectively,
and the attendant personal and poetical relatipsshiave on their projects, vital differences
exist between them. For example, Ashbery’s homaaéyuresulted in an immediate
disconnect from the containment culture of fiftideerica, whose virulent homophobia
required careful negotiation for reasons of setftgction, while his expatriate experience in
France, “living in a country where the languageksmowas not [his] own>® forever changed
his relationship to language as a medium of exmesnd self-disclosure. Working as an art
critic meant he was acutely aware of the apprdpdaatendency of mainstream American
culture, which readily neutralised whatever wasataty other about innovations in the visual
arts, while his phenomenology of everyday life iitves tracing thoughts voicing themselves
and inscribing a social world?almer, on the other hand, lost faith in languatgr witnessing

its complicity in the intentional misrememberingdamisleading re-presentation of events

54 Paul Celan, “The Meridian,Collected Prosgtrans. Rosmarie Waldrop (Manchester: CarcanedsPre999),
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associated with America’s neo-imperialist expansgturing the sixties, while his active
involvement in experimental dance confirmed thespgmkty of an embodied form of non-
linguistic signification. His attendance at the Yanver Poetry Conference (1963) first
introduced him to a new conceptualisation of comityueventually resulting in his own idea
of the imagined community consisting of differertteps and readers involved in the same
timeless project. Furthermore, his interest in Yéitistein, particularly his argument that
“ordinary language is all right® and suggestion that “Philosophy ought really toaigten
only as a@orm of poetry % explains why Palmer’s “poetics of everyday lifehisis not simply
the empirical record of the actual words of thistlbat person,” not theekpressionor
externalisation of inner feeling” but the critiqakthat expression” to affirm that poetry ought
really to be written as philosopfy.

Nevertheless, they share a “poethic” sensibilitgpacern for what poetry can do as a
way of living in the social world of others and @ncern for the subjectivity of the reader that
warrants analysing them, if not comparatively, thékeast in proximity to each other. At the
heart of this is not just a reappraisal of why sheuld write and read poetry but also a radical
reconfiguration of how one does so. Because theik ¢ founded on exploring the ethics that
precedes any politics, my readings of Ashbery aalthBr are intended to demonstrate how
they realise what | term a “poethics of proximitwhich requires an extended analysis of the
various considerations and commitments that botimpp@nd obligate this as they manifest in
the collections up to that point. Ashbery’s workto@and includingsPCMwill be analysed to
illustrate how he engages with the question of-igifesentation in poetry, while Palmer’s
work up to and includingunwill be analysed to reveal how he explores sdltalation in
poetry. Both these questions are motivated by tt@current interest in exploring how the
subject author’'s a self, how it writes itself irggistence as one subject amongst others, and
determining whether or not this can be done in #mcal, that is, in a responsive and
responsible, manner. While their projects don’tatlyashare a common trajectory, there are
important parallels in how they move away from “drehantment of self with self” and turn
toward the other in order to realise a “poethicpraiximity.” Firstly, this movement involves
undermining the poetic subject as autotelic by gaing the importance of what lies outside

the self and in doing so affirming its status dseteronomic entity. This turn toward what is

9 Ludwig WittgensteinThe Blue and Brown Bookblew York, NY: Harper & Row Publishers, 1958), 28.

50 Ludwig WittgensteinCulture and Valugtrans. Peter Winch (Chicago, IL: The UniversifyGhicago Press,
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61 Marjorie Perloff,Wittgenstein’s Ladder: Poetic Language and the r@jemess of the OrdinaChicago, IL:
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outside the poetic subject will be discussed iatreh to Ashbery’'Some Tree§l956) andlrhe
Tennis Court Oatlf1962) and PalmerBlake’s Newtor§1972) andrhe Circular Gate$1974).
Secondly, Ashbery and Palmer will be shown to waleavhat is outside into their poetry
through a process of self-erasure and the dial@dtiosresence and absenceRivers and
Mountains(1966) andThe Double-Dream of Sprin@970), andWithout Music(1977) and
Notes for Echo Laké1981),respectively. In this case, what is outside matsf@s another
person and both will be shown to extend the peilonsand obligation to become ethical
subjects to the reader by allowing him/her to inh#ie poem and become responsible for
his/her interpretation. Thirdly and finally, Ashlg&r act of self-representation frhree Poems
(1972) andSelf-Portrait in a Convex Mirro(1975) and Palmer’s act of self-articulation in
First Figure (1984) andSun (1988) will be addressed to demonstrate how attpce of
proximity” informs the constitution of ethical ségfivity, a process coextensively undertaken
by both the poet and the reader as they respoeddo otheas other, an experience signalled
by being at the very limits of the known and knoleab

To help further differentiate between Ashbery &admer, their concern for how an
ethical subject is authored through the writing esatling of poetry will be analysed according
to the trajectory of Bakhtin’s “aesthethic” the@iand Levinas’ phenomenological ethics.
Firstly, there is a noticeable shift from ethicatsthetics when Bakhtin’s texts are read in the
order in which they were written rather than theéewrof their publication in Englisi,oward
a Philosophy of the Adtwritten: 1919-21/published: 1993Art and Answerability(1919-
1924/1990) and fe Dialogic Imagination(1934-41/1981). However, when his “overriding
goal...is seen as a philosophical [inquir$f,there is an undeniable continuity in his work
engendered by his study of how a self is authdneauggh performed acts. IAPA Bakhtin
argues that the subject comes into existence prmpang actions in the presence of others
and being irreducibly answerable for themDiiy his attention turns to literary discourse as he
develops his principle of dialogism to explain htamguage always already consists of the
voices of others and to use language is to alwhkigady be responding to others. Therefore,
every utterance inherently involves the speakeglations with other speakers, thus precluding
the autonomous, self-sufficient monologue in favotia dialogue. This trajectory proves
crucial to appreciating how Ashbery utilises hiswtedge of visual art aesthetics to configure
the poem as an event between embodied subjectgydunich answerable acts are performed,
whereas dialogism helps explain Palmer’'s undergtgndf the poem as a conversation

62 Katerina Clark and Michael Holguigtlikhail Bakhtin(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), 4
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between a community of different speakers. Secoritre is an important change in how
Levinas conceptualises ethics between his two raapinilosophical worksTotality and
Infinity: An Essay on Exterioritf1961) andOtherwise Than Being: Or Beyond Essence
(1981). In this first text, he argues that the feméace encounter with another person
constitutes subjectivity, the occasion when thé eetounters an other and responds to the
guestion posed by him/her by answering for oneselihe second text, Levinas reconfigures
ethics to refer to a pre-linguistic experiencetbieal encounter. He distinguishes between the
said and the saying, where the said refers todlis sictual response to another person while
the saying refers to a response prior to anythitigudated in language, a gesture that orients
oneself toward another. This trajectory is key talerstanding the difference between self-
representation in Ashbery and self-articulationFalmer. InSPCM Ashbery realises a
“poethics of proximity” through the fact-to-faceaaunter with another person’s self-portrait,
thus revealing how self-representation is dependerihe presence of an other who instigates
it, who permits and obligates a responseS IRalmer’s “poethics of proximity” are realised
through the act of listening, an originating, preglistic gesture before anything is spoken that
opens the self to the presence of an other andswakponse not only possible but necessary.
Most importantly, while both Ashbery and Palmerlex@ how responding to another person
is crucial to the acts of self-representation asti-aticulation, their poetry provides an
occasion for the reader to consider how s/he nagtitor him/herself as an ethical subject by
responding to the poet, how s/he can realise athprseof proximity” in the face-to-face
encounter with Ashbery and by listening to Paln@hkas unknown and unknowable others.
In terms of structure, to illustrate how Ashbery aalmer employ different strategies
to realise their “poethics of proximity,” this agsais consists of two separate sections.
Nevertheless, despite the differences in how tlkalige the ethical potential they identify as
informing poetry, a number of theoretical terms,tmeological proposals and contextual
issues are utilised to explain the correspondiaig¢tories of their work. Accordingly, Chapter
1 explains the primary concepts of “poethics,” pnaiky, “response-ability” and necessary
difficulty using the aesthetic theories of Bakhaind the phenomenological ethics of Levinas.
In addition, Ashbery’s and Palmer’s works will besgied as responding to the pedagogical
practices of New Criticism, which will be showndmbody the strategies of containment and
discourses of consensus associated with the Cotdties lending both personal and political
immediacy to each poet’s decision to compose imogther than closed forms, and to distance
themselves from normative poetic standards in faebmore innovative approaches to how a

poem is initially composed and subsequently intsqat.
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Part | focuses on Ashbery’s work from the fiftigs 10 the mid-seventies, beginning
with STand concluding wittsPCM where, it will be argued, the poet realises pigethics of
proximity” through the face-to-face encounter oé taesthetic event. Chapter 2 addresses
Ashbery’s first two collections to identify how hmoblematizes the notion of the autotelic
poetic subject and introduces a heteronomic altemathat is, a subject that is not self-
contained and autonomous but rather open towaren e@onstituted by, difference and
otherness. Ashbery will be shown to challenge egrias of containment and discourses of
consensus in both collections by engaging with @bsthetics of contemporaneous artists,
avoiding oppositionality through indifference, peeting the appropriation of otherness by
positioning himself as an outsider and using réipetito accentuate the sense of irreducible
difference informing his early work.

Chapter 3 concentrates BiMandDDS, collections in which Ashbery displaces himself
as the subject of his poems in order for the restmlenake the poem correspond to his/her
perspective. For this reason, the poem will be shimibe an event rather than an object, while
Bakthin’s theory of the performed act will be use@xplain how Ashbery envisages a situation
where each instance of interpretation is an ingtasfccomposition for which the reader is
responsible. Ultimately, Ashbery is both absent gmedsent in these collections as he
encourages the reader to consider how the poensite avhere multiple consciousnesses
encounter each other, how the poem allows for gesefh proximity because it is an event
where both the poet and the reader can realise‘thgponse-ability,” the constitutive moment
of a “poethics.”

Finally, using Levinas’ analogy of the face-to-famecounter, Ashbery will be shown
in Chapter 4 to realise a “poethics of proximity’ the encounter between “(my)Self” and
“(an)Other” in the event of the poem. Firstliy’s immersive, environmental quality will be
addressed to illustrate how Ashbery is concerndll miaking the acts performed during the
writing and reading of his work readily applicalbbehow one lives in the extratextual, social
world. Developing on the “response-ability” reatiga the previous collection, the experience
of readingTP, of being confronted with innumerable choices rdog how one should
proceed with the text, is intended to replicatelived experience of acting in and interacting
with the social world of others. This poem is cleteased by a necessary difficulty that
requires a new way of reading, one that allowsafoappreciation of the encounter that occurs
between the poet and the reader in conversation gach other rather than one solely
concerned with the teleological process of deteirmgimeaning. Secondly, BPCM Ashbery

uses ekphrasis to explore how proximity betweeryj@elf” and “(an)Other” is realised in the
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face-to-face encounter. The eponymous poem inctblisction sees Ashbery responding to
“(an)Other” in his act of self-representation, at he encourages the reader to similarly
perform a s/he responds to the poet as “(an)Othben interpreting the poem and realising
his/her ethical subjectivity. Just as the poetoesis to the face of the painter in the self-partrai
as “(an)Other,” someone who cannot and must nabbepletely known, the reader responds
to Ashbery as “(an)Other” and in doing so realibegher “response-ability” as an ethical
subject. This encounter is intended to model hawy)Self’ acts in and interacts with the
social world of others in a way that acknowledgbe tlterity of “(an)Other” without
appropriating or reducing it, it is a relation @bpimity rather than complete identification that
constitutes one’s ethical subjectivity.

Part 1l focuses on Palmer’s work from the earlyesgies to the late eighties, starting
with BN and finishing withS which documents the poet’s realisation of a “pamst of
proximity” as he explores the encounter betweeividdals that occurs in conversation prior
to anything being said. In Chapter 5, Palmer wil §hown to challenge strategies of
containment and discourses of consens8NandCG as he attempts to reconfigure the poetic
subject, and the poem itself, as open to differeamckotherness. This intention might be similar
to Ashbery, but Palmer pursues it in an entireljedent way by collapsing the distinction
between the inside and outside of the poem thrgeglal compositions and derivations from
other sources. Furthermore, Palmer uses theseciolle to investigate the possibility of
positioning himself outside the body politic andlming so creating a community of difference,
thus indicating the ethical concerns informing he®tics at this early stage.

Chapter 6 addresses the next two collectidih] and NEL, where Palmer seeks to
explore the conventions of the lyric poem to revbal it is informed by the presence of
multiple voices rather than the singular voice spaaker or poetic subject. Through a process
of self-erasure, Palmer creates a vacant subjesitiqoo that the reader can inhabit as an
embodied consciousness when s/he reads the poedoirig so, he returns the lyric to its
original function as a text to be performed, thusvmling a model for how the reader realises
him/herself through performed actions in the egtxatal, social world. Such lyrics he terms
“analytical,” as they investigate how embodimentws during the writing and reading of
poetry, a process that involves both presence lasehae as the poet and reader encounter each
other within the poem. Bakhtin’s theory of dialagisvill also be reconfigured to explain how
the lyric is a dialogic rather than a monologicetdihce, thus allowing for a method of
composition and interpretation in which the poet aeader respond to “(an)Other” in the

poem. Consequently, writing and reading in this nearbecome gestures extended toward
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another person in the event of communication rateem being concerned with the transfer of
meaning or the reduction of uncertainty betweeny)®elf” and “(an)Other.”

Finally, in Chapter 7 Palmer will be shown to realhis “poethics of proximity” as he
explores the encounter that is possible betweely)$eif” and “(an)Other” inFF andS. In
these collections, Levinas’ theory of the sayingd #re said will be used to explain how the
poet conceptualises the poem as a gesture, a pedoact that presupposes an encounter
between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” before anythisggommunicated. Palmer’s concern here
is with a language of the unsayable, a languagecttramunicates prior to speaking, and his
collaborations with the choreographer Margaret irenwill be addressed in the analysis of
FF. With S Palmer realises his “poethics of proximity” bydgrounding the act of listening
to “(an)Other,” a gesture that welcomes and compaias to “(an)Other” prior to anything
being communicated but which is the prerequisit@lbtommunication. Because listening
requires proximity while not necessitating complédentification between the subjects
involved, it provides a precise example of theioatjng experience of ethical subjectivity, an
experience Palmer extends to his reader by encogragn/her to listen to what is not said, to
what occurs in the encounter between “(my)self’ §ad)Other” prior to anything that might

be communicated.

Just Beingq Difficult?

Discussing the ethical responsibility of innovatpeetry, especially that which “makes its
difficulty a basic means to accomplishing its ehasight initially seem problematic since
“privileging artistic complexity” is often seen twubordinate “political obligation” and the
resultant ambiguity and indeterminacy are consilécepreclude convictiof® As George
Steiner asks, what does it mean when the “langaagenost charged with the intent of
communication, of reaching out to touch the listeaoe reader” and begin a dialogue is
“resistant to immediacy and comprehensioff?Numerous questions are raised in this
discussion of responsibility (“being capable ofiflithg an obligation” and “being accountable
to another for something”) and irresponsibility ¢transwerable for actions” and “not liable to

be called to account”). For example, is the pogpoesible to the reader’s expectations of what
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a poem should be and do, is s/he responsible t@xperience being re-presented and/or
performed, or is s/he responsible to the languagetlze medium being used? These multiple
responsibilities are incompatible since ensuring igrsatisfied inevitably forces the others into
secondary importance. However, in Ashbery and Palthe emphasis is not on a practical
responsibility to someone or for something but oanaatecedent, precedential “response-
ability” that is realised during the ethical encterrbetween self and other, the permission and
the obligation experienced by the poet and theereafl which all subsequent questions of
practical responsibility are derivatives. By reweglhow tentatively we comprehend the many
permutations of self-reference and continuouslyfrooning us with what lies just beyond the
limits of what we do and can know, difficulty praolgs this encounter between self and other,
highlighting the importance of identification, albeever in the ways that might reinforce us
as self-sufficient subjects. Difficulty is neithast a property of a text nor merely a classifiable
set of techniques but an experience that must téeratood as a fundamental part of the writing
and reading process. Because the ‘“issue of podtfiiculty is meaningless” without
considering the “reader and...reading publicsi$ @&t once individual and collective, and can
only be experienced rather than explained atvay.

To understand the necessity of Ashbery's and Pamaifficulty, it must be
differentiated from the two dominant examples dficlilty in twentieth century American
poetry, High Modernism and Language poetry, whicveh primarily determined our
understanding of the function difficulty performBirstly, while the difficulty of high

modernism “came with an ‘ought,” meaning it wast st the result of an individual's
expression but a “matter of cultural and aesthaticessity °® it equally served “an important
[but more problematic] social function as a cultugatekeeper” because “knowing how to
respond properly to difficult art [and literatutedcame a way of indicating one’s membership
in high culture.®” For this reason, Eliot’s claim that “poets in aivilisation, as it exists at
present, must bdifficult’®® is not as innocuous as it might appear becaufieutij was not
just an argument about comprehension but “wasdhyg sventieth century’s tool for arguing
about what literature is and who should contrdl®#tDifficulty also articulates a social

situation, where the “common reader” does not haeenecessary “knowledge required to

55 william Christie, “A Recent History of Poetic Diffulty,” ELH 67 (2000): 542.

56 Leonard Diepeveefhe Difficulties of ModernisriNew York, NY: Routledge, 2003), 16, author’s eragis.
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understand difficult modern texts” while a “speisiat elite audience” doé$This knowledge-
based difficulty “demanded an interpreting classt i also “narrowed aesthetic meanirg,”
since if the reader responded appropriately to difieculty, i.e. interpreted the symbols
correctly, identified the literary allusions, detened the bibliographic references, etc., it could
be explained away, thus indicating his/her initiatinto a coterie of like-minded individuals
who share a similar sensibility. Secondly, theidifity of the Language poets is more
instrumental, since what motivates their innovatios a “demand for a social, political
dimension in writing — embracing concern for a prjbfor community goods, for overall
comprehensions and transformation” that “intersestsoverall concern for language as
medium: for the conditions of its makings of meapisignificance or value, & sens&While
this poetry is itself not “instrumentalised or mshentalising” it is more *“actively
explanatory,” a kind of “writingas politics” not just about politics in which diffitly serves a
particular purposé’ Difficulty is intended to disrupt the ideologicstiuctures of the capitalist
socio-economic system informing the production aadsumption of meaning in poetry by
precluding confessional, expressivist aesthetidgpaeventing close-reading. Language poetry
radically reconfigures the relationship betweengbet, the reader and the text to subvert the
normalised hierarchies and invert the active-passiichotomy structuring society and
conditioning poetic composition and interpretatiés. a result, the difficulty of such writing
is only necessary in terms of its function in expleg and enacting this political objective.
Both the pro/prescriptive and the instrumentalrapgh to difficulty oversimplifies it.
For Ashbery and Palmer it is an inherent, if tigt constitutive, feature of their “poethics,”
thus pointing equally to poetry and to life, tafa biven over to the poem and to writing and
reading poetry as a way of living in the social \d@f others. Their poetry displays a difficulty
that cannot be explained away or limited to atatilan purpose, it is a “necessary difficulty”
that “encompasses both critique” of how thingskarealso “celebration” of how things could
and should bé* Necessarily difficult poetry allows for not onlyie exploration but the
enactment of what the social might be, it perfothescrucial function of developing different
paradigms of subjectivity and testing the posgipdif utopian social relations in ways that are

impossible in other creative-critical discoursesither Ashbery nor Palmer are unnecessarily

™ bid, 132.
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difficult, they are not simply abstract, obtuseligsistic, surreal, indeterminate, exclusive,
esoteric or whatever other word commonly used spatiagingly denote poetic innovations.
As Woods’, Jenkins’, and Wrighton’s studies demaatst they are part of the more general
ethical turn in innovative American poetry but belitheir immediate predecessors and
contemporaries they are not so much concernedwritimg their attention to particular ethical
issues but with exploring how poetry can enacttiiising from self toward other that permits
and obligates all further ethical activities. Instsense, Ashbery and Palmer are not poets of
the everyday but poets tife everyday. Unlike William Carlos Williams and FrafkHara,
who utilise relatively inconsequential experienteseconfigure poetry’s social function as a
way of valuing the personal occasions that arencditebest ignored or at worst intentionally
suppressed by official discourses, Ashbery and &atall our attention to the most everyday
experience that informs all subsequent social &téesns, the ethical encounter between self

and other. However, as Ashbery argues:

It is as well to call attention

To it by exaggeration, perhaps. But calling attmti

Isn’t the same as explaining, and as | said | atwesaly

To line phrases with the costly stuff of explanatiand shall not,
Will not do so for the momerit.

Their concern for the subjectivity of the readelamethey are difficult because of the necessity
of their task, not just explaining how to live etlly but providing readers with the opportunity
to realise for themselves the considerations armdnutments involved in acting in and
interacting with the social world of others as sp@nsive and responsible ethical subject. As
Ashbery explains, this poetry is about “gettingnfrone place to another...from one [or my]
momentto another [or an other's]'® Because “life is very difficult” the poetry museb
difficult, because “it seems very often that weirea situation that is impossible to deal with,
but somehow it goes on, so it's very difficult agaksy at the same time. It happens by itself
and we’re part of its happening”’Palmer appreciates this aspect of Ashbery, hotddrives
you of the simple reading, the either/or that dertesser readers are always yearning‘for”

but which is, more importantly, the result of cartariting practices. Like Ashbery, he refuses

S Ashbery, “The SkatersCP, 152.

6 John Ashbery, “An Interview in Warsaw with Piomr8mer,”Code of Signals: Recent Writings in Poetied.
Michael Palmer (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Book€983), 313.

7 1bid.

8 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 279.

22



the “erasure of the function of poetry in relationthe world, a trivialising for which one is
duly rewarded for making the thing manageable” hysueing the poem remains
“unmanageable,” that its difficulty makes it a pafiving in the social world of other$®

9 1bid.
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Chapter 1: The Poethics of Proximity: A Necessary
Difficulty

Poetry is capable of doing things ethical in a Weat philosophy simply cannot. This is not to
deny the latter’s important heuristic capacity relgag ethical matters but to suggest rather that
poetry offers a different way of conceptualisingniet by drawing our attention to the
performative actions that constitute us as subjeittsn the social world of others. Informed
by the “poethics of proximity,” poetry is not comned with imperatives or prescriptions but
with enacting what it is like to be an ethical sdbj By testing the possibility of living
according to a principle you are trying to artig¢alawriting and reading become activities
associated with a particular way of living in tleakworld, the social world of others outside,
but always exerting influence upon, the self. Adoagly, the social function of poetry is
pronounced and this acquires important politicalnmiations when contextualised in the Cold
War period and understood as a response to thendomdiscourses of containment and
consensus that defined this period. This turnhiiwsisignals a turn toward the other, a powerful
gesture of resistance against the homogenisingsarperating in society intent on neutralising
difference by appropriating it into categoriestod same.

Poems informed by such “poethics” are no longeitéich to their communicative
capacity in the same way that ethics is not limitegroviding a prescriptive morality. They
come to embody an ethics, a particular way of natioy one’s social environment and
interacting with those others who inhabit it. Thificllty of such poems is, therefore,
necessary because it ensures that otherness ecteebtfrom appropriation or reduction by
insisting on difference and distance between theiggzants involved in the aesthetic
experience. Because the poem is no longer limaets imeaning, its significance lies with the
application of what one learns from it to one’s oexperience of life in that moment. It is
important to remember that despite the centrafigtlics to poetics in such poetry, there is no
coerciveness, imperatives or prescriptions sino® fiou should live your lifecannot be
specified because no one else is in a positionltp inderstand another’s life. In this sense,
“poethics” is not concerned with the content of jppéut rather with the occasion it provides,
a potential to be realised by the poet and redasri¢ads them somewhere they did not pre-
empt, toward an encounter with an other that ctuies the self and is integral to it becoming
a responsive and responsible ethical subject. dhditton of such poems recommends a way
of living in the social world of others, while theaiffect, rather than content, represents their

ethical value. If difficulty demarcates the limasunderstanding then it also marks the limits
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the self. However, a “poethics of proximity” is reatncerned with highlighting such limitations
but rather with foregrounding the potential actigassible at such limits, the point at which

self ends and the social world of others begins.

(1.1) The New Criticism: Containment and Consensus

New Criticism is arguably the most influential @&l movement of the twentieth century, or
is at least remembered first and foremost as tkempinent version of formalist criticism,
because of its ability to translate theoretical @®blogical arguments into practical and easily
applicable pedagogical practices in the form ofelceading. However, the well-documented
failures of New Criticism are used to legitimise ttharge levelled at its practitioners that they
represented a retreat from the world of politieal] as | will argue ethical, engagement, during
a period when such explicit, committed engagemerte becoming increasingly necessary.
The failures of New Criticism derive from its owefbrmalist method, which manifested in its
ignoring the constitutive role performed by thed®aduring the interpretation of a text, its
denying the importance of the author’s intentiatssprivileging certain groups of texts (and
by extension certain types of authors) over otlaerd,its severing literature from its immediate
historical-material and socio-cultural contexts. ilWhNew Critics may have favoured
depoliticised readings, their pedagogical practieesl interpretive strategies must not
themselves be depoliticised. There is an irony that‘typical critique of the New Criticism
as formalistic...is itself formalistic” since it “regnises that [it] was indeed a kind of
formalism” while ignoring the “historical affiliabns, purposes and functions of that
formalism. Like any other critical theory, its terminology tist be understood to have carried
extra-critical meanings and performed extra-critfoactions” because “the meaning and the
function of language are never determined solelytHgy particular discourse” in which it
appears, language being always “overdetermined tshgterdiscursive context.”

The view that the “New Criticism represents a deter even a school is mistakén”
given the evidence of disagreements among itsipoaers, but nevertheless their reactions
against preceding and contemporary critical schoolsmely aesthetic-impressionistic

1 Mark Walhout, “The New Criticism and the Crisis Afmerican Literature: The Poetics of the Cold War,”
College Englism9 (1987): 862.
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criticism, the Humanist movement, the anti-genteaturalists and the Marxists, warrants
considering them as at least articulating a “stmecof feeling” in postwar American criticism.
Any attempt at establishing a critical core is @msently prevented by the multiple
divergences between each member’s theories bthidgrurpose of this argument, my analysis
of new critical poetics will concentrate on themwancements of John Crowe Ransom, Cleanth
Brooks and Robert Penn Warren because they eaeledipoetry as the most appropriate
subject for a “critical method built on a holistpproach to interpretatiort. Ransom’sThe
New Criticism(1941) can hardly be overestimated in its shapirthe New Critical approach
to poetry. He argues for an “ontological crifigtho is committed to “the most fundamental
pattern of criticism: criticism of the structuratoperties of poetry® By focusing on the
ontology of poetry, Ransom concentrates on thenéigbgualities that ultimately differentiate
it from other discourses, primarily the formal astfuctural properties. His essentialist
supposition that poetry offers “a kind of knowledghich is radically and ontologically
distinct” suggests its function exists separate from themtidns of the author, the response of
any reader and the influence of, or its influenogits historical-material and socio-cultural
contexts. His pronouncements result in a “closiffyaf poetry and makes criticism simply
an evaluative task of differentiating between ‘goaxd ‘bad’ poetry according to a range of
normative standards. Consequently, poets who dititvathin the new critical paradigm were
literally unreadable and thus excluded from theocabeing formulated according to its
ontological evaluation of poetAMWhether intentional or not, selection is an imipliorm of
argument and it outlines a particular political ifos, and the New Critic’'s selections
advanced an argument for the exclusion of thosésiders” who might potentially challenge
the status quo then favouring a white, male, hettaal, conservative, Christian centre. An
“ontological critic” deduces essentialist charastéss that determine who is included and who
is excluded from their understanding of what poetrypealing in such essentialist deductions
lends a certain neutrality to texts, providing atlave of certainty and coherence during a
period of acute uncertainty and emerging heteragerméowever, while removing the difficult
political issues raised by authorial intention, dea participation and extratextual

correspondence might result in depoliticised regglithe act itself is highly politicised.
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In a similar vein to Ransom, Brooks and Warreb'sderstanding Poetry(1938)
advances the organic metaphor for literature, irckvfa poem should always be treated as an
organic system of relationshipd#nd suggests that “if we must compare a poemetontke-
up of some physical object it ought not to be al Wwat to something organic like a plarit.”
Both “decried the treatment of poems as anythihgmthan organic entities whose constituent
parts could not be separated except at the cosiolsting the whole.** Such a metaphor
represents a further “closing-off” of poetry, as thxt is revered as an autonomous object, self-
contained and governed by its own internal logicetdtions between its constituent parts. This
formalist dictum of New Criticism is most succincttonveyed in René Wellek and Austin
Warren’'sTheory of Literatur€1949), in which an aesthetic, intrinsic criticissradvanced that
proposes the “prime and chief function [of literatwo be] fidelity to its own naturé? They
also “reject as poetry® statements of “practical intent (...incitation toretit, immediate
action) and scientific intent (...additions to knodde),* thus severely limiting the reach of
poetry into the extratextual world. Ransom’s, Breiaknd Warren’s understanding of poetry
is best illustrated using the spatial metaphor obmtainer. This enclosed space exists within
impermeable boundaries separating the text fronextr@atextual world and contains a system
of relationships that constitutes meaning as sjgetof the context engendered by the text.
Ultimately, the text is informed by a strategy ohtainment as it is conceived to be an organic
unit containing everything necessary to identifyitggessential meaning independent of any
extratextual significance that might be importetb it.

It is not too difficult to appreciate why such @dsing-off’ of poetry was so readily
accepted during the postwar period. The Cold War aa overt concern with preserving
imaginary boundaries that figured prominently apassable limits designed to prevent the
invasion of invisible threats from outside. Therefointernational, geopolitical boundaries
were not the only locations where strategies otailoment were most immediately apparent
as these external fronts were replicated by inteynas. By categorising poetry according to
its apparently essential properties and prevensing extension of its aesthetics into the
extratextual world through a formalist methodologyew Criticism can be seen as

9 Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Wartémgerstanding Poetry: An Anthology for College Stutd(New York,
NY: Henry Holt and Company, 1938), xv.
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aestheticizing the discourses required to maintfaéngeopolitical and domestic policies of
containment while using poetry (both the writinglaeading of it) as an instrument to reaffirm
the attendant ideological and cultural values.

William K. Wimsatt's and Monroe Beardsley's 1948a&gs “The Intentional Fallacy”
and “The Affective Fallacy” concisely demonstratewhNew Criticism becomes highly
politicised when contextualised in the Cold Waripdr The former argues against the
relevance of the author’s intention, thus compjetldvaluing any external information when
interpreting a text, while the latter discounts tader’s reaction to a text, thereby precluding
any value the text might have in the extratextuadlev Wimsatt's and Beardsley’s arguments
confirm how the New Ciriticism erected impermeabteitdaries between the text and its
context to exclude anything that might complicaie $tatus of the text as an autonomous, self-
contained object. The fact these theories develapenhg a period when America was ill-
prepared for the inclusion of differences that righsettle the fictive and actual boundaries
erected by containment strategies suggests thathament reluctance to engage with the
outside makes New Ciritical theories and Cold Wadlitips inseparable, if not mutually
constitutive. Alternatively but no less troublinghe New Critics provided a way of
withdrawing “from a dangerous context into the safaf the organically whole work as an
embodiment of absolute valu€”in an attempt to avoid assuming a contentioustipali
position as defined by Cold War ideological tensiadore worryingly perhaps, the removal
of the author as an intentional agent and the disaance of the reading subject convey a
pronounced anxiety regarding one’s ability to acsuch a difficult political environment.

If the New Criticism just remained a series ofaileical pronouncements based on the
“holistic life envisioned by the Southern Agrariatsts influence would be limited to the
immediate postwar period. As illustrated above, éoav, its complicity in advancing the
containment strategies of the Cold War makes suctiirement impossible. In addition,
Brooks’ The Well-Wrought Urr{1947) meant that new critical theories immediateined
into practices, expanding its reach from the abstrad poetic into the practical and pedagogic,
thereby further reinforcing its cultural values amgking it difficult to ignore its highly
politicised status. Brooks’ text consists primailiyclose readings of poems, providing “the

concrete examples on which generalisations are tzabed ¥’ most notably his insistence that
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paradox is the “language appropriate and inevitablgoetry™® and that it is heresy to
paraphrase a poem when attempting to access itsimgedan addition, terms such as irony,
ambiguity, tension and, most importantly, unity popularised by Brooks as he codifies new
critical theories in the practice of close readargl in doing so reinforces the principle of
consensus. Paradox, like contradiction, allowsttierorganisation of a complex multiplicity
into simple binary opposites of truths and untrutibile these oppositions cannot themselves
be reconciled, they are arranged in a balanceharsddchieve a sense of unity. Similarly, irony
derives from the denotation of a term and its céaan as constructed from its contextual
meaning in the poem, again reducing any complexitg simple binary opposite. Brooks’
discourse of coherence and cohesion allows hinpéaks accurately about difficult texts as
organic wholes, where each part is related to therdo form a vital structure, but reducing
poems into expressions of a single theme or liyedlavice makes poems all the same.
Resolving poems according to such binary logic perates the larger, and more
problematic, ‘us v. them’ oppositional logic thateacterised the geopolitics and socio-politics
of the Cold War period. According to Brooks, theamieg of the poem is the poem itself
because paradox, irony, ambiguity and tension cdy lme understood in the context of the
poem, that is, they are unique to the poem in quesind cannot be either paraphrased or
resolved by recourse to anything outside the #xinsisting that a poem is essentially based
on unity, Brooks’ theory utilises poetry for itsgiciency in “reconciling opposites, fusing
contraries, amalgamating diversity, and orderinghgiexity.”'° Like the tendency toward
containment discussed earlier, the new criticalstaace on consensus suggests a desire to
exclude anything that might disrupt the interndegrity of the text, a stance that becomes
highly politicised when contextualised in the pastyeriod of national unity and entrenched
boundaries between the hegemonic inside and theresthoutside. The methodological
application of new critical theories in the formabse, or, perhaps more appropriately here,
“close(d),” readings, are so pervasive in literaryicism that we often fail to realise that this
practice is only the strategy of a particular catimovement and not the inevitable work of
criticism itself. During the fifties and sixties espfically, it was not “simply that the New

Criticism [had] become institutionalised, but [iad actually] gained acceptance as the
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institution itself,2° an issue that becomes even more important wheimgepoets committed
to resisting containment and challenging consemsahl its forms.

So accustomed have we become to equating intatjpretvith the practical application
of new critical theories, that all critics, conacsoor otherwise and regardless of their opinions
of New Ciriticism, proceed using some version of,variation on, close reading. Such a
phenomenon is typified by the poststructuralisbtists of the seventies, who might initially
appear to provide readings antithetical to the tigpeed and decontextualized interpretations
associated with New Criticism, but actually juskeahe “close(d) reading” strategy to its
logical, albeit extreme, conclusion. Questions@umding the removal of the author from the
site of interpretation and the concurrent concéioimaon textuality; the amount of subjectivity
to be permitted and acknowledged in interpretatiand the possibility of readerly agency all
proceed from, if not the theoretical principlesN#w Criticism, then at least its antecedent
example. M. H. Abrams wryly observes that the neitvce and poststructuralists share an

“ahistorical formalism,” the only difference beirntpat the “predisposition to discover
coherence and a paradoxical unity of meaning” eftmmer is replaced by the “predisposition
to discover incoherencies, ruptures and...aporias’thie latter.”?! It is necessary to
acknowledge, therefore, that any discussion of dkeline of New Criticism is easily
invalidated by the fact that its values, attitudesl emphases are so embedded in our
understanding of poetry that they have becomesgmingly natural and definitive conditions.
One pertinent example of New Criticism’s positidfihegemonic authority being at the
expense of other more progressive, expansive ahasime approaches to literature would be
F. R. Leavis’ marginal status in transatlanticréity criticism. While he similarly advances the
importance of paying attention to the words onglage and acquiring practical skills through
the analysis of literature, he always contends wWeimust be “critics of both literature and
more than literature?® and that close reading should only ever be a gugldo more important
work reaching beyond the text, not an end in itd&df Leavis, close reading should never be
closed, but rather should always venture outsisielfito consider what is informing these
words, “practical criticism of literature must bgsaciated with training in awareness of the

environment.?3 Other things are invariably excluded when a “o{dseeading” strategy is
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normalised, “other” being the important word hesd_aavis gestures toward the possibility of
an alternative heteronomic turn, an orientationaavwhat is outside, what is other and
different, when considering the value and functdpoetry. Certain poets who began writing
during the period of New Criticism’s ascension gisovided a counter by calling attention
through their innovative work to the fact that jigging new critical poetics was done at the
expense of other possible compositional and inééingr strategies that were consequently
excluded. Their radical response to New Criticisnaldies the ‘new’ in their moniker, the
New American Poets. Charles Olson, Robert DuncdrFaank O’Hara, for example, not only
challenged the denial of authorial intention, tegt's status as an autotelic object and the
removal of the reader’s response through theireesge theories of proprioception, derivation
and personism, they also revealed that close rgaslionly a single possible strategy amongst
many others rather than the essential task oéaters.

While the limitations of New Criticism’s ideologieand practices are readily
identifiable, perhaps its greatest failure is ftstunwillingness to recognise the important role
aesthetic experience can perform by extending timoreal world and supplementing one’s
experience of the social environment. If poems @¢dé “used to achieve ends that are in
context specifically pedagogical, to provide thedeo read them with anything that might
accurately be called an “education,” it can onlyfiost of all an education in how to read
poems.?4 By only teaching how to read poems, close reading conveitjo understood
remains a practical strategy without any pragmagplication because it does not extend
beyond reading texts into how we might read ouradoand textually saturated, environment.
Or as Leavis proposes, “a serious concern for éaucan reading cannot stop at readirtg.”
The “close(d) reading” strategy formulated by Rans@rooks and Warren reinforced the
socio-political values of containment and consensuaking the New Criticism a vital tool
during the Cold War period in closing-off culturean attempt to protect it from the incursions
of those withother political, and ethical, objectives. Containing tegt as an aesthetic object
and insisting upon its consensual meaning are gtedi an era dominated by paranoia of the
invisible threat of invasion by some unknown andamtrollable source of otherness and
difference. | am not advocating the complete abanumt of close reading but rather that its
impetus toward closure should be replaced withraphasis on “closer,” by suggesting that

the text be seen not as an aesthetic object seppatae author from the reader but as an
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aesthetic event that allows for a closer relatignbletween these two active, responsive and
participative subjects. With this comes increaseximity to otherness and difference, which
precludes either self-containment or self-suffickewn both the hermeneutic and existential
levels, and necessitates an ethics of writing aadling poetry. It is important to remember,
therefore, that New Critics do not have sole pusehan the practice of close reading, which
was actually first conceived and practised on theroside of the Atlantic by I. A. Richards as
an instrumental and pragmatist aesthetics befonegbeo-opted by Ransom, Warren and
Brooks into a dehistoricising and depoliticisingthetics. Richards “specifically...oppose[d]
any attempt to set up the aesthetic as a selfegriti category insulated from the rest of lifé,”
insisting its value derived from its “ability to taes a means by which readers can develop
many of their most practical facultie$’'Close reading was initially a means of “aesthéthic
education for the “improvement of people’s livé&focusing attention on the reader of the
text before the New Critics focused attention oa tiixt itself, severing it from its various
contexts. Most importantly, before Richards’ preatiinnovations “arrived at the sterile
concern with hieracrchy and canonic#t$that occupied the New Critics throughout the Cold
War period, close reading was intended to encouiragee ethical psychological respons&s”

in readers.

The protective stance assumed by the nation Idgieaticipated the violation of its
geopolitical boundaries by an enemy, a stanceaatelll by the New Critics, who feared the
invitation of otherness and difference into thet &xd avoided any consideration of how the
poem might be modelled on heteronomy rather thlrss#iciency because it would require
a reading strategy removed from subject-centredaonsness and open toward the social
world of others. While the New American Poets hdlggevent a single theoretical and
ideological pronouncement closing-off poetry conwlg insisting instead on its opening
outward, its becoming heteronomous, and denyingglesmethod of reading becoming the
normalised standard, Ashbery and Palmer engagethgtidifficulty of otherness inevitably
raised by such a reorientation. Their work, infodr®y a “poethics of proximity,” allows
poetry to realise its social function as a way cirgy in the real world, becoming a viable

means of assuming a properly responsive and ref@msientation in one’s life. However,
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the difficulty of this task is not something to beduced by applying a particular reading
strategy to determine the correct interpretatiotheftext. The difficulty cannot and should not
be reduced since it is a necessary component dftivisgpoetry is doing: precluding complete
comprehension in order to make the poem an evemtoaimity in which poetics assumes an

undeniable ethical significance.

(1.2) “Poethics:” “Ethics and Aesthetics are One aththe Same”

The above quote from Ludgwig Wittgensteirifsacatus Logico-Philosophicug.421)?
highlights the vital “aesthethic” fact that we cao more ignore the ethical implications of
what we view, read and write than we can the etimgalications of our other activities in life.
Retallack’s neologism “poethics” denotes the pcacin which aesthetics and ethics come
together in order to address and participate therahan simplify and avoid, the difficulties
of everyday existence. This difficulty derives froime always already social world that requires
engaging with others who limit our capacity forfsmintrol and are unpredictable, thus
complicating attempts at containment and conseis&ieh a practice requires innovative poets
who are “acutely aware of the changing circumstarased forms of [their] own times and
[devise] a distinctive writing procedure that aceoatates them® one that is instructive to

the writer, and by extension the reader, not a®dytt but in its manner of operation:

If you're to embrace complex life on earth, if yoan no longer pretend that all things
are fundamentally simple..., a poetics thickenedrylaunches an exploration of art’s
significanceas, not justabout a form of living in the real worlé®

A “poethics” provides a way of reacquainting poe#ngh the difficult conditions of living in

the real world rather than simplifying and neusiag such complexity as mere linguistic
device or unifying theme through containment andsemsus respectively. “Poethics” also
means that writing and reading poetry changesntiwidual rather than expressing him/her;

it has an important performative capacity. Howevamsciously redirecting our attention

31 Ludwig Wittgenstein,Tracatus Logico-Philosophicugrans. D. F. Pears and B. F. Mc Guinness (Oxon:
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entails cultivating practices of writing and reagithat are difficult because difficulty facilitates

acknowledgement of the limitations of relying utically on habitual practices and familiar

perspectives. Retallack blames the reluctance tesal®mn a pervasive “attention deficit

disorder,®* the systematic discouragement of engaging in sestgrojects that are tolerant

toward uncertainty, open toward difference andndite to the possibilities in what we do not
understand. “Poethics,” on the other hand, encasréiys radical shift in attention to change
one’s sense of the relation of language to thedMaelyond the page as it “vitally engages with
the forms of life that create its contemporary eant®® positing the writing and reading of

poetry as a pragmatic method for “how to operatéhat impossible situation, how to take
oneself beyond one self's single-point perspectife.

If “self-awareness of oneself and one’s relatigm$lith others]...is part of ethical life,
then [writing and] reading contribute to greatdf-saderstanding” by supplementing our lived
experienced’ Retallacks’s “aesthethic” theory requires poetoy t© be closed-off from the
extratextual world through an emphasis on certaimty to be closer to, even constituted by,
the very conditions of this irreducibly social webdf others. With their emphasis on paradox,
irony, ambiguity and tension, the New Critics adMed a teleological approach to
interpretation, where the reader’s sole resporigilig to figure out what the text is doing.
Their poetics was motivated by the principle ofisienilitude, or “unnatural realisn®in
which the text is seen to confirm the reader’s ypessition that a correct reading exists. If the
state of paradox, irony, ambiguity or tension isedmined to be the theme of the poem, the
text will then be shown to replicate this but tlighe limit of its realism. Put another way,
verisimilitude is limited to what the reader dedds the poem’s theme rather than it having
any connection with the complexities of everyda®nce. This results in a particular type of
textual production and reception in which the pasra self-contained, self-sufficient object,
situated apart from its surroundings and aestHiti@dmired rather than utilised. As a counter,
Retallack suggests a “poethics of complex realf€mith poiesis and hermeneutics having the
character of occurring in the author's and readexperience of the world as it is, not
manipulated to affirm the omniscience of the authamtentions, to coercively persuade

identification with a particular experience or égitimise the reader’s singular perspective. It
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is perhaps testament to the legacy of New Critisgheories and practices that it is so difficult
to appreciate how such a major conceptual shgbetry might be possible, if not compulsory.
But moving away from the production and receptidnpoems as objects toward an
understanding of the process more accurately rdgagdn event highlights the performative
capacity of “poethics,” its ability to act in anlange the extratextual environment, perhaps
accentuating thb even further and prioritising the ethical over goetic.

When conceived according to Retallack’s idea, &x¢ only provides the occasion for
making meaning, it neither aspires toward expressiarity nor contains the meaning as
something pre-existent awaiting discovery by thapprly trained reader. The presence of the
text occasions a specific intersection of matepéce and time in which the poet and the
reader are engaged in the properly “poethical” @skaking meaning through imaginative
collaboration. “Poethical” poems, therefore, offee opportunity to consider the complex
ethical issues of how subjectivity is constitutdte complicated negotiation with otherness
that occurs while not appropriating it into catagerof the same and why not understanding is
fundamental to any understanding of the self aslates to others. Conceived as an event of
collaboration between poet and reader rather timaolgect separating them, such poems
foreground the potential for an encounter and thendant issues of distance, difference and
alterity necessary for it to remain ethically infegd. In this sense, the circumstances of
everyday life become the immediate context of thenp.

It is important to note, however, that “poethicsniot simply the application of ethics
to poetics. Foregrounding the ethical potentialtivgito be realised in the acts of writing and
reading poetry does not advocate a prescriptiva fafreither activity. There can be no doubt
that interest in ethics and literature has enjogegkvival during the last thirty years, for
example, feminism, postcolonialism, queer theory @nulti)cultural studies. What Michael
Eskin identifies as the double turn to ethics ateddture, that is, “the ‘turn to ethics’ in liteya
studies and, conversely, the ‘turn to literature(inoral) philosophy* is, he argues, actually
a return since “neither ethics nor literature could by be back in literary studies and
philosophy respectively...because they never [EfiCertain neologisms, and this project
certainly employs a number of them, purporting igniéy a radical reconsideration of the
relation between ethics and literature simply ratie and reinscribe the ethical significance of

literature as a means of explicating complex pbibtgcal concepts, a potential already

40 Michael Eskin, “Introduction: The Double ‘Turn’ fthics and Literature Poetics Today5 (2004): 557.
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identified by philosophers ranging from Plato andstotle, through Kant and Hegel, to
Nietschze and Sartre, and finally Derrida and BlatcWords such as alterity, answerability,
ethical responsibility and dialogism all betray tmntinued influence of traditional questions
surrounding the relation between ethics and liteegtfor example, one’s moral responsibility
toward others, how to be an active participant wita community of others, the ethical
significance of the aesthetic, etc. “Poethics” nigd seen as just another manifestation of this
return to ethics in literature if it were not fosln’s appeal for:

an “aesthetics” according to which ethics (andgguophy in general) and literature only
exist and make sense in conjunction, as ethicditerdture; an “aesthetics” that

conceives of art and our engagement with it natamdard aesthetic but in what has
been called “poethic” terms, whereby the ethical dre literary are transformed and
sublated into a qualitatively altogether novel urfi®

“Poethics” is this novel union, an “aesthethicgther than just another reinscription of the
ethical significance of literature. It demonstratesv poetry is capable of doing certain things
that ethical philosophy cannot and is thereforeabépof translating and expanding ethics into
a more pragmatic text enacting a way of livinghe teal world. Poetry “is capable dbing
things ethical in an exemplary wa$?’of doing “something ethically in excess of [etlfica
philosophy,” hence the ascription of “an ethicakemplary performative functioff'to this
type of poetry. Because poetry does not have teradio the strictures of philosophy it can
attempt what the latter cannot: representing theepresentable as a “non-meaning
based...form of signification that signifies not fmt to a subjectivity, to the constitutiam
subjectivity.*®

While this radical reconfiguration of what aestbetixperience can affect and the
consequent reorientation of the relationship betwihe producer and the receiver is more
readily apparent, and accepted, in the visual amts dance, “poethics” ensures it remains
possible in poetry, even if the poet and readerseeto acknowledge this potential. However,
Retallack suggests that innovative poetry condistartilises this potential because of the

“invitation [it provides] to the reader to realighe work for him/herself,*® thereby
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emphasising performative engagement in the reqeintiof reader-interactive processes such
as attention and response to complete its mealfitige poet provides the first gesture toward
the reader in his/her composition, it is the lateresponsibility to respond through
interpretation. Within the “poethical” poem, thewjther the poet nor the reader has to provide
the meaning alone as the work is completed by thesiginative collaboration, their encounter,
as both make a contribution to the meaning. Theeeftthere’'s always at least a dual
perspective, that of the poet and reader, two géfgrentstarting points of equal importance,
mediated by worlds of experienitebetweeri*’ Such poems are not concerned with complete
identification with the poet by the reader but eattwith the encounter between two
perspectives, each different to and distanced fthen other because of the experiences
informing each and the unique spatial-temporal tposiit is oriented from. By retaining
difference and distance, otherness is protected &ppropriation into the self and from being
categorised in relation to the same, ultimatehalterity remains. The best, in fact the only,
situation to be aspired to is a relation of proxyma closer relation between two attentive and
responsive individuals rather than complete idematifon between them. “Poethics” ensures
that the extratextual significance of aestheticegigmce denounced by the New Critics is
realised, as poetry, in particular the reading\ariting of it, is shown to perform a vital social
function: providing a model for how people can rat¢ with each other according to
fundamental though non-prescriptive ethical pritesand informed by the acknowledgement,
but never the appropriation, of otherness that ttpressthe self and challenges the categories

it uses to make sense of the social world of othetdscompose itself as a subject within it.

(1.3) Proximity

Normally, “persons are known to each other by atiaterpretation. One approaches another
with a thematising gaze, conforming one’s sens¢hefother’'s otherness to categories of
comprehension communicable in languatfel’evinas, on the other hand, challenges this
tendency of reducing the Other to the categorh®fSame by prioritising the approach toward
another, the encounter, rather than the act ofgreation itself. Levinas terms this sense of
encounter with another person proximity, whose vextyire connotes a certain sociability. For

47 Ibid, my emphasis.
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him, the ethical subject exists first and forenasséin “embodied agency open...to the material
reality of other situated subjects” and the wonldvhich they are situated, where embodiment
is dependent onot being “a self-contained and autonomous ego, ktherdexisting] as a
world-directed openness ready to allow the wortd the relational structure of my bod{?”

In OTB, Levinas discusses such openness as “sensibilitiith is “the subject’s
subjectivity...its subjection to everything, its setbility, its vulnerability.®® Such openness
to the world does not simply refer to one’s capattreceive and process information from
the world around and outside him/her, which impl@mscious intentionality, because
“sensibility” is the source of subjectivity, it nstitutive of the subjectivity of the subject,
prior to consciousness and intention. “Sensibilitghnects the subject to its world as an
encounter between the self and what lies outsides#if when interiority and exteriority
interpenetrate, “an inviting of exteriority to dwe&¥ithin and inhabit us” as the world both
enters and becomes sThe self cannot be separated from the world irstirae way that it
cannot be closed-off from it. This embeddedness, ittterpenetration of interiority and
exteriority, means the outside world acts upon@rahges the self to the same extent that the
self acts in and changes the outside world. Thezgfone’s embeddedness results in one’s
embodiment, as the subject is situated as a badg laeted upon by and acting in the world.
However, this world is always already a social warbnsisting of other bodily subjects. As a
result of this embeddedness and embodiment, olanacassume ethical significance as they
signal the moment when the self engages with thdvad others outside it, when subjectivity
“emerges from an irreducible and originary contaith human otherness, which saturates
every form of our encounter with the worlef.”

“Sensibility” toward this social world necessitataa ethical stance because the
subjectivity of the subject is constituted by thedf's interactions with those other bodily
subjects situated in proximate relationships tbldwever, while such proximity explains why
the self is best understood as being closer t@rdkian closed-off from otherness, it does not
simply refer to a physical or measurable distaras,not “reducible to the spatial sense” of
the term?® If “sensibility” is the origin of subjectivity, #n proximity is what allows for ethical

subjectivity. Being open toward the social world athers constitutes subjectivity, but
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proximity is the event ohtersubjectivity, the occasion when sensibility “begiagake on an
ethical signification — and importantly, is recogg as taking on this ethical significatiof.”
Proximity is not a geometrical space m#n encounter with another person, “an approach and
a contact.® Therefore, it is best understood as a lived, $sgiace in which openness toward
the world of others assumes ethical significatierttee self acts in and is acted upon by this
external world and the others who inhabit it. listbense, “poethics” allows both the poet and
the reader to explore proximity not just as a wayepresenting, of talking about, the real
world and how one interacts with/in it but as a wéawctually living in it, of being embedded
and embodied within it as an ethical subject. Fevihas, “proximity is communicatior?®
Communication in this instance refers to the ewdnteaching outside oneself and toward
another person to realise actual intersubjectivdwen Levinas’ equating proximity with
communication, it is important to note too thatles not conflate subjectivity with interiority.
As Joel W. Krueger highlights, Levinas challendesaccepted correlation of subjectivity with
interiority because “subjectivity...is always co-givewith reference to exteriority>”
Communication, according to Levinas’ definitionnist the expression of subjectivity as a pre-
existent, inner realm of experiences, values adggments directed toward another person but
the event during which subjectivity itself beconm@srsubjectivity, a sharing of consciousness
as the self interacts with another person.

Discussing “proximity and/as communication” migihtegthe impression of difference
and distance between individuals being reduceditir@ncounter, contact and understanding
but Levinas is insistent that the other should néeereduced to the category of the same by
such strategies. “Proximity and/as communicatia®” @nfigured as events in themselves in
which the self experiences involvement with ancorecilable and irreducible otherness as the
primary, constitutive experience of intersubjedtivthe occasion when subjectivity assumes
ethical signification. Because another personisttuted by its fundamental difference to and
distance from the self, proximity is not concerméth any resolution of difference that might
occur through consensus and does not necessardg pteysical nearness or the removal of
separation to the point of symbiosis. By extenssbrthis logic, communication cannot be

associated solely with the exchange of knowledgeeaiperience since the complete “relaying
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of one mind to another is effectively the elimioatiof a fundamental relation to the oth&t,”
its accomplishment results in denying the othernmegsired as the constitutive experience of
subjectivity. If “sensibility” prevents containmerthen proximity makes consensus equally
impossible as both are informed by heteronomy,@@npess toward and subjection to a force
outside the self. To be closer to rather than dagé from otherness, “proximity and/as
communication” refers to the event of intersubjatti the ethical encounter between two
embodied agencies within the lived space whereé¢tfecan be affected by the other through
their interactions. The “poethic” text as definedlieris proximity rather than being an object
according to the new critical paradigm. When yoeropnd read such a text, you encounter
another person. It is a lived space of interactuvere the poet and the reader encounter each
other as embodied agencies and realise their ulidivity because the poet is affected by
the reader’s interpretation and the reader is efteby the poet’s composition. Rather than
reducing the difference and distance between tlileen;poethic” text provides the occasion
for their encounter.

Because exteriority is the constitutive featurengfinteriority, subjectivity always has
the potential to be ethical, to be configured &srsubjectivity, the encounter between self and
other as they interact together. “Inter” and “aat& both vital here to understanding Levinas’
argument for ethical subjectivity more generally blso, more specifically, for appreciating
the “poethic” text as proximity. Firstly, “inter’ds a variety of meanings including between,
among, together and reciprocally that suggest @alyirather than a singularity. It suggests a
relation between two bodies, or two embodied agendiut the “poethic” text is not an object
that exists between and distinguishes the poetlandeader as two separate selves. Instead,
“inter” refers to “betweeness,” defined as theest#tbeing between two others. As explained
earlier, the “poethic” text occasions an intersacttof material, time and space that exists
between the poet and reader and through which éhegunter each other to realise ethical
subjectivity, orintersubjectivity. Accordingly, it requires a “close(mdther than a “close(d)”
approach to the reading and writing of the textaose the encounter with, rather than the
denial of, otherness is integral to the poem. Déifiees can come into contact as the self
encounters another but the distance between thaeves completely reduced.

Secondly, “act” refers to praxis in this case, phaecess by which ethics is enacted and

embodied through the activities of self and othereng influence upon and affecting change
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in their opposite. For Levinas, ethics does nosteii the abstract. There are only ethical
actions, those moments when an act is performedatfects change and makes containment
impossible because the self is made to interadt itstexternal environment. The “poethic”
text involves a mutual responsibility for the mewanisince the acts of compositi@mnd
interpretation are considered components of theesarant. Again, proximity is aligned with
the “poethic” due to responsibility. Because proxyndenotes the occasion when the self
interacts with another person, it also signalspgbimt at which the self is responsible to the
other for its “inter-actions.” However, responsifyildoes not just refer to personal liability for
one’s actions but to the “living relation betweatf and other.?® No longer just objects that
engender aesthetic experience, these texts ackdp@ces; events or occasions in which the
poet and the reader “inter-act” as selves and stiRaetry is consequently reconfigured as, not
just about, a way of living in the world where caintnent and consensus are precluded in
favour of difference and distance. In addition,qpmaty ensures that subjectivity realises its
ethical signification in the form of embodied agescwho assume responsibility for their

actions in the text and/as the social world of rghe

(1.4) “Response-Ability”

Despite the important differences between Bakhtioh laevinas discussed in the introduction,
there is significant correspondence in their ethptalosophies, in particular how they relate
to a “poethics of proximity.” Firstly, both Bakhtgrand Levinas’ thinking from the very
beginning consists of shifting attention from idgn{self) to alterity (other), acknowledging
what lies beyond the boundaries of, and actualhgstitutes, the self. Their ethical philosophies
can easily be renamed as an ethics of differemcehich the self is a heteronomous entity,
subjected to and made a subject by an outsidesimélel acting upon it. Secondly, neither posit
ethics as a question of creating a reified systéprescriptive imperatives or as an abstract
system of rules governing how we should behaveicgtis a defining feature of self-other
relations that is prior to the codification of acts into theoretical rules of ethical conduct, what
both term a “first philosophy,” Bakhtin ifiPA®° and Levinas in “Ethics as First PhilosopRY.”
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Thirdly, the act of communication features promihenn their respective philosophies,
inhering within Bakhtin’'s concept of dialogism ilséut also in his earlier “aesthethic”
writings on the self’'s authoring of subjectivityydafeaturing in the face-to-face encounter in
Levinas’' Tl and the relation between the saying and the sa@I'B, the two centrepieces of
his philosophical investigations. There is alwagmesthing additional, a surplus or excess, to
communication. It is through this surplus or excémsgt the act of communication is always
already ethically engaged. Prior to informatiomsf@rence or hermeneutic disclosure, this act
is proximity as explained earlier, an openness tdvaad “inter-action” with the social world
of others. If the act of communication is centealtteir ethics, the defining feature of self-other
relations that does not seek to reduce the altefitthe other by appropriating it into the
categories of the self, then it must no longer dxesalered just a “mechanism for uncertainty
reduction,” our limited understanding of communicatas an attempt to comprehend the
other, but also as the difficult task of “movingiin the certainty of the self toward the
unknowing possibilities that the other presefts.”

The act of communication also informs the fourthl goerhaps the most important
correspondence between these two thinkers becaualows them to avoid complete
abstractionand prescription by providing a specific, concrete agion when self and other
encounter and “inter-act” but which is not circumitsed by predetermined rules. Bakhtin and
Levinas share a “mutual insistence on the subjegtslucible engagement with otherness”
and insist that when “confronted by an excessitgzigy, the subject must perform a response,”
what the former terms answerability and the lagsponsibility®® These performed responses
represent Bakhtin’s and Levinas’ ethical praxignailing the moment when ethics is enacted
and embodied through the actions of self and othi#rin the lived space of proximity.
Alphonso Lingis, the translator of Levinas’ primavgrks, is probably best suited to explaining
the ethical nature of communication as it featumdss, and also Bakhtin’s, philosophy, “What
is said is inessential; what is essential is tHa¢ there and speak*For both, the content of
what is said is secondary to the occasion of arpelied subject performing the act of speaking

in response to the presence of, and the initiajurggstion proposed by, another person.
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The act of communication exemplifies how their eshieadily translates into material
actions, which can only ever occur among embodiggests in specific contexts. As Michael
Gardiner observes, “each of them argues that ethmsnstitutively linked to corporeality, the
direct experience of ‘lived’ time and place, and affective and meaningful relations with
concrete others® Bakhtin and Levinas allow us to have an ethicaljett that is de-
essentialised, that is, heteronomous and alwaysgaigand being changed by performative
actions that reinterpret and recompose its subjgctiJeffrey T. Nealon sees their ethics as
founded on “dialogic intersubjectivity’® which “keeps the otherwise monadic subject open to
the outside... [and] necessitates that the self. ways open — performatively responding and
answering — to the othe?”The idea of a dialogue between multiple voicewioies a useful
metaphor for a social world with a distinctly etilicharacter, wherein the relations between
people listening to and answering each other domss ethical subjectivity, or as Bakhtin and
Levinas would term it, my answerability and respbitity as an ethical subject.

“Response-Ability” refers to the ethical significat of “proximity and/as
communication,” how it engenders the capacity fagesture of response, a performative
action, in a dialogic encounter between the setf another person rather than simply an
abstract or prescriptive approach. It is also emtrunderstanding a “poethics of proximity,”
where the text enacts rather than represents afdagyng in the social world of others based
on a non-appropriative, heteronomic subject pasitiaving in this world inherently involves
“inter-acting” with others, acknowledging alteriby listeningto those concrete others outside
the self andansweringthem, which together constitute the response npadsible during
proximity. These actions, however, are not theltegisubjective agency, they are integral to
Bakhtin’s and Levinas’ first philosophy, the pripagxperience of sociality and attendant
otherness that precedes any ontological disclosfresubjectivity or epistemological
understanding. In terms of ontology, it challentjesself as a contained, autotelic entity, while
in terms of epistemology, it challenges the conss$the self's singular perspective. Because
of this primary experience of sociality, the selfalways already responding to others in
particular socio-material circumstances. As Neagain highlights, because “one responds or
answers first and foremost to the social otheherathan responding to or through an abstract

system of ethical rules to be followe&’the ability to respond in concrete contexts

85 Michael Gardiner, “Alterity and Ethics: A DialogitPerspective,Theory, Culture and Society (1996): 122.
5 Nealon, 33.

57 1bid, 36.

%8 1bid, 37.

43



“presupposes a necessary subjection before therityaltéf the other.®® In other words,
“response-ability” presupposes a heteronomic stibjebe lived space of proximity. The term
“response-ability,” therefore, is being used instlmstance to convey both the capacity
(Bakhtin’s answerabilityand the obligation (Levinas’ responsibility) one hasréspond to
those encountered and interacted with in the se@ad of others.

As mentioned earlier, answerability and responigypdre not issues of subjective
agency. Responding to another person is a perforenadt a performance, since it enacts
change through “inter-action” rather than implyargact of personal volition as the latter does.
The heteronomic subject has both the capaaitythe obligation to respond to the other that
questions it. For Bakhtin, on the one hand, thesttuive role of “response-ability” is
explained using answerability and what he termssoteon-alibi in being.” This notion
“allocates to each consciousness a measure of neigddy in a world of other
consciousnesses for which there is no alibi fondpetisewhere’ | cannot be relieved of
answerability for the act | have committed by aeotperson because it was performed from

the unique spatial-temporal position that onlyHahit. As Bakhtin explains, my:

non-alibi in being derives from the fact that | opyg a place...that is unique and never
repeatable, a place that cannot be taken by amleaeand is impenetrable for anyone
else...That which can be done by me can never be Oy anyone else...[and this
uniqueness] is compellently obligato.

“Response-ability” is “compellently obligatory” bagse the presence of another person during
the experience of proximity requires the self tepand and to be answerable for this action.
For Levinas, on the other hand, “response-abilgyxplained through responsibility and what
he calls the “not-being-able-to-slip-away-from asignation.” As Levinas explains, being

in question is this “assignation to answer withedsions, which assigns the self to be a élf.”

Responsibility is not transferable, it is “incumbem me exclusively, and whatumanly |

59 |bid, 39.

70 Bakhtin, TPA 40.

1 J. C. Bittenbender, “Silence, Censorship, and/biees ofSkazn the Fiction of James KelmarBakhtin and
the Nation ed. Barry A. Brown and Christopher Conway (CragbidlJ: Associated Universities Press, 2000),
156.
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cannot refuse...l am | in the sole measure thah Fr@sponsible, a non-interchangeablé®.”

“Response-ability” is “incumbent on [the self] eusively” since saying | is to respond to the
guestion already posed by another person by higfiesence during proximity and to be
responsible for that utterance. The “subjectivifyaosubject is responsibility of being-in-

question,”@ it is being subjected to, and consequently madelgect by, the presence of
another person during proximity, where my irreflgatvesponse-ability” ensures that “I am
not “another,” but me’”

Finally, given both thinkers’ insistentteat the ethical subject is constituted through
“response-ability” in a concrete context of soatiers, a material intersection of place, time
and persons, terms such as “Self” and “Other” apeabstract. The “Other” is never a generic
other because it denotes the presence of anotrep#rough voice for Bakhtin and the face
for Levinas. It corresponds & other, a particular person who inhabits a diffessrd distant
spatial-temporal position to me. For this reas¢an)Other” will be used to denote the source
of alterity so integral to Bakhtin and Levinas aganveys both the particularity of another
personand the irreducible otherness s/he represents. Sigil8elf’ lacks the specificity of
individuation required for answerability and resgitiity as described above. It must become
my self, made to correspond to a particular spagiagtoral position from where one is
answerable and responsible. Therefore, “(my)Selff’ be used to indicate when self stops
being a theoretical, unrealised entity and becoanssgbject position. It denotes the moment
when one realises his/her “response-ability” dugamgximity, answering by saying “l,” by
making self mine, in response to the question otlar person and being responsible for the
actions performed from the spatial-temporal positlwat that pronoun demarcates. “(My)Self”
and “(an)Other” further indicate the importanceb&akhtin and Levinas place in ethical
praxis, the enactment and embodiment of ethicautirgperformative actions committed by a
particular person in the presence of actual othexde possible by “response-ability” within

the lived space of proximity.

> Emmanuel LevinasEthics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe e trans. Richard A. Cohen
(Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1988),

8 Levinas,OTB, 111.

7 1bid, 127.
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(1.5) A Necessary Difficulty

Texts informed by a “poethics of proximity” radibathange how the activities of writing and
reading poetry are understood since they reveakthets as being performed by embodied
subjects realising their “response-ability” duripigpximity. The etymology of “comprehend”
exposes its severe limitations in relation to aetpecs of proximity,” from the latin “com,”
meaning with and/or together, and “prehensus,” nimgato grasp or seize. Comprehension,
therefore, suggests appropriation, the denialféérdince and the removal of distance through
possession and togetherness. Consequently, diffical seen as something preventing
successful communication, an obstacle to be ovescam order to ensure increased
understanding and identification. As Wes Avram agjwnderstanding something as difficult
or not understood “reinforces the priority of urgtanding in human experience and situates
the confusing or incomprehensible thing in dialeaitrelation to comprehensibility®thereby
demonstrating the capacity of thought to approerithe incomprehensible into the
comprehensible and to reduce its otherness asdantined in a consensual category of the
same. A “necessary difficulty,” however, is intedde demarcate the limits of understanding
and to expose the limitations of comprehensioni@pyadling the presence of an otherness that
cannot be appropriated or reduced but is insteb@ &ncountered. This otherness is not to be
eluded since it is an invitation to realise one&sponse-ability,” to answer the question posed
by this otherness that exceeds the “categoriesrapeehension communicable in langud§e”
through an act of composition, whether that isgbet’s initial composition or the reader’s
subsequent composition as interpretation.

A final “close(d)” reading based on containment aondsensus precludes any source
of otherness exerting influence on or affectingngeain either the poet or reader. Closing-off
the text, and by extension the poet and the reddsn the presence of “(an)Other” that
guestions “(my)Self” from its different perspectiand distant spatial-temporal subject
position is to deny poetry its ethical significatjats “poethics” because “poetics thickened by
a h” is an aesthetic as well as an ethical actdedron intersubjectivity, the “inter-actions” of
“(my)Self” and “(an)Other that occur during proximi Texts marked by a “necessary
difficulty,” that is, texts that make identificatio(the denial of difference) and appropriation

(the removal of distance) impossible, are most aoive to enacting a “poethics of proximity.”

78 Avram, 266.
9 1bid.
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“Poethic” texts allow us to appreciate how the waywhich we write and read texts
corresponds with how we interpret this world anthauourselves as subjects within it. The
poets “response-ability” is immediately apparentthis situation as s/he responds to an
unknowable other in the form of the prospectivelez@hrough his/her act of writing. However,
the reader realises similar “response-ability” heseainterpretation inevitably creates its own
text by distorting the original, thereby making Bvact of reading an act of (re)writing. In this
sense, both the poet and the reader are answarablesponsible for the text, for the meaning
generated through the imaginative collaborationt teurs when the poet and the reader
encounter each other. The “poethic” text is anrggetion of time, place and persons within
which “response-ability” can be realised duringéiperience of proximity, as “(my)Self” and
“(an)Other” “inter-act” through the performativetamns of writing and reading.

Texts marked by a “necessary difficulty” have #imlity to engage the poet and the
reader ethically as both are operating at the d$inoit understanding, the point at which
something other is encountered that challengegdudaiorms and questions the categories
used to comprehend the world and our position withiThe otherness encountered in these
texts refers to whatever it is about them that @néy consensus and resists containment, how
they challenge all preconceptions within the payadi of our interpretive techniques to ensure
that difficulty remains a constitutive feature loéir overall effect. These texts are characterised
by what Derek Attridge describes as “textual otless) or textualterity: a verbal artefact...that
stages the ethical as an eveitTheir ethical significance is not reliant on theddctions or
conclusions they permit, or on their representatmiiotherness, because our “involvement...in
the ethical” is less a question of something weleam than something that happens to us as
we write and read, “it occurs as an event in tlee@ss of [writing and] reading, not a theme to
be registered, a thesis to be grasped, or an iniyxeta be followed.??

As a result, the important distinction must be mbhdéveen “ethicsn poetry” and
“ethicsof poetry,” where the former refers to how a poethhigpbmment on events, real or
imaginary, that have already happened in ordemipose a particular moral imperative or
prescribe a specific ethical conclusion to be deduwhile the latter refers to the text’s ethical
value as it allows for the enactment of an encaub&ween “(my)Self” and “(an)Other”
during the experience of proximity engendered dypbethics.” “Poethical” texts neither deal

with situations that might be considered ethicat poovide exemplary examples of a

80 Derek Attridge, “Ethical Modernism: Servants ahés in J. M. Coetze’s Early FictionPoetics Today5
(2004): 669.
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a7



relationship between self and other for the readebservation. “Textualterity” is a result of
the “necessary difficulty” of certain poets, who kaaan encounter with otherness possible
through the inventive, innovative alterity of thgnoethics.” As Attridge again observes, it is
“not an otherness that exists outside languaget].f@in otherness brought into being by
language,®? not language’s other but something excessive,similgble and ultimately
unknowable. Innovative poetry, or what Attridgenterthe text’s singularity or inventiveness,
refers to “what we respond to when we feel thattbek we are [writing or] reading is unlike
any other in ways that go beyond mere differemratind that....opens up new possibilities in
the literary domain and beyon&’When the text stops being an object and becomesent,
not the representation of otherness or of a relakip between a self and an other but the
occasion for enacting an encounter between “(mf)%eld’(an)Other,” the necessity of
difficulty becomes apparent, as that which prolotigsexperience by increasing uncertainty,
reducing referential clarity, undermining singuéarthority, foregrounding the materiality of
the medium and articulating a heteronomic subjgbty)Self” and “(an)Other” become two
ethical participants in the event of encounter edgeed by the experience of proximity within
the “poethic” text.

Most importantly, for the “poethic” to become praaia, for it to extend beyond the
text and inform how we interpret the social worfcbthers outside us and compose ourselves
as subjects within it, its “necessary difficulty€quires a different approach to the practices of
writing and reading. To realise its intention tsttide limits of knowing in poetry, to complicate
the assumptions of language’s transparency, rdfalign and instrumentality that are so
central to the poem being a vehicle of teleologmahmunication, the “poethic” text must
encourage us to reconfigure not jbstv poetry is written and read but also to re-evaltate
reasonsvhy these activities are undertaken in the first plak® Richard Deming suggests,
“reading and writing are the means of discovering’® own constitution, that which makes a
self, however provisionally and contingently, &48&t If the initial act of creativity by the poet
as s/he responds to otherness constitutes his/bgrcsvity, then the hermeneutic activities of
the reader as s/he responds to the otherness téxhes constitutive of his/her subjectivity.
Put another way, both are subjected ethically, adenethical subjects, by realising their
respective “response-ability.” Poesis and hermeaoguhe poet’'s and the reader’s respective

acts of “response-ability,” indicate how the wobdcomes a lived space, how it is inhabited
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and made intersubjective as selves and others @oimeexistence as embodied agencies
through articulated acts. These texts provide pegiagl moments that deepen our
understanding of ethics in a pragmatic sense becaasling is seen “as both a social and
socialising activity” and “writing...is the means lhich one enters that particular field by
participating and manipulating social dynamics ipublic context.®® At this intersection of
reading and writing, a certain communication ocdwsit is communication as proximity, the
encounter between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” duritige experience of proximity in the
“poethic” text.

It may be easier to discern how the poet’s indil of composition constitutes his/her
subjectivity, how s/he authors a self through tlee & writing a poem, but the reader’s
constitutive act of subjectivity is equally impantaf not as easily apparent, especially when
discussing a “poethics of proximity.” Despite thengral reluctance against considering the
poem as being personally addressed to a read¢o thieeconnotations of moral imperativeness
and prescriptive actions, the poem is always writtevard a potential, prospective reader,
“(an)Other” who is different to and distant frometpoet and is the source of otherness that
cannot be appropriated into categories of the santiee poet, cannot be named by or identified
in relation to “(my)Self.” The potential reader‘{®n)Other” who the poet responds to during
the act of composition, or put another way, the sgages the encounter between the poet as
“(my)Self” and the reader during the experienc@miximity. Difficulty is necessary because
this is an experience of uncertainty and misconmgmeion since “(an)Other” cannot be
completely known and, therefore, cannot be reptedein language. A poem that insists on
difficulty as its constitutive feature signals theets encounter with “(an)Other,” when s/he
reaches beyond the demarcated limits of understgrttiat define “(my)Self” and interacts
with the social world of others outside him/herself

How difficult texts arise then can be appreciatatibdifficulty is not to be explained
away then how it affects the reader assumes utmgsirtance as it reveals the intention behind
a “poethics of proximity.” When faced with a diffit text, the reader is made aware of the
limits of understanding that define “(my)Self’ bist also encouraged to undertake a more
active, attentive engagement with the text. By s&fg to consign the reader to the
predestination of the poet’s singular intentionesth texts foreground the importance of

interpretation, when the “reader (re)acts...[his/hedcting (acting again) of the author’s

8 Ibid, 44.
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initiating activity, albeit in a transfigured ancmsfiguring way.?® The reader’s (re)action to
the author’s initiating activity cannot change #etual text but the performative action of
reading introduces an additional perspective aadgés meaning through the different choices
constantly being made. These texts require theereadrespond to the poet as “(an)Other,”
s/he who exists beyond the parameters of “(my)Sahidd cannot be completely known or
identified with but toward whom the reader is otezhduring his/her attempts to engage with
the otherness encountered at the limits of undeistg.

Texts characterised by their “necessary difficultgonsequently require a
reconfiguration of what it means to write and remdpoem because composition and
interpretation are shown to be processes withirf'dirdogic intersubjectivity” of the poet’s
and reader’s encounter with one another througéxtithat stages the event of proximity.
Writing and reading are not the expression, desoripor representation of subjectivity but
performatives that enact subjectivity itself, rdugg how it is constituted not as a result of
containment and consensus that delimit the boueslari “(my)Self” and separate it from
“(an)Other” but as the consequence of the “intéieas” possible at such boundaries. Certain
poets respond to the social world of others outtiéen in innovative ways, realising their
“response-ability” in a manner appropriate to tlieon-alibi in being” (Bakhtin) or their “not-
being-able-to-slip-away-from an assignation” (Leshbecause no one else has or could have
responded in that particular way. By extensionlytimonovative poetry requires the reader to
respond in an equally innovative manner, to redliséresponse-ability” in a way that no other
reader possibly could and to be answerable/redplenfair that response. A poetics thickened
by a h, therefore, provides an ethics of writangd reading, but it is a pragmatic pedagogy
aimed at educating about ethical subjectivity eiguetially rather than didactically. “Poethics”
is concerned with the ethicd not the ethicen poetry, how the ethical significance of poetry
is only realised with the application bbw one writes and reads to one’s own experience of
life in this moment, as something immediately pragmrather than something objectively
understood, rather than the deduction of ethicgleiratives from, or the prescription of
appropriate behaviour througlvthat one writes and reads. This “aesthethic” approdietis
change outside the text because it makes the pdeha reader more attentive to otherness in
the social world than s/he might otherwise havenpbahlighting the ethical importance of
“response-ability,” of responding to others in aywat does not attempt to completely

comprehend them and always assuming responsifalitthe performative actions that affect
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change in them. Therefore, the turn to ethics gtips is not a return to the conventional ethical
significance of literature but a turning of oureattion to what has always existed as a possibly
unrealised or denied potential in poetry due toitbahh pedagogical practices based on
containment and consensus: that writing and regubedry is to author an ethical, heteronomic
subject that is open toward the social world okoshin which it is located and which responds

to “(an)Other” who questions it by realising “resige-ability.”
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Part I: “The Facts Have Hinged on my Reply:” The Fae-
to-Face Encounter in John Ashbery

Not only didSPCMwin Ashbery the triptych of major American bookads in 1975 — the
Pulitzer Prize, a National Book Award and the NagloBook Critics’ Circle Award — it also
marks the moment when his “wanderings have conteifgle,” returning to what he calls in
“Soonest Mended” “the mooring of starting out, tiaty so long agd’located in his first
collection ST. From the beginning, he has never been majodpquupied either by the
“madness to explaif’or with developing a poetics of expression, prafgrinstead to use
poetry as a medium of communication, albeit noth@ conventional understanding of the
word. Up to and includin§PCM Ashbery’s multiple innovations are always infodi®y two
concerns with attendant “poethical” consequencestly; the question of self-representation
in poetry: how one author’s a self as an ethichjest, that is, a subject who is heteronomic
rather than autotelic. For Ashbery, accordinglyf-sspresentation is never a solipsistic task
because it is always “Leading first to you, andtiyh you to/Myself that is beyond yofi,”
something he successfully achieves in the eponymoam ofSPCMby making the acts of
writing and reading coterminous, precluding “theteantment of self with self This poem’s
indelible mark can be seen in the immediately sgipset collectiorHouseboat Daysn which

the nature of the creative act of self-represemmais given extended treatment as Ashbery
focuses his phenomenological gaze on the condibbreemposition. However, in “SPCM,”
the act of self-representation cannot be sepafatet the face-to-face encounter that occurs
when Ashbery writes in response to another’s setfrait, thus revealing an ethical imperative
that is never again so explicitly apparent in hagky Furthermore, this sense of encounter and
interaction between two different people is posityv precluded in the next collection.
“Litany,” from As We Knowis Ashbery’s most innovative poem but the twaloohs of text,
which he tells us “are meant to be read as simeittas but independent monologuégfievent
dialogue or exchange, suggesting the impossilolitgncounter and interaction between two
different people through poetry as a medium of camigation. This particular analysis of

Ashbery is not concerned with why encounter becampsssible followingsSPCMbut instead
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with how he creates the conditions required fdo ihappen in the first place in the previous
collections.

Secondly, the possibility of configuring the actsaiting and reading poetry so they
than can be approached just like the other actiamperform that constitute us as ethical
subjects acting in and interacting with the sowiatld of others. In “SPCM” he manages to
position himself in the present tense of writingdareading, making the occasion of
composition and interpretation an event sharechbypbet and the reader, where the “past/Is
now here.” This has important “poethical” implications becawsriting and reading poetry

become a way of living in the social world of otster

This age-old truth | to thee impart
Act according to the dictates of your art

Because if you don’t know one else is going to
And that person isn't likely to be ydu.

Imparting this “age-old truth” gives the impressitimat what Ashbery is attempting is
applicable to all poetry but his commitment toatsshim apart from his contemporaries. Like
Bakhtin’s and Levinas’ “first philosophy,” Ashbepypoetry fron5Tto SPCMbuilds upon the
very foundations of, in his case poetic, discoussejerse, from the Latin “versus,” a line of
writing,” and “verb,” to turn around. As a medium of communicationetpp for Ashbery is
about being turned around, of being turned towarotler person as in conversation. He
articulates an ethics of writing and reading poéiuny with practical application, that is, with
“poethical” implications, because writing and reaglthis type of poetry is a way of living in
the social world of others, of acting accordinglte dictates of his “poethics of proximity.” If
Ashbery is concerned with self-representation peed, his work equally facilitates the self-
representation of the reader because both writarticplar self into existence through the
actions performed in the event of the poem, how #reounter and interact with each other
asother. Therefore, Ashbery is not being unnecdygsaifficult since difficulty is a necessary
condition of the “poethical,” it corresponds wittetchallenges faced when trying to author an
ethical subject who acknowledges the alterity dieos but without trying to appropriate and

thus reduce it.

" Ashbery,* SPCM,”CP, 486.
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In the two book-length, chronological analyses a&hBery’'s work to date — John
Shoptaw’sOn the Outside Looking Out: John Ashbery’s Pogt894) and David Herd'3ohn
Ashbery and American Poetr{f2000) — the poet’'s difficulty, the fact that “rady
understands” him, is seen to correspond with the more geneiffitwty of living in the
present and trying to say something different alibatsituation we find ourselves in. For
Shoptaw, Ashbery’s difficulty derives from his “meépresentative” poems, poems that
“represent and “behave” differently because thet fleaves himself and his homosexuality
out of his poetry* Ashbery “misrepresent[s] in a particular way wh[&hoptaw]...call[s]

“homotextual™ by using “distortions, evasions, @sions, obscurities, and discontinuities”
and other evasive manoeuvres that are not judietesprinciples but the survival tactics of a
homosexual male whose poetics evolved during thiecpkarly repressive and paranoid period
of American history when homosexuals were publichestigated and harass€dAshbery’s
sexuality is not unimportant to his writing but $kew’s critical language of cryptography as
the “missing centre of his method of compositionfjgests that his difficulty can be explained
away by finding references to gay experiencesatetencoded...hidden, forgotten, or simply
covered over*?in the text. This too closely resembles an epistegy of the closet and the
expression of denial which fails to account for Besty's insistence that his “are not
autobiographical poems, they're not confessionanm™® Whether concentrating on the
convention of explicit disclosure or the innovatiohintentional misrepresentation, reading
Ashbery as an autobiographical or confessional gmetres his intention to make poems “as
representative as possibfé,poems characterised by their openness towardtiia svorld of
others around him.

Unlike Shoptaw, Herd never tries to explain awaydifficulty, seeing it as validation
for Ashbery’s status as a “great contemporary” heedis poetry “exceed[s] the language by
which we attempt to describe #>"For Herd, Ashbery’s difficulty is the result ofgontinuous
attempt to make communication possible during aetwhen “there is no short cut to

expounding simply the full complexity of the sitiwat which does not exactly fit any common

9 John Ashbery, “The Art of Poetry No. 33,” Interwied by Peter A. StitfThe Paris Review0 (1989): 399.
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classification,® when we find ourselves in situations with uncortigral circumstances and
without precedence. His poetry is, therefore, mautiyga sense of its occasion, where a poem
““belongs” to, or “fits” the occasiort” because it gives form to “the apothegm approptiate
his moment.*® Ashbery’s intention “is to achieve a poem appraigrito the occasion of its
own writing,” such that his “concern is with theng, place, situation and circumstances of the
poem itself.'% This might appear somewhat solipsistic, but Haersisis that Ashbery’s
underlying motif is always communication in thevseg of understanding, bringing the reader
“into such a satisfactory relation to the occaglat the utterance appropriate to that occasion”
is “apparent to all involved?® With this idea, however, Herd himself falls victimthe same
criticism he levels at the more dismissive critafsAshbery, of “misunderstand[ing] the
paradigm of understanding according to which histyomakes sensé”In response to the
criticism that his poetry represents “a failuretonmunicate,” Ashbery insists his intention is
always “to communicate” but not “something thatieeady known by the reader” which “is
not really communicating anything? Communication is not about uncertainty reduction
through confirmation or affirmation but bringingetineader to the limits of understanding, to
the limits of the known and knowable where an athses outside “(my)Self’ is encountered in
the presence of “(an)Other.”

This study seeks to refute Shoptaw’s suggestioh Asabery’s difficulty can be
explained away by the right reading strategy andect Herd's misunderstanding of
understanding in how and why Ashbery communicatiesvever, it does develop upon the
latter's argument about Ashbery’s sense of occadsyoshowing that the poet not only creates
poems fit for or belonging to their occasion bates poems thate occasions in themselves.
What he calls in “Litany” “occasions for all occass.”?® Difficulty, consequently, is a
necessity because it reveals that understandingyaartainty reduction, is not the teleological
goal of communication for Ashbery. Instead, by derating the very limits of the known and

knowable, difficulty signals potential encounterttwithat which lies outside “(my)Self.”
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Communication, therefore, refers to the event atlnéng outside oneself and toward another
person to realise actual intersubjectivity, it e texperience or lived space of proximity
between “(my)Self and “(an)Other.” In this sensg,analysis also engages with Geoff Ward’s
observation of the “fated nature of encounter” shBery, of “meeting only to mis$¥In one

of his most widely anthologised poems, “Paradoxas @xymorons,” Ashbery makes this

sense of encounter explicit:

This poem is concerned with language on a veryéaiel.
Look at it talking to you. You look out a window

Or pretend to fidget. You have it but you don’t batv

You miss it, it misses you. You miss each offier.

Ashbery later explains that “a plain level...isttlamd other things?® suggesting a literal,
practical aspect but also an additional functiowlch “other” is crucial. Extending this logic,
the poet is concerned with communication on suchvéey plain level” in the sense of
conveying meaning but more importantly in how itatves an encounter with another person.
Ward's observation is correct, that those meetitighately “miss each other,” but it is more
important than being “universally applicable to tlisplacements inhering in any act of
perception?’ because it informs the notion of ethical encouoéertral to Ashbery’s “poethics
of proximity.” As will be seen, encounter does ndan complete identification between the
contrapositions of “I” and “you.” Ethical encountexquires a difference and a distance to
remain between those meeting. Instead of unceytaiduction, “miss[ing] each other”
comprises misunderstanding, further highlighting tiecessity of difficulty as that which
prevents understanding but also marking the venmitdiof the comprehensible, the known and
knowable.

“Paradoxes and Oxymorons” is “concerned with laggtidut “the poem is you?® a
presence and an absence that is beyond the grdBp pbet, signalling “(an)Other” who is
unknown to and unknowable for Ashbery. However,adipg the poem with another person
implies “a kind of generosity that allows the readegenuinely creative rolé?the poem is
“you[rs]” or “you[rs].” In Other Traditions he contests that “poetry is somehow incomplete

24 Geoff Ward Statutes of Liberty: The New York School of P@éésv York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), 160.
25 Ashbery,CP, 698.
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without the external completion of it by a readetic’ *° or reader as critic, someone whose
interpretation is a further composition becaussthénges the meaning of the poem by making
it correspond to his/her individual circumstandes:Litany” again, Ashbery discusses how
“Great poets of the past, and a few/Great critgsvall”! not only describe “Exactly what is

taking place all about u¥ but:

Make you wish you were in it, or better yet
...make you realise that you actually are in it
For better or for worse, with no

Conceivable way of getting odt’

According to this logic, great poetry is “poethiadt just about but a way of actually living in
the real world as the actions performed while wgtand reading such poetry are equivalent to
the other actions performed when authoring a setirgyst others. If Ashbery is to be a great
poet then he needs great critics, readers whosgretations are further compositions because
they extend his work by making it correspond witle tonditions informing their reading,
making the poem “something to be acted ufter it has been read. Charles Altieri identifies
this “dialectic of call and respons&throughout Ashbery’s oeuvre but | would go further
proposing that his work is a catl respond, an obligation to realise one’s “respaatsty”
because we are tasked with completing the act mhwanication and in doing so making the
poem ours. In becoming responsive readers, howevermust be responsible for our
interpretations because they are further compaositia the same way an ethical subject is

answerable for how s/he acts in and interacts thighsocial world of others.

30 John AshberyQther Traditions: The Charles Eliot Norton Lectur@@ambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2000), 105.

31 Ashbery,CP, 601.

32 |bid, 599.

33 |bid, 601.

34 John Ashbery, “The RecitalCP, 326.

35 Charles Altieri,The Art of Twentieth Century American Poetry: Madem and Afte(Oxford: Blackwell
Publishing Ltd., 2006), 210.
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Chapter 2: The “Aesthetics of Indifference” in Some Trees
and The Tennis Court Oath

At the end of the seventies, Ashbery announcesitary” from As We Know1979) that “a
new school of criticism must be developkttr which “all/ls by definition subject matter for
the new/Criticism, which is us'The requirement for such a pronouncement is isteg
because it helps us identify a major feature ofwsk during this and the two preceding
decades: the need for a more expansive and inelagigroach to the writing and reading of
poetry. However, like the New Criticism he impligitcritiques, Ashbery’s “new/Criticism”
should not be seen as a solely aesthetic, depsditicoccurrence, it must also be pragmatic.
While challenging containment and consensus iseequisite for a “poethics of proximity,”

it is also integral to appreciating how such a ‘tpass” is a form of living in the real world.
The new critical practice of close reading advoeate aesthetics founded on containment and
consensus but, as we have seen, it has quite ayproed political function given the period
during which it became entrenched as the normaireeedure of literary criticism and a
determinant in the type of poetry being written aedd during the Cold War period. In this
socio-political context, containment refers to tingpermeable boundaries established to
distinguish between Self and Other, an attitudermed by essentialist categories of identity.
Consensus, by extension, refers to the moral aliticpbsystem that operated according to the
principle that American society could accommodaté absorb every oppositional tendency
without collapsing.

The political purpose behind containment and cosiseis easily discerned: to protect
the nation from the Other to its democratic, cdigit@ocio-economic system by excluding it
and emphasising political unity as a deterrent regjaihe threat of foreign and domestic
subversives, whether imagined or actual. Howevespie the importance of maintaining
binary oppositions, the Cold War period markedriwmnent when the attendant distinctions
between the private and the public, and the peftsorththe political, were paradoxically and
irreversibly collapsed. Mc Carthy’'s dogged pursoit the menacing political Other
(communism) is well-documented but with his adnaossthat “homosexuality...was the

psychological maladjustment that led people towamthmunism,? the Red Scare takes on a

1 Ashbery,CP, 603.

2 |bid, 605.

3 David K. JohnsonThe Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution ofsGay Lesbians in the Federal
Governmen{Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2006.
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more lavender hue. Equating political with sexualvidnce meant homosexuality was
designated a threat to national security and bectmaefocus of the same strategies of
containment and discourses of consensus as itscpbkequivalent. Non-normative sexual
behaviour became a national obsession during tHéd Gfar period, “a wave of officially

sponsored homophobia” emerged against those whaalidadhere to ““normal” sexual
behaviour culminating in marriage,” whose sexuaVlgesions, like communism, could infect
and disintegrate the national conserfstigt only the external threats of communism and
nuclear energy had to be contained, but also ttenpal for internal subversion posed by the
increased visibility of homosexuality and the enesice of same-sex communities. It is in this
climate that Ashbery’s pronouncement against tive erétical aesthetics of containment and
consensus must be situated because it is the extrat reality his “poethics” is intended to
participate in. His sexuality invariably means ttied personak always already the political.
Similarly, what might initially appear solely poettoncerns actually have profound ethical
significance because they constitute a way of ¢jymthe real world according to an aesthetic
principle he is trying to articulate, the heteronotarn toward outside influences.

Fortunately, Ashbery was not alone in developingaginative and conceptually
engaging ways of strategically working againsttetgees of containment and discourses of
consensus, finding creative resources in the exesybvided by the collage-assemblage artist
Joseph Cornell and the composer John Cage. In@dditshbery can be identified according
to what Moira Roth termed the “aesthetics of ireléince,” referring to a “number of
[predominantly homosexual] artists [who] made auwdrof indifference and whose ideology
coalesced during the Mc Carthy peridtii provide a deliberately apolitical, neutral alt@ive
to the bigoted convictions and highly politiciseduses associated with the era. As the
American public was being presented with the losids of Mc Carthy’s Red and Lavender
Scares, Cage, Robert Rauschenberg and, to adegert, Jasper Johns used silence, emptiness
and passivity to expose how spying, concealmemwtesyg, coded messages and misleading
information were engendering the hysterical obsesswith public exposure and self-
disclosure. To the silence, emptiness, absenceraisdre they use to negotiate the oppressive,
oppositional politics and aesthetic paradigms liodih informed and enforced the strategies of

containment and discourses of consensus can bel @ddidery’s poetics of reticence, first

4 Elaine Tyler MayHomeward Bound: American Families in the Cold Wea BENew York, NY: Basic Books,
2008), 91.

5 Moira Roth, “The Aesthetics of IndifferenceDifference — Indifference: Musings on Postmodernistarcel
Duchamp and John Cagémsterdam: G+B Arts International, 1998), 34.
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articulated irSTand continuing iT CO. The “aesthetics of indifference” can be best deed

as what he terms “a kind of fence-sitting/Raisethwlevel of an esthetic ideéfh “Soonest
Mended” fromDDS (1970). Ashbery’s “[a]esthetic [and ethical] idemlvolves occupying a
neutralised interstice between two conventionalppasitional categories that completely
deconstructs the binary opposition itself. For Astybthe “Aesthetics of Indifference” prove
“poethical” since it enacts a way of living in thesal world while also conceiving “(an)Other”
beyond categories of the same that reduce itstglgerd appropriate it by placing it in relative

opposition to “(my)Self.”

(2.1) The (Mis)Instruction Manual

In his first attempt at self-portraiture, Ashberyedtly refutes the formalist methodology of
New Criticism that isolates the poem from the cgtutal conditions of its composition in order
to read it as an autonomous aesthetic object. ‘Hicture of Little J. A. in a Prospect of
Flowers” uses intertextuality to highlight the liations of this methodology: how it devalues
context and authorial intention by closing off te&t to maintain its status as a self-contained,
autotelic object. “The Picture...” immediately deniasy attendant “close(d) reading” by
insisting on the context that engendered it throaghariety of direct intertextual references
and extratextual allusions. The title simply chantjee subject of Andrew Marvell's “The
Picture of Little T. C. in a Prospect of Flowera,poem warning against the loss of innocence,
while its epigraph consists of the concluding secégrom Boris Pasternak’s selective memoir
Safe Conductin a poem centred on the act of self-definitibms striking how reliant it is on
other literary voices, “referring in half a dozemes to figures as divergent as...[those
mentioned above, in addition to] James Joyce, Tilsohashe, Daniel Defore, [William]
Shakespeare and [William] WordswortH.”Like Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of
Immortality,” Ashbery’s poem consists of three s@ts and discusses the principldaafrimae
rerum which means that life is growth, “My head amoheg blazing phlox/Seemed a pale and
gigantic fungus,” but a certain loss is inevitabitjll, as the loveliest feelings//Must soon find
words, and these, yes,/Displace thénviore importantly, Wordsworth’s poem relies on the

6 Ashbery,CP, 185.
7 Ben HickmanAshbery and English Poet(fdinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 18.
8 John Ashbery, “The Picture of Little J. A. in aoBpect of Flowers,CP, 14.
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“notion of pre-existence?’making Ashbery’s text an engagement with whatgxists his
own, the intertextual context outside, yet constituof, his poem. “The Picture...” enacts how
reading happens, it is “a poem which disclosedfitseit tells the story of its reading” and
“describes its genesis through the work of othétars.”™ “J. A.,” the subject of the poem, is,
like the poem itself “a wet sponge/ .../...accepting#fthing, taking nothing!* The
significance given to other people and the outswigy gesture toward an immediate
heteronomic turn in Ashbery’s poetics, but givea $kxual and moral politics of the Cold War
period, their association with the act of self-deion suggests the more problematic activities

of surveillance, interrogation and coerced contessi

So far is goodness a mere memory

Or naming of recent scenes of badness
That even these lives, children,

You may pass through to be blessed,
So fair does each invent his virttfe.

The dichotomy of moral absolutes is evoked in tbiech “naming,” which can refer to both
disclosure from within or exposure from withoutdas juxtaposed with the possibility of a
more relativist, less essentialised, approach wod§ and “bad” behaviour. Ashbery also

guestions one’s ability to escape categorisatiomspgresentations of oneself:

Yet | cannot escape the picture

Of my small self...

I

As though the rolled-up future might stink
As loud as stood the sick moment

The shutter clicked®

Ultimately, however, “The Picture...” is concernedwthe displacements that occur in writing
and reading, how signifying displaces even “thesl®st feelings” and how what we read now

will inevitably be displaced by what we read suhseyly, to become “lost words/[in which

® William Wordsworth, “Intimations of Immortality,The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordswovtbl,
V: 1806-1815New York, NY: Cosimo, Inc, 2008), 53.

10 Hickman, 13-14.

11 Ashbery, “The Picture...,CP, 13-14.

121bid, 13.

13 1bid, 14.
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we can] imagine our reward$¥Paying close attention to these “lost words” ipassible
since they do not comprise a textual object todael ibut refer instead to the residual effect a
poem might have on the reader. If the poem canasel-contained, then the self it purports
to represent similarly cannot be understood in seshtontainment. Both are informed by what
is outside of them respectively, they are heteranomshbery’s “poethics” is the
counterexample to the methodology provided by Neittaidm because by emphasising how
the text might affect a particular response in thader, he undermines the strategy of
containment motivating this Cold War pedagogy ofing and reading.

Ashbery’s expositiorof how not to read in his writing continues in “Thestruction
Manual,” a critique of the tendency to provide agariptive set of normative practices. By
writing according to its prescriptions, Ashbery egps the limits of this poetics and the
consequent circumscriptions that arise from adigetinit. As with “The Picture...,” “The
Instruction Manual” describes its own coming inteifyg but its closedness is more
pronounced, the subject being closed-off from tiead world of others outside him, “I look
down into the street and see people, each walkitigam inner peace,/And envy them — they
are so far away from meéf and the poem itself being enclosed, its circularcsure beginning
“As | sit looking out of a window of the buildingfish | did not have to write the instruction
manual on the uses of a new mefaéind concluding “Back to the instruction manual etrhi
has made me dream of Guadalajaradshbery challenges the “close(d)” writing and riegd
method of New Criticism by advocating inattentiorthe text, to the instruction manual he is
writing and “The Instruction Manual” before the dea. This formalist method might appear
to be an objective, non-discriminatory readingtstyg but “to call for close reading, in fact, is
to do more than insist on due attentiveness tdekie It inescapably suggests an attention to
this rather than to something else: to the ‘words enpiige’ rather than to the contexts which
produced and surround therf.”

To highlight this, the closed poem documents hove‘Wdve seen young love [between
“the young fellow with the toothpick® and “a young girl/Of fourteen or fifteed”married
love [between “a dapper fellow/Clothed in deep blaed “His dear one, his wife, [who] is

4 1bid.

15 John Ashbery, “The Instruction ManuaGP, 5.

18 1bid.

171bid, 8.

8 Terry Eagletonl.iterary Theory: An IntroductionSecond Edition (Minneapolis, MN: University of Miesota
Press, 1996), 38, author's emphasis.

19 Ashbery, “The Instruction ManualCP, 6.

201bid, 7.
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young and pretty?? and the love of an aged mother for her s8rid dark-skinned lad with
pearly teeth [who] grins out at us from the worather frame 2 Ashbery’s intention here is
to reveal “How limited, but how complete withal,shiaeen our experience of Gudalajata!”
This closed poem contains the threat of “deviargXuslity by paying attention to the
heteronormative relations between the inhabitarit$Swadalajara. Including these in an
instruction manual, whose practical, utilitarianrgose, to define the function of an object,
evokes the prescriptive pronouncements of newcatipedagogy, reveals the exclusions made
in the service of containment, both textual anduaséxinattention prevents a “close(d)”
approach to writing and reading but it insiststom ¢loser alternative, paying attention to what
is excluded, to what is outside of both the texd #re self. The speaker in “The Instruction
Manual” claims to imaginatively escape the mundask at hand but his imaginings are shown
by Ashbery to simply reinforce the (sexual) postaf the period as his text is conditioned by
a strategy of containment.

Adhering to the “close(d)” methodology endorsedtiwy New Critics has important
ethical implications also. There is a profound abseof otherness in “The Instruction
Manual,” even though Guadalajara is the “City | v@e@hmost to see, and most did not see, in
Mexico!"?® The sense of otherness associated with a forésge jis normalised through the
tour guide, a contentious figure given the U.S.igyobf non-colonial imperialism in Latin
America during the Cold War and a representativehef‘imperialism of the sam&'that a
“poethics” is designed to contravene:

And we must catch a view of the city, before wavks from a
good high place.

That church tower will do...

/.1

Soon we have reached the top, and the whole niew¥dhe
city extends before 4s.

2! |bid, 6.

22 |bid, 8.

23 |bid, 7.

24 |bid, 8.

25 |bid, 6.

26 Emmanuel Levinas, “Philosophy and the Idea ofniibfi” Collected Philosophical Paper&rans. Alphonso
Lingis (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 183 50.
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Any sense of otherness in this vastly complex thigt the speaker has never actually seen
before is appropriated by his/her imperialist inmadion, reduced to a stereotypical cacophony
of colours and sounds, and heteronormative relghigs. The foreign, what is different or
other, is reduced to the categories of the sambdgpeaker’s “close(d)” poem, depriving it
of exactly that which constitutes its alterity. Aghy exploits the inherent utility of “The
Instruction Manual” to warn by example against Nesticism and the type of self-contained
subject represented in the autonomous, textualctsbjés practitioners endorse. Otherness
requires “poethics,” a way of conceptualising thierd of aesthetic experience, of writing and

reading a poem, and its coincidence with how oveslin the extratextual world.

(2.2) Thinking Outside the Box

“SPCM” is undoubtedly Ashbery’s most recognised lefagtic poem but his unique
engagement with the visual arts begarsih Cornell’s influence has been a constant in his
work, admitting in his 1995 “Robert Frost Medal Adsls” that after having read “a book about
Joseph Cornell [in the early ‘40s, he] immediatedgame my favourite artist and has remained
one to this day2® Cornell contested the very aesthetic categoriesl ts confine artists,
“avoiding the traditional nomenclature of art medigich enforces settled definitiorf€and
who “in a society organised around acquisition,stonption [and] elimination...cared [only]
for...the detritus.® Accordingly, his “bounded microcosms [provided]taphors for real-
world ideals®! that ask viewers to look with renewed and morpaasible vision at the world
than they had before. Ashbery and Cornell shafanity for the metaphysique d’ephemera
the aesthetics of making the everyday transceridemigh the transformative power of paying
attention to what is outside of normative axiol@gistandards or is surplus to requirement.
“Nothing is one thing only [in Cornellf? as objects reappear in different contexts wittioeir
prior meaning being completely erased, thereby @rgpng the viewer to pay attention to
what is outside the box. Cornell’s “method of wadioffers explanation for the necessity of

variations on a theme:” it invites the viewer taiélfurther associations because what matter

28 John Ashbery, “Robert Frost Medal AddresS¢lected Prose46.

22 Wayne Andersen, “Joseph Cornell’s ‘Healthier Raiiges,” Common Knowledg&2 (2006): 428.

30 |bid, 421.

31 Jennie-Rebecca Falsetta, “Acts of Containment:idhae Moore, Joseph Cornell, and the Poetics of
Enclosure,”Journal of Modern Literatur@9 (2006): 126.

32 peter Schwenger, “The Dream Narratives of Deb8siStanc&2 (2003): 79.
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are the lasting familial relations he establishasiagst the otherwise ephemeral “through [the]
reiteration of certain object$>There is probably no poetic form better suitechtin® pantoum
for enacting Cornell’'s aesthetics. However, Ashisedeviation from its formal constraints
only further emphasises his appreciation for Cdamehn artist who refutes the viability of any
strategy of containment.

Firstly, “Pantoum,” or as it appears A Joseph Cornell Albunwith the subtitle
“Homage to Saint-Simon, Ravel, and Joseph Cornatiritains a number of references to the

objects and images that repeatedly appear in tl'@boxes.

(Fig. 1) Joseph CornelRenny (Fig. 2) Joseph Cornellntitled (Soap Bubble Set)
Arcade for Lauren Bacall

“Eyes shining without mystery” suggests the numsrfmmale actresses that gaze out at the
viewer through the glass panes of portraits sucBabo: The Crystal Mask1939-40) and
(Fig. 1) Penny Arcade Portrait of Lauren Bac#ll945-46), while “the vague snow of many
clay pipes” refers to the abstract objects emagdtiom the pipes in Cornell’s (Fig. Soap

33 Diane Waldmanjoseph Cornel{New York, NY: Joseph Braziller Inc., 1977), 24.
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Bubble Sés) from the ‘30s and ‘408* The Medici Prince and Princess in his (Fig St
Machings) from the ‘40s also appear in the poem as “thiesgest to the king®®

(Fig. 3)Joseph CornelMedici Slot Machine (Fiqg. 4) Joseph CornelPharmacy(1943)
Obje¢t942)

However, “Pantoum” is not merely an ekphrastic posimce Ashbery alludes to the
achievement and the effect of Cornell’'s aesthetscapposed to just re-presenting the material
objects of his boxes. For example, “connoisseubb¥ion” refers to his ability to give value
to the completely forgotten or unknown, that wheotists outside our standards of judgement
and taste (Fig. 4). In the dime stores he frequkr@ernell discovered the literally abject, the
objects of detritus that he transforms into musdidmhomilies to bygone eras through the
creative act of selecting and paying attentiorhtnt. Similarly, how he manages to arrest the
impermanent, lending a degree of permanence teghemeral, is attested to, “These days
[that] are short, brittle; there is only one niglitd that soon gotten ovet®as seen in his boxes
capturing the performance of the ballets he soisihed. Cornell ultimately protects what

34 John Ashbery, “PantoumCP, 14.
35 |bid.
36 |bid, 15.
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matters to him from being excluded or discarded tu“Some blunt pretense to safety we
have.®’

To understand an artist like Cornell, so reliantcomplex visual metaphors, surreal
juxtapositions and abstract arrangements of ohjad$oxes must also be viewed in terms of
their tangibility, their “thingness,” which requgesngaging with their literalisms. With the
glass panels functioning as demarcated yet traespboundaries, his boxes are never literally
impermeable containers, their significance projdotyond the bounded space through
repetitions in and associations with other boxeshb&ry is attuned to this, asking “what is in
store?’®® like Cornell's boxes are some kind of surreal d@pant store display. They
introduce a visual “poethics” to Ashbery, articulgta way of living within the real world of
external, material objects rather than just repréasg one. “Pantoum” deftly conveys this
integral aspect of Cornell’s collage-assemblagethan it similarly enacts, or pdorms its
meaning. Normally, a pantoum is comprised of aesasf quatrains, with the second and fourth
lines of each stanza repeated as the first andilthes of the next one. This pattern can continue
to any length but the final stanza must conclu@esigries with its second line being the third
line of the opening stanza and the last line ofpbem repeating the first line of the opening

stanza. However, Ashbery deviates from the formakentions in the concluding stanza:

Some blunt pretense to safety we have:

Eyes shining without mystery S[Line Opening Stanza]
For they must have motion
Through the vague snow of many clay pipes. [3 Line Opening Stanza]

As can be seen here, Ashbery reverses the ordlee oépeated lines in the final stanza so that
it no longer concludes the series but providestaeza that would have preceded the opening

one:

Eyes shining without mystery "fALine Previous Stanza]
Footprints eager for the past

Through the vague snow of many clay pipes, " |[he Previous Stanza]
And what is in store?

37 bid.
38 |bid, 14.
39 1bid, 15.
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Ashbery refuses to close his poem, thereby negaiiaand ultimately resisting, the strategy
of containment inherent within the pantoum fornstéad of (en)closure, Ashbery insists on
repetition, an important feature that will be seenTCO as it allows for difference and
precludes consensus. Rather than artistic origynaln Cornell “discarded objects are
reconditioned and revived as meaningful artefaats’their value is “transferred into a new
system of evaluation through metaph@rRis boxes encourage repeated viewing, or closer
reading, that transforms spectatorship into a meagndeavour because they “make it
difficult...to resist a verbal translation of the iges,*! that is, the spectator is compelled to
focus on the selections of the artist, what hedegsded to pay attention to. Like the individual
objects in Cornell's boxes, the sentences in “Rantoare irreducibly abstruse in isolation.
Their significance derives from them being repeditedughout the poem, thereby turning the
reader’s attention to the words Ashbery has salegthich reveal the accordance he is trying
to highlight between his poetics and Cornell’'s lhests. While a formalist analysis of
“Pantoum” is required to identify the poem’s penfative capacity, it only makes sense when
read in terms of the context that engenderedatatsthetic paradigm provided by the collage-
assemblage artist as a means of negotiating arstimgsstrategies of containment.

Cornell’'s boxes serve as a metaphor to help explsitbery’s view of open and closed
poetry as not referring to specific poetic forms father to one’s attitude to poetry itself, to its
purpose and potential. They invite us not onliotik at chosen objects but also to reflect on
our own acts of seeing because “rather than dengtetactions between the objects displayed
and the spectator,” which would heighten the “sesfdsolation and enclosuré?they stress
“interaction with the world as a condition for ctiea production.*® Being open toward rather
than closed-off from the world outside us makest@moment and consensus in poetry
impossible, allowing instead for “perpetual intefation and interaction between inside and
outside.** From Cornell, Ashbery learns to value what is naltynconfined to the outside, be
that context, the excluded, the repressed or therégl, therefore, “Pantoum” needs to be read
within the highly policed Mc Carthy era. As a horaxsal male during this period, Ashbery
knew what it meant to be on display to someoneoodnave to perform in a certain way.

40 Daniel Morris, “Responsible Viewing: Charles Sitsi®ime Store Alchemy: The Art of Joseph Cornell,”
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“Pantoum” indicates the possible emergence of atlgos” in Ashbery motivated by the
example of Cornell, a way of negotiating strateggégontainment in the real world that is
enacted in the poem. It also reveals, in conjunatrgh “The Picture...,” that the heteronomic
poem and the subject it purports to represent dpvas$ a response to the Cold War culture of

institutional homophobia, making the “poethic” @dy cogently political.

(2.3) The “Aesthetics of Indifference”

The eponymous poem BT explains the political efficacy of an “aesthetafsindifference”

for Ashbery, utilising what Jonathan Katz idensfis “opposition without oppositionalit§>”

a strategy of homosexual resistance perfectly kbl to negotiating strategies of containment
and discourses of consensus. Reticence and actientaege used by Ashbery to challenge the
other binary oppositions he is confronted with giv@s circumstances, including but not
limited to: concealment and confession, private @udblic, disclosure from within and
exposure from without, secrecy and surveillancd,@mtainment and excess. Each opposition
features in botlST and TCO in numerous ways but in “Some Trees” Ashbery carséen
resisting differentiation and separation in favotiassimilationand contact. Its parmative

capacity is also immediately apparent:

These are amazing: each
Joining a neighbour, as though speech
Were a still performanég

Each line literally joins its neighbour due to gfrgambment required to adhere to the “AABB”
rhyming scheme. The poem captures something thetgpening, the “still performance” of

speech, an act of communication which, as Levimgigights, is the experience of proximity:

...you and |
Are suddenly what the trees try

To tell us we are:
That their merely being there

45 Jonathan D. Katz, “IdentificationPifference — Indifferenges2.
46 John Ashbery, “Some TreeP, 26.
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Means something, that soon
We may touch, love, explaffi.

“I” and “you” are heteronomic in this sense, sittise act of communication ultimately refers
to the event of reaching outside oneself and towaather. Potential to possibly “touch, love,
explain” also further suggests proximity becauss dre unrealised, “waay.” A distance and

a difference between “I” and “you” are implied hetinability to actually touch and the need
for explanation respectively. Including love amotig indicators of proximity serves to
reaffirm that Ashbery’s “poethics” must, initialgt least, be read in terms of his sexuality. In
the context of the '50s, therefore, the heteronduomic toward the other, or more generally
toward what is outside the contained, consensealiiorsed self, enacts a way of living in the
real world as a homosexual.

Touch is particularly significant because it cop@sds with the tactility central to
Cornell's aesthetics and provides an alternativdatity for how “Some Trees” might be read.
In tactile art following the readymade, althougluat tactile contact is eluded due to these
objects being held in exhibition display caseseproduced as photographs for catalogues,
“imagined or intellectualised contact becomes @ty a consideration” of how they are
received and how they instigate “bodily reactiohsotigh disturbance and incompletion,
attraction and repulsiort® Tactile art allows for “bodily reactions” or, asEhtin and Levinas
would argue, embodied responses in the viewehdrcase of Cornell, paying close attention
to his boxes gives the impression of being in proti to an irreducible and irreconcilable
otherness that cannot be appropriated into or egptke through language. He redefines
aesthetic experience through a tactile approacdh tha

asks viewers to reject their conventionalised amguestioned modes of perception —
to approach works within an interchange that isnopeded and exploratory, intimate
yet inconclusive...Tactility acknowledges that thare many unexplored avenues of
comprehension that, if chosen, would necessarifjgsst alternative meanings and
challenges to the status gtfo.

Reconfiguring aesthetic experience from the optiche haptic is to replace distance and
separation with proximity and contact, and in dasogadically alter the relationship between

47 |bid.

48 Janine MileafPlease Touch: Dada and Surrealist Objects After Readymadé€Lebanon, NH: Dartmouth
College Press, 2010), 17.
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the object and the spectator. This is another el@offCornell encouraging us to pay attention
to what is normally excluded or ignored. Perhapsithwhat “Some Trees,” and the collection
as a whole, is “try[ing]//To tell us we are:” subige joined to a neighbour about to “touch, love,
explain” during the experience of proximity. As still performance” whose “merely being
there/Means something,” the poem stages a hetetioriam, an imagined or intellectualised
encounter between “you and |,” between “(an)Otlert “(my)Self.” Like Cornell’'s boxes,
“Some Trees” is trying to perform something, to m#khappen by extending beyond itself as
text and affecting a particular response in theeeaultimately changing how s/he interacts
with his/her environment and what s/he pays atert within it. By reorienting the reader’s
attention toward what is other, different, beyondtainment and against consensus, Ashbery’s
“aesthetics of indifference” become apparent.

Although written in 1948, “Some Trees” referenttess same aesthetic principle behind
Cage’s silent compositiod’33” (1952) and Rauschenberg’s empty compositWwhite
Painting (1951):

We are surrounded:
A silence already filled with noises,
A canvas on which emerges

A chorus of smiles, a winter morning.
Placed in a puzzling light and moviff,

Cage and Rauschenberg elide self-expression in pmadlude the possibility of self-
identification through their respective mediumstéad, a heteronomic turn manifestd'B3”
andWhite Paintingas they are open toward and dependent on whaitsgde, an otherness
that is ultimately inexpressible and impossiblegpresent without reducing it to categories of
the same. To their silence and emptiness can bedafishbery’s reticence, “Our days put on
such reticence/These accents seem their own deféh8i#ence, emptiness and reticence are
not due to sexual oppression. Informed by an “@&disth of indifference,” they are acts of
strategic resistance against the strategies ofasonent and discourses of consensus.
“Reticence” and accentuation comment on the paiadbgtatus of homosexuality during the
Cold War period as an “open secret” and “Some Tréaedhibits the caution attendant upon

50 Ashbery,CP, 26.
51 |bid.
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[such] unsanctioned behaviodf’in its closing couplet, implying that both acceattan
(exhibition) and reticence (caution) are requiredthe homosexual male to successfully live
in the real world of social and institutional horhopia. Because “our daysut onsuch
reticence,” silence, emptiness and reticence aeadbult of individual choice. Indifference,
therefore, complicates the “binaries that circuritecthe status qué® and condition how we
identify and express ourselves as political, anduagk subjects by providing a way out of
oppositional categorisations. Living within the @dox of an “open secret” further reveals the
limits of defining oneself according to such catég® making an “aesthetics of indifference”
all the more relevant to these homosexual men asiigng toward the “poethic” as it provides
a way of living in, not just representing, the realrld of c/overt homophobia.

The paradox of calling attention to onesalid being reticent is an example of

Ashbery’s indifference but, as he concludes “Somee3,” “these accents [of reticence] seem
their own defence.” Like Cage’s silence and Rausbbeg’s emptiness, reticence is resistance,
an aesthetic choice with real world applicationéhese it ensures the individual “can escape
both complicity in the dominant culture and det@ctas a homosexual,” thereby providing a
viable political stance for other “closeted homasasg [who could] ill afford to call attention
to themselves with an articulated, entrenched dfipnal stance.®* Conventional opposition
must be avoided because it “simply reproduce[s]bihary logic through which domination
writes itself”>° and continually runs the risk of being co-optedaasol of hegemony. Once
marked as oppositional, “any disturbance [or dewmtcan be incorporated into a discourse of
oppositionality that only catalyses [further] opgsive constructions® and appropriates what
might be considered other or different into categprof the same. An “aesthetics of
indifference” provides a way out of the binary logif oppositional categories. The fact that
Cage'’s silent composition focuses the listenetsngion on noise and Rauschenberg’s empty
painting is full of white paint collapses oppositah categories. Their aesthetics encourage a
reading of Ashbery’s reticence and accentuatiandifference. Despite its closed form of five
guatrains and standardised rhyming scheme, “SomesTris resolutely open toward its
immediate socio-political environment, just 483" and White Paintingare heteronomic
rather than self-contained, open toward and respgrtd the environments outside them. To

understand what the poem is “try[ing]/To tell us &re” it must be read as responding to the

52 ShoptawOn the outside Looking Qu22.
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climate of social and institutional homophobia andouraging a response to this environment
based on “opposition without oppositionality.” Reimce and accentuation pre-empt the
“shield of a greeting” in “Self-Portrait in a Conv#lirror,” the poem in which a “poethics of
proximity” is realised in the experience of an aest encounter with “(an)Other.” Therefore,
how Ashbery lives in the real world as a homosexuoale fundamentally informs his poetics,
thickening it with a “h” until it becomes a mod&rfhow a non-appropriative, heteronomic
subject can engage with otherness but without ggp@ating it into categories of the same or

reducing its alterity through containment and cosss.

(2.4) “Opposition Without Oppositionality” in Some Trees

Ashbery is by no means the only poet who founduatism to the oppressive sexual politics of
the Cold War period by turning his attention tow#neé outside. At the same time, those
associated with the San Francisco RenaissanceanigniRobert Duncan, Jack Spicer and
Robin Blaser, were beginning to experiment with twhas termed the “practice of outsidg.”
Duncan’s derivative poetics, which will be discubkser in more detail as a primary influence
on Palmer’s early collections, and Spicer’s poeticdictation are further examples of how a
certain homosexual sensibility was manifesting @ehonomic poetry, that is, poems that
cannot be contained because their content is auhsteeferring to the indeterminable.
Although Duncan’s and Blaser’s poetics more closebgmble an “aesthetics of indifference”
in their refusal to be categorised as oppositictha,discrepancy between the poetic and the
personal/political in Spicer helps us understankdb&sy’s own relation to oppositionality and
how it features in his transition fro8iTto TCO. Spicer’s poetics can be best described as a
textual version of assemblage, as copies of origloauments are arranged into incongruous
combinations to form a new poetic compositidfter Lorca(1957), for example, is ostensibly
composed of translations of the Spanish poet kluttituracy of Spicer’s versions is highly
contestable and some of his own original poemeaea posed as translations themselves. In
a similar manner to Cornell, paying attention tamsthing constitutes a creative act, as
discarded, ignored and overly familiar materiaieislaimed and reworked until the distinction
between found object and original composition idanger tenable.

57 Robin Blaser, “The Practice of Outsiddhe Fire: Collected Essays of Robin Blased. Miriam Nichols,
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 200613.
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In the first poem ofST, “Two Scenes,” the theme of surveillance, the gievbeing
made public, is introduced, “We see us as we tralyave.?® As the piece with which Ashbery
chose to introduce himself to the reading publiow6® Scenes” is “significant in retrospect
because it remains broadly representative,” intcody “strategies which will figure in his
mature style,®® such as the simultaneity of multiple perspectiv@schallenge “singular
authority’®® and the use of circularity to negate oppositidgalihe externalisation of identity
suggests a dependency on others, while Ashbeisistémce that “Everything has a schedtile”
implies, like “The Instruction Manual” earlier, aay of reading his poems. The first scene
establishes certainty through predestination, “Dgguides the water-pilot, and it is destiny,”
and declarative statement, “For long we hadn’t thesar much new, such noise./The day was
warm and pleasant? While the second scene evokes uncertainty duertbngency and the
lack of precedence, “This perhaps a day of gerteyaésty/Without example in the world’s
history,” and the absence “of a singular authdrftf.However, the opposition between
certainty and uncertainty is complicated by therp@econspicuous dialogism, the inclusion
of other voices in the quotes concluding each stiesteundermine its respective theme. For
example, “We see you in your hair,/Air resting andl the tips of mountaing* attenuates the
certainty of the first scene with its polysemousrmmuns and the lack of referential particulars
to determine who is speaking. Whereas “As laugltedets say, ‘In the evening/Everything
has a schedule, if you can find out what it9srefutes the uncertainty of the second scene by
indicating the source of the utterance and ideimigfya plan of procedure. Therefore, the two
scenes are not complete opposites because eadiinsoah aspect of its other, which is
provided by the quotations from voices other thhe poet’s. Furthermore, the schedule
mentioned at the end of the poem returns the raadbe beginning because it explains how
“The train comes bearing joy” and demystifies tiestiny [that] guides the water-pildt®”
emphasising the circularity of, rather than opposibetween, the two scenes. Ashbery also
seems to be suggesting that no singular authaaitypcedetermine a train of thought because
it will unavoidably be affected by outside influesc other voices that introduce a different

schedule and necessitate beginning again. If dlanee¢ suggests the more negative
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connotations of one’s identity being dependentruottzer person’s perspective, “Two Scenes”
makes this dependency reciprocal and mutually datise, an opportunity to “seaes aswe
truly behave,” to encounter and interact with, eattihan being closed-off from, “(an)Other.”
The presence of other voices in the opening poe®Tohdicates that heteronomy must be
considered to appreciate how Ashbery’s work mightréad, “Two Scenes” providing the
schedule for understanding his trains of thoughd aow they are affected by outside
influences.

In his Vancouver Lectures (1965), Spicer uses tiaogy of the radio to explain his
practice of dictation because “it literalises thetual transmission of words from
elsewhere...[and] as a model for poetic dictatiorsuigggests that composition begins with
listening and not self-expression, with emptinesd aot an overflow of autobiographical
content.”®’ As Spicer explains, “instead of the poet being eautiful machine which
manufactured the current for itself, did everythiagitself...instead there was something from
the Outside coming in% Spicer's awareness of the importance of what itside for
expressing and understanding the inside makes dvik rgsolutely heteronomic. In addition,
Spicer’s poetics of dictation make explicit whaitgens implicit in his work: the denial of
singular authorial intention as the poet discoVérat these poems say just exactly the opposite
of what [s/]he wants [her/lhimselper sepoet, to say*® and is required “to bring the poems,
read the poems, to an audience, simply because[sftee can find things from the audience’s
reaction that [s/]he didn’t understand the poerd,sahich tell him[/her] something about #%”
However, “dictation [was] also a release from tegponsibility of authorial intention and all
it denotes.™ While Spicer confirms the importance of what kegside the self, a “poethics”
is impossible due to the denial of individual resgbility, the prerequisite for an encounter
between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” as embodied ve@able agents during the experience of
proximity when “response-ability” is realised.

Although Spicer consistently marks his sexualityptighout his work it is difficult to
categorise him because he remains “largely fregr@dictable tropes of queer abjection and
self-loathing” and refuses to affirm his homosexkyathrough “prominent gay aesthetic

57 Peter Gizzi, “Jack Spicer and the Practice of ReptiThe House That Jack Built: The Collected Lecturfes o
Jack Spicered. Peter Gizzi (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Univigr®ress, 1998), 187.
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traditions, especially camg?With the coterie poetics he formulated in San Eisoo during
the ‘50s “he mounted a group offensive among faltHbllowers” that “railed against
feminised or assimilated versions of gay identagtl opposed itself to the heterosexual outside
world, resulting in a “group offensive [that] inweld creating a frontal, unadorned image of
gay reality that excluded not only a heterosexumler but a certain kind of homosexual as
well.””® There is a profound discrepancy between the pegiicthe personal in Spicer who
identifies himself with the outside but uses opposality rather than indifference as a defence
against being appropriated by the inside, thereimfarcing the “us v. them” binary. While
never formulated in any extended critical writin§pjcer “experienced poetry as needing some
kind of program or set of guidelines for practitos’’# to protect it and the coterie
relationships articulated through it, resulting am almost militant insistence on strict
boundaries demarcating the inside from the outsideexample testifies to how a heteronomic
orientation in one’s poetry does not always comespwith the personal stance assumed by
the poet, in addition to how the establishmenthie do cohere further when the structural
model of the “dominant culture as inside” and “opiional culture as outside” is reinforced,
however inadvertently or not.

Ashbery’s long-term interest in the status of avgantde art and outsider artists makes
him particularly perceptive regarding the dangdrassuming an oppositional stance due to

the recolonizing force of oppositionality, obsexyin “The Invisible Avant-Garde” that:

in both art and life we are in danger of substityitone conformity for another...[as]
protests against the mediocre values of our sacisgem to imply that one’s only way
out is to join a parallel society whose stereotypethners, language, speech and dress
are only reverse images of the one it is tryingefect’®

The only wayout, it appears, is to enterto another group however marginal or alternative it
purports to be, which merely serves to reversetehms of the “us v. them” binary while
leaving the logic informing it intact. If Spicerf@oetics of dictation provides an example of

how a heteronomic orientation toward the outsideossible in poetry as a means of resisting
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strategies of containment and challenging discauoseonsensus, Ashbery discovers in his
close friend O’Hara how this can be extended ihtogersonal life of the poet to achieve a
more “poethical” purpose. Writing on the occasidiis death in 1966, Ashbery summarises

the atmosphere confronted by poets who sought thffegent during the previous decade as:

a supremely tribal civilisation, where even artigsl compelled to band together in
marauding packs, where loyalty-oath mentality haservaded outer
Bohemia...Whatever it is, join it; you can examinkaier and neutralise it, if necessary,
from within.”®

O’Hara offers a corrective in his poetry becausthds no program and therefore cannot be
joined...in a word, it does not attack the establishinlt merely ignores its right to exist, and
is thus a source of annoyance for partisans ofyesteipe.”’ O’Hara’s attitude, the stance he
putson, toward the establishment perfectly embodidgference, being different to but not
the opposite of and, therefore, outside the bidagic that contains individuals within
oppositional categories and reduces their diffezenAs “a source of annoyance” for both the
“us” and the “them,” O’Hara’s poetic and persortahse is political but calibrated in a way to
critigue both without aligning with either. Like @a and Rauschenberg, his response to the
oppositional politics of the period helps explaishiery’s refusal to be entirely appropriated
into any reductive category, into any camp, andsaturther level of disapproval to Spicer’s
famous critique of Ashbery as a “faggot po€tSpicer's condescending opinion of Ashbery
and O’Hara in particular, and the New York Schoorengenerally, as “urbane...campy...and
effete”® further confirms him substituting one conformity fthe other by perpetuating the
derogatory sterotypes associated with discussidnbomosexuality during this period.
Ashbery is not a camp poet in the sense that hawmasty is not inscribed in his poetry
because he favours a mode of homosexual resistahose continued viability, unlike
Spicer’s, is due to the identity it articulates rigpioutside strategies of containment and
discourses of consensus, of it not being redudibleny camp because it is reliant on being

different to, but never the opposite of, what hekselo oppose.
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(2.5) The “Practice of Outside”

Ashbery’s relocation to Paris in 1955 provides ofithose rare instances when the poetic and
the personal almost perfectly coincide. By the tidodéin Bernard Meyers coined the term
“Poets of the New York School” in 1961, his expati status meant it was immediately
obsolete yet still thoroughly representative of hioiw physical relocation from New York
corresponded with the emerging heteronomic oriemtan his poetry. His dislike for the New
York School of Poets is exacerbated by the facté#ms to designate a place, whereas New
York is really an anti-place, an abstract clim&feThe regionalist connotations of the term
became further entrenched following the publicattdrDonald Allen’'sThe New American
Poetry: 1945-1960which used momentary coincidences of geograppicadimity to organise

an otherwise heterogeneous selection of innovatets into consolidated movements centred
around New York, Black Mountain College and SamEisco.

In his assessment of fellow expatriate artistRanis, Ashbery identifies the desire to
escape the “acceptance world” of American culttindyich so often ends up by stifling an
artist’s originality through the efficacious measfover-encouragement?Quoting the artist
Caroline Lee, Paris is appealing because it gitres Spportunity for...anonymity,” not “in the
sense of being myself unknown; but anonymous isémse that my habits, reactions, impulses
would neither expect nor find comprehending or kimpweactions® As literal outsiders,
these artists resolve the difficulty of being opgpoeal without espousing oppositionality:
“there is not much “protest” in the work, simplydaeise...[whatever protest there is has
already been] sufficiently expressed by [expatiatitself].”®® In a similar way to how
O’Hara’s political critique is the personal stameeassumes toward both the establishment and
the marginalised, his ability to annoy both compuas®f the us-them binary by “being too hip
for the squares and too square for the hipshie personal position of these artists constitute
their political critique. Ashbery’s political crque of the “acceptance world” of American
culture is constituted by his decision to persgnaitate himself beyond its reaches. Therefore,
his poetry does not need to be explicitly opposaian terms of its content because he himself
embodies the principle of being oppositional, vtk result that any poetry written from his

outsider position inherently involves an impli@ti of oppositional critique. Through his own
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combination of silence, exile and cunning, Ashb&hye and poetry during this period position
him firmly on the outside, literally and figuratiyebeyond the jurisdiction of the strategies of
containment and discourses of consensus he oppoSdavhile still in America.

However, there is an even more negative aspebiddacceptance world,” especially
when read in terms of a “poethics of proximity,”iahalso allows for Meyers’ categoristaion
of Ashbery to be read as a pre-emptive warning. Uii@ecedented international success of
Abstract Expressionism as an indigenous, avantegardvement was because the aesthetic
philosophy and the compositional practices suppgriti closely coincided with the ideology
of “new liberalism” set forth in Arthur SchlesingerThe Vital Center which not only
accommodated dissidence and opposition but accardeplosition of paramount importance
in society. This was no accident, since “avant-gauature in general and Pollock’s painting[s]
in particular...[articulated the] values that werbseguently assimilated, utilised, and coopted
by politicians, with the result that artistic relbmh was transformed into aggressive liberal

ideology.”®® During the ‘50s, modernism becomes completely litgsed, identified only by:

virtue of formal and stylistic characteristics, diding difficulty), presented as the

work of heroic individualists working in a free sety, and used as evidence that
American society was so ideologically free thatfoon was too experimental or

abstruse for toleration and even supfbrt.

The explicitly oppositional stance of painters liRollock made it remarkably easy to
categorise and appropriate them, to neutralise thBerence as outsiders and restrict their
capacity for political critique by containing themithin the national consensus of liberty, free-
expression and individualism. However, appropr@tioutsiders and removing their
constitutive differences has more negative conimwtataccording to a “poethics of proximity,”
making it an ethical as well as an aesthetic issek further merging the personal and the
political.

By introducing a “necessary difficulty” for the $irtime as a constitutive feature of
some of the poems he has written and indicativibeif effect on the reader, Ashbery makes
difference an indicator of otherness rather thanething to be overcome in order to arrive at

a better understanding of what the poem meanspé@hasive sense of difference/otherness is

85 Serge Guilbautdow New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstixpressionism, Freedom, and the Cold
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TCOs innovative quality: how it provides an invitatido realise one’s “response-ability” as a
heteronomic, non-appropriative subject. In whaprsbably the most difficult poem in the
collection, the influence of Cornell is once agapparent as Ashbery investigates the capacity
of repetition to preserve difference and elicitspense-ability” in the reader. “Europe” is a
collage of found materials, in this case “a circarld War | British novel for girls calleBeryl
of the Biplanethat [he] found at a bookstall along the SeifeThis collage experiment is
representative of what Ashbery was attemptin@ @O as a whole, “trying to move beyond
what were to me the successful poemS&ame Treetoward something else...troubling the
waters so as to be able to fish in them later” wihté intention of putting “everything back
together again later so it would be ‘the same diffierent.””8® Moving “toward something
else,” gesturing to something different or otherchieved in “Europe.” Each separate stanza,
paragraph, sentence, fragment or word is numbearethbre are no grammatical signifiers to
differentiate between the poet’s original utteraaocel the repeated material of the collage.
Because returning to the source text to determhreg parts of the text belong to either Ashbery
or Le Queux is practically unfeasible, “Europe” egxttially belongs to both authors, thus
precluding the possibility of a singular authotiidlention being responsible for the text. Put
another way, the presence of “(an)Other” is madeathible in Ashbery’s poem through his
repetitions from an external textual source. “Eefojs less concerned with delimiting
parameters of containment and privileging the demgy of consensus than it is with
encouraging the reader to consider how contain@ahtonsensus are, if not impossible, then
at least highly problematic as the reader is reguto continuously look outside the poem
toward the source text. In doing so, the readeslies him/herself in differentiating between
the poet and the novelist, which has significahical connotations since it implicates the
reader in determining where the “(my)Self’ of Ashjppends and the “(an)Other” of Le Queux
begins. Ultimately, any easy distinction betweany)Self” and “(an)Other” is denied because
they are shown not to be self-contained, mutuakgiusive categories but fundamentally
interrelated, mutually dependent ones. “Europe’prsbably the best example of the
heteronomic turn in Ashbery’s poetry because itg@at literally belongs to an external source.
A number of references to “waste” reveal the fumttdf his collage aesthetics, with

the practice of recycling further emphasising thpartance of Cornell to Ashbery as the artist
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who affirmed the transformative, creative potentralsimply paying attention to what is
excluded, ignored or discarded. Recycling otherenies through collage provides a concise
example of how repetition always involves differescthe composition of “new junk®
Recycling and repetition invalidate claims to silguwauthority due to the inability of any one
author to control his/her materials, that is, thely always be vulnerable to the intentions of
others who utilise them in different ways. Accoglin extracts from Le Queux appear in
Ashbery’s poem but, as with Cornell's use of fowects, without their previous meanings
being entirely erased. “Europe” performs its megriy enacting a denial of singular authorial
control in the face of an otherness that resists#taioment and consensus. The collage
aesthetics demonstrate Ashbery’s reconfiguratiah@fctivities of writing and reading since
what he reads literally provides the content of e writes, resulting in the control of the
original author being subordinated to the increaaeithority of the reader since Le Queux

cannot control what Ashbery does to his text. is sense, “Europe™s compositional practices
encourage particular interpretational practicesthi® extent that these activities become
coterminous. It warns against habitual readingtmas focused on content, “The newspaper
is ruining your eyes in favour of “mistak[ing] his book for garbag&’which can be
recycled, remade into something new through thestoamative, creative potential of the
reader paying proper attention to it. O’Hara wasbpbly the first to notice this increased
demand on the reader in such poems, identifyingdfel’ as being “attention demanding”
with the “kind of obscure appeal which one is abssy certain...is going to prove fruitful in
a completely original way2 The possibility of a text having multiple authdssa recurrent
theme in Ashbery and “Europe” exposes the impor#rital connotations as it involves both

“(my)Self” and “(an)Other” in the composition ofahext.

(2.6) Repetition and Difference inThe Tennis Court Oath

As an example of a heteronomic poem, one thatpement for its meaning on influences
outside the singular authority of the poet, “Europsovides an occasion for the reader to
realise his/her “response-ability” and is purposeigaracterised by a “necessary difficulty,” a
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constitutive quality of the text rather than sonmagtto be explained away. While repetition is
integral to this poem, it also serves to make {h@ositional categories that containment and
consensus rely on impossible to preserve, suclexds(inside) and context (outside), self
(authorial intention) and other (readerly agen@gmposition (writing) and interpretation
(reading), and authentic utterance and reiteraRaher than a “close(d) reading,” repetition
necessitates a “close(r) reading,” in which theleegays closer attention to the words as they
appear on the page to identify patterns, assonapeesllels and differences between the
repeated words and phrases, ultimately realisig ¢mntainment within a single poem and
consensus regarding semantic meaning are both sitgp@d COdemonstrates how Ashbery’s
“new/Criticism” will operate because repetition hlights the self-generative capacity of
language. While a collection structured using néipet denies both containment and
consensus, it also illustrates how meaning ultitjascapes the poet’s singular intention, how
the collection requires someone who “care[s] ortdgua signs,®® an outside influence who
determines the meaning by what s/he pays attetdidthe patterns, assonances, parallels and
differences s/he identifies and charts throughweitbllection. “They Dream Only of America”
is further proof of the heteronomic in Ashbery ansluccinct example of his “new/Criticism”
promoting a poetry dependent on outside influentesntinually refers outside itself through
numerous quotes from an unknown speaker and pieaesingle, authoritative interpretation
because each line and/or sentence suggests a aognp®trrative and is entirely
decontextualized from what precedes and succeetsdtonly reference to a subject, in terms
of both matter and position, is in the concludiimg] where “I am lost without you?* The

poem’s subject is dependent on an outside influémtiee sense that “I” requires “you” and
that the meaning of the poem requires the readsglext a particular narrative and develop it
further, i.e. Ashbery’'s literary forbears who dresimof America in Whitman’s “thirteen
million pillars of grass” and Twain’s Bildungsromanmaracters “hiding from darkness in
barns/[Where] They can be grownups now,” or thedts of surveillance and exposure in the
images suggesting noir detective films such as filiederer’'s ash tray” and the “key in his
right hand.®® Neither of these readings are entirely sufficibatause what matters is the
poem’s heteronomic orientation.

Repetition further emphasises difference as ind@idwords acquire multiple

meanings by recurring in a single poem. “Americahweys this accretive function with the
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identical words “stars,” “stone[s],” “fire” and “s& never having identical semantic meanings.
The meaning of “stars,” for example, cannot be rssiéy deduced by referral to a dictionary
because it is context-dependent. Ashbery indidad@s meaning will gradually accrete in the
opening lines, “Piling upward/the fact the stat’li a single poem, “stars” simultaneously
means that other five-pointed symbol of the nafidnaeaucracy, “In America the office
[Pentagon] hid/archives in his/stall.../Enormousstam them *” the object in the night sky,
“with moon and the star$® a feature in astrology regarding predestinatiding’ gift of a the
stars./The person/Horror[scope] — the morsels ®thoice,®® celebrity status, “the stars with
privilege jerks,*®the physical, luminous entity, “what with stargke and that fascinating
illumination,”%! the symbol from the national flag, “these starsim flag we don’t want®?
and something absolutely necessary because iitleen@ need nor a desire, “the undesired
stars/.../...[that] persist, knowing we don’t want ##>The other elemental words “stone,”
“fire” and “sea” recur to a similar extent so thAmerica” can be read as a radically disjunctive
sestina that prevents a singular interpretatiah@fparticular semantic content of the repeated
words. In addition, the poem indicates how repmtifacilitates a heteronomic orientation and
the consequences this has for strategies of conésinh and discourses of consensus.
Interspersed throughout “America” are referencethéoCold War environment already seen
in ST, such as the annihilation of one’s reputation ulgio public exposure, “I was almost
killed/now by reading/on trial*®* anxiety regarding the violation of borders, “...tlagitor
reaches for the wrench with/which he’ll kill theérmder/Terrain, % the fear of foreign bodies,
“...I had never come heré® and the surveillance of private spaces, “can’t pkee
inside/perhaps feeling the sentdf”An overarching binary is established between peiva

spaces, “...the apartment/...the béff™a house®®® and “the room,*'° and public spaces,
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“the out of doors!! and the “country.?? The fact that a poem structured on repetition
addresses the Cold War atmosphere of heightenedefgarding the violation of boundaries,
the difficulty of keeping public and private spaceparate and the unsustainability of the us
v. them (self v. other) dichotomy is not accidentAimerica” is testament to the significance
of repetition not just as a means of invalidatingnwNCriticism by making containment and
consensus impossible in terms of how a poem igemriand read but also as a mode of
resistance against the strategies and discourstee gferiod that seek to either exclude or
appropriate difference.

“America” is a further example of the heteronomit Ashbery, a poem beyond
containment because it exceeds the author’s intenand relies on the reader’s response. It is
an “act  imitation,®® performed for someone else who must determineailiglity as an
imitation by paying attention to it and comparihtpisomething else in the same way repetition
operates. Ashbery’s reconfiguration of how the teldtes to both the poet’s intentions and the
reader’'s response constitutes his “new/Criticismoit i also foregrounds how repetition
facilitates a relationship between the poet andrdagler based on difference rather than
identification between both individuals. Heteronompoems such as “Europe” and “America”
also informTCOas a whole since patterns of repetition can metrdetween multiple poems,
further removing their meaning from the intentiamighe poet and emphasising their reliance
on the reader’s response to confirm the importahcetside influence. For example, a pattern
of repetition can be charted through "To Redoutéldw Much Longer Will | Inhabit the
Divine Sepulcher...,” “Rain” and “White Roses” base bodies of water, the spectrum of
light and darkness, times of day and botanicaltiesti Ashbery illustrates this aspect of
repetition in “How Much Longer...” and the effecthas on the reader using an incomplete
guote from Ben Jonson’s “Song to Celia,” “Drinkrt@ only with [thine eyes]/And the reader
is carried away*#What is repeated is never the same as its origomlrrence. In this sense,
it carries the reader away from the contained pegrimse meaning is based on consensus by
encouraging him/her to consider the differencewéen, and to respond to, them.

“To Redouté” (an address to the Belgian painter laoténist Pierre-Joseph Redouté
who became famous following the French Revolutmmhis paintings of roses that mentions

“new thing[s]™*% and “White Roses” (which concludes with an imagspring renewal, “The
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new white flowers that are beginning to shoot upuatmow% show how repetition allows
different contexts to inhabit a single poem as timgrpenetrate one another. Yet two poems
that repeat one another in such a profound wayfateground revolution and renewal, the act
of making something new by returning to the begigniThis gets to the very centre of why
repetition is so significant to AshberyTiCO and the consequent necessity of response. While
it “authenticates difference as that which cannetsbibbsumed under the category of the
Same, " the attendant alterity permits further creatiigyond the poet’s intention or control,

it allows the reader to realise his/her “responsiéite” The reader creates something new by
introducing “different contexts created by each meading that can never be experienced by
the poet.8“To Redouté” and “White Roses,” therefore, demmatst how each reading is
ultimately a return to a new beginning because &id@ing read one there is the compulsion
to read the other to identify further repetitiore$dye returning to the first again and repeating
the process using a different word, phrase or thelust like Ashbery’s recycling of other
material, each reading remakes the collection*iméav junk,” something different to what the
poet originally intended. It demonstrates how ‘tloek [is] a trap,*'° that the poem is a tool
of containment when considered a static, self-sigffit object, and how “the facts have hinged
on my reply,*?°that in order for “the facts” to be “piling upwatdor meanings unintended
by the poet to be accumulated and for the poemetdyrde consensus, a response from another
person is necessary. Therefore, a collection basdweteronomy rather than containment and
consensus emphasises the importance of outsidesmaé, which in turn places the meaning
of the text beyond the intentions of the poet amyides an occasion for the reader to realise
his/her capacity to respond.

While TCO first introduces the notion of a “necessary diffig” in Ashbery, what
makes it so important is its “opposition withoutpogitionality,” how it manages to oppose
what he achieved i8T but without ever becoming a codified set of prggisre practices for
how this can be maintained in subsequent collestidhis is possible because the collection,
just like the painting by Jacques-Louis David framich its title is derived, ultimately remains
incomplete. Like O’Hara, Ashbery’s poetry here odfao set of guidelines for practitioners to

ascribe to; there is no programme to be joinedthackfore no attempt to initiate individuals
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into a coterie poetics according to strict condisiaetermining who is included and who is
excluded. This highlights the implicit humour in sery’s “aesthetics of indifference.”
Playing with the other connotations of the titlECO denies the possibility of pledging
allegiance to what he is doing because every r&aasponse is going to be different. Ashbery
suggests a “close(r) reading,” paying heightenddntion to things to acknowledge the
differences between them but without appropriatthgm into categories of the same.
Difficulty is necessary because difference prevantgone reading being exhaustive but it is
precisely this difference that changes the poem feo self-sufficient object to something
existing between the intentions of the poet andebponse of the read@COreflects Ashbery
living in the real world as an outsider, as an éxai@ in France, just lik€Tdocuments him
negotiating the challenges facing homosexual medoild WWar America. As will be seen, its
heteronomy is developed upon in subsequent callextivhen his attitude toward writing and
reading poetry reconfigures the relationship betwibe poet and the reader to provide a model
for living in the real world of others, one wheréfetences rather than similarities between

individuals allow for ethical relationships of pioxty.

Conclusion: The Two Ashberys?

STandTCO encapsulate the indifference of Ashbery’s earlpestry, with both collections
being different from but not the opposite of eatheo, a fact often overlooked since these
collections are used to distinguish between the ‘@dwhn Ashberys...figures who correspond
to the two traditions of contemporary American pp&t?! His “ubiquity in recent anthologies
is unequalled,” anthologies that make “overt claimslefining the shape of contemporary
writing.”1?20n the one hand, he appears in Helen Vendiéaiward Book of Contemporary
American PoetryHarold Bloom’sThe Best of the Best American Poetry 1988-1849YJ. D.
McClatchy's The Vintage Book of Contemporary American Pgqettyee anthologies
concerned with consolidating the inheritors of tmere sanitised, conservative form of
modernism favoured by academic institutions ineodbminant force in American poetry. Alan
Golding also discovered that Ashbery was “the st cut from [Donald Hall’'sNew Poets

21 Nick Lolordo, “Charting the Flow: Positioning Joshbery,”Contemporary Literaturd2 (2001): 750.
122 |pid, 751.
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of England and Ameri¢&?®which assembled “academic” poets criticised fairthameness
and uniformity according to their experimentatiovith form. On the other hand, he appears
in Eliot Weinberger'sAmerican Poetry Since 1950: Innovators and Outsideaul Hoover’s
Postmodern American Poetand Douglas MesserliBrom the Other Side of the Century,
New American Poetry: 1960-1998nthologies that continue Allen’s original intentin The
New American Poetry 1945-1960 gather those who represent the “total rejectioh
academic versé?* and a commitment to what Marjorie Perloff termmrrbwing from Ashbery
himself, the “Other Tradition” in modernism. In $héense, Ashbery is enlisted by both sides
of the “anthology wars.”

Ashbery criticism itself also falls into two camjpsit the stakes are raised considerably
because “the business of explaining Ashbery becamsgnificant kind of cultural self-
definition” that raises questions concerning “theaming and status of what it is to be
‘American.”*?° Those like Bloom and Vendler, and others like Jatmmgyenbach and Vernon
Shetley, view Ashbery as the revisionist of a largenealogy that resulted in a hegemonic
modernism that continues into the second-halfettrentieth century, with Bloom positioning
him as the latest link in a chain that includes Eswoe, Whitman, Dickinson, Crane and
Stevens, and Vendler situating him in a lineagetaing from “Wordsworth, Keats [and]
Tennyson [to] Stevens [and] Eliot?® For critics like Perloff, Charles Altieri and Arely
Ross, in addition to poet-critics such as CharlemBtein, however, Ashbery is part of the
“breakthrough” narrative of postmodernism” thatenxds the experiments of modernists such
as Rimbaud, Stein, Williams, Pound and Cage, wmaiabe understood according to the
Romantic-Symbolist tradition. Either way, signifitaomissions are required to contain
Ashbery in any tradition or to arrive at a consahsyppreciation of what his poetry is doing,
with the former erasing more difficult collectioliiee TCO, As We Know1979),Shadow Train
(1981) andrlow Chart(1991) in favour of the more acceptablBS, SPCMandHouseboat
Days while the latter praise these difficult collect®ofor showing us “how mediated and
material language is” and “self-consciously examig the categories by which we define
writing” 12" to deconstruct the syntax that confines us inragodar worldview and dismiss the
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others as being “too easily recuperable by whaevwgiassociated with Language poetry see as
the post-Romantic vocabulary of mainstream poaiticism.”*28

What all this demonstrates is that Ashbery’s “etsthideal” of “fence-sitting” makes
any attempt to contain him within a specific catggwr engender consensus about the purpose
of his work an exercise in futility. Most importénthowever, his refusal to invent a critical
apparatus with which to compel agreement on tharreabf his achievement and the
impossibility of charting influence understood erms of a “temporal line of succession
descending from his predecessdfé’means there is no programme to be joined, he is
resolutely not a camp poet. Furthermore, he dematestinSTandTCO how the opposition
between “open” and “closed” forms used to differatiet between New American and new
critical poetics, respectively, is itself problemailhe “open” form of poems fromCO such
as “Rain,” “Europe” and “ldaho” don’t make them ampre innovative than the “closed” form
of poems fronSTlike “Sonnet”, “The Painter” (a sestina) and “Ramh.” What makeST and
TCO innovative is their inherent openness, their tesise on heteronomy and concomitant
refusal to be closed-off from outside influenc&3.is open toward the social world of others
because it shows Ashbery strategically resistimgstihategies of containment and discourses
of consensus he experienced as a homosexual mabstwar America, whered<Ois open
in that “the facts have hinged on my reply,” theeps are “not intend[ed]..to be finished
poems...in the way...[he] had done so beféttbecause they require the response of another
person to complete them, they obligate the reamlesdlise his/her “response-ability.” A
andTCOillustrate, there are not two Ashberys opposeth®another but rather what he terms
in “The Skaters” fronRM “that other ‘1,”*3! the co-existence of differences during occasions
when the contrapositions of | and other are nodosgparated as opposites but encounter each
other within the lived space of proximity.

128 | olordo, 753.
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Chapter 3: “Fundamental Absences” inRivers and
Mountains and The Double Dream of Spring

The difficulty of TCO was necessitated by Ashbery’s desire to achieterdreomy in his
poetry, to negatstrategies of containment and complicdigcourses of consensus as they
existed in both new critical practices and in C@ldr society. Certain poems in that collection
make difference prominent to acknowledge the imgra¢ of outside influence as a means of
relinquishing complete authorial control of the poand increasing the reader’s capacity to
respond. Such difficulty is similarly necessaryhis subsequent collections because it “isn’t
there for its own sake” but rather an inherent dioo of the task he has set himself and his
reader; raising awareness of the “difficulty ofitig in passing time,” within the “ever-
changing, minute adjustments that go on arounchdswaich we respond td. Difficulty does
not just refer to the hermeneutic variety here bseat also “marks the furthest reach of poetic
meaning,? marking the moment when one moves from knowing imknowing, what he
identifies in “Fragment” fronDDSas “the threshold of so much unmeaning, so muchgBé
RMandDDS achieve what Levinas terms sensibility, not simpig’s capacity to receive and
process information from the outside world but sm@®mplete openness toward it. Sensibility
is constitutive of the subjectivity of the subj@cior to consciousness and intention, referring
to the moment when exteriority is invited to inHahteriority as the subject interacts with the
social world of others. Developing on his experitsein heteronomy, Ashbery’s “poethics”
begin to emerge in these collections, where higeonis exploring poetry’s “significan@es
not justabout a form of living in the real world®If containment and consensus in the poem
are no longer possible followirgrandTCQO, then the type of closed-off subject such straegi
and discourses endorse is equally impossible toutate. Ashbery’s “poethic” sensibility in
RMandDDS posits a poetic subject that manifests from agioary encounter with otherness,
the difference of another person.

Rather tellingly, Ashbery observes in an article@ertrude Stein that “poets, when

they write about other artists always tend to waiteut themselves. His comments on other
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poets also prove similarly informative. Reviewintgif's Stanzas in Meditatioms “The
Impossible” in 1957, he describes it as “a hympdssibility” whose story “is a general, all-
purpose model which each reader can adapt to d[fhieir] own set of particulars. The
combination of generality and potential specifi@iplains the impossibility of Stein’s text for
Ashbery, but this impossibility “denotes a [morejntplex version of difficulty — at once
intellectual and affective, aesthetic and expeiaif A more complex version of difficulty
derives from the attempt "to transmit a completaw picture of reality,” the “complicatedness
of life, [which is Stein’s] subject...its way of hagping,” and which often result in "works
[that] are highly complex and, for some, unreaddbkshbery’s subject is the same, a way of
living in the ‘real reality," the external social world of others.RM andDDS, difficulty, as
the moment when the certainty associated with “@e¥fy ends and the uncertainty inherent
in “(an)Other” begins, signals “the end of frienggith self alone™® because the
“demarcation between the textual and experienttaldg, the world of the poem and the world
of the reader}! is intentionally blurred. What Ashbery is attenngtiin these collections is
characterised by its “necessary difficulty” sineee“feel that it is still impossible to accomplish
the impossible,” hence the experiential effect w#ii8s Meditations where it “seems not so
much as if we were reading as living a rather Ipegod of our lives with a houseful of
people.®? The impossible for Ashbery is collapsing the distion between the textual and the
social world so that poetics is thickened by a # #re resultant poems become examples of
living in the social world of others, of acknowledg and responding to otherness but never
appropriating or reducing it. Like Palmer, howe\rs is only difficult but never impossible.
Ashbery’s solution is what he terms a “one-size-&li” type of poetry, a “general, all-purpose
experience — like those stretch socks that fisiaks.®® However, to achieve the combination
of generality and potential specificity and compdse own “everybody’s autobiography”
following the example of Stein, a radical proceksedf-displacement is required.

During the period 1955-65, Ashbery is notably alb$e@m developments in American
poetry, more specifically the two seminal eventsminich the New American Poetry was
consolidated and disseminated: the Vancouver Pd&&bnference (1963) and the Berkeley
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Poetry Conference (1965). Like his fellow New Y@dets, however, Ashbery’s absence is a
further indication of his commitment to remainingtside, of remaining beyond the confines
of all poetic programmes be they mainstream or sppiponal. RM andDDS are both noticeably
marked by, even thematically and conceptually ddpenhupon, absence in the sense of self-
displacement, with Ashbery removing himself as subject by vacating the centre. He
displaces himself to the outside of his own podiyy denying explicit autobiographical
correspondences with the pronouns in his work,eaahg what he calls in “Clepsydra” from
RM “As graceful a kind of non-absence as either/Hagght to expect.** Similar to the
reticence seen i8T, a strategic gesture calibrated to his lived eepees of the time rather
than an imposed silencing, absence or self-displanéis an intended feature of the poetry
and not a symptom of his exclusion. Put another, sal§-displacement allows for the presence
of “(an)Other,” thereby extending upon Ashbery’siden inTCOto reduce singular authorial
control and increase the reader’s capacity to mpdhile adding an ethical dimension to his
poetics. By refusing to incorporate autobiograpleaterial into his poetry, the particulars of
his life do not reduce the generality of theseamilbns and the reader can consequently adapt
them to fit his/her own set of particulars. As Ashpexplains, “my biography doesn’t come
into my poetry very much...which many readers firgtulibing...whenever | try to think about
it, | seem to draw a complete blarfR.Drawing “a complete blank” constitutes his absenice
self-displacement and provides the prerequisiteggity for a different kind of presence, that
of the reader who “is able to experience the podtimont having to refer to outside sources to
get the complete experiencl."Disturbing” can be replaced with difficult heredause the
reader is being asked to experientially inhabiséhpoems rather than to intellectually deduce
their meaning or what they correspond to becausy #we what Palmer defines as
“compositions[s] with nothing at [their] centré’’a “hollow [that] produce[s]/A kind of cave

of winds; distribution centre/Of subordinate no8dt

1 John Ashbery, “ClepsydraCP, 140.

15 John Ashbery, “Ashbery: Interviewed by Sue Garig&inerican Poetry Observed: Poets and Their Wetk
Joe David Bellamy (Champaign, IL: University ofrilhis Press, 1984), 10.

16 John Ashbery, “Craft Interview,” 122.

7 Michael Palmer, “From the Notebookd,9 New American Poets of the Golden Gat Philip Dow, (San
Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publisheg84), 343.

18 Ashbery, “Fragment,CP, 231.

91



(3.1) Displacement (or This Space Meant) iRivers and Mountains

In “The Bungalows” fromDDS Ashbery notes how “standing still means deatld, &g is
moving on,/Moving on towards death. But sometimgsding still is also life.® Written
following his permanent return to America, this cluding couplet evaluates a life defined up
to this point by a series of departures and digplents: from his maternal grandparents’
Victorian house in Rochester to his father’s fautsale Sodus in 1934, to Deerfield Academy
in 1943 and to Harvard in 1945, to New York in 1%l Paris in 1955 before returning to
New York in 1965. Defining Ashbery as a poet ofpthgement is not a negative appraisal
because it reveals the complex negotiation of spadeplace occurring in his poetry at this
time and confirms his status as a poet of the “jplaite,” the “abstract climateepitomised by
New York. The geographer Yi-Fu Tuan’s definitionsplace as general compared to the more
specific place is useful here, “‘space” is moretedts than “place” because what begins as
undifferentiated space becomes place as we getdw K better and endow it with valué®”
Place is “enclosed and humanised sp#dait rather than conceiving of them as mutually
exclusive opposites, Tuan argues that they regaica other for definition because “if we think
of space as that which allows movement, then p@suskace; each pause in movement makes
it possible for [one’s] location [in space] to artsformed into place’? Place as “enclosed
space” has certain connotations of containment @natanathema to Ashbery, but as his
conclusion to “The Bungalows” makes clear, lifdo@th “moving on” and “standing still,” a
complex negotiation of space and place, of moveraedtpause. The multiple displacements
in Ashbery’s life suggest intentional departuresirthe overly familiar, exemplified by the
“anti-place” of New York and Paris “where the laage spoken was not [his] owf® This
further explains the preference for the generalftgpace over the specificity of place in his
work.

While Ashbery is not an ecological poet accordmthe conventional definition of the
term,RM andDDS negotiate the two interdependent objectives th8tdtt Bryson identifies
as the motivations behind ecopoetry: “(1) to crgdéee, making a conscious and concerted

effort to know the non-human world around us; &)@ value space, recognising the extent
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to which that very world is ultimately unknowabR.Ashbery may not be an ecological poet,
one who is interested in the “non-human world,” Inet is an environmental poet, one
concerned with the external environment surroundiimg, in this case the social world of
others, which is valued for being a source of wedle otherness that is “ultimately
unknowable.” In terms of a “poethics,” however,efh poetry is a way of living in this social
world of others, space is more important than plsicee the latter involves a degree of
appropriation, of reducing differences into catégmof the same by making the unknown
knowable, in an effort to create a stable senssubjectivity. For Ashbery, such stability is
problematic since it suggests containment and cmuse Subjectivity is constituted by
sensibility; it is open toward the outside and wdlto allow the differences and attendant sense
of otherness found there to prevent it becomingtalic. RM andDDS therefore, are not so
much concerned with creating places than with vgsipace, providing momentary pauses in
movement that encourage us to attend to the semi@onment outside us and understand our
places within it but without possessing it as ajectbof comprehension, as something grasped
in terms of complete understanding.

Most importantly, perhaps, is the “placelessnedsR® andDDS, how the poems
convey Ashbery’s displacement by never specifyimaicular location that either he or the
reader is familiar with. These poems provide sutlelaewhere, a generalised, non-descript
“nowhere” that can be adapted to suit his particalicumstances and, more importantly, the
reader’s. The intention behind such an “anti-plame®nowhere” is the “fact that somebody is
being born; in other words at the end a persoonsefiow given embodiment...who was not
there when the poem begdf.Ih this sense, the poems are intended to faeil#gatbodiment
because they provide a “nowhere,” which, as Palofeserves, “can [also] be read ‘now
here.”” 26 The generality of “nowhere” becomes the more djme¢how here” when
embodiment occurs, when the poem is adapted tpatigular circumstances of the poet and
reader. That is, the “now here” is realised whes poem is made to correspond with the
temporal (now) and spatial (here) circumstanceb®foet when he writes and of the reader
when s/he reads the poem. In what is without déhibery’s most complete repudiation of
new critical pedagogy, the poem is posited notraskgect to be analysed but an event to be

experienced, not a representation of the givenabpitocess of becoming in which “we are
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somehow all aspects of a consciousness givingaitee poem?2” Ashbery displaces himself
from the centre of his poems so that the reader a@apt them to his/her particular
circumstances and in that way momentarily inhalb@ as a place in space, a pause in
movement that allows him/her to pay attention & gbcial environment outside him/her and
those others within it. In addition, they provide accasion for realising one’s “response-
ability” since they are the product of the poet'slahe reader’s interactions, the actions they
perform as embodied subjects within the materialitye of other embodied subjects as
similarly happens in the external social world.

Understanding one’s spatial and temporal positibe place in space and time one
inhabits and from which one acts, is key to anyseasf embodiment. The increased capacity
to respond in Ashbery’s poetry assumes a moreattoenponent when the poem is considered
an occasion of “response-ability,” especially whigakhtin's theory of answerability is
employed RM's title refers to the tradition of Chinese landseacroll-painting named “shan
shui hua,” which translates as “mountains, bodiEsvater, painting.” This tradition of
landscape painting has two important featuresdiséihguish it from the Western variant and
make it particularly informative about what Ashbesyattempting inRM more generally.
Firstly, “shan shui shua” is concerned with neittier mimetic representation of actual places
nor the self-expression of the artist. Secondlgséhpaintings are “composed through a series
of multiple vanishing points® instead of the fixed, singular perspective assediavith
Western landscape painting. These combine to peogamtings that “can be seen from a
distance, [but] a proper appreciation requiresogecliewing [since they] provide a different
mode of visual experience accomplished only byngphdown eye movement$®“Shan shui
hua” paintings are not to be viewed as objectsrately depicting a place but experienced as
a meditative space for examining the tension andnbay between the vertical and the
horizontal, the solid and the fluid, and presenceé absence. The artist is noticeably absent
due to the lack of a singular vanishing point areldenial of self-expression because they are
intended to facilitate a state of mind the spectatm get into to explore his/her own “now
here”. To this end, the poems “Rivers and Mountassd “Clepsydra” foreground the
importance of “now here” in this collection througie extended metaphors of cartography

and time-measurement respectively.

27 Ashbery, “Craft Interview,” 123.

28 Christin Bolewski, “’Shan Shui Hua’ — Tradition@lhinese Landscape Painting Reinterpreted as Moving
Digital Visualisation,”Electronic Visualisation and the Arts (EVA) Confeze(2008): 28.

2 |bid, 31.
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The fact that “shan shui hua” paintings refuse dpecificity of a particular place to
achieve a generality of space means Ashbery’'s fisieo cartography metaphor in the
eponymous poem is less to do with the empiricalsmesament of physical space than it is with
valuing space and the attendant otherness of tieoement surrounding us. In his own take
on Olson’s “composition by field,” cartography amditing/reading become coterminous

activities:

Of the trail among dry, papery leaves,
Gray-brown quills like thoughts

In the melodious but vast mass of today’s

Writing through fields and swamps

Marked, on the map, with little bunches of wed\s.

The “papery leaves” in the terrain and the “bunabfeseeds” on the map make the terrain and
the text synonymous with one another. AdditiondlRivers and Mountains” argues against
causality, opening with “the assassins/Cloistemtthe “secret map” and ending with a “letter
[placed]/On the unassassinated president’s tdsBy extension, the poem reverses the

causality that would normally lead from a physitatain to a textual reproduction of it:

To get to the other places you found
It all on paper but the land

Was made of paper processed

To look like ferns, mud or oth&r(126)

Not only are the physical terrain and the textugdroduction completely interrelated, the
textual even precedes the physical. The terrainbearead as a physical reproduction of the
textual, made of paper and acted on to look likedemud, etc. Cartography is an act of reading
and writing the external environment but it alswalves imprinting oneself into that
environment, “...its impact/makes a light priff. The singular perspective of the cartographer,
or place-maker, imposes order on the space surmogiridm/her, reduces its otherness by
making it knowable, but this is countered by “quigtlking” which “only...ever instructs®*

30 John Ashbery, “Rivers and Mountain§P, 126.
3! |bid, 126-128.

32 bid, 126.

33 bid.

34 1bid.
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“Rivers and Mountains” collapses the distinctiorvieen the textual world of the poem and

the physical world of the poet/reader to show hdleepoppositions are equally untenable:

Your plan was to separate the enemy into two ggoup
With the razor-edged mountains between.

It worked well on paper

But their camp had grown

To be the mountain and the niap

While organising things into more easily managealplgosites is appealing, what is intended
to separate the “two groups” in the real world attyuconfirms their inseparability. The reader
is thus being asked to contemplate how other oppasi such as presence and absence, space
and place, movement and stasis, the physical antéxtual, and, ultimately, the poet and the
reader, are not only co-existent but coterminot. “two groups” are not separated but rather
conjoined by the “mountains between” and “the mapthe same way that “Rivers and
Mountains” does not exist as an object separatiegobet and the reader but as an event of
meditation that brings them closer together. & tseminar[y] of instruction® demonstrating
how the text is a part of the physical world itrigng to depict, and by writing and reading it,
the poet and the reader are acting in and beingdagpon by that world. “Rivers and
Mountains” is not about the physical or measuratitance between things but instead
suggests proximity, the event of intersubjectidtying an encounter with another person. As
he explains in “Fragment,” the “coming together mhsses coincides/With that stable
emptiness® Ashbery’s poem is emptied of any particulars thaht correspond with him as
the subject (matter) but this self-displacementabsence allows for a different type of
presence: the two masses of the embodied poeteaair “‘coming together” in the empty
poem. Although these embodied subjects are lodatédio different physical places, two
specific “heres,” the “Rivers and Mountains” betwd®ings the “two groups” closer together
in the generalised textual space.

“Clepsydra” is the first poem written in what iewa recognisably the Ashberian style,
a long, meandering sentence that extends overptaulines as it introduces a theme, develops
it further before abandoning it, digressing to stiimgy else before resuming and ultimately

revising it. A clepsydra refers to any timepiecattimeasures time through the regulated flow

35 |bid, 127.
36 |bid.
37 Ashbery,CP, 230.
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of water either into or out of a vessel, “the pesgion of minutes by accepting them as one
accepts drops of water/As they form a show®rgroviding the rivers to the mountains
identified above. It is a physical materialisatmina passage of time and indicates Ashbery’s
interest in time, that is, how his sentences irefSydra” provide a textual materialisation of

time, its movements backwards and forwards:

We hear so much
Of its further action that at last it seems that
It is we, our taking it into account rather, tha¢
The reply that prompted the question...
[...
To have this to be constantly coming back from —
Nothing more, really, than surprise at your absenc
And preparing to continue the dialogue into
Those mysterious and near regions that are
Precisely the time of its being further&d.

He is not concerned with rhythm exactly, or anyseeof linear progression, but the passage of
time itself and how the poem can move both backwatthe reply that prompted the question”
and project forward into unknown yet “near regiéise “backward-movement between past
and present...is made possible by [the poem’s]-ipaEe conflation [and] serves as a useful
guide to reading the poerf®Reading “Clepsydra” involves looking backward doxvard to
previous and subsequent qualifying statements term@e the variant meanings, with the
effect that we are “returning to the conclusios, premises/Undertaken before any formal
agreement had been reached” and “the contract nowdrawn up and consented to as
insurance/Against the very condition it was now efficiently/Seeking to establisH*
Conflating time and space means “Clepsydra” prav@@assage of time in textual form that
can be moved around in, depending on which thensemmience group is concentrated on by
the reader as s/he moves backward and forwardnwithiike “Rivers and Mountains” in terms
of space, this poem achieves a similar effect imseof time, encouraging contemplation in
the reader regarding the time s/he is locatedniraddition, just as the terrain and the textual

are synonymous in the eponymous poem, the tempoihlthe textual are coterminous in

38 John Ashbery, “ClepsydraCP, 145.

39 |bid, 141.

40 Annette Gilson, “’Disseminating Circumference:’ @BDiachronic Presence of Dickinson in John Ashlsery’
‘Clepsydra,” Twentieth Century Literaturé4 (1998): 487.

41 Ashbery,CP, 143.
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“Clepsydra” because it is ultimately a passagénoé twhose “unstated circumferent®is its
beginning and ending. Ashbery displaces himseihftbe poem by denying any particularities
that might correspond with his autobiography omcame with a particular time so that his
absence allows for the presence of the reader \whoadapt the poem to suit his/her own
particulars, providing “As graceful a kind of nohsznce as either/Has a right to expégtri
this sense, the poem is inhabitable because tlenresakes its “now” coincide with his/her

own:

Though one must not forget that the nature of this
Emptiness, these previsions,

Was that it could only happen here, on this paeé h
Too close to be legible, sprouting erasures, exteyp they
Ended everything in the transparent sphere of what
Intended only a moment ago, spiralling further, ast
Gesture finally dissolving in the weattér.

Ashbery is asking the reader to concentrate ofribv here” of the poem, not as an object for
new critical analysis, where attention is only give the words on the page, but as something
happening, an event occurring in a particular tand space. A close reading is insufficient
because displacement is absolute: of any sensdfdfam the poem and its meaning into the
posterior, “spiralling further out.” While “Riverand Mountains” suggests that two different
spatial locations can be brought closer togetheuth the text, “Clepsydra” is “A moment
that gave not only itself, but/Also the means ddgkiag it.”*° Being emptied of particulars that
would make the poem coincide with only one paracmhoment means it can be adapted to fit
the reader’s current circumstances, thereby progidihe means of keeping it[s]” original
“now” by making it coincide with the other “nowst subsequent readings.

“Rivers and Mountains” and “Clepsydra” have tharetteristics of both mountains
and rivers since, as material texts, they exidtasc objects whose content does not change
and, as events, they allow for multiple “now heres’bccupy the poem and make change a
constitutive feature of their meaning. Like thed&stshui hua” aesthetics discussed earlier, they

encourage meditation on the tension between stadifluidity in the reader. In addition, like

42 bid, 141.
3 1bid, 140.
44 1bid, 142.
45 bid, 143.
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a map and a clepsydra, they are also designedIpoonient the reader in space and time
respectively, to make him/her contemplate his/lpatial-temporal position and in doing so

adapt the vacated, empty poem to suit his/her mistances, thereby inhabiting it. Absence in
“Rivers and Mountains” and “Clepsydra” means “thhabuld only happen [now] here, on this

page,” that is, the empty, vacated poem providespgortunity for the poet and the reader to
become embodied, to be subjects who inhabit acodati space and time and who are
responsible for the actions performed there that gse to the poem. The text will always have
a certain stasis due to its material nature andeheer’s inability to literally change its content

but when read as a “one-size-fits-all” type of ppethe absence of the poet allows for the
presence of the reader who can adapt it to fihbrsbwn set of particulars and, therefore,
radically change its meaning. The poet and theereaxist as embodied subjects who inhabit
the “now-here” of the poem as event and in doindprsog two different and distant spatial-

temporal locations closer together, into greatexionity. This signals the emergence of

Ashbery’s “poethics,” how his poems allow for, mthhan just discuss the possibility of, an
encounter between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” to wresthey are a way of, not just about,

living in the “real reality,” the social world oftleer embodied subjects.

(3.2) The Poem as Event

Toward the end of “Clepsydra,” Ashbery poses a tijpreshat reveals his intention RM: to
collapse the distinction between the textual wafldhe poem and the experiential world of
the poet and the reader, “Why shouldn’t all climaed all music be equal/Without
growing?.../.../...because everything is relatiVé.This question is central t&P, where
Ashbery creates poems informed by the Cagean nfodelomposing texts determined by
changes in the environment conditioning them, b&M it proposes the “law of placement:”
how the unique position | occupy in time and spageditions my experiences. Ashbery’s
relativistic position means that everything is tiekato a particular framework or perspective
that is equally valid since no standpoint is paged above all others. The only difference
between “climate” and “music” according to thisilog a question not of absolute, essential
gualities but one of axiological judgement. Diffetiating between the noises that surround us

in our immediate, everyday environment and the eoihat are given aesthetic value is a

48 |bid, 145.
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guestion of what we pay attention to and what wesequently include and exclude from the
category “music” based on individual standardsasté and personalised cultural values. But
if “everything is relative,” as Ashbery suggestgert such habituated practices of categorising
harmony, rhythm, tonality and structure as “musict noise, dissonance, chance and atonality
as belonging to the climate, the particular coodsi of the environment surrounding us, are
no longer credible. Making each perspective equedlifd obviously builds on the self-
displacement discussed earlier, yet while it is angely empowering it also involves certain
obligations. Bakhtin’s first philosophy, particularhis argument concerning “Being-as-
event*’ and the “answerable aé¥in TPA is crucial here. Furthermore, his use of aestheti
experience to conceptualise his first philosophkesahim especially useful for understanding
how the ethical commitments involved in creatind arterpreting a poem according to one’s
axiological judgements are readily transferrabte how one interacts with the social world as
an embodied, ethical subject amongst others.

For Bakhtin, being is an event, one that occuc®m@ing to specific spatial-temporal
conditions. It is constituted by the “actually pmrhed [answerable] act,” the “actualisation of
a decision” that exists in “its actual, unique tedity” as an act performed by an embodied
subject rather than something “contemplated frorsida or thought of theoretically>As
Ashbery insists it “could only happen [now] herg,this page,” Bakhtin similarly asserts that
“l, too exist..actually — in the whole and assume the obligatiiosaythis word.”° This is the
point of origin of the answerable act, which he laks using the “fact of my non-alibi in
Being,”®! and reveals the reason behind Ashbery’'s emphasiseospatial-temporal position
one inhabits when writing and reading a poem invélR and Mountains” and “Clepsydra.”

According to Bakhtin:

l, too, participate in Being in a once-occurrentl aever-repeatable manner: | occupy
a place in once-occurrent Being that is uniquereewr-repeatable, a place that cannot
be taken by anyone else...In the given once-occupeint where | am now located,
no one else has ever been located in the once reattime and once-occurent
space..That which can be done by me can never be donarnypne else. The
uniqueness or singularity of present-on-hand Bargmpellently obligatory?

47 Bakhtin, TPA 16.

48 |bid, 28.

49 |bid.

50 |bid, 10, author’'s emphasis.
51 |bid, 40.

52 |bid, 10, my emphasis.
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The sense of answerability proposed here helpaexiile emergence of “response-ability” in
Ashbery’s poetry, no longer just the increased cigypéor the reader to respond as seen in the
heteronomic poems ofCO but the obligation to do so from the unique spaé&mporal
position s/he inhabits and the necessity to be arae for those responses. Bakhtin's “non-
alibi in being” is particularly useful to understhng how “response-ability” can be achieved
in poetry because he conceptualises it using aestieperience. The fact thaeveryone
occupies a unique and never-repeatable place [heaysbeing is once-occurreri® and
his/her axiological judgements are, consequentiigrmed by the spatial-temporal position
s/he inhabits. In aesthetic experience, the sp#ti@ltemporal and the valuative moments are
all “consolidated or “bodied” here...all are correldtwith a concrete centre of valué$ih
terms of an aesthetic event, a way of, not jusugbiving in the “real reality,” the “actual

world of the performed act,” there is a “contrapiosi of | and theother’>® because:

Life knows two value centres that are fundamentaiigl essentially different, yet are
correlated with each other: myself and the othed; iais around these centres that all
of the concrete moments of Being are distributetiaaranged. One and the same object
(identical in its content) is a moment of Beingttheesents itself differently from the
valuative standpoint when correlated with me or nvberrelated with anothé?.

Ashbery’s self-displacement allows for the placetmaghanother in the “now-here” of the

poem. Considering the poem as an object mean#teapd the reader are situated outside of
and separated by the text, whereas in the poeweas, ¢he poet and the reader function as the
contrapositions of | and other with the potent@ these value centres to be brought closer

together. As Ashbery explains in “Clepsydra:”

In this way any direction taken was the right one,

Leading first to you, and through you to

Myself that is beyond you and which is the sanieglas
space,

That is the stammering vehicles that remain unkmow

Eating the sky in all sincerity because the dédfere

Can never be made up: therefore, why not exarhme t
distance?

53 |bid, author’'s emphasis.

54 |bid, 72.

55 |bid, 73, author’'s emphasis.
56 |bid, 74.

57 Ashbery,CP, 145
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He is emphasising a crucial feature also foundakHsin’s notion of being as “an event that is
shared...a simultaneity...always a co-bethgut most significant perhaps is the insistence on
difference and distance. While the poet and thelee@an be brought closer together by
inhabiting the poem and making it coincide withitlrespective spatial-temporal positions,
complete convergence in terms of identification udtidoe avoided. In other words, only
proximity should be sought after. If the poenmisitticulate a sense of self it must first engage
with you, that is, “(my)Self” must encounter “(artj@r.”

“A Blessing in Disguise” elaborates this need “. t&t/ Of this in a way, that knowing
you may be drawn to mé>Ashbery’s verse, therefore, is projective in aeraltive way to
Olson’s theory in that he projects himself into thieire of subsequent readings, “beyond [the]
you” of the current reading, into “now-heres” yetlte realised, waiting for another reader to
inhabit the poem and make it coincide with his/lspatial-temporal position, thereby
completing the contraposition of | and other. Fastl second-person pronouns are integral
because they provide the positions to be inhalbiyeitie poet and the reader, “...the chance to
know you, to sing of me/Which are you....../.../...you ajwaell me | am you,/.../l prefer
“you” in the plural, 1 want “you,”/You must come tme.”®® Due to Ashbery's self-
displacement as the subject of his poems, thef‘th®@ poem can be inhabited by the “you” of
another person during subsequent readings. There sngular other to whom the poem is
addressed but ““you” in the plural, the innumerabieknown others who will read the poem
in the future. He blames drawing a blank in terfthe pronouns in his poems on not having
“a very strong sense of my own sélfbut there is profound ethical significance to whats
doing. Any sense of self can only be accessed ditdlated by engaging with another, the “I”
needs “you.” But simply acknowledging the importarf outside influence, the uncertainty
and ineffability of “you” that challenges the centi of “I,” is no longer sufficient. The outside,
the otherness and difference of “(an)Other,” mwestabowed to inhabit the inside, thereby

constituting “(my)Self.” Ashbery is uncharactergstily explicit about this in “Clepsydra:”

I am
Not speaking of a partially successful attemgie¢o
Opposite; anybody at all can read that page Sitdmdy

8 Michael HolquistDialogism: Bakhtin and His Wor|dSecond Edition (New York, NY: Routledge, 2002, 2
59 John Ashbery, “A Blessing in DisguiseGP, 139.

50 |bid.

61 John Ashbery, “Interview with a Writer,” Intervied by JP O’Malley, The Spectator
<http://blogs.spectator.co.uk/books/2013/02/in@miwith-a-writer-john-ashbery/> Accessed: "4 ebruary
2015.
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To be thrust in front of him. | mean now somethmgch
broader,

The sum total of all the private aspects thatezsr

Become legible in what is outsfde

“I” and “you” are not mere opposites and his poems not intended to be read simply as
addresses to an unnamed other. That would be t&yp éshbery’s “you” is a source of
irreducible otherness because of the “private dspatherent in another person, the individual

experiences unknown and ultimately unknowable o thiat each reader brings to his text:

| see myself in this totality...

/.0

And even this crumb of life | also owe to you

For being so close as to seal out knowledge ofatiesr
Voluntary life®®

In the first explicit indication of a “poethics pfroximity” in his work, the first and second-
person pronouns are central. The closeness of @npérson brings what is outside the self
inside or put another way, the otherness and eéifiee of “you” constitutes, or gives life to,
the “I.” Being indebted to another person affirmevinas’ idea of “sensibility” discussed
earlier, how subjectivity is this openness towardl aubjection to another person, but
proximity indicates ethical subjectivity, or intakgectivity. Proximity is crucial to the poem
as event, the occasion for an encounter betweepabieand the reader as embodied subjects
in different and distant spatial-temporal positidhat foregrounds intersubjectivity because
the poet is affected by the reader’s interpretadod the reader is affected by the poet’s
composition. In this sense, the poem as evenfasnred by a “poethics of proximity” because
it is a way of and not just about living in the sdevorld of other embodied subjects.

“Into the Dusk-Charged Air’ attests to the poemaasevent to be shared. It is a
procedural poem: the subject or the object of eacttence is a river and is enjambed so that

each line contains one:

Leaves fall into the Conneticut as it passes
Underneath. The Liffey is full of sewage,
Like the Seine, but unlike

62 Ashbery,CP, 145.
63 |bid.
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The brownish-yellow Dordogne.
Mountains hem in the Colorado
And the Oder is very deep, almost
As deep as the Congo is witfe.

However, it also engages with the complex negotiatf presence and absence that results
from Ashbery’s self-displacement to allow for tHagement of another and is, therefore, more
than just a taxonomy of rivers because it denieguwar authority in favour of multi-
centredness. First publishedLiacus Solugn 1962, a journal of experimental poetry editgd b
Ashbery, Kenneth Koch and James Schuyler that cwdarumerous collaborations between
them, it makes the implicit connotations of colledd@n within the poem more explicit. The
contrapositions of | and other are the value centmeolved in the poem as a multi-centred
event of collaboration, thus using aesthetic exgmee to conceptualise an encounter between
“(my)Self” and “(an)Other” and making a “poethickgroximity” more apparent. Ashbery’s
poem confirms David Huntsperger’s definition of ffrvecedural poem as being characterised
by “the tension between volition and constrafiitThroughout the first stanza, the procedure
is adhered to but he momentarily deviates from the second stanza by not including a river

in each line and using the second-person pronotimeasubject of the sentence:

...6ted birds
Watch the Ucalyali go
Through dreaming night. You cannot stop
The Yenisei. And afterwards
/...
A particle of mud in the Neckar
Does not turn it black. You cannot
Like the Saskatchewan, nor refuse
The meandering Yangtze, unle¥sh

Ashbery is absent as the subject of the poem bedhasormal procedure is prioritised over
spontaneous composition and expression but is mrélse to his agency in determining the
procedure and in the decisions to either adherer tdeviate from it. A procedural poem

“enables prosthetic practices of writiftf’ because the procedure replaces spontaneous

64 John Ashbery, “Into the Dusk-Charged AP, 131.

55 David HuntspergerProcedural Form in Postmodern American Poetry: Bgan, Antin, Silliman, Hejinian
(New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 25.

66 Ashbery,CP, 133.

67 Brian Mc Hale, “Poetry as ProsthesiBgdetics Today1 (2000): 24.
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composition while still extending the poet’s capidi thereby achieving both absence and
presence. The poet’s limited vocabulary and the efibne river per line completely demystify
the occasion of writing. Consequently, what seemmé#tter are the circumstances informing
“Into the Dusk-Charged Air” and whether the readan identify them or not. The unnamed
other “cannot stop” the flow of the poem and Aslylanies the potential for aesthetic value
since “you cannot/like” it. A procedural poem epiiges the multi-centredness of
collaboration in that it requires the poet to fysddetermine a procedure and secondly for the
reader to identify it. They require the "responbéig” of the reader to realise it. S/He must
identify the procedure in order for it to be a mdaral poem, otherwise it is just another
conventional free-verse composition. The readasked to “retrace...the process of the poem’s
generation,” to not only participate in creating ffoem’s subject but to also “be conscious of
participating.”® The procedure makes the conditions of the poeorisposition immediately
discernible and the reader must only identify thiecedure in order to understand the
circumstances conditioning the poem. Ashbery, tbeee makes the reader acknowledge that
the poem’s composition is conditioned by uniqueuwinstances that s/he can never change or
completely appreciate; they can be identified bilt witimately always be different to and
distant from the circumstances informing the readeterpretation. “Into the Dusk-Charged
Air” relies on collaboration between the poet ahe teader, making it a multi-centred event
in which the interpretation is equally as importasthe composition because if the reader does
not identify the procedure then it is not a procatipoem.

(3.3) “This Leaving-Out Business” in “The Skaters”

Organised into four sections that, respectivelyaldsh an argument, elucidate through
contextualisation, deepen understanding and finedlgapitulate, providing an extended
meditation on autobiography, and is without theetgpdisjunctiveness seen already with only
a sparing use of collage, “The Skaters” should b&laively easy, or at least easier, poem to
grasp. Such expectations, however, are both aatempand negated by Ashbery who makes
the present and presence the subject of his poeatiing attention” to the “now heres” of
composition and interpretation, which “Isn’t themsa thing as explaining®® that is, not

68 |bid, 18-19.
69 Ashbery, “The SkatersCP, 152.
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clarifying how the poem was written and how it ntidfe read. “The Skaters” is probably
Ashbery’s noisiest and most densely populated p@eimjtting at the beginning that “These
decibels/Are a kind of flagellation, an entity @iusid/Into which being enters and is apa?t.”
The innumerable intertexts and non-/literary atasi make it difficult to determine who is
speaking at any one time, but this sense of othiees being present, or the presence of others,
is heightened by Ashbery’s “dim intuition that | @hat other “I” with which we began’® He
creates a poem that is “all there and availabte@éaeader,” so s/he will “be able to experience
the poem without having to refer to outside soutoeget the complete experienc@.Ih this
regard, “The Skaters” confronts us with the congpfatlure of the reading strategy of selecting
key lines and passages, “treating these as intatjue centres around which to organise the
[otherwise] heterogeneous materials” and thus reduthe poem “to a skeletal structure of
points that yield most readily to a particular iptetative orientation” While there is no way
to decide how the poem should be read and, thexafiorsingle reading will suffice, “there is
error/In so much precision/* meaning that paying close attention to decontdiztch
guotations as the basis for a complete interpoata how “The Skaters” should not be read,
which:

...Is a portion of the subject of thsem
Which is in the form of falling snow:
That is, the individual flakes are not essenbéahie
importance of the whole’s becoming so maotch truism
That their importance is again called into questio be
denied further out, and again and agamthis.
Hence, neither the importance of the individuakd,
Nor the importance of the whole impression ofgtaem, if
it has any

"The Skaters" consists almost entirely of othewstes, it is constitutively informed by the
presence of others. Echoing "Some Trees" in thgénad a "varied assortment of treés,"

"their merely being there/Means something." Ashbdgyglares that “Everything is trashi”

™ bid, 147.

" |bid, 149.

2 Ashbery, “Craft Interview,” 122-123.

7 Brian Mc Hale,The Obligation Toward the Difficult Whole: Postmoust Long PoemgTuscaloosa, AL:
University of Alabama Press, 2004), 139

74 Ashbery, “The SkatersCP, 151.

5 1bid, 152-153.

8 1bid, 153.
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like the discarded objects in Cornell and the “gagdd in TCO, capable of being (re)made
meaningful once a particular type of attention, noein the service of explanation, is paid to
it. The poem makes "a new kind/Of demand" on tlaglee because it is "not new/In the sense
of the next one in an infinite series/But, as itreyepre-existing or pre-seeming®"it
complicates the notion of the singular, originaépo utterance and the type of poetic subject
this normally gives voice to.

This element of secondhandness points to the msaspect of “The Skaters:”

This leaving-out business. On it hinges the verganance
of what's novel

Or autocratic, or dense or silly. It is as welt#dl attention

To it by exaggeration, perhaps. But calling attmti

Isn’t the same thing as explaining...

/...l

xdept to say that the

carnivorous

Way of these lines is to devour their own natuzaying

Nothing but a bitter impression of absence, whiehvae
know involves presence, but still.

Nevertheless these are fundamental abséhces

Once the presence of other voices is acknowledpediundamental absence of Ashbery as
the original source of the text is made apparemishthe “professional exilé® Yet this still
involves presence in the sense of the selectiosbaenade when writing the poem, what he
has paid attention to, such that there is “so nsiciw, but it is littered with waste aadheg’8!
traces of Ashbery who is absent but also presestabsence allows for a different kind of

presence, the presence of others in terms of diffaroices but also the other “I”s, or eyes, the

different perspectives of others who inhabit thuiique spatial-temporal position as embodied

subjects:

The figure 8 is a perfect symbol

Of the freedom to be gained in this kind of ad¢yivi

The perspective lines of the barn are anothed#ferent
kind of example

(viz. “Rigg’s Farm, near Aysgarth, Wensleydaler; tloe

8 |bid, 147.
7 |bid, 152.
80 |bid, 171.
81 |bid, 149, my emphasis.
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“Sketch at Norton”)

In which we escape ourselves — putrefying mass of
prevarications etc. —

In remaining close to the limitations impo<gd.

“Rigg’s Farm...” and “Sketch...” suggest landscape piags, viewing an environment from
another person’s perspective, but Ashbery reaffitmssense of absence and presence, “The
lines that draw nearer together are said to “vafiiEhe point where they meet is their
vanishing point.22 The vanishing point is where the perspectiveslsanverge and is directly

opposite the viewer’'s eye. Ashbery is clearly pngnwith “eye” and here, with the
contrapositions of the viewer’s eye and the vaniglpoint suggesting the contrapositions of
“I” and that other “I,” or you. Ashbery seems todggesting that rather than continue to create
false impressions of how things might be, we cacaps our singular perspective by
acknowledging that the “limitations [it] impose[s§ire actually opportunities for encounter

between “I” and “you,” between different and distparspectives. Phonetically, “I” and “you”
are “entit[ies] of sound/Into which being entersgdas apart.?* Ashbery’s self-displacement,
therefore, is to allow for the placement of thedexrawho becomes a part of the poem but
remains “apart,” different to and distant from tfeet because his/her perspective is informed
by his/her unique spatial-temporal position.

Of all the different voices included in “The Skaté the voyager and “island dweller”
Robin Crusoe’s is the most important because Ashhbees it to encourage a particular
misreading. Following his description of the des&lend in the castaway episode, Part Ill, of
being ““Frei Aber Einsam” (Free but Alone), the eimg) passage appears to be a thinly veiled
autobiographical account of his expatriate yeaRdns, in a “middle-class apartment” where
he “feel[s] cut off from the life in the street®’Some of the most astute Ashbery critics are
misled by the juxtaposition between obvious ficdbnconstructions and apparent
autobiography. For example, David Lehman readgpt®n as a “latter-day equivalent of T.
S. Eliot’'sThe Waste Land [offering] a vision of urban alienation, a portraf a ‘professional
exile” that relies on whether or not Ashbery “eyactually] lived in a slum” or a middle-class

apartment® David Shapiro argues that the “snow is not onlky §mow of evocation and

82 |bid, 161.

83 |bid, 162.

84 |bid, 147.

85 |bid, 171.

86 David LehmanThe Last Avant-Garde: The Making of the New YoHo8kof Poet{New York, NY: Anchor
Books, 1999), 116.
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childhood scenes, the farmyard perhaps where Aghived as a child, but also the February
snow of the present time of the poefiand Shoptaw suggests that through the “four cingpte
corresponding roughly to the four seasons of cbitdh youth, maturity, and old age,” a faint
autobiographical design can be traced outlininghl#esy’s snowbound childhood in upstate
New York, his ‘voyage’ to Cambridge and New YorkyChis coming of age in Paris, and an
imagined, Prufrockian old agé® More specifically, the appeal is to read the pgssa
following his description of the desert island ashantic autobiography after he admits that
“In reality of course the middle-class apartmetivé in is nothing like a desert islang’”
suggesting the intertext is intended to correspoittt Ashbery’s own experiences as an
expatriate. An autobiographical reading of “The t8ksl is further encouraged by the
proliferation of “disarmingly direct first-persopaakers® and Ashbery’s insistence that:

I mean this. Through the years

You have approached an inventory

And it is now that tomorrow

Is going to be the climax of your casual
Statement about yourself, begun

So long ago in humility and false quietule.

However, Ashbery is only “calling attention” to thet of autobiography, which “Isn’t the same
thing as explaining” a particular life, compiling amventory of the events that constitute a life.
Autobiography points to the business aspect of Agfib “leaving-out,” the need to account
for oneself, for the actions one has performeds lan instance of self-representation but
Ashbery’s self-displacement to allow for the plaestof the reader means it is the reader, the
“other I” who must account for him/herself, who rhhe answerable for his/her interpretation.
The content of autobiography is irrelevant, as Asilguestions “How much of any one of us
survives?%? but the act itself matters, of authoring a selttas writer and the reader of the
poem who must be answerable for the compositioniaiedpretation respectively, thereby

suggesting the possibility of authoring a respomsind responsible ethical subject through an

87 David ShapiroJohn Ashbery: An Introduction to the Poefiyew York, NY: Coulmbia University Press,
1979), 102.

88 ShoptawOn the Outside Looking Qu&9.

8 Ashbery,CP, 171.

90 ShoptawOn the Outside Looking QLR0.

91 Ashbery,CP, 175.

92 1bid, 147.

109



encounter between the contrapositions of “I” anduy between “(my)Self” and that “other
l,” “(an)Other.”

(3.4) “Beqin[ning]l Again:” Reading as Writing in The Double Dream of
Spring

Developing on the understanding of the poem avantdetween the contrapositions of | and
other,DDS contains numerous references to the idea of dvgetind what Ashbery identifies
as “a kind of signature poem,” “Soonest Mended’hbea “One Size Fits All Confessional
Poem” in the style of “what Gertrude Stein callesiérybody’s autobiography®® Similar to
adapting the “now-here” of poemsiMto the particular circumstances of the poet andeg
Ashbery suggests iIDDS that his poems can be inhabited, with the rebalt the occasion of
reading becomes equally as important as the octasiariting because the reader occupies
the poem as an embodied subject who must be arse/doa his interpretation in the same
way the poet is answerable for his initial comgosit To this end, the opening poem, “The
Task,” evokes Stein’'s 1926 lecture “Composition EBgplanation,” which proposes that
composition is repeatedly reconstituted throughseghent acts of interpretation. Ashbery’s
opening line, “They are preparing to begin agdffuses the colon to suggest that the poems

to follow will serve to explain his version of Sté&s approach to composition as interpretation:

Beginning again and again and again explgirsomposition and time is a natural
thing. It is understood by this time that evergthis the same except composition and
time, composition and the time of the compositiad the time in the compositidh.

Stein’s distinction between the “time of’” and theénfe in” the composition is important
because it signals the two occasions of compositientime of the initial composition by the
poet and the time of the reader’'s composition las siterprets the text and makes it coincide
with his/her particular circumstances. These twoasons will always be different to and
distant from each other because they correspordtingt spatiatemporalpositions inhabited

by the poet and the reader. Everything is the daegoause “nothing changes from generation

93 Ashbery, “In Conversation with John Tranter.”

94 John Ashbery, “The TaskCP, 181.

9 Gertrude Stein, “Composition as Explanatiof,Stein Readered. Ulla E. Dydo (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 1993), 497.
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to generation except the thing seen” but “whaemsnsdepends upon how everybody is doing
everything.®® As a material object, the text does not changenbut it is seen does, how it is
perceived, described and explained, which for Sgetine act of composition. Composition as
explanation or interpretation occurs in what RobBuaincan identifies in “Rites of
Participation” as “betweethereandhere or thenandnow,”®’ a “now here” belonging solely
to neither the poet (there and then) nor the refltene and now) because it is between the
spatial-temporal positions they inhabit, a shangace of collaboration. While the text itself
does not change, the different spatial-temporaitipos inhabited by the poet and the reader
make “the thing we are looking at very differentlarjthis] makes a compositiof®Extending
this logic, my interpretation of the text will bdfdrent from any other person’s, therefore like
the poet, | must be answerable for my compositios t the “fact of my non-alibi in Being”
as a reader, that is, no one else can be answéoalie

DDS is also “poethic” because how the poems are writtied designed to be read
constitute a way of living in the real world in acdance with Bakhtin’s theory of being as an
on-going event that is shared. Stein reaffirms ithelicit “poethics” in composition as

interpretation:

the thing seen by every one living in the livingyhare doing, they are the composing
of the composition that at the time they arantiMs the composition of the time in
which they are living. It is that that makes liviaghing they are doing.

Conflating Bakhtin’s notion of performative actioéd Stein’s idea of composition as
interpretation results in the performative act ofr@ring, which has pronounced “poethical”
importance because it refers to both the act dfairtg a text and the act of authoring a self
through the performance of particular actions fdrioh one is answerable. The classic
representative figure of “Everymai®in “The Task” suggest®DS has a double function in
the form of an allegory that creates the ethicahmmgy of the collection:

| plan to stay here a little while
For these are moments only, moments of insight,

% |bid.

97 Robert Duncan, “Rites of Participation’® Selected Proseed. Robert J. Bertholf (New York, NY: New
Directions Books, 1995), 111, author's emphasis.
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% 1bid.
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And there are reaches to be attaitfed,

The “one size fits all,” or what Ashbery terms cer, poems dDDS provide “moments of
insight” into the event of being using the analofwuthoring, how the poet and the reader can
inhabit the space (“here”) and time (“a little waijl of the poem, writing an embodied subject
into existence through the performative act of aritty. A “poethics” is apparent because
“they are the composing of the composition thahattime they are living is the composition
of the time in which they are living® Or put another way, the commitments involved in
writing and reading that Ashbery foregrounds mdieseé activities part of everyday living,
how we perform actions as embodied subjects fochvinie are obligated to be answerable,
how we encounter others and realise our “respobsigyd

“Soonest Mended” specifically provides the “onzesiits all” type of poem discussed
already. As the title suggests, one primary compbpoéthe scenario must be erased so the
other can be foregrounded;—keast-Said, Soonestbtkih Accordingly, Ashbery removes the
particulars that would make the poem correspondlysalith him as the subject, until it
becomes “About [the everyday question shared bgyewe of] how to receive this latest piece
of information.Wasit information?.../... [and] our little problems (scethbegin to seem),/Our
daily quandary about food and the rent and billbegaid?%°® In the authentically personal
and autobiographical confessional poem, the emplen self-disclosure but, he asks, aren’t
“we rather acting this out/For someone else’s bieh¥f He further argues how:

It was still a shock when, almost a quarter of istwey later,
The clarity of the rules dawned on you for thetfinne.
Theywere the players, and we who had struggled afjanee
Were merely spectators, though subject to its siicides
And moving with it out of the tearful stadiutf¥,

Self-disclosure according to the standards of sidmal poetry is intended to move the
reader, to emotionally and/or intellectually afféain/her in a certain way by having him/her
identify with the experiences disclosed by the pdguite unlike Ashbery’'s approach,

101 bid.

102 Stein, 497.

103 John Ashbery, “Soonest Mended;P, 184.
104 |pid.

105 |pid, 185.
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explained in “Years of Indiscretion,” where “It'#l ¢here./[because] These are things offered

to your participation¥® But as Ashbery suggests:

This is what you wanted to hear, so why

Did you think of listening to something else? We all
talkers

It is true, but underneath the talk lies

The moving and not wanting to be moved, the loose

meaning, untidy and simple like a threshing fl&fr.

Communication should not just facilitate uncertainéduction to reaffirm what is already
known since beneath the content is the more impbftaction of communication, the “loose
meaning” that is at once simple but apparentlyrdigoised, indeterminate and disrupted, in a
word, difficult. The sense of “moving and not wagtito be moved” is similar to the
pronounced uncertainty and indecision at the ertldeopoem, “For this is action, this not being
sure, this careless/Preparing.../Making ready to dhrgnd always coming back/To the
mooring of starting out’®® The compulsion to talk and the attendant needviays begin
again make uncertainty and indecision importanbastbecause they suggest not-knowing, or
at least demarcate the limits of knowing, resultmtp kind of fence-sitting/raised to the level
of an esthetic ideal’” because “meaning could be aagle some day/When it had been
outgrown” and “the promise of learning/Is a delusié’® As Ashbery further explains in “For
John Clare,” “There is/so much to be said, andhensurface of it very little gets sai¢?
Instead, “Underneath the talk lies” this not-knogyirtherefore, communication refers to
something prior to information transference andrteereutic disclosure. In this sense, the least
said the better because what matters is not sithplgontent of the poem but the occasion it
provides. As a “one-size fits all” poem, “The bewfgur sentences, in the climate that fostered
them,/[are] Not ours to own, like a book, but toAith, and sometimes/To be withodt* such
that “Soonest Mendeds “fence-sitting/raised to the level of an [“aesthet] ideal” because

it is shared between the poet and the reader amatidns, as Ashbery explains in “Summer,”

“just as life is divided up/Between you and me, amtbng all the others out theré?Just as

106 John Ashbery, “Years of IndiscretiorCP, 205.
107 Ashbery, “Soonest MendedCP, 185.

108 |pjid.

109 |pjd.

110 John Ashbery, “For John ClareCP, 198.

11 Ashbery, “Soonest MendedCP, 185.

112 John Ashbery, “SummerCP, 186.
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living is an event of co-being, the interactiongofbodied subjects, so too the poem is a shared
event between the contrapositions of | and othdyaehed by the poet and the reader as they
perform acts of composition and/as interpretationvihich they are singularly answerable
from the different and distant spatial-temporaliposs each inhabits. To reiterate Stein, living,

then, “is the composition of the time in which the living.”

(3.5) Ash(es)bery: Absence and/as Presence

Two recurrent ideas IDDS make the purpose behind Ashbery’s self-displacérasnthe
subject of his poems and his simultaneous effodnwourage the placement of the reader in
his stead more apparent. Firstly, “dwelling” appeara number of different guises, such as
the “house, a parting of the way%¥in “Song,” the “building...on the edge of the sté!*in
“For John Clare,” “Popeye’s apartment® in “Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a

Landscape,” “the great urban centres, with/Thdicefbuildings and populations, at the centre
of which/We live our lives?®in “French Poems,” the “house in which you maytwiis live™*’
in “Years of Indiscretion,” the “hous&'®in “Parergon” and the “rectangular shapgé$in
“The Bungalows.” In addition, home also refers tplace of dwelling and belonging, as in

“Soonest Mended,” “the avatars/Of our conforminghe rules and living/Around the home
have made — well, in a sense, “good citizens ¢f¢fsin “Variations, Calypso and Fugue on a
Theme of Ella Wheeler Wilcox,” “Now that once aginave achieved home/l shall forbear
all further urge to roam!2! and in “Definition of Blue,” “the permanent tugathused to be its
notion of ‘home.”*?2 However, Ashbery is “a vigorously homeless poethgjtracks the
mental journey of our search for home even thowgis ess than confident that such thinking
is enough to summon us into dwelling>The numerous places of inhabitation mentioned in

DDS are not dwellings per se, they are not intendedlases that engender familiarity and

113 John Ashbery, “SongCP, 195.
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identification with all the negative connotationfsbeingin-habit, which explains the second
recurring feature of the collection. There are ntous references to limits, such as “the barriers
of that other*?4in “Spring Day;” “living on the margin'®in “Soonest Mended;” “growing in
that knowledge/We may perhaps remain here, caugieiisee/On the edg&®in “Evening in
the Country;” the "margins that care and are swaptagain like branches/Into actual
closeness’®’ in “Sunrise in Suburbia;” the “thresholds/Abovee ttide of others®?®in “The
Bungalows;” and the “central perimeter/Our imagims orbit, Other words®?® in
“Fragment;” as well as what potentially occurs #hesuch as occasions of “closené¥sh
“Song,” of sociability in “The Chateau HardwareArid turning out the way | am, turning out
to greet you,"3and of contact in “Sortes Vergilianae,” “It is thature of these people to
embrace each othet??

Ashbery’s concurrent emphases on places of inhabitand the function of limits as
places of potential contact, closeness and soitialsiiggestDDS is concerned with the
potential when inhabiting such limits. If difficylimarks the furthest reach of poetic meaning,
then it too signals a limit, a place of potenti@ahtact, closeness and sociability. The difficulty
of this collection derives from the momentarine$sne@aning, how it provides “moments
only...of insight” as Ashbery eschews certainty, prehg to reduce the immediate relevance
of meaning in favour of deferring it further sintte poems are ultimately going to change,
“Tomorrow would alter the sense of what had alrelaggn learned/That the learning process
is extended in this way, so that from this standghione of us ever graduates from collegg.”
This is intended to make the reader aware thatis@nstantly reaching the limit of meaning,

as he explains in “The Bungalows:”

For only you could watch yourself so patiently framfar
/.1
...alwayon the way
For it all builds up into something, meaningless or
meaningful
As architecture, because planned and then abanddmed

24 John Ashbery, “Spring DayCP, 183.

125 Ashbery,CP, 184.

126 John Ashbery, “Evening in the CountrnP, 197-198.
127 John Ashbery, “Sunrise in Suburbi&P, 210.
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completed,

To live afterwards, in sunlight and shadow, a éeréanount
of years.

Who cares what was there before? There is no going
back!3*

The effect on the reader is that s/he is at thé bimmeaning, “Waiting for something to be
over before [s/he] is forced to notice ¥*Using the almost pastoral idyll of “Growing up
under the shade of friendly trees, with our/brathal around” in “Variations, Calypso and
Fugue...,” Ashbery immediately dismisses any roo&te of belonging by admitting that “all
good things must come to an end, and so one mugt fovard/Into the space left by one’s
conclusions.’®® Stasis is denied as the poet moves beyond hisusioigs into uncertainty, on

to arother different topic:

...l can tell you all
About freedom that has turned into a painting;
The other is more difficult, though prompt — irctfa
A little too prompt: therein lies the difficulfy?’

Poems that consistently confront the reader wighlithits of meaning, whether it is deferred
further or denied because the poem will inevitabhange, have the constant effect of

“begin[ning] again,” or as he phrases it in “Suans Suburbia:”

A blank chart of each day moving into the prenagdifficult
visibility

And which is nowhere, the urge to nowhere,

To retract that statement, sharply, within thetriew
minutes.

For it is as though it turns you batk,

Despite his committed self-displacement as thelaogpaphical subject of his poemsRM
andDDS, we still encounter Ashbery but as an absent poesdhe “Ashes” O’Hara uses to

refer to him in “At the Old Place” suggests the a@ms of either a physical body or the remnants

134 Ashbery,CP, 225-226.
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of a tangible object no longer present. Ashberpresent in “The Skaters” IRM, “And so
much snow, but it is to be littered with waste astes,**° and in “Rural Objects,” “Mountain
ash mindlessly dropping berries: to whom is ab?H*°in DDS However, the dichotomy of
absence and presence, or an absence that allowdféent kind of presence, differentiates
him from the other prominent example of self-displ@ent in innovative American poetry of
the period, Olson’s “Projective Verse.” While Asinge attitude toward reading as a further
act of writing reaffirms Olson’s practice of “congng as though verse was to have the reading
its writing involved” and both consider poetry aymaf living in the real world because it
“involves a stance toward reality outside a poerwelsas a new stance towards the reality of
the poem itself¥*! Ashbery’s “leaving out business” is more radidaart that theorised in
Olson’s “Projective Verse” as the “getting rid dietlyrical interference of the individual as
ego."*2 The individual might be displaced from the poenegs but the poet projects himself
into it instead as a physiological presence throtighdictates of breath. Darren Wershler-
Henry reveals how the typewriter is key to Olsdanttioning as a tool [or prosthetic device]
with which to restore to both the writer and reatter sense of the poet’s presence in this
finished work, a presence [normally] stripped avgythe conversion of manuscript to the
printed page.**® Due to its immediacy, the typewriter makes aceumabtation possible,
recording “exactly the breath, the pauses, theengpns even of syllables, the juxtapositions
even of parts of phrases which [the poet] interti#sBecause the breath of the poet determines
the typographical arrangement of the poem on the mhe also “indicate[s] how [s/]he would
want any reader, silent or otherwise, to voice/hi] work.”2* This is quite at odds with
Ashbery’s “one size fits all” poetry. While he migtonfess to writing in Olson’s style, “It's
nothing that [he’s] ever codified into a practidé®the purpose behind his self-displacement
is to encourage the placement of the reader asd® “tlundamental absences” to allow for a
different type of presence, unlike Olson, whose@nee is inscribed according to the principles

of "Projective Verse."
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In “Definition of Blue,” Ashbery provides his mosxplicit statement about the
treatment of the individual in modern poetry, orepy since “the close of the nineteenth
century,*#” arguing that:

In our own time, mass practices have sought tonsugpe the
personality

By ignoring it, which has caused it instead tanlgfaout in all
direction¥*®

According to this logic, Olson’s “projective verseharacterised by the “one steady, intense
line,”**°would be a continuation of such “mass practicéstesthe absence of the individual
as ego means it is present in an even more imneefiiain. Despite the radical formal
innovations of the period, “there is no point ilkang to imaginative new methods/Since all
of them are in constant use,” they amount to littiere than “packaging” for Ashberi®
Ashbery practices the “imaginative new methods” pushes “them furthet® to achieve
something altogether more radical: an absenceatlmats for a different type of presence, the

presence of “(an)Other:”

...erosion produces a kind of dust or exeajgel pumice
Which fills space and transforms it, becoming alne
In which it is possible to recognise oneséff.

Gradually eroding himself as the subject of hismpsatill results in ashes, the dust or pumice.
Complete self-disclosure is precluded but selieatéition, writing a self into existence, is still
possible once the poet commits to being only arerbgresence, “being hidden and
present.*>3 Pre-empting what will become a central tenet wieeimvestigates the fundamental
ethical commitments involved in acts of self-reprdation in “Self-Portrait in a Convex
Mirror,” he insists that completed representatiohthe self deny poetry’s value as a way of

living in the real world:
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Each new diversion adds its accurate touch tetisemble,
and so

A portrait, smooth as glass, is built up out ofitiple
corrections

And it has no relation to the space and time irctvit was
lived!®

For poetry to be considered amongst the otheriaesvof living, for it to be informed by the
temporal-spatial circumstances of the poet durisgomposition and of the reader during its
interpretation, completion, accuracy and improveimemust be eschewed in favour of
incompletion, indeterminacy and misunderstandingctvleave the poem open for subsequent
readers to make it fit their particulars and end¢euthe poet as “(an)Other who is not and
cannot be known. The result? The opportunity tagfbbeagain,” to “Waken each morning to
the exact value of what you did and said, whichai@s*®® Ashbery is absent but he is still
answerable for what “remains,” for what he “did aaad.”

“Rural Objects” is an example of a “poethics of »proity.” Most importantly, it
demonstrates how despite his committed self-digptent, we still encounter Ashbery when

we read his text:

Mountain ash mindlessly dropping berries: to wherali
this?
| tell you, we are being called back

For having forgotten these names
For forgetting our proper names, for falling likemeless
things

On unfamiliar slopes. To be seen again, churligttky life,

Returning!®®

The reader is “called back” to the poem where sfeounters “ash...berr[y]” as an absence
“which as we/know involves presence.” Writing poethat are potentially everybody’s

autobiography are not intended to allow the re&al@tentify the poet according to his proper
name. Similarly, Ashbery does not attempt to prexteine who his reader will be. Instead, the

poems are about returning, turning back to the éorposition, to the “first philosophy,” that
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is constitutive of his “poethics of proximity,” thencounter between “(my)Self” and

“(an)Other” in the poem as event.

Conclusion: Giving All Our Attention to You

In RM andDDS Ashbery gives his readers “moments only” but ihisot so much occasional
poetry as it is an occasion in itself, an event thamentarily posits different individuais
common and where the poet and the reader can @dgenhcounter each other. In “The Poem
as Event,” Louise Rosenblatt suggests the read@nigaged in a creative process at once
intensely personal, since the poem is somethirggllthrough, and intensely social, since the
text...can be shared with othef$”Her emphasis on the lived experience of the tekich
includes both the authorand the reader’s creative activities, was intendedetoedy the
sterility of new critical orthodoxy. While New Cigtsm initially provided a counter to
“irresponsibile impressionism and dogmatic subjétsti 1°® as they informed particular
reading methods, it ultimately went too far by igng the reader’s potential contribution
altogether and insisting on an impersonal and dbg@pproach to the text. For Rosenblatt,
the poem must be “thought of as an event in tinma [space]...an occurrence, a coming-
together, a compenetration, of a reader and a tiid .this] encounter gives rise to a new
experience, a poent® This sense of encounter is not merely textual, dvar, because it
involves the experience of proximity to anothergoer, to the poet as someone who is present
and absent, which becomes part of the reader’d kxgeriences. It is significant, therefore, in
both its aesthetic and its ethical capacity. Ong aghbery thinks we can “begin again” is, as
he explains in “Spring Day,” to give “all our attén to you,*°to turn our attention to the
“other ‘I' with which we began” and confirm our le@bnomic as opposed to our autotelic
subjectivity, to give primacy to others rather tHémy)Self.” For him this involves turning
toward the other “I's” of the readers whereas Fa teader it requires approaching Ashbery as

an “other 1,” as “(an)Other,” who can be encounddvat never properly comprehended.

157 ouise M. Rosenblatt, “The Poem as Evefitgllege Englist26 (1964): 126.
158 1bid, 127.

1591hid, 126.

160 Ashbery,CP, 183.
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Chapter 4: “The Pragmatic and Kinetic Future” in Three
Poemsand “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror”

Refusing to posit the poem as an object separdliagpoet and the reader and instead

configuring it as an event of potential encounteniving the contrapositions of “I” and “you”
as different and distant subjects means Ashbemgledes poetic practice with a philosophy,
or more specifically an ethics, of everyday liviig.TP and the eponymous poem3#®CM
Ashbery articulates an ethics of the creativeattethics of writing and reading poetry that is
readily transmissible to the commitments involvediving in the social world of others as an
ethical subject. In doing so, he, firstly, affirtiie centrality of “poetic making” [or poiesis] as
an “activity...to the pragmatist sense of what megnisi’t and, secondly, exposes the
pragmatic aspects of Levinas’ phenomenologicalcstiinat make it particularly suited to
conceptualising a “poethics of proximity” as enagtia way of, not just expressing or

representing a potential way of, living in the sdevorld of others.

(4.1) A Pragmatic Conversation

It is important to remember th&P was Ashbery’s first collection written entirely America
following his return from Paris in 1965. While tilmemediate pressures exerted by the strategies
of containment and discourses of consensus assdciath the early Cold War period were
probably less apparent, their residual effects wer@oubtedly still palpable in the form of
heightened surveillance and the backlashes agaimstist and sexual equality movements.
One area in particular where the intellectual effe the Cold War were more readily apparent
was the country’s “best-known and most widely dissmated philosophical tradition,
pragmatism.? From the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth eantphilosophers such as
Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, John DewdyJahn Herbert Mead utilised the
“disestablishment impulse in American cultufeand the principle of uncertainty in

Transcendentalism to create an anti-foundationalsiosophy as an alternative for those

I Kristen CaseAmerican Pragmatism and Poetic Practice: Crosscuisefrom Emerson to Susan Howe
(Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2011), 18.

2 Douglas Anderson, “Peirce and Pragmatism: AmeriCannections,”The Oxford Handbook of American
Philosophy ed. Cheryl Misak (Oxford: Oxford University Preg608), 39.

3 Louis MenandThe Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas in Ame(iaw York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2001), 89.
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disillusioned with absolutist philosophies. Howe\gephilosophy arguing against the absolute,
transcendental value of truths so that its practérs could attend to what Dewey called the
“problems of [wo/Jmen* was marginalised because the “Cold war in genenadl Mc
Carthyism in particular, produced strong institnibincentives for academics in the United
States to retreat from the public sphere and aghopé insular concerns and methodologies.”
Despite, or perhaps even because of, this sitygti@agmatism provides Ashbery with the
means of articulating an ethics of writing and ieggoetry as a way of living in the social
world of others and gesturing toward a future belythe Cold War logic of containment and
consensus he has insistently resisted sgicélost important to understanding why Ashbery
might be attracted to American pragmatism in hisrapt to realise a “poethics of proximity”
is the centrality placed on the performed act is thdigenous philosophy. According to the
pragmatist maxim first formulated by Peirce, “theeanings of hard words and abstract
concepts® can only be ascertained by considering the practionsequences of them. For
Peirce, the pragmatist should “consider what es$fetttat might conceivably have practical
bearings, we conceive the objects of our perceptiohave. Then, our conception of these
effects is the whole of our conception of the objé®r put another way, the consequences of
our thoughts and perceptions can only be identiiben they are put into action through
practical application. Mead advances a correspgralioposition in his pragmatist world view,
where (self-)awareness is only possible by actinghat he terms a “problematic situation,”
the occurrence of conflicting tendencies to act.isThsituation [is] the source of
consciousness,” awareness of oneself as an embsdigdct in a particular environment,
because “it is only when we are confronted withr@bjem that inhibits our action that we
become aware of the world in which we live.”

For both Peirce and Meawheaning requires putting our thoughts and percestiato
action in a particular environment. Yet it is nastj that meaning is related to consequences but
that action itself, or the performed act, is atd¢batre of how we understand the world outside
us, the others who inhabit it and our position with. Dewey supplements this pragmatic
theory of meaning with his more instrumentalist raggh to pragmatism in the form of a

specific method of inquiry that suggests learnmglways experimental. For him, pragmatism

4 John DeweyThe Problems of Me{New York, NY: Philosophical Library, 1946), 4.

5> Robert Talisse, “Pragmatism and the Cold W@h& Oxford Handbook to American Philosop2§5.

6 Charles Sanders Peiréyllected Papers Volume 5: Pragmatism and Pragrisati¢Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1935), 464.

" Ibid, 402.

8 Cornelis De Waal, “A Pragmatist World View: Georgerbert Mead’s Philosophy of the ActDxford
Handbook of American Philosophi47.
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“inevitably turn[s] out persons who [are] alivette necessity of continually testing their ideas
and their beliefs by putting them into practicapligation.” Consequently, philosophical
inquiry must “necessarily [contain]@actical factor, an activity of doing and making which
reshapes antecedent intellectual material which teet problem of inquiry'® The objects of
inquiry are created and manipulated through expartnbecause the inquirer actively
intervenes in rather than merely represents thédwér pragmatic method of inquiry is not
simply concerned with altering how we view the abworld of others and our position within
it but with irreversibly changing how we might actand interact with it.

Peirce’s theory of meaning and Dewey’'s method ajfuiry lead to practical, or
pragmatic, intelligence, which “involves the creaticonstruction of new value$’Most
importantly, there is an implied ethics that makesrticularly relevant to Ashbery’s “poethics
of proximity.” Because pragmatic intelligence regsithat our thoughts and perceptions are
made actual through performed acts so their p@ctionsequences can be ascertained, it
necessitates acting in the social world outsidangsinteracting with those others who inhabit
it. A particular ethical commitment is involved sethe consequences of one’s acts are seldom
limited to one’s own perspective. Mead explains thct using the “principle of sociality,” the
capacity for an action to be “multiple [differetiijngs at once” because when it is experienced
from “other perspectives [it is] set into new codse™? This principle is also important to
approaching the poem as event. Rather than besmy ae an object that is distorted by the
different perspectives considering it, it is aclyialonstituted as the occasion of multiple
perspectives encountering each other. Posited aseart as opposed to an object, the poem
allows for the exercise of pragmatic intelligencéhiat it “liberate[s]...action” by “project[ing]
new and more complex endS.Rather than being restricted to pre-formed anddiends,
pragmatic intelligence “develops within the sphafraction for the sake of possibilities not yet
given...[and is] inherently forward-looking® Since the poem requires the performed acts of

the reader to make it actual, it is inherently tégl toward the “pragmatic...futuré>

9 John Dewey, “The Bearings of Pragmatism upon Hituta The Middle Works, 1899-1924: Volume 4, 1907-
1909 ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale: IL: Southeiindis University Press, 2008), 188.

10 John Dewey, “Logic: The Theory of InquiryThe Later Works, 1925-1953: Volume 12, 1988. Jo Ann
Boydston (Carbondale: IL: Southern lllinois UnivigyPress, 2008), 162.

11 Matthew Festenstein, “John Dewey: Inquiry, Ethiasd Democracy, The Oxford Handbook of American
Philosophy 103.

2 De Waal, 151.

13 John Dewey, The Need for a Recovery of Philosdphiye Middle Works, 1899-1924: Volume 10, 1916-1917
ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale, IL: SoutherndinUniversity Press, 2008), 45.

14 1bid, 43.
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Being “forward looking” means being oriented towarttertainty and the unknown in
the sense of possibilities not yet realised toward another person with whom | interact with
through my actions. Conversation, the act of comuoaimg, is not about uncertainty
reduction, however, quite the contrary in facprtivides the opportunity to put one’s thoughts
and perceptions into action by interacting with theo person and determining their
consequences depending on how that person respmtitsm. In terms of a poem, this other
person is unknown and ultimately unknowable, s#h§an)Other,” an absence that permits a
different kind of presence through the performaotactions by the poet and the reader for
which each is answerable. As will be seen, Ashisergrientation toward the
“pragmatic...future” addresses the central pragmajigstion: “how we should go from
present practice to a future practi¢® Approaching the poem as an event, a conversation
between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other,” highlights th@actical applicability of Ashbery’s
“poethics,” how the meaning of his texts consisttléir consequences for subsequent
experience, their capacity to be put into actiothaspoet and the reader author, and in doing
S0 enact, their ethical subjectivity.

While Levinas could never be considered a pragtreltgg the lines of Peirce, Dewey,
et al, his approach to ethics is resolutely pragméat TI, he uses the everyday, concrete
experience of the “face-to-face” encounter thatuogauring conversation to delineate an
ethics founded on proximity between “(my)Self’ af@n)Other.” Levinas is primarily
concerned with what he terms “the calling into gioesof the same by the othef”’For him,
“the strangeness of the Other, his irreducibilitytte I, to my thoughts and my possessions, is
precisely accomplished as a calling into questiomy spontaneity [my ability to act without
premeditation and uninhibitedly], as ethi¢& Therefore, “the relation between the same and
the other is not always reducible to knowledgehaf other to the samé¥A conversation
between two people perfectly captures his pragmiaiinerently dialogic, ethics, thédte to
face approachin conversatiori?° Because | cannot completely comprehend the cowtient
another person’s consciousness, because | can meglerstand another person’s perspective
entirely, s/he is “(an)Other,” inaccessible to nmel @utside my understanding, intentionality

16 Cheryl Misak, “The Reception of Early American @watism,” The Oxford Handbook of American
Philosophy 220.

171 evinas,Tl, 43.

18 bid.

19 1bid, 28.

20 |bid, 71, author’'s emphasis.
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and control, or as Levinas puts it, “over him[/hkehlave no power. [S/]He escapes my grasp
by an essential dimensioA”

For Levinas, this discursive relation with “(an)®@thconstitutes ethical subjectivity.
While a poem can never be considered a literal @sation, Levinas modifies his claim by
suggesting discourse, the communication of thougimnd perceptions by words as in
conversation, is “an original relation with exterlmeing’?? and consequently “the first ethical
gesture.2 Therefore, poetic discourse can be taken as anggeaof a conversation between
at least two different people because its langipgesupposes interlocutors, a pluraliéf.”
Ashbery’s poetry, founded on absence to allow faifeerent kind of presence, adheres to
Levinas’ view that “language precisely maintains tliher — to whom it is addressed, whom it
calls upon or invokes?® The “other called upon is not something represkrigenot a given,
is not a particular” which is why “language instés a relation irreducible to the subject-object
relation.®® As in language, therefore, the reader as “(an)Otloethe poet is absent in the
sense that s/he is located in the future as somgené read the poem and the poet as
“(an)Other” to the reader is absent because hisdagted as the subject (matter) of the poem.
As Levinas explains:

Thewhoinvolved in activity is noexpressedn the activity, is nopresent does not
attend his own manifestation, but is simply sigrdfin it by a sign in a system of signs,
that is, as a being who is manifested preciselplEent from his manifestation: a
manifestation in the absence of being — a phenom&no

To speak, to engage in conversation with anothesopeor to perform the acts of composition
and interpretation as in poetic discourse, is “taken the world common, to create
commonplaces” by laying “the foundations for a @ss$on in common?® In TPand “SPCM,”

Ashbery articulates an ethics of writing and regddoetry that confirms Levinas’ insistence
that “only in approaching the Other [do] | attenchyself.’2® Only by approaching the reader
as “(an)Other” can the poet attain self-consciossres an ethical poet. Similarly, only by

21 bid, 39.

22 |bid, 66.

23 |bid, 174.

24 |bid, 73.

25 |bid.

26 |bid.

27 Ibid, 178, author’'s emphasis.
28 |bid, 76.

29 |bid, 178.
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approaching the poet as “(an)Other” can the readkieve self-consciousness as an ethical
reader. In the act of communication, understooeith®r conversation or poetic discourse, ‘I
expose myself to the questioning of the Other, sl urgency of response...engenders me
for responsibility.®® The face-to-face encounter between “(my)Self” 4ad)Other” Ashbery
achieves inTP and “SPCMis proximity, the actualisation of intersubjectivag the poet and
the reader interact with one another as embodiéfesis during the event of the poem,
responding to each other as others and, therefeatising their ethical subjectivity in a
pragmatic manner. However, his poetics of proxinaity radically “poethic,” that is, they are
readily transmissible into how one lives in theiabevorld of others as an ethical subject
because of their practical applicability. In anenasting way, Ashbery’s return to America
results in a poetry of return, of returning to Aioars indigenous philosophy and a return to,

or a turning toward, the other in conversation,dtent of communication that is proximity.

(4.2) Ashbery’s “Whether System” inThree Poems

TP begins with Ashbery dealing with a very practisiéiation that is crucial to his decision to

compose a collection consisting of three poemsusiwgtly in prose:

| thought that if | could put it all dowrthat would be one
way. And next the thought came to me tlmatleave all out
would be another, and truer, way.

clean-washed sea
The flowers were.

These are examples of leaving out. But, forgeteasvill, some-

thing soon comes to stand in their placet the truth, per-
haps, but — yourself. It is you who made tthisyefore you are
true3!

Despite the impression that prose somehow inclodee details or information than poetry, a
sense heightened by Ashbery literally covering qzade with words so that “everything and
everybody were included after/all, and any thouttat might ever be entertained about

30 |bid.
31 John Ashbery, “The New SpiritCP, 247.
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them,® TPis fundamentally informed by the same “leaving louginess” identified in the two
previous collections. The omission of explicit éitmraphical correspondences and
extratextual references means “putting it all dovenstill an example “of leaving [it all] out,”
an absence that allows for a different type of gmes, the presence of “you” or “(an)Other.”
What differentiate3 P from earlier examples of prose poetry in Ashbeogsvre, such as “The
Young Son” inSTand “Variations, Calypso and Fugue...” and “For JGfere” inDDS is his
emphasis on poiesis, the creative act of makingrpo&shbery’s decision to writ€P in prose
is also integral to the ethics of writing and remgdpoetry he advances for two reasons. Firstly,
the prose poem “aspires to be poetic/literary laiggis own coming to self-consciousness, the
place where poet and reader alike become critiealigre of the writer’s languagé®’Arriving
at self-consciousness in the prose poem suggestsdtesis inMPis as much about the making
of poetry as it is about making the self, how aipalar type of subject is authored in the acts
of writing and reading this poem. Secondly, ingtiglyThe New SentencRon Silliman charts
the meaning of “prose” and “verse” back to theirgul root, proversusthe past participle of
provertere meaning ‘to turn towards,” so that the “singlatin verb lies at the etymological
root of both [words]..., verse coming from the rodhigh meant ‘to turn’ and prose from
‘towards.””** The prose poem, therefore, is founded on the maidturning toward” and is
inherently suited to arriving at self-consciousnessderstood as being oriented towards
“(an)Other” who questions “(my)Self” and obligatesesponse. Consequently T is to be
read as a creative act involving the contraposstioin and other, or as a conversation between
the poet and the reader, it is not due to the teduproposal that prose is more dialogic than
poetry but rather because of the fundamental aciiéturning toward” that the prose poem is
etymologically founded upon.

The choice Ashbery posits between “put[ting] itddwn” and “leaving [it all] out” is
equally, if not more, important to how the poemmaad as it is to how the poem was written.
Standard methods of analysis are consistently yded because any attempt to substantiate a

specific interpretation with a relevant quotatisrproblematised by Ashbery, for example:

It's just beginning. Now it's started to work agaThe visita-
tion, was it more or less over. No, it had notlyegun, except
as a preparatory dream which seemed to havetigh tex-

32 |bid, 278.

33 Jonathan MonroeA Poverty of Objects: The Prose Poem and the Bslitif Genre(lthaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1987), 35-36.

34 Ron Silliman,The New SentencéNew York, NY: Roof Books, 2003), 97.
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ture of life, but which dwindled into starshini&e all the un-
wanted memorie¥®

TP is intended to engender a very particular reaéxyerience The “truer way” of “leaving
[it all] out” refers to how the collection shoul@ lexperientially engaged with rather than just

hermeneutically analysed in terms of its conteaty las an:

...Intening space [it] now came
to advance toward us separately, a wave ofiawdsch we
were, unable to grasp it as it unfolded but liviti§

As a “self-critical,” even self-reflexive, genrdyet prose poem has “genre-testing potential”
because it “consists in speaking of genre not gsven ‘thing’ but as the expression of a
relationship between a reader and a té%The genre of Ashbery'$hree [Prose] Poems
expresses the immersive relationship between thdereand the text. Its length, density,
consistency of tone and complete dissolution otipderm creates a “much more — | hate to
say environmental [type of poetry] because it'sid Wword — but more of a surroundintj.For

all that is said ifmTP, a lot remains unsaid; so much so that it is Bpptoached in terms of the
experience that reading it engenders, than in tefits teleological meaning. In arguing that
Ashbery creates “a surrounding,” | am subscribing Angus Fletcher’'s definition of
environmental poems, where the poet writes neitlgout the surrounding world nor
analytically represents that world but actuallysathe poem to surround the reader, “such
that to read them is to have an experience muelslikidenly recognising that one actually has
an environment, instead of not perceiving thataurd at all.2% Ashbery’s “whether system”
requires a different kind of attention, so the teah be “something new. Outside, can’t you
hear it, the traffic, the trees, everything gettivgarer. To/end up with, inside each ottér.”
The environmental poem collapses any distinctidween text and context until it becomes a

lived space that functions as an analogue for al@lgirsocial circumstances not yet achieved,

35 Ashbery,CP, 249.

36 Ashbery, “The New Spirit,CP, 270.

37 Michel Delville, The American Prose Poem: Poetic Form and the Boteslaf Genre(Gainesville, FL:
University Press of Florida, 1998), 12.
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somewhere “One may at least stay...a while hopingrfore and better things to confé. TP

is staged as both a lecture, for example, Ashberpéanation of the difference between frontal
and latent happiness in “The System” (293-304),aapdrformance, as suggested in the closing
statement:

...The perfance had ended, the au-
dience streamed out; the applause still ethoeghe empty
hall. But the idea of the spectacle as somethmbge acted out
and absorbed still hung in the air long afterlast spectator
had gone home to sleép.

Approaching the collection as a performative leetoighlights a further correlation with Cage
but in an entirely different manner than the “Aesits of Indifference” discussed BiT. If
Cage’s performative lecturers reveal how “silenise dlways] already filled with noises,”
Ashbery’s text provides noise already filled witlesces. What matters for Cage and Ashbery
is the activity of paying attention itself, engeridg self-consciousness during the experience
of listening and reading in order to realise a ‘thazs,” a way of living in the real world as a
responsive and responsible ethical subject.

In his “Lecture on Something” (1949), Cage profeshes non-dualistic sensibility,
which views sound and silence, nothing and somegthand perhaps most importantly,
composer and spectator, as unopposed rather thgrooents of an oppositional hierarchy that
implicitly privileges one over the other. He debes his lecture as “a talk about something and
naturally a talk about nothing. About how somethangl nothing are not opposed to each other
but need each other to keep on goifife also defines poetry in his “Lecture on Nothiag’
having “nothing to say...[and] saying it” because td® help make the silences,” comparing
it to “an empty glass into which at any moment aimg may be poured. As we go alorfg.”
His silent compositiod’33” puts his theory of poetry into musical practicemndnstrating how

“in the dualistic sense of sound versus silencerethwas no silence...only intended and

41 Ashbery, “The SystemCP, 306.
42 Ashbery, “The Recital,CP, 326.

43 John Cage, “Lecture on Somethingjfence: Lectures and Writingcondon: Marion Boyars Publishers, 2011),
129.

44 John Cage, “Lecture on Nothingsilence: Lecture and Writing.09.
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unintended sounds? Like Cage’s similarly immersive performances amdtures, TP

necessitates a different kind of attention:

...Suddenly you
realize that you have been talking for a longetiwithout lis-
tening to yourself; you must have séié long way back with-
out knowing it...

...Nowete is so much to talk
about thatit seems neither of you will evet done talking.
And the word that everything hinged on is buliedk there;
by mutual consent neither of you examined it wit@vas pro-
nounced and rushed to its final resting ptéce

Both seem to advocate that we simply listen (tokeles, that we become self-conscious of
ourselves as listeners by paying attention to hod/ ta what we listen to. Cage makes the
performance of his silent composition dependentlistening, thereby transposing “the
performance onto the audience members both in thigrances and the acts of shifting their
attention to other sound474'33” is both nothingindsomething, an occasion of what Liz Kotz
identifies as Cage’s “self-effacing desubjectivisat*® so the audience can pay attention to
what is normally categorised as the others of musitse and silencel’33”, therefore, is a
performative site because paying attention to naise silence in the context of a formal
musical composition radically and irrevocably chesithe meaning of each term.

It might seem a misnomer to discuss what is witldowtbt the best example of Ashbery
“put[ting] it all down,” his attempt to “include evything: the furniture of this room, everyday
ex-/pressions, as well as [his] rarest thoughtscradms,*® in terms of what remains unsaid,
what is excluded and silenced, but this highligits necessary difficulty of his “whether
system.” Like Cage, he “dismantle[s] dualistic segians’® by shifting attention to what is
normally considered other to expose the profoungriependence between apparent
oppositions. Ashbery and Cage both demonstrate posgibilities exist other than those

currently being practised by reorienting our aitamtoward what is normally considered other.

45 Christopher Shultis, “Silencing the Sounded Sétthn Cage and the Intentionality of Nonintentiofitie
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Ashbery enacts how things might be using the caegcreveryday encounter between
“(my)Self” and “(an)Other” that occurs during comsation in the lived space Levinas terms
proximity. Retallack’s entire concept of “poethicdeérives from a similar capacity she
identifies in Cage, what she terms an “aesthetigmiatics of everyday life* By relying on
both sound and silence, Cage creates a “whethetersys a “terminal either/or
complementarity” in which it is “conceptually...impsble to take in both possibilities at the
same time, since each one is in part constitutethéyunctional absence of the othetThe
dualism of such a “whether system” is similar tattbreated by Ashbery’s competing options
to either “put it all down” or “to leave [it] allat.” While ultimately irresolvable, it nevertheless
demonstrates the powerful role of the reader “temane the way in which at any given time
it's to be read.®® TP is necessarily difficult, therefore, because ofit asks of the reader,
“getting down to business, or back to the busiméstay-/to-day living with all the tiresome
mechanical problems that/this implies” when “phdpbky [has] broke[n] down/completely and
[is] of no use” and the “new situ-/ations that argach day...re-/sist categorization to the point
where any rational attempt to/deal with them isrded from the start® The situation

confronting us has not become more complex, it:

has prob-
ably been with you always; now it has a diffearemame and a
different curriculum vitae; its qualities ar@nchined in such a
way as to seem different from all that has doeiere, but ac-
tually it is the same old surprise that you haveags lived with>

The difficulty is “the business of day-to-day ligfi the obligation to realise one’s “response-
ability” as an embodied, ethical subject by chogsind remaining answerable for that choice,
which requires “the ability to enter into the coeities of/the situation as though it really
weren’t new at all.*® His “aesthetic pragmatics of everyday life” returack to the “first
philosophy” Bakhtin and Levinas pursue. Parodyirap&t Frost's “The Road Not Taken,”

“You discovered/that there was a fork in the raaafirst you followed what/seemed to be the

51 Joan Retallackylusicage:Cage Muses on Words, Art, Myslanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1996),
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less promising...the more obvi-/ous, of the two bl before returning to “investigate the
tangled/way,®’ Ashbery accordingly dismisses the supposedly miffechoices available to

us:

...And in so
doing you began to realize that the two brasashere joined
together again, farther ahead; that this plageining was in-
deed the end, and that it was the very place s@t out from,
whose intolerable mixture of reality and &8yt had started
you on the road which is now come full ciréfe.

Like the impetus to “begin again” IDDS Ashbery is being intentionally anti-teleological

here, elsewhere compariii§ to the system of prose writing, to:

...the clear, compact shape
of the plot of a novel, with all its edges andanpassages laid
bare for the reader, to be resumed and resunerchad over,
that is taken up and put aside and take up a§ain.

What matters is the capacity to choose rather tharchoices themselves as he provides the
opportunity to realise one’s “response-ability” teed of delineating a set of prescribed
responses, sbP remains “a permanent medium in which we are kate/becoming robs it

of its potential.®® The “whether system” creates “the impression dflimate in which
nothing/can go wrong, including the major questibat revolves/around you, your being
here.”®! Because each option is equally valid, there isigiot or wrong response, and by
extension, no correct interpretatiol? is a performative site, “a time of doing...an active
time,”®2 in which the poet and the reader can realise thesponse-ability” by responding to

the question posed to them by the presence ofOfley.” As Ashbery explains:

...At that point one must, yes, be saélectout not selec-
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tive in one’s choices, if you see what | mean. dlaiose this or
that because it pleases, merely to assumeddaeaf choosing,
so that some things can be left behind. It dbesratter which
ones. | could tell you about some of the dhilive discarded
but that wouldn’t help you because you must skogmur own,
or rather not choose them but let them bectefii on and off
you %3

TPreduces writing and reading poetry to their maesidand, consequently, their most difficult
fundamentals. Confronted with innumerable choicasvlathout recourse to right or wrong
answers, the collection is “an open field of naveapossibilities® the reader must act in and
interact with it because “its meaning inheres mplerformance of the tex®>'The difficulty of

TP is necessary because reading it, acting in ardacting with this textual environment, is

supposed to engender a similar experience to livirige social world of others:

...the complex climate thataemed by the vac-
ilating wills and energies of the many whorround you

[...]

...[living] in that labytin that seems to be di-
recting your steps but in reality it is you wilaoe creating its
pattern, embarked on a new, fantastically diffi¢catitic whose
success is nevertheless guaranféed.

TP's success or failure depends on whether the acperformed during the writing and the
reading of it can be acted out in the social wofldthers, hence Ashbery’s disinterest in the
particulars of the choices available. What conchimmsis the capacity for poetry “to cite social
practice without itself being that social practioe,at least being some other form of social
practice which indicates [its] potential...as critég”®’ its ability to enact a way of living in
the real world that changes things. In terms ofutal constitution, the “proposition that
poetry forms while it refers points to the comgliciof poetry with the realities and
significations of cultural proces®’but the actions by which poets and readers catstiese

53 |bid, 250.
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norms and boundaries foreground that such actisoshave the potential to simultaneously

disrupt by questioning them.

(4.3) “No Longer a Figure of Speech But an Act”

“The New Spirit” contains the most explicit indicat of how the experience of readim@

is intended to engender “response-ability” in thader as an embodied and embedded agency
within the material reality of the larger environmef other subjects, “the/multitudes that
swarm past one in the street...Who are all theselpeMvhat does/it mean that there are so
many? Is it possible that the desires of/one mgltonflict with the desires of all the others,
and/vice versa® Using constellations of stars as an example of bog/can read and write
ethically, Ashbery raise3P above the status of a mere aesthetic paradigmcaling
attention" to the commitments involved in theseatix@ acts and revealing their coexistence
amongst the other acts we perform in the extraéxdnvironment that constitute our ethical
subjectivity, “one moves closer...to come to exantivemerit of its individual parts so as to
en-/joy even more connecting them up to the whéfeXs an open field of narrative
possibilities, one image above all else capturedythe of environment Ashbery has created

and the consequent responsibility he envisionsiforeader:

...That space
was transfigured as though by hundreds amudieds of tiny
points of light like flares seen from a distangeadually merging
into one wall of even radiance like the sunalbftheir possible
positions, plotted by coordinates, yet ogenthe movements
and suggestions of this new life of @atiwithout develop-
ment, a fixed flamé?

Like the silence Cage immerses his audience ihespdan decide themselves what sounds they
listen to and in doing so radically change thatiemment, TP is “one wall of even radiance”
until the reader realises his/her “response-abitijypaying attention to and selecting particular

coordinates until a constellation is formed. Asybmren reads the “hundreds and hundreds of

69 Ashbery, “The New Spirit,CP, 275.
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tiny/points of light” first by including “Aries, th Ram, the agent of Mars and fire and the first
of the/twelve signs of the Zodig®’as an example of what the reader must do substyguen
This way of reading as a responsive and resporsiliiect is “another way” to that represented
by the “horrible vision of the completed Tower oéliel, flushed in the/sunset as the last
ceramic brick was triumphantly fitted into/placesriect in its vulgarity.™ The tower is an
example of a homogenous, easily understood langbageming an object and Ashbery

counters it using constellations:

...In the other
direction one saw the desert and drooping alidhe con-
stellations that had presided impassively overahilding of
the metaphor that seemed to erase thesm the skie$?

The text as object can only ever be a metaphoantmake comparisons to a real situation but
can never be that situation itself. As Ashbery asgumapping out the constellation above the
complete textual object, “the Archer, languidlyesthing/his bow,” is “no longer a figure of
speech but an act’® This performed act is a response to the “majorstioe that

revolves/around you, your being here,” which:

...is again affirmed in the
stars: just their presence, mild and unquestmngproof that
you have got to begin in the way of choosing s@me of the
forms of answering that question, since if theyrev not there
the question would not exist to be answelmd, only as a
rhetorical question in the impressive grammazagimic unrav-
ellings of all kinds, to be proposed but never folaed’®

TP is the stars, the “hundreds and hundreds of tmgtp of light,” whose very presence
guestions the reader and obligates him/her to an$wrehim/herself, to realise his/her
“response-ability” by paying attention to it andesing certain parts to make a constellation

for which s/he is answerable for. It is possibleréfore, to “consider poetic utterance as a

2 1bid, 274.
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version of performativity where the text itselfas act: a performative...to the extent that it is
uttered (written [and read]) by an appropriate per& poet [or reader]) in a certain set of
historical and cultural circumstance$.Configuring writing and reading the poem as phajti

a constellation suggests that poetry can be sekamaslogous with performatives as it creates
something that was not there beforehand, it “ceeéi®e own meaning, and above all does
something with words’® The collection, therefore, can never be seen“asrapleted Tower

of Babel,” a homogenous, closed-off and finished, teecause it is not about the teleological
pursuit of completion. Such an approach can negeaantything else but partial because other
possibilities always exist and Ashbery, like Cadenies the authority of a single centre in
favour of a plurality, a multi-centredness, basedt‘{on] coercion but choice, not hierarchy
but egalitarianism, not self-promotion but sharingy conformity but freedom’® Ashbery’s
inclusion of constellations also refers to astrglogading the stars so as to determine “the
plans of the cosmos” and create a “sense of de€trifhis sense of predestination is affirmed
by the figures from tarot cards, “The Hermit,” “tHanged Man,” “The Archer” and “The Five
of/Cups.’®! Ashbery incorporates such predestination by irioyd reading of the future,
“Trouble from a loved one. Trouble introduced ifkee midst of an already realized state.
Amorous dangers. Perils/through a womaH.Ble also emphasises the comfort it affords

despite the reality of the situation by quoting thieo person:

..."You bawday,”...
...‘alife
of incredulity and magnanimity opens oatound you...

[...]

...But draw comfort medmle from the fact
that the planets have congregated to harugpatayour birth;
they can no longer disentangle themselves abet fixed over
you, s howering down material and immateridlamtages on
whoever has the patience to remain immobile fohée, mind-
less of the efforts of his coevals to betteentselves at the ex-
pense of humankind in gener&l.’
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Reading the stars, “the hundreds and hundredsputints of light,” to predetermine certain
events can be applied i as Ashbery himself gestures toward “the pragmetid kinetic

future.”® However, the only event he predestines to happdimat the collection will be read
by another person at a later date. Just as ther\eadl of radiance” contains all the potential

constellations that indicate possible futufeB,indicates its own future:

...to have one
person’s affirmation of the way it happems Him . .. Yes,
but you do not know this person.

He exists, but he is a stranger for yoyour own home.
Just his being there beside you makes him aggrabecause
you can't tell how he got there. Nor can he, deast he never
seems to feel the urge to do®so.

The reader’s interpretation is a future compositiwat questions Ashbery’s by detailing how
“it happens for him[/her],” explaining him/hersély recountinchis/her experience of reading
it. This situation necessarily involves others vdomfirm or oppose the poet’s assertions and
hence points to a relation between “(my)Self’ af@h)Other” in the poem. The presence of
another person is implied throughdiR, whether in the form of an intimate partner to who
“The New Spirit” is addressed, the audience listgrto his lecture on how the “system was
breaking down®® in “The System” or the spectators leaving afté¥e“spectacle...to be acted
out” finishes in “The Recital.” This constitutivelationship between the contrapositions of “I”
and “you” is a “first philosophy,” the presence”“@n)Other” who questions “(my)Self’ and
makes a response obligatory. The “past is dustaghds,” consisting solely of traces of the
poet, but the “incommensurably/wide waybf TP “leads to the pragmatic and kinetic future.”
It is only actualised when the reader realisebrs/response-ability” and acts out what was
done in the performative, or poethic, siteTéfin the social world of others, in the lived space

of proximity where s/he authors him/herself as tical subject.
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(4.4) “(an)Other” Tradition

Expanding on the idea that every interpretatianfigrther, or “(an)Other’s,” composition, how
a text is read is equally important to how it istten. The self-referential aspects DP,
however, means the occasion of composition is meadily foregrounded, “it turns/out you
have been pursuing the discussion in a leisurely/ttm@ughout January and Februaf§.”
While the “actuality of writing,® the occasion of composition, is pronounced, thieadity of

reading is, albeit of equal if not more significanmore difficult to depict:

It could be anything, you say. But it couldt have been an
exercise in defining the present when ouritjmos our very
lives depend on those fixed loci of past anturkithat leave
no room for the nominal existence of anything &fse

Depicting the past is relatively easier becausaiitbe known by articulating experiences the
reader can identify with, “its every contour islagt revealed for/what it was, but this can be
known only in the past®® Similarly, representing the future is possibleéese it is what can
be known once the reader is convinced by and asllierthe prescriptions provided by the
poet. However, determining the present, how thdeewill actually respond to the text is not
and cannot be known. Including the present of reads characterised by its “necessary
difficulty” because it signals where “(my)Self” emdnd “(an)Other” begins, thereby marking
the very limit of the known and the knowable.

According to Levinas, turning toward “(an)Other$ ito be open toward the
“unforeseeable futur@® which, as the full titléTotality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority
implies, exists outside of or beyond the totalitywy comprehensible, or graspable, time, the
“now here” of my present. Understood as the spétimporal position of “(an)Other,” the
future is unknown and unknowable because it is riwaa just the projection of possibilities
determined by either my past experiences or iraastiUnderstanding another person is to

grasp his/her interiority, the content of his/hensciousness that determines how s/he will
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respond in a particular situation. However, thisuldoresult in the merging of his/her
consciousness with my own and my interiority, myspective and past experiences, would
contain both mine and his/her’s, thereby makingatter part of myself and reducing his/her
alterity to categories of the same. For Levina#;@msciousness is plural since it emerges
from the face-to-face encounter between two diffeeand distant embodied subjects who are
exterior to each other, resulting in “a multiplicib being, which refuses totalisation but takes
form as fraternity and discours@Conversation is the commonplace required for this
encounter between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other,” theetl space of proximity. Levinas’
definition of ethics as “a calling into question tiie same...by the othe¥ requires
conversation to conceptualise it. Conversationasabout uncertainty reduction but about
exposing oneself to what exceeds the limits of Wratrrently do and potentially can know
that calls me into question and obligates me tavandor “(my)Self,” to respond to the
interpretation of the other and in doing so reafise“response-ability.” As Levinas explains,
“the relation with the Other, or Conversation.ais ethical relation...a teaching...because it
comes from the exterior and brings to me more titantain.”®® This phenomenon reveals that
the fundamental condition of self-consciousnesgligal and because of this condition
something new is possible. Conversation with “(a2h@D,” therefore, is to encounter that which
cannot be appropriated into “(my)Self” but neveldls is constitutive of my self-
consciousness as an ethical subject because itegque to realise my “response-ability” by
putting my interpretation into question and obliggtme to be answerable for it.

While plurality is crucial to proximity, Levinas @rguing for “a radical multiplicity,
distinct from numerical multiplicity®® where each individual is “one” and therefore simtb
every other “one.” Because “(an)Other” exceeds@mcept | have for him/her, its alterity is
the result of an uncontainable excess so that fptigity therefore implies an objectivity [or
exteriority] posited in the impossibility...of conjong the | and the non-I in a whole [or
totality].”®” However, this impossibility is not negative beaatise “primordial multiplicity [of
“(my)Self” and “(an)Other”] is observed within theery face-to-face that constitutes it. It is
produced in the multiple singularities and not ibeang exterior to this number who would

count the multiples®® Only in the experience of conversation can theltiple singularities”
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of “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” come into proximityW]here the alterity of the other does not
result from its identity but constitutes it...[as]h@t.”° Its alterity results not simply from
his/her being different to or distant from “(my)Bdbut in its exteriority, what exceeds my
own perspective and past experiences and prev@mgOther” being appropriated by reducing
him/her to the categories of the same used to stadet “(my)Self,” a surplus “exceeding the
limits”19° of the known and knowable that demarcate “(my)S&Hn)Other” is the “pragmatic
and kinetic future” due to his/her irreducible datie By extension of this logic, the reader is
“(an)Other” who is unknown and ultimately unknowald the poet, someone who inhabits a
different and distant spatial-temporal position ploet can only gesture toward as he responds
to a potential reader in poetic discourse, thahispnversation.

TP rather appropriately contains the first instantevbat Ashbery terms the “other
tradition,” the “unrelated happenings that formiadkof sequence/.../according to an inner
necessity of their own” and have a “living aspetttat has never been examined but has
“developed/parallel to the classic truths of défly.” 19 This phrase is particularly significant
as it was the first stage in the genealogy thatideal the title for his “Charles Eliot Norton
Lectures,”Other Traditions Between “The Other Tradition” and “Other Traditgd Ashbery
termed it “Another Tradition? which suggests he is not concerned with otheramtjqular
authors but instead identifying that there alwaxiste a different way of doing things, a way
of being different that is not always assimilabkecéuse it remains troublingly other despite
our efforts to comprehend it. In these lecturesdmentrates on the “certifiably minor poets”
John Clare, Thomas Lovell Beddoes, Raymond Rousslehy Wheelwright, Laura Riding and
David Schubert who “are not...of the centre stage’@ne more importantly of the “jump-start
variety,” those he “reads habitually in order to gfarted,” those he turns to “when [he] really
need[s] to be reminded yet again of what poetty#8In a body of work that is oriented toward
“(an)Other,” his comments on the poets he readsdvance and responds to suggest he is
delineating and positioning himself within “(an)@r” Tradition” founded on “response-
ability” and proximity, a tendency that has goneamognised because it so closely parallels
“the classic truths of everyday life” and consedlyemakes poetry or poiesis, the making of

poetry, a fundamental activity of living in the slovorld of others.
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Three features define Ashbery’s “(an)Other’ Tramtt” Firstly, Clare achieves a sense
of encounter because of the “sudden, surprisirigdédistance between poet and reader [that]
is in proportion to the lack of distance betweenpgbet and the poem; he is the shortest distance
between poem and readéf*He also continually “re-insert[s himself] in [thpiesent...[by]
re-establishing ‘now.’% Clare represents for Ashbery the ability to stageencounter
between the poet and the reader as embodied ssibybot occupy a “now here,” the unique
present they inhabit, through the commonplace@ptiem, the shortest distance between them
that is the lived space of proximity. Similarly, lsel is championed for having nothing to say
yet still saying it and creating a “totally neutraédium for the ‘nothing’ he is telling us” that
brings “us face to face with...the now where anytheag and must happen, thecus Solus
[lonely place] where writing beginsg® Again, the “now here” as a place of beginning agai
where composition and interpretation as a furtleeroh composition begins, is foregrounded
to make the writing and reading of poetry “someghike daily life as it is actually lived:®’
Secondly, Ashbery focuses on Beddoes’ dramatiarfeads, which provide “a place where he
can test approaches to lit€and which “require a specially trained audiencae do “the
practical questions they pos€?His reading of Schubert affirms the performatiapacity of
“response-ability” since “the ideal situation ftyetpoet is to have the reader speak the poem”
because the poems consist “of speaking of whatatdoensaid to the person | want to sayif.”

A conversation is possible between the poet andeth@ers who utter the poem from multiple
points of view to create a multiplicity of possiklgerpretations, thus “transform[ing] the
mundane experience” of writing and reading a pogmo‘one of life’s major points” because
it reveals the “first philosophy” of ethical encaanbetween “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” that
occurs through conversati@nd poetic discoursét! Thirdly, Riding’s poetry is assessed in
terms of its difficulty, how her poems are to besraad, which exploits the fact that “no poem
can ever hope to produce the exact sensation im @ve reader that the poet intend&d.”
Ashbery quite tellingly posits the “reader/critieyfaking both interchangeable to suggest that
every act of interpretation is a further compositior which s/he is answerable. He also
explains how our “inability to understand it doed affect [our] assessments of its beauty or
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ugliness,*3that is, its aesthetic validity, which is always axiological issue for Ashbery.
Such difficulty “demands more attention and attsriess” because the poems require “some
previous adjustment or tuning** Her poems are characterised by a “necessaryutifichat
demands a different type of attention or increaattentiveness to oneself as an embodied,
answerable subject in the social world of othershi#ery’s preference for poems that require
“special treatment’...writing that isn’'t simple, wieethere is more than at first meets the
eye® extends to his reading of Wheelwright, whose poanesdefined by their “repeated
stretching toward opposite poles wherein he stogisghort of closure!*® Contradictions are
not resolved and opposites are not reconciled lsecetheelwright provides choices for his
readers, opportunities for them to become respereind responsible subjects that respond to
his “call to social action...[in the form of] a cadl all human action*’

All of the primary characteristics identified thizg to explain Ashbery’s “poethics of
proximity” also define his ““(an)Other” Traditionfiow the necessarily difficult poems require
a different kind of attention, a new way of writiggnd reading, because they provide the
occasion for an encounter between the poet ang#uaker in conversation that enacts the ethical
encounter between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” in theed space of proximity. As Ashbery
demonstrates, ““(an)Other” Tradition” that “pard#}...daily life” has always existed but by
articulating an ethics of writing and reading poeassommonplaces inhabited by the poet and

the reader poetry becomes “poethic,” enacting aofdiying in the real world.

(4.5) The “Poethics” of Ekphrasis

That Ashbery chooses a self-portrait as the subjetis most detailed ekphrastic poem is not
accidental, especially if we consider how lookitgParmigianino’s painting visualises the

face-to-face encounter between “(my)Self” and “@her,” and how ekphrasis itself literalises
the fact that interpretation (analysing a paintiisg) further composition (writing a poem about
it), an example of poetic discourse based on caati®n. More importantly perhaps is that the

consistent concern in the eponymous poem fi®RCM is the “representation of (self)
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representation.'® As Ashbery understands it at least, self-repregiem, like self-
consciousness, involves interacting with the imetiggions of others and responding to the
guestions they pose to answer for myself. In tarsse it does not correspond to a pronoun, to
the self-contained “I,” but is rather a “pro(ced¥m@un,” part of an ongoing, open-ended
conversation in which I am questioned by the imeaiions of others that exceed the limits of
the known and knowable circumscribing “(my)Self'daobligated to realise my “response-
ability.” The ekphrastic poem highlights interpéita, thus emphasising the sense of
interpellation that makes language crucial to ttiecal encounter between “(my)Self” and
“(an)Other.” In addition to responding to precediuriterances, the poem is always addressed
to a not predetermined interlocutor in the futlsemeone who cannot be called by name
because s/he is unknown and unknowable to the gpibetjs “(an)Other.”

Ashbery’s decision to use ekphrasis to highligig taesthethic” issues surrounding
self-representation is crucial to him developingadirthe features identified in the preceding
collection to finally realise a “poethics of proxiyi in a single poem for two reasons. Firstly,
ekphrasis is not a poetic form but a “rhetoricéliaiion and set of practices that offer non-
prescriptive possibilities™® thus making it particularly suited to articulatimg ethics of
writing and reading poetry. In other words, it isliacursive strategy. Ashbery immediately
comes full circle in his description of Parmigianis painting (Fig. 5), identifying the same
combination of “reticence!®’ the word itself is included in “SPCM,” and acceattan from

“Some Trees” in how:

...Parmigianino did it, the right hand

Bigger than the head, thrust at the viewer

And swerving easily away, as though to protect
What it advertise$!

This circularity, or return to source, is also imjpat to how Ashbery uses ekphrasis, elsewhere

“beseech[ing Parmigianino to] withdraw that han@g©it no longer as shield or greeting,/The
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shield of a greeting®? and in doing so evoking the first example of elgsis: Homer's

description of Achilles’ shield ifliad.

(Fig. 5) ParmigianinoSelf-Portrait in a Convex

Mirror (1524)

Returning to source also means James Heffernadisctige definition of ekphrasis as the
“verbal representation of visual representattéfis eschewed in favour of its etymological
meaning “to speak outek (out) phrasis(to speak)) and its traditional rhetorical funatido
articulate the experience of a person, place ogtim such a way that a reader who never
encountered the work in question can share indkperience, “This past/ls now here: the
painter's/Reflected face, in which we lingéf*This return makes ekphrasis perfectly suited
to articulating an ethics of reading and writing®a on the principle of conversation because
“to speak is to make the world common, to creataroonplaces?®to create a “now here.”
The ekphrastic poem, therefore, is such a commoapteccupying a place between the visual
and the verbal but also transforming poiesis, taking of poetry, into the performative act of
creating commonplaces, occasions of encounter petvtiee poet and the artist, and by
extension the poet and the reader, that enactettfjps of proximity,” the lived experience of

an ethical relation between “(my)Self” and “(an)&th
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In speaking out to create a commonplace, the ekpbrpoem embodies the crucial
function language itself performs in this ethicelation. It makes one’s world common,
opening one’s perspective and past experiencasg®etf and to the other, thus accomplishing
“the primordial putting in commont2® Language does not simply “exteriorise a represienta
pre-existing in me: it puts in common a world hitkamnine” and is a “first action...that inserts
us into the world, with the risks and hazards b&etion,” thereby “answer[ing] to the face of
the Other or...question[ing] him[/her to open]...thegpective of the meaningfut?’ While
the material details of the ekphrastic settingfaregrounded, “Vienna where the painting is
today, where/l saw it with Pierre in the summef®69; New York/Where | am now® and
how “we must get out of it even as the public/Islpng through the museum now so as to/Be
out by closing time¥?the ekphrastic poem can never properly recreateathual place.
Consequently, the site is “transformed from a ptaislocation to a discursivé® one, a
commonplace made in language, or more specificdlhpugh poetic discourse. Using
Parmigianino’sSelf-Portrait in a Convex Mirrodemonstrates Levinas’ assertion that “the face
speaks” because the “manifestation of the fackeady discourse,” as Ashbery describes the
“gloss on the fine/Freckled skin, lips moistenedhasigh about to part/Releasing speelch.”
Like language itself, the ekphrastic poem “presesanterlocutors, a pluralit}? because
the poet is responding to something that prece@eddmposition, “as Parmigianiraid it.”
Ashbery is writing in response to the painter'®iptetation, contemplating “the silence in the
studio as he considers/Lifting the pencil to thégertrait” and the “many people [who] came
and stayed a certain time” according to his pespeand past experiences, “I think of the
friends/Who came to see me, of what yesterday/\las'1*3 The ekphrastic poem captures
“the ethical condition or essence of language” beeait relies on both “expression and
responsibility.”34 In writing an ekphrastic poem, the poet is obkghato realise his/her
“response-ability” because in the “relationshiphwihe Other that is cast in the relation of

language...the essential is the interpellation, theative. 3° Ashbery’s use of a self-portrait
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in which the face of “(an)Other” is foregrounded kaa the ekphrastic poem crucial to
understanding this sense of interpellation, howthee opens the primordial discourse whose
first word is obligation,” the conversation thatbtmges [my] entering into discourse” that
cannot be “evade[d] by silencé®® By including the interpretations of art criticsjch as
Giorgio Vassari's identification ddelf Portrait..’s mimetic qualities, “Francesco one day set
himself/To take his own portrait, looking at hinfdel that purpose/In a convex mirror.../...he
set himself/With great art to copy all that he sawhe glass,**” and Sydney Freedberg'’s
comment, that “Realism in this portrait/No longeoguces an objective truth, bub&arria .

.. .I...1...[that] retain[s]/A strong measure of ideéakuty,*® Ashbery’s “SPCM” captures the
poet entering into conversation with others, resipogto their interpretations and answering
for himself by expressing his own. While Parmigrais Self-Portrait..as the subject of
Ashbery’'s “SPCM” helps us conceptualise the ethicapetus behind the face-to-face
encounter, it also reminds us that a literal enteuin the poem is impossible, “...the soul is
a captive.../...unable to advance much farther/ Tham j@ok as it intercepts the pictur&®

it can only occur in discourse, entering into casaéon with “(an)Other” who puts me into
guestion by resisting my interpretations and oliigame to realise my “response-ability” by
answering for myself.

If ekphrasis exploits the ethical condition of laage to illustrate how poetry can be
informed by the same principle of interpellation dariresponse-ability” motivating
conversation between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” rthesecondly, such poems also
demonstrate how an encounter with what is othpossible in poetry. According to W. J. T.
Mitchell’s description of ekphrasis as the “gemenihich texts encounter their own semiotic
‘others,”1%% the ekphrastic poem has a certain ethical imperdiiecause it does not just
resemble the self-other relation but is the fundaalemodel of this encounter. More
importantly, the engagement with otherness origltes “not determined systematically or a
priori, but in specific contexts of pragmatic applion,***in the “working through” of the
encounter between text and image, and by extessiband other, in the acts of writing and,
as will be seen, reading an ekphrastic poem. “SP&M’third term since it is the ekphrastic

depiction of Parmigianino’s “reflection, of whichhd portrait/ls the reflection once
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removed,”'*? the commonplace of encounter between apparent sippp otherwise
understood as the lived space of proximity betwéay)Self” and “(an)Other.” However, the
poem also utilises ekphrasis as a “universal grieaf poetics®**3to affirm the importance of
absence in how we engage with otherness, how whtraigcounter “(an)Other,” in a poem.
Because the complete verbal re-presentation oélestperience is impossible, “the ekphrastic
encounter in language is purely figurative. Thegmacannot literally come into view*
unlike, for example, the verbal and visual encomtkat occur in “imagetexts” such ake
Vermont Notebogkhe collaboration between Ashbery and the pogtt@aloe Brainard that
immediately preceded the publicationS®CM The other of the text, the image, can never be
properly present, it exists only as “a potent abseor a fictive, figural present?®

In “SPCM,” Parmigianino’sSelf-Portrait... presents such a “presenced absence” but
Ashbery heightens the difficulty by emphasising #thical imperative behind his use of
ekphrasis. Just as Parmigianino’s painting arrestoccasion of its composition, Ashbery’s
poem catches him in the act of not only interpgetihe painting but responding to
Parmigianino who is literally absent yet figuratiweresent as the subject of the self-portrait.
This relation between the poet and the painteradermore difficult to portray because self-
portraiture is informed by Levinas’ argument tha presence of the other is qualified by a
certain absence, it's a face “whose presence isagily an absencé? The self-portrait, the
face of Parmigianino, is the source of radical othss that interpellates Ashbery. According
to Levinas, the face “determines a relationshifed#int from that which characterises all our
sensible experience¥” because it at once denotes a particular, embaglibgect who is
present but also a source of radical othernesssthat present. Levinas calls this “imperialism
of the same” because it “consists in negating asessing the non-mé?® Appropriately,
Ashbery does not mimetically describe Parmigiarsrfate but rather enacts the experience of
encountering it, exploiting the ethics of ekphrdsisnded on the fact that the poem does not,
cannot, appropriate the painting, therefore, thegen in this case the face of Parmigianino, is
“(an)Other,” both a particular person and a sowfceadical otherness. An ekphrastic poem
whose subject is a self-portrait perfectly captimes the face of another person confirms that

the world is seen from innumerable different pecsipes informed by experiences otherwise
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inaccessible to me and why language, why enterit@ygonversation with another person, is
necessary because through it | am called to esmamainment in and the consensus of my
singular point of view, how “it is certain that/\\thia beautiful seems so only in relation to a
specific/Life, experienced or not* Because of “The distance [and difference] between
[them],” >0 Parmigianino is a source of otherness that capa@roperly represented because
he exceeds all categories of the same determinefishigery’s experiences, “he overflows
absolutely every idea [he] can have of hittt1t also demonstrates the “necessary difficulty”
of ekphrasis because it is impossible to determinere the poetic ends or begins in relation
to the other artistic text. Ekphrasis enacts aadqaiactice since by its nature it “opens into
networks of social encounter within and beyondtbbendaries of the poer? that includes

at least one other than “I.” In this sense, it barseen as enacting how one might respond to
others in a way that constitutes him/her as arcatlubject. As a poem in which interpretation
is a further act of composition, it shows how oealises his/her “response-ability” by reading
someone else’s work, how one can write a resporainkresponsible ethical subject into
existence within the social world of others by wey one reads. “We live from acts — and from
the very act of being...What | do and what | amatithe same time th&iom whichl live” >3

and according to Ashbery’s “poethics,” writing arehding poetry are just such constitutive

acts.

(4.6) Face-to-Face with Ashbery

If aesthetic experience, how one encounters angbnels to a particular artwork, can be
considered a source of individuation, a means d&imgd'l” different from “you,” then its most
suitable symbol is the human face due to its umgss, irreducibility and untransferability. In
its physical uniqueness, the face of Parmigianiisod’ sign of the individuality,” of the
difference, of another person and “is simultanepsgimbolic of the originality, difference,

polyphony, and veracity of art> Accordingly, as Ashbery posits it in “SPCM,” thesthetic
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experience of poetry involves a face-to-face entayufiit is a facing toward one another, a
proximity of faces which reveals the one to theeofA>® Therefore, the face of Parmigianino
is more than just an image, it reveals “(an)Othédrjhtimates in the same way art and, as
Ashbery hopes to, poetry intimates. He writes anptiet is, like Parmigianino’s self-portrait,
revealing of the other and in being so demandsdhder to engage face-to-face with that
potentiality. Since “it is only in approaching tiher that | attend to myself...that | expose
myself to the questioning of the Other” which “enders me for responsibility;* the type of
attention involved required for an ekphrastic parout a self-portrait is concurrent with the
ethics of writing and reading poetry that Ashbergivances. As Levinas explains,
“attention...[is] not a refinement of consciousnelsgt consciousness itself...Attention is
attention to something because it is attentionoimeone.*>’ If attention is “consciousness
itself,” how we pay attention to others determittes type of person we are. Therefore, how
Ashbery reads Parmigianino is crucial to the ethesdvances. This emphasis on attention to
someone other than “(my)Self’ reveals that “theadeeading is inscribed upon the ekphrastic
text and serves as its basic...presupposition’esine “reader of the literary text must read and
interpret the reading process of the writer, winotuirn reads and interprets a visual téxg.”
More importantly, “in reading the poet reading dmeot text, we...as readers have the
opportunity to get a glimpse of how we redef bf how and to what we pay attention to, thus
realising self-consciousness. In reading, therefare find ourselves...but only in the language
of the other.2®® That is, only by entering into conversation witle poet as “(an)Other” in the
commonplace, the lived space of proximity, madeldmguage, can | hope to attain self-
consciousness of “(my)Self’ as a reader, as an dimaboethical subject who has realised
his/her “response-ability.”

That Ashbery intends his own “SPCM” to perform slaene function as Parmigianino’s
does for him is apparent when he describes howréeze like the turning of a page/Brings
back your face®! Like the painter, he captures the occasion ofolis interpretation as
composition so accurately “that you could be fooled a moment/Before you realise the
reflection/isn’t yours.”%2 The eponymous poem is Ashbery's self-portrait afike
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Parmigianino’s does for him, it allows whoeverngerpreting it to perform his/her own act of
self-representation, to author “(my)Self” becau$be words are only speculation/(From the
Latin speculummirror).”®In an identical manner to the poet, the readendant to author
his/her own self-portrait by responding to Ashbasy‘(an)Other,” a source of otherness who

is both present and absent:

...the ald of me
Is seen to be supplanted by the strict
Otherness of the painter in his
Other room'%

Replacing “painter” with “poet” and “Other room” thi the “now here” of the poem’s
composition reveals how the ekphrastic encountewden Ashbery and Parmigianino, “the

painter's/Reflected face, in which we lingéfmakes “you notice life*8 it is:

...a metaphor
Made to include us, we are a part of it and
Can live in it as in fact we have ddfie

and must continue to do if the ethics of writinglaeading poetry he articulates is to have
“poethical” implications. Ultimately, how Ashbergads Parmigianino, how he realises his
“response-ability” in the face-to-face encountettlod aesthetic event, is how we might read
Ashbery and in doing so author “(my)Self” by resgimig to “(an)Other.” As with ekphrasis,

when the reader interprets Ashbery’s “SPCM” s/hevigles a further composition similarly

informed by a “poethics of proximity,” s/he writaa ethical subject into existence in the way
s/he reads and responds to the poet. Parmigiarfa@sconfronts the poet with an irreducible,

inassimilable otherness:

an unfamiliar stereotype, the face
/.1
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...[that] looks like everything

We have forgotten, | mean forgotten
Things that don’t seem familiar when
We meet them again, lost beyond telling,
Which were ours onceé®

Ashbery’s self-portrait, “a bitter impression ofsaémce, which as we know involves presence,”
is meant to do the same for the reader, meanirighbaconversation, the call and response,
between poet and reader is not about uncertaidtycten, quite the opposite in fact:

...This alys

Happens, as in the game where

A whispered phrase passed around the room
Ends up as something completely different.

It is the principle that makes works of art so kali
What the artist intended. Often he finds

He has omitted the thing he started out to say
in the first placé®

Just as | cannot predict or control the other duthie unforeeablenessf his reaction,*’® the
painter cannot control what happens to his paintagnot determine how “(an)Other” in the
“pragmatic, kinetic future” will respond to iBuch explicit dependency on the interpretation
of another person means the poet cannot have atajntg about something as basic as the
content of his poem, thereby signalling the congphetgation of his singular authority during
the poem’s composition in favour of making each ssguent interpretation a further
composition because it produces “something comlledéferent” to “What the artist
intended.™’! This otherwise aesthetic encounter has importdnica implications that

irrevocably thicken Ashbery’s poetics with an “h:”

...Is there anything
To be serious about beyond the otherness
That gets included in the most ordinary
Forms of daily activity, changing everything
Slightly and profoundly, and tearing the matter
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Of creation, any creation, not just artistic cieat
Out of our hands, to install it on some monstroesyr
Peak, too close to ignore, too far

For one to intervene? This otherness, this
“Not-being-us” is all there is to look at

In the mirrot’?

Ashbery’s text, the speculative words, is a miplaiced before the reader, who confronts an
irreducible, inassimilable otherness to which simest respond and in doing so compose
his/her own self-portrait. Creation here refersbtih the aesthetic activitgnd the act of
creating, or authoring, a self, or put alternagysklf-representation is the correlative of self-
consciousness. Consequently, the act of creatipgsited by Ashbery is like any other action
performed during one’s daily activities of actimgand interacting with the social world of
others, that is, it precludes “(my)Self’ as an &lio subject because it means engaging with
the otherness of “(an)Other” that constitutes thbjexct in the first place. It is the “first
philosophy” that occurs in the commonplace of theefto-face encounter, the lived space of
proximity. Like Levinas’ ethics, Ashbery’s “poetisitis an “optics,*’® a way of seeing beyond
the totality of the singular, autotelic self, wiits categories of the same that reduce all
differences to its self-centered ontology, and talxthe social world of others, learning that
“(my)Self” is never alone but always already endetng “(an)Other.”

Without Parmigianino’Self-Portrait.., Ashbery’s insistence on the crucial role played
by the face-to-face encounter between “(my)Selfl §an)Other” in all acts of self-authoring
could not have been so committed. Neverthelessettperience is purely aesthetic and visual,
which differs significantly from the experience pfoximity possible in a poetic text.
Therefore, it functions only as an analogue forfloe-to-face encounter between the poet and

the reader as respective others in the commonplabe text:

Each person
Has one big theory to explain the universe
But it doesn’t tell the whole story
And in the end it is what is outside him
That matters, to him and especially to us
Who have been given no help whatever
In decoding our own man-size quotient and must rely
On second-hand knowled¢#.
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Unlike Parmigianino, whose convex mirror allows tasithe composing subject to see himself
as the interpreted object in the environment habith, situated amongst “A few leaded panes,
old beams,/Fur, pleated muslit’> Ashbery cannot be both subject and object, hispsetrait
requires at least two perspectives, his own ancesatimer’s “second-hand knowledge.” Such
reliance on another person’s perspective, an exigrio supplement one’s own interiority and
help “tell the whole story,” is best explained ugsiBakhtin’s “excess of seeing’®the fact
that:

When | contemplate a whole human being who is &thautside...me, our concrete,
actually experienced horizons do not coincide.&a@ach given moment, regardless of
the position and the proximity to me of this othemman being whom | am
contemplating, | will always see and know somethiirag he...cannot see himself: parts
of his body that are inaccessible to his own gdhe.world behind his back, and a
whole series of objects and relations, which..aa@essible to me but not to him...this
ever-present excess of my seeing...in relatiomyoadher human being is founded on
the uniqueness and irreplaceability of my placthéworld!’’

This "excess of seeing” confirms the importanceussideness for Bakhtin, or in this case, for
a Bakhtinian understanding of "aesthethic" actjvsimce we cannot author ourselves because
we cannot see ourselves from within the self, aeK'lany approach to ourselves from outside
the self.*’® Another person is required who "has a unique joosiof outsideness* that
engenders an "excess of seeing" due to my inaliityproperly see myself within my
immediate environment, the impossibility of expedmg "I" as just another object amongst
others. The reader provides the “excess of seethg,éxteriority that exceeds the interiority
of the poet, because s/he is informed by the cistantes of the unique spatial-temporal
position s/he inhabits and from which s/he intettae poet in his/her environment. As he
explains, it “is very difficult to decide at cemamoments what the ideal reader is going to
know about and what he isn't going to know abdf.The reader’'s “excess of seeing”
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prevents him/her being appropriated by the poetaategories of the same, it allows the reader
to retain his/her alterity as “(an)Other” becausgher perspective remains inaccessible to the
poet.

Due to the nature of the aesthetic event, Parmigiacannot respond to Ashbery, the
encounter is one-sided, hence his request thapdhger “withdraw that hand,/Offer it no
longer as shield or greetingf! because he is confined to the past, “cold podRéts/
remembrance®®? and cannot inhabit the “now here” with Ashberyis Ksoul is a

captive.../...unable to advance much farther/.../...[ih ha stay where it is*83

Longing to be free, outside, but it must stay
Posing in this place. It must move
As little as possible. This is what the portraigs&”

In the poem as an event, on the other hand, thecdlresponse between the poet and the
reader is possible because Ashbery’s “past/Is newe,i® “New York/Where | am now,
which is a logarithm/Of other cities®® it is potentially any place. The reader is “(arh@t

for Ashbery, an absence and a preseticeshose interpretation in the “pragmatic and kimet
future” he respondsn order to answer for himself, to write himseltdnexistence as a
heteronomic yet non-appropriative ethical subjBgicause the reader cannot be known to
Ashbery, only proximity is possible. Ashbery entet® communication as proximity with his
reader where the intention is not uncertainty rédacbut the ethical encounter between
“(my)Self” and “(an)Other:”

But we know it cannot be sandwiched

Between two adjacent moments, that its windings
Lead nowhere except further tributaries

And that these empty themselves into a vague
Sense of something that can never be known
Even though it seems likely that each of us
Knows what it is and is capable of
Communicating it to the othé?’
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Because it will be changed by each subsequentngatiie actual content of the poem is not
as important as the act of communication itse#,ffoment of interacting with another person
beyond my limits of the known and knowable. Thiggestion of communicating the unknown
gestures toward what subsequently replaces Levethgs of the face-to-face encounter, the
saying and the said, which, as will be seen laarentral to Palmer’s “poethics.” The reader’s
projected interpretation obligates Ashbery to explamself, to realise his “response-ability”
by writing a poem and in doing so authoring a sEffat Ashbery does not try to prescribe
particular readings or coerce his readers intoraggya particular perspective is proof that he
does not appropriate the other, he does not rduatieer alterity by assimilating the other into
the categories of the same through which he perseand makes sense of the world, thereby
writing an ethical subject into existence.

However, since Ashbery’s “SPCM” is supposed tovallehoever is interpreting it to
compose his/her own self-portrait, it is a “momentattention,*® an occasion that calls
readers’ attention to how they make, or authomtgedves through the acts they perform when
responding to another person in the commonpladhetext. The reader must respond to
Ashbery as “(an)Other,” that is, without completatientifying with him or reducing his
alterity by trying to understand the world from hisique perspective, hence him being
consistently “reluctant as any landscape/To yighdtare laws of perspectivé® Ultimately,
we must “miss each othéP? because “SPCM” is “a gauge of the weather, whickrench
is/Le tempsthe word for time.*®! Like any other poem, it can be used to determimee t
environment or times in which it was written bugripaps more importantly, it must be made
to correspond with the times in which it is read@written by the reader who completes the
act of communication because as a material ted literally “sandwiched/Between two
adjacent moments? the two “now heres” inhabited by the poet and eea they encounter
each other in the lived space of proximity. Thedexas called to respond by Ashbery since he
inscribes further unknown and unknowable compasstimto his own text, “which/Follows a
course wherein changes are merely/Features of tiaew!®® This ethics of writing and
reading poetry, however, has practical applicatibns a “poethics,” because the actions

performed by such a responsive and responsiblea¢gubject are the same as those performed
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when one acts in and interacts with the social dvarl others, they are all “the most
ordinary/Forms of daily activity?® Responding to the interpretations of “(an)Othefiow
challenges my singular interpretation of our situatn order to answer for myself while never
appropriating him/her is to enact a “first philobgy it is to write a non-appropriative,
heteronomic subject into existence constitutedreggonse-ability” during the experience of
proximity, the encounter between “(my)Self’ andrff@ther” as different and distant subjects

that occurs in the commonplace of conversatiomdhis case, the event of the poem.

Conclusion: The Shield of a Greeting

Despite the reader’s best efforts, s/he can nexagyeply comprehend Ashbery, but this is
precisely the point because the epistemologicaéaspf understanding him can never be
separated from the problematic ontological issueappropriating “(an)Other” into the
categories of the same through which “(my)Selfemptets the world and his/her position
within it. Just as he “beseech[es Parmigianinowtithdraw that hand,/Offer it no longer as
shield or greeting,/The shield of a greeting,” Ashbtoo withdraws his hand. This is not due
to an inability to self-disclose, as will be seethwPalmer, but a decided unwillingness and
refusal due to a persistent reticence for persandlpolitical reasons. While he does extend a
gesture toward the reader, intimating the posgibdi a handshake due to his reliance on
another’s “secondtand knowledge,®° they ultimately “miss each othet®® The potential to
“touch, love, explain®’ identified at the beginning of Ashbery’s explooati of self-
representation is never actualised. To encountbbé&y as an “(an)Other,” to experience
proximity, he can never be properly grasped, aedkfice and distance remains to prevent a
complete identification either of or with Ashberydaensure his constitutive alterity is
preserved. Miscomprehension, therefore, is cruoiany attempt at “self-representation” for
Ashbery because it ensures, even forever proldhigdonging, calling out for someone else’s
interpretation to pose a question and interrupt abiotelic subject. Consequently, it also
affords the reader both the permission and theyatitin to realise his/her “response-ability,”

to answer Ashbery’s call as someone who remaingamik and unknowable, thus writing
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“(my)Self” into existence as a responsive and rasfiide reader. The experience of proximity
engendered by his work is always a lived experigacpoethics” readily applicable to how
“(my)Self” acts in and interacts with the social ndoof others. As with Parmigianino for
Ashbery, the poet is not empirically availablehe teader, he is an absence and a presence, at
once the face of a particular persordevery other person, such that our response inrtw “
here” of the poem is both particular to the textuadasion of reading but also a performed act
with consequences in the extratextual world foicWh(my)Self” is answerable. The difficulty

of his work should not detract from the fact thatdoes extend a gesture toward the reader,
the “other | with which we begart?® as he turns his attention toward him/her in coratéa.
How one decides to respond, with either a shielé greeting, is secondary to the act of
responding itself, acknowledging Ashbery as “(ahgdt and, in turning his/her “attention to
you,”*®® representing “(my)Self’ as a responsive and resiptm subject through his/her
performed acts. If “everything is surfac&® as Ashbery proposes, his “words are only
speculation/(From the Latspeculummirror).” This ensures the surface he createsiésthat
reflects the reader’'s own speculations and unceisi regarding what it means to act in and
interact with the social world of others as an @hisubject. As a result, the difficulty is
necessary because it prolongs the experience xihpitg to what is unknown and unknowable,
posing a question to “(my)Self” that interrupts atgempt at self-representation and ensuring

“response-ability” is realised.
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Part Il: “Difficult but not Impossible:” The Saying of the
Said in Michael Palmer

The eponymous, concluding poemSrimmediately orders whoever is reading it to “Write
This,” to articulate the “secrets beyond the bouiedaof speech,” and to “Say This,” to
enunciate a “poem...called What Speaking Means td’ SHpwever, Palmer’s imperative to
the reader simply extends his own vocation, theficah an unknown and unknowable source
outside the self that expresses nothing but irrallyccalls one’s attention to a possible way
of living. The collections up to and including tieogathered together ©A, NEL, FF andS,
are his response to the calling to write and shis,t a deceptively simple task because it
“return[s us] to where it [all] began,” to when Weever used words, never/knew arfy.”
Writing as saying, or saying as writing, “this” &grounds the various commitments involved
in self-articulation prior to any consideration the semantic content of what is written or
spoken, to what is “beyond the boundaries of spééahvhat speaking itself says. Signifying
my presence as a subject amongst innumerable ailiersiot only permit but obligate my
“response-ability” necessitates the difficult taghiving according to an ethical sensibility, of
being attentive toward others before | attend t@eify For this reason, “poetry is a form of
listening”3 prior to the writing or saying of “this,” th&here | am.* Both the “making and
the receiving [of poetry] are forms of listening..da unknown language found everywhere
among our daily words, in the current of our comrmapaech.” “Reading [and writing poetry,
therefore,] has never been separate from living. [Hfon],”® they are the vital activities that
open-up the autotelic subject and make it heteratiamake it responsive and responsible.
For someone who places such ethical significancthese activities, his work often
seems preoccupied with exposing the failures ojdage and our attendant incapacities to
express, comprehend or explain either ourselvestloers. Palmer’s poetry, however, is
informed by what he terms a “scientific/silendayot careless omissions or conceited erasures
but a carefully constructed oeuvre wherein the issgwlity of reading and writing in any
conventional sense is proclaimed in order to fayegd the possibility of listening.

! Michael Palmer, “Sun,CA, 233-234.

2 Michael Palmer, “A Souvenir of JapaiGA, 150.

3 Michael Palmer, “Poetry and Contingency,” 54.

4 Levinas,OTB. 143.

5 Palmer, “Poetry and Contingency,” 54.

6 Michael Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Thomasdbar,” 286.
" Palmer, “Sun,'CA, 234.
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Furthermore, he writes on “Pages which accept kg dmevealing the inherent difficulty
experienced when composing and interpreting simeempty spaces that accompany his often
sparse, condensed and muted poems suggest thaiswiwdf cannot and must not be said is
equally important to what is said. In his scathiegew ofS, William Logan, more than likely
despite his best intentions, highlights a crucspest of Palmer’'s poetics by arguing that
“reading [him] is like listening to serial music’hd his “language is frequently reduced to
surface gestures.Palmer admits there is an undeniable “musicaligt the poetry....tends

toward” as it:

build[s] up a rather dense harmonic structure tblegfins to constellate meanings, not
simply on its own but meanings’ relationships. Magg’ rhymes...It points you
backward and forward; it takes away linearity.|#oasubverts intent in an interesting
way, and creates its own intention, and overcorheslimits of one’s momentary
thinking by announcing that these two things, s@fart, go together...it can challenge
the apparent and multiply meanings, take us beydrat we thought we were talking
about to something more like a subject that reviaédf as you go along — which
interests me as a way to overcome my own habitscafght©

Musicality allows for a “particular poetic logicahseems to have a dimension of thought to it
that’s less available in other forms of discoursei¢h that the “juxtaposition ¢dt andcat...is
made logical by the music but is countered by tge #self.”*! Approaching Palmer’s work
as a kind of serial music “demands from us an inntary responsiveness...a participation prior
to understanding'? a way of thinking otherwise as we give our at@mtio what is normally
silenced by our habitual thinking and listen to wha says prior to analysing the semantic
content of what is actually said. Palmer refer§ltoSphere [Thelonious Monk]...speaking in
the dark with his...hand$® to explain how listening “prior to understandingivolves
approaching language as gesture, a way of speakiagguage of the unsayable through
poiesis, a matter of the hands making the poengastliring toward another pers@signals
Palmer “closing Mr. Circle with a/single stroké?’suggesting this collection somehow
articulates the initiating acts that engender ki§articulation. Therefore, analysing what is

8 Ibid.

® William Logan,Reputations of the Tongue: On Poets and Pd&njnesville, FL: University Press of Florida,
1999), 46-47.

10 Michael Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Peter z5izThe Exact Change Yearbook No.etl. Peter Gizzi
(Manchester: Carcanet Press, 1995), 177.

11 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 290.

12Mc Donald, 24.

13 Palmer, “Sun,CA, 235.

14 bid, 233.
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said in subsequent collections is secondary to rstel@ling how he negotiates the various
ethical commitments involved in writing and sayitigs” in the first place.

The difficulty of Palmer’s work has resulted in tbrgtical commonplace of including
him amongst the Language poets, the self-styledtayardists who rose to prominence in the
seventies and eighties. The most in-depth studidgsowork to date, for example, Linda
Reinfeld’sLanguage Poetry: Writing as Resc{i®©92), Nerys WilliamsReading Error: The
Lyric and Contemporary Poetrf2007) and David Arnold’'$#oetry and Language Writing:
Objective and Surreal2007), determinatively classify him as a Langupget, despite his
numerous protestations regarding the “so-calleguage-oriented identity...[with] its possible
suggestion of a purely formal orientatidnand his wish “to mute the interest in [critical]
theory [and poststructuralist philosophy] that teen implies®® when used in connection to
the work of the founding poet-critics Charles Béeirs Ron Silliman, Bruce Andrews and
Barrett Watten. While | am not suggesting that Railostracises himself from his national and
historical contemporaries, his particular approachow and why someone writes and reads
poetry means he is admittedly more at home in ¢mepany of Friedrich Holderlin, Charles
Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud, Rainer Maria Rilke, P@elan, César Vallejo and Edmond
Jabes, who constitute an international genealogth@fmodern lyric that ignores national
borders and the consequent notions of nationdksttities and foreign languages because their
subject is the “daily word,” the “current of ourramon speech,” hence his insistence that while
he “learned language on this island but did noakme this island” and his claim to “writing
a book, not in my native languag¥.”Each poet focuses his attention on the “disimtiégn of
faith in the sign,” the “unravelling of the sign$ &nvolved with the unravelling of the subject,”
and the resultant “sense of doubt about the reiship between (within a sign, let's say, the
signifier and the signified) the acoustical image ¢he concept!® Their work ultimately tries
to articulate what cannot be written or spokenaimguage when understood as a vehicle for
self-expression and self-disclosure because tlogicarn is the inexpressible, the limits of
language itself and what happens beyond the bowsdaf what can be said personally,

politically and poetically.

15 Michael Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Keith TafhContemporary Literatur@0 (1989): 9.

16 | ee Bartlett,The Sun is But a Morning Star: Studies in West €Bagtry and Poetic§Albugquerque, NM:
University of New Mexico Press, 1989), 154.
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In this sense, Palmer, as Ward correctly observesite poetry before there was
Language in that his poetics originate in an attitude pcieg the Language poetahdin
terms of his attempt to articulate what lies owdsiide capacities of language, a significance
that precedes, even exceeds, what is written aoklesp Furthermore, his friendship with
Robert Duncan, whose high Romantic sensibility engged his own questioning of the
speaking subject, prevented complete assimiléidimanguage poetics, or any singular poetic
movement, by confirming the importance of a “symposof the whole” in which:

all the old excluded orders must be included. ®medle, the proletarian, the foreign;
the animal and vegetative; the unconscious andinkaown; the criminal and failure
— all that has been outcast and vagabond mushraiure admired in the creation of
what we consider we aré.

Following the example of Duncan, Palmer embodiseresibility toward difference emerging
in the sixties and seventies that finds probalsymbst explicit realisation in the ethnopoetic
anthologies of Jerome Rothenberg, who advancetti&a@eof a hypothetical worldwide body
of poetry that was equivalent in value to “combatltwal genocide in all of its
manifestations? Studying “bodies of work that reflected lives aabirations of politically
and socioeconomically underrepresented membefgoibrid’s many communities, as well
as underrepresented aspects (hidden social...hstot@lective origins, [etc]) of more
traditionally canonical versé® involved listening out for and responding to ofhéorgotten,
ignored or erased voices. The tendency of aligfabmer with the Language poets can be
understood since his concern for difference cooedp with the classical avant-garde position
these poets demarcated and resolutely inhabiteke them, he “extend[s] modernist
experimental traditions...[by engaging] with Left pigl commitments’but he is also
“unabashedly lyric[al].’?® His work combines a “hermeneutics of linguisticd gpolitical
suspicion [with] a penchant for...austere elegan@jfgesting a poet “committed to

interrogating codes and the limits of significatidrom the very beginning but who also

19 Geoff Ward,Language Poetry and the American Avant-Gagieele: Ryburn Press/British Association of
American Studies, 1993), 5.

20 Robert Duncan, “Rites of Participation,” 98.

21 Jerome Rothenberg and Dennis Tedlock, “Statenfdntention,” Alcheringa: Ethnopoetic (1970): 1.

22 Maria Damon, “EthnopoeticsPrinceton Encyclopaedia of Poetry and PoetiEsurth Edition, ed. Roland
Greene, et al (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UniveBityss, 2012), 463.

23 Robert Kaufman, “Lyric’'s Expression: Musicality,ofceptuality, Critical Agency,Cultural Critique 60
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“possesses an equal tendency toward the lyricflHis insistence on the necessity of this
lyrical sensibility as a way of responding to thgent need for a critique of the discursive
systems that subject us in both senses of the demmonstrates the futility of completely
aligning Palmer with the Language poets, whoseigargrinciple is the deconstruction of the
lyrical subject in their de-authorised work. Itimmportant to recognise that from the very
beginning, Palmer encourages his readers to “migbps] name™ and warns “Don't say his
name for him,?® a strange strategy for a poet so concerned wifrageulation. However,
this is neither a reductive attempt at self-eraquwe a self-othering but rather a way of
exploring the act of naming itself to determine gussibility of using language to increase
uncertainty, ensure miscomprehension, preventiittatton, and, by extension, make poetry
a space of impossibility where the personal andipal failures of language can be redeemed
and an ethical subject written into existence.

Throughout his various innovations, Palmer’'s poekeynonstrates how “writing is
also a kind of reading” in order to “question...the identity of the speaked reader and
listener, their interpenetration€® Unlike the Language poets, he is not concernedh wit
critiquing late-capitalism by reconfiguring the aebnship between the reader and the text.
Palmer goes even further by determining the vergsiility of poetry itself, its ability to
respond to the political urgencies of the periothaiit imposing equally proscriptive solutions,
to acknowledge the experiences of others withopt@piating them into the same categories
through which I interpret the world, and to opppsevalent socio-cultural discourses without
being oppositional. Palmer’s critique is considielavelled at “confessional expressionisfi,”

a particular method of writing and reading poeligticannot engage with otherness, difference,
alterity, etc., due to its inherent emphasissettdisclosure. For this reason, he pursues the
impossible poem, “a poem which does not exist! dl@olute poem...[that] certainly does not,
cannot exist® For Palmer, poetry is a space of impossibility vehee responds to the call of
“(an)Other,” the question that interrupts him asaatotelic subject. How he writes and reads
is a way of living in the social world of otherd,listening in order to articulate “(my)Self’ as

a responsive and responsible subject. Most impibytafPalmer's method of “close

24 Andrew Zawacki, “Relation Without Relation:’ Paém Celan, Blanchot,New German Critiqu&1 (2004):
117-118.

25 palmer, “Baudelaire SeriesCA, 164.
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writing...[as] close reading® results in a densely interwoven network of inteal

references intended to make his “poethics” explicit

| like the possibility of intertextuality. | am &ader, perhaps too much of one, and |
live to some degree in the book...Reading becomeextmsive with the other
experiences in my life...it is also a directive tmpke to go out and look [or listen to
what is outside the sefi}.

Palmer’s “poethics” means that he lives in thealogorld of others through the acts performed
when writing and reading poetry, how he self-atdtes. However, his call to the reader to
“write this” and “say this” indicates that he isuadly concerned with the reader realising

his/her “response-ability.” The difficulty of Palm® work is necessary because it confirms
there is always something personally and politycallstake in how and why we write and read
poetry. By listening “prior to understanding” weedfree to speak and become the things we
speak,®3 to articulate “(my)Self’ as a responsive and resjigle ethical subject in the social

world of others.

3! Bartlett, 155.
32 Michael Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Lee Betit 138.
33 palmer, “SunCA, 234.
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Chapter 5: Outside(r) Influence in Blake’s Newtonand
The Circular Gates

Palmer has always sought the counter-cultural, thhich is incompatible with, and
consequently excluded by, normative standards. “Thisnter tradition” exists “at the margins
of thought, as the poem so often does, and asdéeghl too often exists at the margins of
material society” and is consequently characterised by a “necesiiffigulty” because it
refers to the very limits of the known and knowalthe margins where a profound otherness
is encountered. He considers those associated thiish “counter-tradition” to canonical
mainstream poetry as being “outside, | meanside unpublished and unpublishabl&.”
Beginning with those excluded from the “Frost-Elfaiden core of officially accepted
Modernist poetry,? such as William Carlos Williams, HD, Gertrude 8&teEzra Pound and
Marianne Moore; he also includes the Objectivisiait Zukofsky, Charles Reznikoff, Lorine
Niedecker, George Oppen and Carl Rakosi, and theF&ncisco Renaissance poets Robert
Duncan, Jack Spicer and Robin Blaser. However, &aniOrigins (Plural),* as he terms
them, are not confined to his indigenous predeess3bis “counter-tradition” includes those
who pursue “a poetry that's demanding and commitaa poetry that engages all of one’s
being rather than being something like a decoctitture,”® as demonstrated by poets such as
Dante, Edmond éés, Friedrich Holderlin, Paul Cel@ésar Vallejo, Osip Mandelstam and
Marina Tsvetaeva. All these poets, to one extenaramther, “tend to be outside, in their
lifetimes, outside what becomes defined (very rdylghs the canonical mainstreafEor
Palmer, each is interested in “the possibility difeentirely given over to the poem o the
belief that poetry is a way of acting in and intéirag with the social world of others. As a
result, a radical reconfiguration of poetry ocduesause poiesis is no longer just about writing
and reading poems but also about poetry as ma&sg,performative action that demarcates
a space for outsiders, a space beyond the categiribe same where encounters with what is

normally considered “Other” are possible. Such acsgfor outsiders allows for what Palmer

Lbid.

2 Michael Palmer, “Counter-Poetics and Current Reagt244, author’'s emphasis.
3 Ibid, 237-238.

4 1bid, 237.

5 Ibid, 239.

6 Ibid, 245.
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terms a community that is “not so much definedraagined,® a community of differences
rather than sameness that precludes strategiestaioment and discourses of consensus.

Palmer refuses “to support any exclusionary auitation of focus or practice by a
particular group.® which often turns out to be as exclusive assuisversive. However, while
he deliberately positions himself as a completesidat from the beginning, Norman
Finkelstein is correct in suggesting that his ratmn to San Francisco in 1969 signalled the
“heir to some of [the] most important figures [dfet Renaissance] symbolically [coming]
home. ™ Consequently, his early work, especid@{ andCG, can be seen as being informed
by what Blaser identified as the “practice of otést! to explain Spicer’s poetics but which
Duncan and himself also practiced to varying esteBtaser’'s admission that he “come[s] to
poetry with a definite sense of foreignne$ss equally applicable to Spicer's poetics of
dictation and Duncan’s derivative poetics, as esamoved by a “desire...to write of that other,
outside world.® This requires recognising that poetry surpassgisigual authorial intention
and denies a singular perspective because it extieedhdividual and admits the outside, what
lies beyond the self, into the poem in its multipfenifestations as the unknown, the
indeterminate, the unintentional and, as will bensé(an)Other.” However, Palmer does not
just repeat the “practice of outside.” Instead éeonfigures it into a position of ekstasis, the
initial result of his interest in a “counter-tradit” of outsiders that, through the influence of
Duncan’s derivative poetics, eventually develops i “poethics of proximity” as a way of
living in the real world. He identifies a promineaxample of ekstasis in Duncan’s:

dialectical contention between creation and demeatform and void, being and non-
being...[as] the creative imagination struggleslessly to manifest itself, and by that,
paradoxically, to transcend the limits of the s@fpbliterate the self, to become other.
[Poetic work]...involves a form gfsych-osisa standing outside the boundaries...Ec-
stasis would offer the brighter image of this stdees] forces formed within...the
“I"...must be channelled toward the obliteratiortiwt “I” or self!*

| am not suggesting a limiting genealogy of inflaerthat posits Duncan as the only source

from which Palmer derives his poetics since he bBlfrecknowledges “obvious difference[s]
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12 Robin Blaser, “The Fire,The Firg 20.
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in [their] work.”® Nevertheless, the reason they “could have a ceatien for close enough
to twenty years was that [they both] had so profbarsympathy about what the vocation of
poetry was and about the responsibility of the goethe work through the poem itsetf.”
Following the example of Duncan firstly and his expnce at the Vancouver Poetry
Conference (1963) secondly, Palmer confirms theomapce of ‘outside(r) influence’ iBN
andCG as a practical means of resisting the residuabomment culture and consensus politics
persisting from the fifties into the sixties and/bed.

(5.1) Ekstasis: The Practice of Being an Outsider

“Ekstasis,” as it functions in Palmer, involves lbgiositioning himself outside particular
groups in a practical, everyday sense to avoid tores of orthodoxy, assimilation and
oppositionality, and gesturing toward otherneseims of the poem and the self it writes into
existence. From the beginning, Palmer demonsteatesnmitted “determination not to begin
with an entirely preconceived and circumscribedestttor a normative predisposition toward
the form and informing nature of poetry/,hich refers to “a model for poetry” that “was
proposed to [him] in school” and “came out of thewNCritical attitude...a model that had
become very pedantic...[and] had social implicatitmst were noxious to [him}® In this
sense, questions about poetic form as being estbem or closed are, whether intentionally or
not, involved in the larger political debates sumding strategies of containment and
discourses of consensus. For this reason, whetieepdem is considered a self-enclosed,
autotelic object of original poetic utterance or gren, heteronomic event conditioned by
outside influences is more significant than theuotide, commonplace opposition between
closed and open forms implies. Poetry as poeisesgdo the performative act of making,
which involves acting in and interacting with thigvays politicised social world of others.
In “Figure,” for example, Palmer uses “the gammatfi® to demonstrate how these
changing circumstances can radically alter the mngaof a text despite the intentions of the

poet:
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formed of four capital

gammas

In a cross

or voided Greek cross
the same gammadion
the gamma she reads
meaning cornerstorfé.

The gammadion originally symbolised both the uwityhe four corners of the world and the
four constitutive elements of water, fire, air aaith. However, given its appropriation by the
Nazis and its subsequent identification with rightg politics, it is now “voided” and no
longer “the same gammadion.” Because the symbolistsn of Greek letters, “four
capital/gammas,” it is also a word, thus demonistgabow the meanings of words are often
outside the individual’s control but also, and @gr& more importantly, how even the personal

use of language cannot be separated from thegsotifithe period. Palmer relates this to:

not seeing

the Gegenschein
or counterglow
an elliptical light
opposite the sifh

As will be seen, this is not the only use of astgatal terms to explain how his poetry might
be read. Palmer is identifying the need to at laekhowledge the complete opposite of what
might be intended by the author of any particuléeérance. The reference to “Sagittarius the
centaur,?? the wanderer of the Zodiac, suggests that onlsetieho remain beyond the bounds
of society can properly understand oppositions authbecoming confined within them.
Palmer’'s early poetry indicates how a position kétasis encourages readers to become
outsiders in this sense, capable of reading thengoeengage with the other of what the poet
intends and consequently encounter the otherngdginin the text. Developing this theme,
he explains in “The Old Movie (Or Le Fou, June 196i0Ow:

I'minitand it's
dark

20 1bid.
21 |bid.
22 |bid.
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and I'm reading Kit Smart

Reading Christopher Smart, an eighteenth centugli#npoet who wrote his most famous
poems while confined in numerous mental asylum#ndua period when the very nature of
madness and its treatment were being debatedyatas Palmer’s interest in the position of

the outsider, s/he who deviates from the normaigadards of the period:

Last night | lost my

watch (my clock),
but I'm coming out to

get it
and get you toé?

Palmer aspires to “coming [or getting] out” in agmal and political sense, to becoming an
outsider and in doing so enacting how his readarsdo the sameN is concerned with
madness as a relative construct according to mtibinking since it is named after William
Blake’'s Newton a poet and painter who embodies the outsidetippsas he was regarded a
madman by his contemporaries when he was actualligianary who was ahead of, and
therefore outside, the habitual epistemologicalesys of his time.

It is in this context that Duncan’s poetry provedrevelatory as a way of living in the
social world of others; a way of exploring the meral and political issues pertinent in the
sixties that remained open to others’ differen€éesthermore, it also explains why Palmer’'s
relocation from the East to the West Coast to, ayjabother things, converse with Duncan
proved so significant. As he explains, Duncan psegoan alternative “to the poets | was
encountering at that time in Harvard, the confessipoets, whose work was grounded to a
greater or lesser degree in New CriticistA.Palmer's movement westward is his literal
distancing himself from poetry that had “a cultdrame already attached to” it and was closely
related “to the cultural centre” that manifestshivitthis work?® During his formal education
at Harvard from “61-65,"2’ Palmer experienced an “eagerness to laud formulaic

23 |bid, 42.
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contemporary verse, verse which displayed its thante culture in no uncertain terms and
which tended to subscribe to conventions of vdioee, etc.2® Similar to Ashbery’s decision
to remain in Paris for ten years to evade the gptive, neutralising force of the “acceptance
world”?® in mainstream American culture, Palmer’s relogatio San Francisco represents a
complete rejection of the establishment. In hissd&® normative critical standards of East
Coast poetry centred around the Ivy League unitiessidue to the dominance of New
Criticism’s normative critical standards as the hawity despite it “aesthetically and
politically...[tending] toward a reactionary nosfial,”*° and the expressivist poetics of the
confessionalists. While the “practice of outsidsSaciated with the San Francisco Renaissance
poets was important to Palmer’s own developingipsghe provides an indication in “Bad to
the Bone: What | Learned Outside” as to why Dunogparticular would prove so influential,
addressing what he identifies as his search fatoar‘ out of [normative standards] and into
alternative [personal and political] values andahaburs®! a positive gesture of negation and
anarchic refusal of temporal and spatial boundathes$ circumscribe what can be said in
poetry.Duncan is intrinsic to what Palmer identifies as‘@volution of the relationship with
inside and outside®® Even before considering how his derivative pogiieslude a distinction
between the inside and the outside because boihsbed in the text, “Relativity, A Love
Letter, and Relative to What; A Love Letter” (19B988) is an early example of how Duncan

radically complicates these categories:

To come suddenly upon something. Suddenly goonething and
And partly only in being. To be outside and pamiyeing in by the
inside. Suddenly inside to come suddenly partly tmbeing. Being
only as for one partly understanding and a shat.do

Shutting out and shutting in. Shutting ouitsihg in and shutting
in shutting out. Inside and outside shut in. Iasaehd outside shut out.
Shut out. Shut, partly being shut and partly beihgt. Inside and shut.
To come suddenly out and shuf#n.

28 |bid, 272.
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The final line suggests that Duncan’s negatiorhefliinary opposition that the categories of
inside and outside reinforce is informed by hisquei homosexual politics, his understanding
that to “come...out” as gay is to be simultaneouslydt in” the category of homosexual.

It is easy to understand why Palmer, who himselinedhat being oppositional “will
eventuate in futility, with our own means turnediiagt us,?* would identify so completely
with the author of “The Homosexual in Society,” wéugued that “minority associations and
identifications were an evil wherever they supeesategiance to [fellow-manhood] and share
in the creation of a human community good...[whbere is] only the tribe and its covenant
that are good, and all of mankind outside and thvaiys are evil®*®* While Duncan’s stance
was pioneering, his homosexuality was always arsgmy concern to his deconstruction of
any bounded sense of identity in order to makdfardnce by making something different:

What | think can be asserted as a starting poitigisonly one devotion can be held by
a human being seeking a creative life and expresaind that is a devotion to human
freedom...To do this one must disoalhthe special groups (nations, churches, sexes,
races) that would claim allegiance. To hold thisad®n every written word, every
spoken word, every action, every purpose must heneed and consideré.

This is the vocation Palmer identifies with, a wayliving in the social world of others and
negotiating “the old fears, the old specialitidsal{ will be there, mocking and tempting; the
old protective associations [that] will be theféDuncan’s politics take precedence over his
sexuality as he critiques oppositional minority e for perpetuating the same strategies of
containment and discourses of consensus exercystte mormative majority, the “somehow
hostile, the sinister affiliation offered by groupgh whom [he] had no common ground other
than the specialised sexuality” and the attendankiety concerning the good opinion of the
community.®® As a result, Duncan always writeagainstclosed communities...in order to
appeal to a general public trust, rather thandablieexclusive group interest®’Because he is
aware of the “multiple exclusions and the dynambeween them and the included

categories* hemakesa “community of values [in his poetry that] is raapenly defined*
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In a period marked by a “terror and hatred of aimemunal things, of communion,/of
communism,”? Duncan’s refusal to perpetuate the exclusionahosetof minoritising,
oppositional groups in favour of inclusivity and emmess toward individual differences
illustrates the politics of ekstasis.

Ekstasis, positioning oneself outside the bodytaols not to deny one’s responsibility
but an opportunity to realise one’s “response-ghili albeit without the “protective
associations” provided by strategies of containnasmt discourses of consensus. Duncan’s
example was crucial for Palmer at a time when “@immore nomadic human responsiveness”
was needed; he was someone who didn’t “think palitresponsibility [was] diminished by
that...if anything, the immediate political respiilgy [was] increased but it's a responsibility
to the actual human world rather than to abstrastié® He believed “effective political
poetry...[should avoid] oppositional, polarising akkg,” such as those found in the Vietnam
War-era®* This led to his infamous disagreement with Dehiseertov, whose involvement in
the war resistance movement Duncan saw as thepiosoof the “participating individual into
factional group opiniorf® that only further polarised debates and reducedalpacity to effect
social change. Duncan “was always against the myeaf group action, or a movement with
a cause*® because he was an advocate of individual voliind Levertov’s overt political
alignments not only circumscribed her agency buttrdyed the position of the artistby
limiting her imaginative activity and abandoningr hedividuality by accepting the mass
position.His ground-breaking, or opening, triptych from twties, The Opening of the Field
(1960),Roots and Branchgd4964) andBending the Bowl1968), demonstrates how poetry is
aboutmakinga space for political agency rather than advanaipgrticular political position
that might exclude others and erase individuakdgiices. The opening poem of this period,
“Often | am Permitted to Return to a Meadow,” coitgies the distinction between open and

closed forms, and inside and outside, by “turniogtimually on the dichotomy of inner and

42 Robert Duncan, “Uprising Rising, Passages Bghding the BowNew York, NY: New Directions Books,
1968), 81.

43 palmer, “The River City Interview.”

44 Andy Weaver, “Promoting “a community of thoughtimen and women”: Anarchism in Robert Duncan’s
Ground WorkvVolumes,”"ESC34 (2008): 71.

4 Anne Dewey, “Poetic Authority and the Public Sghef Politics in the Activist 1960s: The Duncan-kewov
Debate,"Robert Duncan and Denise Levertov: The Poetry tifien The Politics of Poetred. Albert Gelpi and
Robert J. Bertholf (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univerd?ress, 2006), 115.

46 Robert J. Bertholf, “Decision at the Apogee: Raliuncan’s Anarchist Critique of Denise LevertoRdbert
Duncan and Denise Levertov: The Poetry of Polifidse Politics of Poetryll.

47 1bid.
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outer world,*® thereby indicating how a position of ekstasis fiors as an immediate counter

to strategies of containment and discourses ofaus. The “meadow” refers to:

a scene made-up by the mind,
that is not mine, but is a made place,
that is mine, it is so near to the hefrt,

“Composition by field” is the dominant metaphoascan’s poem is the manifestation of the
creative act, of poiesis as thekingof a communal space where the poet, “all architest|
am,” is acted upon by outside(r) influences:

| say are likenesses of the First Beloved
whose flowers are flames lit to the Lady.

She it is Queen Under the Hif\.

Duncan is responding to his muses here, he isheglhis “response-ability” toward others so
the poem is about the primal act of language. thiee‘children’s game/of ring a round of roses
told,”>! the poem is a variation on a codified ritual desjts apparent originality and is literally
brought round to its origins with the repetitiontloé title, which is also the opening line, in the
closing sentence. The circularity of “Often | anTiRitted...” makes the poem enclosed but it
is not closed-off due to the “disturbance of wondthin words.”®? This suggestion that words
inherently contain other, even others’, words, fooeinds the profound sense of intertextuality
in Duncan’s work, so meaning cannot be containddimihe boundaries of single poems or
even collectionsThe Opening of the Fieldtroduces the serial poems “The Structure of Rime
and “Passages” that feature throughout the sixti@#ections and beyond, so that this opening
poem is “an eternal pasture folded in all thoughtfsat there is a hall thereif®Duncan’s
“made place” is a common space, a point of entiy Imis work but one that remains “a place
of first permission,® not a prescriptive guide to how the poems showdrdad but an

opportunity for the reader to realise his/her “msge-ability” by, as Palmer himself notes,

48 Norman Finklestein, “Robert Duncan, Poet of the|’dSagetriel2, (1983): 81.

49 Robert DuncarThe Opening of the FigldNew York, NY: New Directions Books, 1960) 7.
%0 |bid.
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“wandering...through the passages...finding onelg without a map beforehand, to see what
specific information [and intertextual referencesjuld arise from the words themselvés.”
Duncan’s work necessitates a certain responsivandb®e reader and Palmer envisidsi¥
having a similar function, demarcating and thus imga space for the reader to realise his/her

“response-ability:”

This is a room

Give me this and
this. This

book ends some
time when it ends and

this is a roon?®

By referring to both a “made-up” and a “made plaBalmer’'s poem is an imagined common
space and an actual space of political agency wiemnacts how strategies of containment
and discourses of consensus can be underminetblyrad the aberrant voices of outsiders to

enter the poem. In this sense, the poem is a:

place for prohibited content (there’s a politicssekuality and a politics of the political
involved here) and as a place where things cannBeribed, for attending to
the...problematic limits that our everyday disceuends to put on what we are able to
say...as something that can shatter those limiterahan address those limits and
inscribe itself within those limit¥’

Like Duncan, Palmer is concerned with returningtpot® its origins, to making, in this case,
a space where “response-ability” can be realisedthbge who want to remain outside the

bounds of the body-politic.

55 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 272.
56 Palmer, “I Trapped a FishBN, 40.
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(5.2) The Poetics of Derivation irBlake’s Newton

In the final pages of Palmer’s first collection,otwnclusions are particularly important for
appreciating how he begins developing a positioakstasis learned from the San Francisco
Renaissance poets into his own “poethics of praxyifhiFirstly, Duncan provides the
autobiographical blurb for the book and is, therefonseparable from Palmer’s first act of
writing himself into existence as a poet, he isspre at the origins of Palmer’s body of work.
Secondly, Palmer provides an index detailsumeof the sources he has “drawn [on] or
distorted,®® for example, “New Spring” by Heinrich Heine in¢lForm,” the diary of Jacopo
da Pontormo in “Holy Tuesday” and letters by Hari@ in “Here (2)” and “Here (3).” Palmer
also includes phrases “from books such as [NoaHjatée's Second [Edition dthe American
Dictionary of the English LanguapeColin Cherry,On Human Communicatiofillard Van
Orman QuineWord and Object, From a Logical Point of ViéW As seen with Duncan
previously, Palmer beginBN with “lts Form,” a poem that is “somewhat in fragns —
fragments of, constellations of voic&%”and which enacts the poetics, and the politioal a
personal commitmentse will concern himself with as a recurring tofiicoughout his work.

It is the primal act of language Palmer will comshareturn to. This constellation of voices
makes Duncan’s presence even more pronounced,j@bpsince he describes himself in the
jacket copy oRoots and Branchésot [as] experimentalist or [as] an inventor, buterivative
poet, drawing [his] art from the resources givenabgeneration of masters.” Consequently,
Palmer’s index can only be seen as a partial listsosources, with the result that the reader is
constantly questioning whether a particular poenthe entire collection in fact, is an original
utterance by the poet, a distortion of other matear the presence of others’ voices. Such an
effect is intentional given Palmer’s use of Chesi @nh Human Communicatiofd966), which
addressed the “cocktail party effect,” the abitiyselectively attend to a single voice amid a
cacophony of other voices. “Speech (Across Timeliithier substantiates Palmer’s

investigation of voice according to Cherry’s pregis

The tract of voice

now in wave form.
Relative energy, decibels
a woman'’s rising

58 palmer Blake’s Newton61.
59 |bid.
60 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 274.
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pitch clearly graphe®f.

The constellation of voices is “A stream of souhsimilar to Cherry’s analogy of the cocktail
party, “...a large crowd/laughing. Spectrum/of harioeri®> While “Speech (Across Time)”
might be derived from Cherry’s text, it also indes how derivation itself functions in
Palmer’s poetry, how “sound/pulls on sequent sd$adhis opportunity for the reader to
realise his/her “response-ability” is necessariffiailt because s/he is encouraged to identify
and isolate the voice of the poet from the coraieth of other voices in the text.

Palmer’s use of Quineord and Objec(1960) further emphasises his interest in the
“necessary difficulty” attendant upon a “poeticglefivation.” This text contains the American
analytic philosopher’'s thought experiment “radi¢ednslation,” which proves his thesis
regarding the inscrutability of reference. For @uimanslation is always indeterminate because
no determinate interpretation is possible sincenteaning of a word changes according to its
context. For this reason, multiple translationghe one sentence are possible because any
given sentence can be changed into a whole rangtherf sentences where the different parts
will change what they reference but the meaningth&f whole sentence is maintained
nonetheless. “After Picabia” demonstrates Palmesésof the inscrutability of reference in his

“poetics of derivation:”

how pretty you are
maybe

more

than you think

you are pretty

you are prettier
than the{

The inscrutability of reference is absolute hergaj in terms of its semantic content, the
referent of the second-person pronoun is completelgterminate, while the original source
of the derivation cannot be determined. Palmeictusion of what appears to be the title of a
poem by Francis Picabia, “L’Abime de la Perfectiangans it could literally be a translation.

However, by repeatedly emphasising the beautys@ubject, Palmer’'s poem could equally be

51 palmer, “Speech (Across TimeBN, 10.
62 1bid.
53 1bid.
64 Michael Palmer, “After PicabiaBN, 56.
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referring to Picabia’®ortrait of a Young American Girl in a State of Niyd1915) orBehold

a Woman(1915), where the depiction of women in perfeatijitarian, mechanical terms also
represents “l'abime de la perfection,” the deptlisperfection. Palmer's derivations are
designed to create “imbrication[s}> layers of multiple possible meanings that mediate

between the poet’s intention and the reader’s pnéeation. As he explains:

| don’t think the reader has any responsibility per | think it depends on the reader
involved. I'm unhappy to think of the idea of reegleeading at a level untouched by
the notions of where I'm sampling from. Some readeill recognise more initially;
some won't recognise any. | don’t think one kindedding is privileged over another;
| think that they’re interestingly differefg.

Quite significantly, this discussion of the exteftthe reader’s responsibility explains how
Duncan’s example influences Palmer’s nascent “potbf proximity.” Duncan’s insistence
that “Responsibility is to keep/the ability to respl™’ confirms the possibility of “response-
ability,” of the reader encountering a profoundesttess in the text, “a disturbance of words
within words.” For Palmer, if he “frame[s his deation] as a text from elsewhere, it loses that
multidirectionality that it has in relation to thef the poem in here®® In providing the source,
Palmer insists, you're “depriving the reader” ok thbility to question “thal who is
speaking.®® A poetics of derivation raises important ethicaésfions about the type of self
being written into existence. Rather than seeirg ian instance of the postmodern preclusion
of originality and authenticity, it is the proposdla “composite identity grafted from a range
of citational particulars’ The self is shown to be entirely dependent onraatesources, or
outside influences, and is realised by the poeesponse-ability” to these through his/her
derivations. Consequently, a “poetics of derivatioears similarities with the act of translating
because the derivations are not simply repetitimrisnstances of interpretive re-compaosition
as the poet changes the meaning of the sourceialdtgplacing it in a different context. For

Palmer:

55 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 286.

56 palmer, “The River City Interview.”

57 Robert Duncan, “The Law | Love is Major Movef,he Opening of the Field.0.

58 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 286.

59 1bid.

0 Andrew Mossin, “Unveiling Expectancy: Nathaniel 8kay, Robert Duncan, and the Formation of Discrepan
Subjectivity,” Callaloo 23 (2000): 551.
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all poetry is, of course translation, a bearingoasrfrom one region to another, a
crossing of borders, a conjoining of same with otliteis a voyage out of the self-

same...into a fluid semantic and ontological fielthe extensions of voice, beyond that
one with which we come into the world. The elsewheso necessary to any
understanding of the here-and-n6w.

Considering derivations as translations allowsaforencounter with otherness, with what lies
beyond the “self-same,” because it accepts diffseéhrough engagement with others’ voices
rather than refusing or excluding them as forefgm.a result, the poems are always at least
two-voiced, which fundamentally reconfigures theegary of poet and the conventional
notion of authorship as autonomous, spontaneodsxgalession. In such poems, the line
between poet and reader is blurred since this ceitipoal method is predicated on “a dual
practice of reading writings and writing readingsjth that “reading becomes a type of writing
and writing becomes a type of readirf§Any discussion of the reader’s responsibility to
determine the various sources for the poet’s deona consequently changes to the question
of the reader’s “response-ability,” his/her capatit determine the extent of his/her level of
participation. The difficulty of derivative poensthat the innovations in how such poems are
written require similar innovations in how they asad. They require a method of “open
reading” that “extends beyond the poet's own wdfksb both the poet and the reader are
involved in poiesis, in the act of making. In these of the poet, this refers to making a space
for political agency, whereas for readers it ines\making another text by translating and in
doing so writing him/herself into existence as dipalar type of reader.
As mentioned already, Palmer uses the visual metagtonstellations to indicate his

intention to make a space for the reader and hadimg his poems serves an insistently

political function. Commenting on itself, “A Vitruan Figure by Juan Gris:”

begins with a line from Donne
or anyone, that drawes Natures works
from Natures law

" Michael Palmer, “Poetry and Contingency,” 55-56.

2 Andy Weaver, “Divining the Derivers: Anarchism athé Practise of Derivative Poetics in Robert Dunaad
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When Palmer explicitly discloses the source ofd@gvations, as demonstrated by the index
containing Cherry and Quine, he is revealing itdipalar purpose. By quoting from John
Donne’s “Sappho to Philaenis,” a poem that defah@slesbian relationship between the
women in its title to advance the possibility ofrgaete equality, Palmer reveals the similarly
utopian vision iNnBN. These outsiders embody a non-hierarchical reiship between
individuals that is accepting of difference. Thietmight imply a standard ekphrastic poem
but the subject is “an unidentified paintin§.it can even be argued that Gris'Vitruvian
Figure is a derivation of Da Vinci'¥itruvian Man albeit reinterpreted and translated so the

gender hierarchy of the original is negated:

features this time a woman'’s figure
defining a circle compressed
where the arms are too weak to extend.
l..1

...and the legs
spread wide marking
the limits of the ring’®

While radically different, Gris’ translation, “suppedly/building up forms from/the separate
parts,”’ reaffirms Quine’s proposal that the constituentganight change but the overall
message remains unchanged, or as Palmer phrasEsdh day some features chandg.”
Palmer’'s poem can be read as heightening the etaionship between the personal and the
political as it evokes Da Vinci’'s reconciling ofehmicrocosmic with the macrocosmic.
Vitruvian Manwas part of his “larger project to show how thenlam body illustrated and
replicated all the processes at work in the langsmos,” to provide a “cosmography of the
microcosm” that showed how “normal units of meas@st were derived from the dimensions
of the human body” and would result in “knowledgetlee human body” revealing the
workings of the world and of the political...ordéP. The subsequent poem, “A Measure,”
reinforces Palmer’s interest in this aspect ofttientist-artist’s original drawing. “A Vitruvian

Figure...,” therefore, lends a whole new meanintheobody-politic Palmer concerns himself

> Robert D. DenhanRoets on Paintings: A Bibliographyefferson, NC: McFarland and Company Inc, 2010),
158.
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with since in referring to an alternative, femaled to collapse the gender hierarchy, the
political system he envisions must be equally aliBve to establish non-hierarchical
relationships between individuals.

Through the arrangement BN, Palmer encourages the reader to consider how the
collection as a whole might be read, thus makirg pblitics of his poetics more readily
apparent. The first three poems “Its Form,” “Spe&ctoss Time” and “Holy Tuesday,” which
immediately introduce his “poetics of derivatioaye followed by “A View of Miaplacidus,”
“A Curious Thing The” and “Among Various,” threegros that address constellations. Firstly,
Miaplacidus, one of the brightest stars, is memrtibas a demonstration of how one particular
derivation can be used by the reader to deternomethe entire collection is interpretesiN
is a constellation of different voices but beindeato identify one to begin with allows for the

particular constellation Palmer has in mind to agpped out:

Mid-December of our year
nearing solstice

a view of Miaplacidus

at a third remové&°

The reader’s interpretation is at “a third remoseice it translates Palmer’s translation of an
initial text through his derivation. Multiple texésd subtexts, therefore, might exist in a single
poem but its structure, “Its Form,” ensures thahe@omponent contributes to the whole rather
than subordinating certain elements to priviledeet. This feature of his emerging poetics is
correlated to his formative years in New York City,culture where no single “coherent
narrative [is] at the centre” that consequently enduim “interested in representing the
constellations of voice$? As will be seen, the painting Palmer names théectbn after,
Blake’s Newton casts an “invisible lighf? throughout that encourages reading the entire
collection as a response to, if not a derivatigntofSecondly, “A Curious Thing The” refers
to “...Pegasus/whose stars; in October/the Centguosite the sun® This poem conveys the

“counter-visuality” in Palmer, a “resistance to #tatic image:®

80 Michael Palmer, “A View of MiaplacidusBN, 12.
81 palmer, “River City Interview.”

82 palmer Blake’s Newton12.
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houses are red and green

the ducks have gone while there’s
room

and the ice is cle®

The scene described here requires a lot of wonkake it complete because its subject moves
between the houses, the ducks and the ice, pragitexminvocation of [an image] that is more
nomadic and that forces the reader into a somembat active mode of reading®’A more
active, responsive approach to reading inscribesdle of the reader using the figure of the
wanderer Sagittarius, “the Centaur.” S/He must wearldrough the non-hierarchical “field of
oriented possibilities?” the multiple derivations that each poem consigtswithout a
predetermined map. The reader is constantly quesgovhat is a derivation, which “can be
answered/'everything® since his method of not appropriating a sourcebatém but
translating it, radically altering it according‘the impetus of the poem itself, the demands of
the rhythm, the surrounding materffltreates the suspicion that every poem is a deivat
of some sort. Extending Palmer’s mention of thaa@nhere, a “poetics of derivation” figures
writing and reading as hybrid activities becausiing is informed by what the poet is reading

and reading constitutes a further act of writingirdly and finally, “Among Various” asks:

Can you still mark each

interval by stars.
Two
colours mix in the pipe

one hiding I'sand r's
and then the lost lettefS.

Palmer seems to be questioning the possibilityeepkng his various derivations separate and
the reader’s ability to differentiate between thehen they are so rarely repeated verbatim but
instead translated so that some parts of the @ligie hidden and some parts are omitted. This

method of composition leads the reader to questiomis actually speaking:

85 palmer, “A Curious Thing TheBN, 13.

86 palmer, “The River City Interview.”

87 palmer, “A Curious Thing TheBN, 13.
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...Later
that night

she uses a different voice
to tell the future after
it arrives

without surprise$!

Palmer explicitly accentuates an important featdreis “poetics of derivation,” the “fact that
all of these voices are coming through even thougt're doing the saying® which
inevitably disorients the reader and limits his/bbility to separate the “I” of the poet from
that of others in the constellation of voices heates. The question of who is speaking raises
important “poethical” issues, as the subject imgeairitten into existence through an extended
conversation with others.

To remedy what might otherwise be considered araibn behalf of the reader, Palmer
advocates trusting “a kind of errancy, which isoads erring, making errors...to see what
specific information would arise from the words rtiselves.®® The emphasis here is on
“makingerrors,” on the reader utilising the opportundyalise his/her “response-ability” by
resisting normative standards and avoiding habituaking in order to pursue a particular
derivation that s/he considers significant but othpotentially don’t. In realising his/her
“response-ability,” the reader must be respondibtethat particular response, for whatever
derivations s/he has selected and paid attention kis/her interpretation. By insisting that
error is a vital part of this process, Palmer iscemaging his readers to be outsiders and makes
a space for them where their “response-ability” barrealised. As “Its Form” demonstrates,
with its constellation of voices, he achieves wbancan always hoped his readers would,
identifying the alternative political model he adeas and consequently enacting it in his/her
daily life, in his/her work.

Rather than dismissing derivative poems as meotation, they should be seen as
advancing quite radical ideas about language asnamtinal entity, creativity as a non-
hierarchical collaboration and form as open-endediisive and organic. By enacting how one
might position oneself outside the normative statsl®f the body-politic, derivative poems
embody a “model of political anarchismf’'Despite the negative, and often misinformed,

9% |bid.

92 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Michael Gardn@8§2.

9 |bid, 272.
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attitudes toward anarchism, its basic philosophicadciples endorse a system of “continual
evolution — such as we see in Nature,” a systewhich the “mutual relations of its members
are regulated, not by laws, not by authorities, tivbeself-imposed or elected, but by mutual
agreements between the members” that continuallglde and readjust “in accordance with
the ever-growing requirements of a free lif¢ This should not be confused with some kind of
utopian democracy, which would still require thae tindividual abdicate his sovereignty by
handing it over to a representati¥®and the minority “submit to an external...fordee will

of the majority.?” Palmer’s “poetics of derivation” and the method‘gpen reading” they
encourage help normalise an anarchist politicsutinoits emphasis on the poem as a
communal space that displays the non-hierarchintdrdependency of the constituent
derivatives, the different voices of others. Thastellation of voices “tends to set up its own
valences of cross-referencing...the words begin tdhaéotalking...[and] to speak to each
other.”®® Derivative poems are “a social art, things knowitten down®® because they make
the communal activities required for an alternagigétical model to be achieved more evident.
Becausd@N raises the possibility that every poem is a padéderivation, the “idea of volition,
the freedom to make a choice, and then the pemmeserto maintain the decisiof® is
foregrounded as the reader is free to pursue demgawithout being coerced into a particular
interpretation or having to adhere to a prescriinethod of reading.

Without knowing it, the reader enacts an altermatpolitical model where “the
individual is free to act as long as his actionsndbimpinge on the freedom to act of other
people,”™%! similar to the reader being responsible for his/merpretation while also
acknowledging the possibility of innumerable diffiet interpretations by other readers. Palmer
effectively engages the reader through ‘belitical consciousness...[in his] work...[rather
than] an overriding ideology®?to imagine and enact an alternative way of livihgpugh
his/her activities of reading his work, of interfing and translating it. He, like Duncan,
opposes only oppositionality, the segregating ma@s that isolate the individual from

society and ultimately deny individuality. TherefgBN advocates a way of living in the social

9 Peter KropotkinAnarchism: A Collection of Revolutionary Writingddineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2002),
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world of others “based on the assumption that thetrdesirable human good is...freedom of
the individual human being...[in] a society in whieto/[men will have the liberty to develop
their personalities...in a world where there exist longer the bonds of...coerciort%®
Realising what he learned from Duncan, the colbectis a “made place” of volition, of
“individual choice in thought and action in the aoomity of others also acting individually,”
where “response-ability” is possibéad being responsible for one’s responses is necesgjta
which highlights the distinction between individsiacting cooperatively and interacting as
equals, and individuals acting uniformly under toercion of a [hierarchical authority}®*
Palmer’s anarchism involves changing how we writd eead poetry to critique the
predominant assumptions about meaning, to questitmexactly is speaking, to interrogate
the autotelic subject, to complicate the binariegside(r) and outside(r), and to negate the
hierarchies structuring how we live in the socialrlg of others. Ultimately, this serves the
purpose of demonstrating how the reader can paatieiin similar activities and in doing so
position him/herself outside the existing systeows/he can become an outsider like the poet
and join a community of different voices, of voigaaking a difference. Realising “response-
ability” in this instance involves valuing and resgling to the activities of others without
recourse to coercion and acknowledging that theyiraeducibly different to one’s own but

nevertheless motivated by a common concern.

(5.3) Against Containment

PerhapBN's most important feature is how it collapses asyable distinction between the
personal, the political and the poetic. For examgble distinct categories of prose and poetry
are invalidated in the “Prose” series, six poemstyaphically arranged into stanzas but whose
sentences display the type of enjambment assocmdthdorose. “Prose” also introduces the
serial poem, a recurrent feature throughout Pabngork used to violate the boundaries of
single collections. An otherwise simple issue oéfms becomes a significant personal and
political question due to a rare autobiographickhesion in “Prose 1,” “| changed my/name

103 George Woodcockinarchy or Chaog$London: Freedom Press, 1944), 6.
104 Bertholf, 5.
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not to be recognised® Palmer, “who changed his own name after coll&§éfom George

to Michael, personally enacts the complicated,tali problem of naming, “Today | woke up
and it was the following/stage.../...In the/mirmothing was the samé® As he explains,
changing his name was vital to him becoming a peét “was a very modest way of freeing
myself of an identity that | had grown up withhlrtk for me to become a poet...was a project
of self-rearticulation out of the...social expectasahat had been laid upon me, out of the
habits of...obedience®® This act constituted “alternative possibilities émnstructing a life
that would be other than” the bourgeois realityMas accustomed to, “that would be oth&?.”
By insisting on the arbitrariness of the signs usedefine identity, Palmer problematises the
corresponding categories that contain individudilsjt their thinking within prescribed
epistemological systems and determine how theynaand interact with the social world of
others.

In naming the collection after Blake\sewton Palmer conflates the imaginary and the
intellectual and using the visionary poet’'s monetyy the empirical scientist indicates the
constitutive hybridity that complicates any attertgpeither impose or maintain determinate
categories. Blake is significant as a poet whoileged outside influence through his dictation
theory of textual production, his ability to “writeom immediate dictation twelve or sometimes
twenty or thirty lines at a time without Premeditat & even against my Will¥° The
importance of Blake is heightened by the fact thatcollection is an image-text combining
Palmer’'s poems and Bobbie Creeley’s illustratiolse poet’s admission that he’s “never
considered the arts as isolate entities, eitherfame another or from other pursuits in this
life” 11 is corroborated by a subsection entitled “A RiBgven Poems,” which consists of six
poems and one illustration. However, this is noa@y a question of poetics since it is
coextensive with the other personal and politigairsuits in this life,” it enacts a way of living
in the social world of others that negates strategi containment and subverts discourses of
consensus. Because of his status as a poet-pdarigrattempt to characterise the typography

or calligraphy of Blake’s illuminated books is ftreged by his subversion of the normal
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categories into which we sort texts...[since hd]béeately violates the boundary between
written and pictorial forms*? Palmer appreciates that it is not just about “msipainting
toward the ideogrammatic realm of writing” but ajsashing “alphabetic writing toward the
realm of pictorial values, asking us to see hisaltic forms with our senses, not just read
through or past them to the signified speech oncept’ behind them, but to pause at the
sensuous surface of calligraphic and typographim$d*'® In this sense, Creeley's non-
figurative, black and white illustrations are muciore than just an addendum to Palmer’s
poems (Fig. 6 & 7).

%

(Fig. 6) Bobbie Creeley, (Fig. 7) Bobbie Creeley,

illustration illustion

The majority resemble estuaries, dynamic, semiesed bodies of water situated between the
land and the sea where rivers meet the ocean, thétmumerous white passages weaving
among differently shaped and sized islets of varislhiades of black. They literally visualise
the intended experience of readBl, of having to negotiate the numerous possiblegugess
through the collection and engaging with the cdtegten of others’ voices, some of which
consolidate together around a disclosed derivatiafe the rest remain less apparent allusions

or completely altered repetitions. Working togethke relationship between the components
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of the image-text demonstrates how differencesbeaacknowledged without reducing them
through assimilation by or appropriation into categs of the same, a prerequisite for the
“poethics of proximity” Palmer develops to encowdys readers to realise how they can
encounter and respond to another person withoutned his/her constitutive alterity, his/her

fundamental difference.

“A Reasoned Reply to Gilbert Ryle (after Blake'svNen)” and “For L.Z.” provide the
most complete invalidation of oppositional categsrinBN in a rare example of Palmer’s
intentions being immediately apparent through tidividuals referred to in the titles. Ryle
famously introduced the “category mistake”Tihe Concept of Mind1949) to critique the
Cartesian dualism of mind and body. The dualigteoty makes a basic “category mistake”
because it attempts to analyse the relation betwaet and body as if mental processes could
be separated from physical processes. Ryle dissaha Cartesian mind-body dualism by
identifying an implicit misuse of language, of agph properties that are appropriate to one
category to make sense of another, a pertinent gheashreducing the difference of something
by containing it in categories of the same. In &ddj Blake’s Newton collapses the
oppositional categories of art and science. Blakd &lewton represent the inevitable
occurrence of one component in an oppositional tcocison becoming ascendant over
another, which often leads to the latter’'s exclagrom the normative standards of the period.
In this case, Newton’s mathematical systems aralizlons achieve ascendency over Blake’s
imagination and prophetic inspiration. The impasitiof mathematical forms onto nature
symbolises the ultimate denial of difference, teduction of otherness and the refusal to
engage with what cannot be, even should not beplstely known. Palmer provides “A
Reasoned Reply...” by invalidating the oppositiocetiegories used to understand, but which
ultimately limit the potential of, poetry. His sugggion that “Sound becomes difficult/to
dispose of*'*implies that the sense and the sensuality of paainnot be disentangled, that
the sound cannot be entirely subordinated to theasécs of poetry. The difficulty highlights
“...the problem/of light and airt*> or sight and sound, raising the question aboutrpaes
something to be read or something to be listenedP&mer avoids making the “category
mistake” of prioritising one over another and atemfuses the apparent opposition between

the literal and the figurative:

14 palmer, “A Reasoned Reply to Gilbert RylBR, 16.
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Trouble through the other

eye
which stays open

unless the window itself
is brokent1®

As a result, the distinction between the ratiomal the imaginative is complicated through the
image of the eye representing a physical perspettivough” which things are perceived and
a psychical window into someone. As he explaingifen Says We Let in No Light,” these
are “difficult poems/.../as anyone listening orttiea will notice.”1’ They are difficult because
the poems require analysis both in terms of thesmantic sense and their aural sensuality.
“For L.Z.” continues this critique of the false datomy of mind (intellectual) and body

(sensual):

A reasonable ear
in music, Bottom,
let's have it

out of tongs

and bones, was it
tongues?8

Palmer values Zukofsky’s “combination of eye antkliect,”'° his “reasorable ear” that
interrelates sense and sensuality. The poeticamiter involves both listening (“ear”) and
speaking (“tongues”), hinting toward the “respomabdity” realised when “(my)Self’
encounters “(an)Other” through a “poethics of proity.” As Zukofsky insists, “the sound and
pitch emphasis of a word are never apart from gamng,?° the aural sensuality of words is
always a part of their semantic sense becausepjiesdional categories of mind and body are
invalidated. Referring to ZukofksyBottom: on Shakespea&963) further reveals Palmer’s
appreciation for the Objectivist poet as someone admmittedly refuses to be contained in
stable, clearly demarcated categories. Zukofskyeonses his entire synthetic text into one
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line, “I's (pronounced eyes)?! so that speech and vision are interchangeable.t&tieis
intended to engender a synesthetic experiencdjrigepoets [and readers] who see with their
ears, hear with their eyes, move with their noges speak and breathe with their fe&£”
Bottomis Zukofsky’s most pedagogical book as it docursdind own self-education in how to
read Shakespeare to educate his readers abogtliiyiavoking the character of Nick Bottom,
the weaver frorA Midsummer Night’'s DreanThe first volume is a textual collage that weaves
together innumerable quotes as he investigates “Hoothsayer — whose physical
vision...effuses like an old pictograph thru the alyliry or word it has become. Looking back
to see itself with its acquired sounds, it muse*seith a motion forward to a circuitous self-
answer.?23 A simultaneity is suggested here by the soothsayleo looks both forward and
back to “show...the image of voicé? This conflation of sight and sound demonstrates
another aspect of Zukofsky that Palmer identifiethythe “notion of simultaneity...a notion
that everything happened at the same time ratheritha linear sequence, that one attended to
simultaneous events rather th&f?restructuring everything into a manageable, cattere
sequence of separate, individual parts.

The refusal of oppositional categoriesBottom goes further than its theme as the
second volume consists of his wife Celia’s operstitting of Shakespeardéericles, Prince
of Tyre Transcribed in musical notation with accompanyrgs underneath, the words are
beneath the music. Zukofsky inverts the conventibigarchy by placing the semantic aspect
of the text at the bottom while the aural, sensgabmpaniment is foregrounded. By negating
the logic structuring the binary of sound and settgeconventional dualism of mind and body
is collapsed while the attendant oppositional aoiesions of speaking and listening, poetry
and music, and writing and reading are also predudukofsky repeatedly argues that “the
order of all poetry is to approach a state of muwglerein the ideas present themselves
sensuously and intellectually® and that poetry should be “an order of words thst
movement and tone (rhythm and pitch) approachesiging degrees the wordless art of
music.2’ Palmer’s equal emphasis on sightisound inBN, on the visual through Creeley’s
illustrations and the aural through his own densabyen constellation of voices, means that

reading and listening are coterminous activitiastiter substantiating what Palmer argues
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through his own “poetics of derivation,” ZukofskyBottomrequires the reader to listen and
respond to others’ voices as they appear in ag®ltd quotations, to appreciate the sounds
that accompany the semantics of poetry. Like higylpoem “A” also suggests, Zukofsky
exemplifies those poets who write “one poem alletige” so “all that he has written may be
felt as indivisible, and atine”*?® While Zukofsky can never be considered an autohjaigjcal
poet in the conventional sen&nttomis “a poet’s autobiography, as involvement of ttyen
years in a work shows him up...his words show it, lais life.”*?° Palmer finds another
example “of a life entirely given over to the poem'Zukofsky, in turn learning how reading
and writing a certain type of poetry can be a whiving in the social world of others that
manages to invalidate the oppositional categosesl tio separate and contain individuals and
preclude any possible encounter with what is dffer

(5.4) A “Community without Community”

Duncan, and to a certain extent Zukofsky, mightehawvided the initial catalyst for Palmer’s
interest in the potential for “living differently.trough] the discursive practiceffered by
poetry as a “sort of political resistance” to “stahandated ways of lifé®° but the Vancouver
Poetry Conference (1963) made the personal, thiéicabland the poetic resolutely and
irrevocably interrelated for him. From ®24uly to 18" August 1963, the University of British
Columbia hosted a series of lectures and workslooganised by Warren Tallman during
which Olson, Duncan, Levertov, Robert Creeley afldrAGinsberg encouraged attendees to
consider what was at stake, both personally anitigadly, in the “new” American poetry, in
writing and reading poetry that deviated from tloenmative formal and thematic standards of
the time. Firstly, it remedied what Palmer immeelatidentified as the “deeply flawetf!
nature of Donald Allen’§he New American Poet(§960), whose arrangement of innovative
poets into relatively arbitrary categories detemulity coincidences in geographical location
and social proximity reaffirmed the presumed netes®r categorical, homogenising
identifiers to help manage the increasing hetereggnf postwar American culture. Secondly,
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the event provided the literal manifestation of fhesition of ekstasis and the “poetics of
derivation” that would feature so heavilyBN andCG as the foundation for his “poethics of
proximity.” Because the attendees included poetmsfboth the U.S, such as Palmer, David
Bromige, Clark Coolidge and Philip Whalen, and Ginancluding Margaret Avison, George
Bowering, Frank Davey, Daphne Marlatt and Fred WadVancouver conference demarcated
a position of ekstasis beyond the American bodytipathere “outside(r) influence” could be
felt.

Due to the presence of Olson, Creeley Runcan, the Vancouver conference can
mistakenly be considered a Black Mountain affafoimed primarily by the open-field and
projectivist poetics endorsed by its members. HakeRalmer was not interested in becoming
“a second-generation Black Mountaineer or an CdfiBirojectivist, using breath measure and
so on*32 pecause of “the presumptions about [a univocahkpr and subject still carried out
in a breath-projected model, with the bodily origyiof that metaphor3 Instead, he found
there “a community of sympathetic writers, peopleow had been reading but who turned out
— somewhat to my surprise — also to exist. And ptoyvided me, not so much poetic models,
but human models of people operating outside thék3* of normative personal and political
standards. The event is crucial to understandingthe position of ekstasis and the “poetics
of derivation” that Palmer espoused are importantjust in terms of his poetry but also for
how they represent a way of living in the socialrioof others. The conference was
characterised by its openness toward the outsgleedeptivity regarding others. In this sense,
it literalises a “poetics of derivation,” which ialves bringing the voices of others from outside
the poet into the poem but without normalising tthdbfferences. This gestures toward the
potential for an encounter between “(my)Self’ arfdn)Other” based on “response-ability,”
on listening and responding to others as differathter than appropriating them into categories
of the same and denying their difference, reduttieg alterity.

The Vancouver conference managed to complicatendaratanding of community as
a closed, exclusionary group that excludes diffegeto maintain a stable and cohesive
collective identity and in doing so pre-empted there recent attempts by poststructuralist
philosophers to reconceptualise community accortbregymore ethically informed paradigm,
for example, Maurice BlanchotBhe Unavowable Communif¥983), Jean-Luc NancyBhe

Inoperative Communit{1986) and Giorgio AgambenThe Coming Communit990). Like
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the attendees at the Vancouver conference, theyremgonding to the totalising and
exclusionary notion of community by asserting tledity and instability of identities, opening
up “closed communities from within, in order to ceive of a more ethically attuned form of

togetherness® Palmer is interested in this sense of what he getime “imaginary’ or

‘negative community,” a “community of those whoveano community, a community of
differences” that is the “space of encounter of pleetic imaginary with the sociat?® A
“‘community without community” is realised according this ethically informed type of
togetherness, a community founded on the differehetween those within it rather than a
collective, essentialist identity. If the “form tufigetherness that is proper to modernity, and the
most familiar style in which modern community isagined, is that of the natiod®” the
Vancouver conference allowed the attendees to kbdesn the larger containers separating
the nation from a global community...and staget&goe of the nationalist politics that set the
parameters of universalisnt®® The geographical location of the conference matkes
figurative literal, it is a “made place” of ekstadieyond the national body-politic where the
participants could disrupt “the liberal logics unagting...nationalism and thus reintroduce
excluded individuals into a new cosmopolitan comalityy which would not erase singular
differences between identity groups or individuafs.

A “community without community” relies on the commmadity of differences between
those within it rather than the more conventiomi®ai that each member of the community
shares some essential quality, “the idea that iddal experiences rest on a common social
ground, on an ontological fundamenrt®According to the latter, essentialist positiore th

community is “ultimately unable to positively resgbto differences*?

as it gradually
homogenises around a collective identity of esakumtiialities to celebrate a sense of unity
contingent upon either the exclusion of otherfiemegation through assimilatiofindividual
differences. While a liberalist view of communityght contest a definition of community as
individuals collectively sharing certain essentjahlities, it does not provide a different type

of togetherness to counter the essentialist positRemoving the common by showing that

135 pieter Vermeulen, “Community and Literary Expederin (Between) Benedict Anderson and Jean-Luc
Nancy,” Mosaic42 (2009): 96.

136 palmer, “Active Boundaries,” 207.

137 |bid, 98.

138 Keenaghan, “Vulnerable Households,” 62.

139 |bid.

140 Andreas Oberprantacher, “Beyind Rivalry? Rethigki@ommunity in View of Apocalyptic Violence,”
Contagion: Journal of Violence, Mimesis and Cultti®(2010): 178.

141 bid.

191



community is “a mental construct of identifiableinms™42 where individual interests are
articulated as a means of both establishing relatletween individuals and differentiating
oneself from others initially seems quite progresan terms of how it engages with difference.
However, by emphasising self-interests, the libstralew “stresses the individual will as being
the sole will responsible for common...agreements,ivhich consequently results in a
fundamental and irreconcilable antagonism betwkerseélf and the community of others.
Allen’s anthology is “deeply flawed” for these tyacecise reasons. Firstly, his separate
categories of (I) Black Mountain, (II) San Francis¢lll) The Beats and (IV) New York
suggest that those contained in each can be hornisegetogether according to a collective
identity of essential qualities that determines whancluded and who is excluded, thus
adhering to the essentialist position on commur8gcondly, the categories imply thite
New American Poetrgonsists of rival factions where each member mgdhe self-interests
of the group, prioritising their respective diffaces from others rather than acknowledging
the commonality of difference they all share. Thenvouver Poetry Conference counters the
implications of Allen’s text by imagining an altetive narrative of community as a counter to
the conventional paradigms of both the essentiahigtthe liberalist position. As a result, the
participants actualise a “community without comntyinbased on an ethically informed type
of togetherness that precludes both the excludidifference and any sense of rivalry between
differences. This requires a reconfiguration of ammity as involving “being with otherg*
inhabiting a position of ekstasis outside the bpditic and encountering others as others.
Nancy’'s suggestion that community does not refemmoimmanent collection of
autotelic subjects but rather to how communitylvgags “being with others,” helps explain
the significance of the Vancouver conference agxample of “outside(r) influence” that
signals Palmer’s pursuit of a “poethics of proxynitNancy's radical thinking about
community as “an opening ulf® toward others is profoundly ethical since it hights the
necessity of “(an)Other” to realise both “(my)Sediiid a “community without community.”
He opens up otherwise closed, exclusionary comnesnitom within by refusing to “locate
the sense of community...in a given substance oa igpecific essence...shared by the

members?*® and instead insists on the proximity of othasthers. He provides a counter-
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voice to Benedict Anderson’s idea of the “imagimedhmunity” and “the most familiar style
in which modern community is...imaginett*the inherently limited and sovereign nation-
state. The Vancouver Poetry Conference not onliatge the boundaries of the nation-state
but imagines a different kind of community as arliry event, what Nancy terms “literary
communism.” This term has nothing to do with wisatisually understood as communism but
instead “designates a general and anonymous spdwrci is shared by the different members
of the society and which utters a particular fofmaddress to them*8 In this sense, literature
refers to a “multiplicity which at the same timeites and divides us;*® unites because it is
something shared between individuals and divideslse it accommodates innumerable,
different interpretations. Myth is opposed to ktiere as the “particular style...in which the
community is imagined,” the “structure of thoughat gives the community its purpose and
legitimacy and that thus brings different indivitkigogether in a collective body It is
crucial to the formation of the “operative commuyriitvhereas the “inoperative community”
Nancy advances uses literature because it allow%h&ng with others,” it confirms one’s
existence “in common [with others]” while still isng “fusion into a [singular] body%?
Because thinking of community as essence congittitesure, Nancy instead conceives of
community as a matter of difference, where “[being]Jcommon has nothing to do with
communion...[but] means, to the contramg, longer having, in any form, in any empirical or
ideal place, such a substantial identity, and shauthis...lack of identity'>2

Furthermore, removing the “terror and hatred of atbmmunal things, of
communion,/of communism” also repudiated the mytht tthe American capitalist socio-
economic system was superior to its alternativeickvimad to be guarded against through
strategies of containment and discourses of coanseitowever, Nancy’'s understanding of
myth is not concerned with any specific myth buthwihe function of myth itself as the
“original speech...founding the intimate being oft@mmunity.”™®® Accordingly, there is
nothing “more absolutely common than myth” becausarises only from a community and

for it: they engender one anothé?*For Nancy, “myth communicates the common dbiag-
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common as it reveals the community to itself and fouitdsy “say[ing] what is and say[ing]
that we agree to say that this i&° Ultimately, myth “arranges the spaces and/or
symbolises...[it] works out the shares and divisitivat distribute a community and distinguish
it for itself, articulating it within itself.*>® Whether a narrative of origins, exceptionalism or
collective identity, myth is integral to “all thgacial groups” of nation, religion, gender,
sexuality and politics becoming closed, exclusigrettities. Nancy envisions a “community
turned toward the outside instead of in toward rmtreg®’ a community open to “outside(r)
influence” as it consists solely of others who hawdy their differencesith common.*>8
Constantly engaging with the differences of othersans the inoperative community is
dynamic and never complete, quite unlike the “ofpegacommunity,” which uses “myth...[as]
a completion®>°to engender a totalising, homogenising collecidentity that includes what
adheres to it and excludes what deviates. Thene igotential for change or interruption as
difference is either marginalised or neutralisedpgropriation. Literature, on the other hand,
interrupts myth and precludes completion becauswérently involves “being with others,”
of experiencing the proximity of “(an)Other” as “y%elf” encounters another person’s unique

interpretation of events. Literature:

does not come to an end at the place where the pas$es from an author to a reader,
and from this reader to another reader or to ama@thinor. It does not come to an end
at the place where the work passes on to anothdrlwdhe same author or at the place
where it passes into other works by other authtirss.unended and unending — in the

active sense — in that it is literature...[and]spito play nothing other than beiiy

commont®?

The various processes of dissemination and intexjopa means literature allows for “being
with others” and constitutes an “opening up” of coumity by removing the common, the
homogenised and consensual, and instead repldacinitp ithe sense of being common with
others, of listening and responding to multipldetdiént interpretations.

As a literary event, the Vancouver Poetry Confegepoovides an example of a
“community without community.” However, its sigrénce is furthered by the type of poetics

that was discussed there. While the processedenéitlire make it generally conducive to
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engendering openness and incompletion, the paatitspat Vancouver were each investigating
the potential for a “process orientatié?’in poetry, a movement away from the preconceived
notions of form, the circumscribed idea of the sghjand the normative predisposition toward
the informing nature of poetry that posit the poama closed-off, complete object. The
processual poetics advanced at Vancouver, wheitibeiguise of Olson’s “projective verse,”
Duncan’s “derivative poetics,” Ginsberg’s “spontangs bop prosody,” Creeley’s serial poetics
or Levertov’s poetics of organic order, means teneexploited and exaggerated the sense of
incompletion and openness that Nancy identifiemlagrent in literature more generally. The
Vancouver Poetry Conference provided an opportuoitghe participants to enact what had
hitherto only been articulated in their poetry.tims sense, the position of ekstasis and the
“poetics of derivation” Palmer identified with mé&sted in the “community without
community” realised there, thus demonstrating hlog gersonal, the political and the poetic
are always mutually interrelated. The conference avurther act of poiesis, as the participants
“made [a] place of first permission,” a place fartsiders where difference was actively
encouraged to open up the community to outsideuenites, to foreground the ethical
imperative of encountering others and listening mesponding to them as others.

(5.5) Outside Influences: The Serial Poems dhe Circular Gates

Nancy's radical reconfiguration of community hasviolbis parallels with Levinas’
understanding of ethical subjectivity, while thdian of a “community without community”
enlarges a concern for the individual subject tosader its social applications. Levinas’
phenomenology of the subject functions as a mamteinfiagining a more ethically informed
notion of community in which its members are ormeehttoward others. This notion of
community based on ethical subjectivity also bearslarities with the heteronomic turn seen
earlier in Ashbery and Palmer’s interest in thorg@iguration as an example of how one might
live in the social world of others signals the lmegig of his development of a “poethics of
proximity.” Although Palmer explains that the Vanger Poetry Conference is “part of the
landscape dEL,”%2 the influence of this event is more readily id&atile in the serial poems

of CG, which show him investigating how what he experezh at the conference might
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function in poetry with the intention of encouragjitne reader to consider the work required
and the difficulties involved in realising a “commnity without community.” Accordingly,
serial poems expose the arbitrary nature of closung containment, and foreground the
simultaneity of singularity and plurality, thussaig similar questions as Nancy does regarding
how the individual relates to a community of oth&scause the meaning of a series gradually
accumulates as the poems are read, the boundavgdrethe single poem and the series, and
by extension the singular and the plural, is camirsly transgressed. These serial poems,
therefore, provide occasions where outside infleeaenost apparent, which in turn enact the
experience of “community without community” valuday Palmer and introduce the
constitutive activities of his “poethics of proxityri’ listening and responding to others in their
singularity within a plurality, that is, within theocial world of others.

The first section of2G consists of two series, “The Brown Book” and “TBeok
Against Understanding,” and immediately reveals ithportance of the personal and the
political questions raised by the Vancouver confeeefor Palmer’'s emerging poetics, which,
like the numerous recurring series he createslikarthreads throughout his collections. The
first series begins with a quote frofthe Brown Booka partially completed attempt by
Wittgenstein to transcribe his lectures that waanévally abandoned, “But do we interpret the
words/before obeying their order,” and the poetisistence that “This is difficult but not
impossible.2®® Palmer indicates the “necessary difficulty” of lpisetry here as he indicates
words have meanings that exceed the poet’s intettbe order he has put them in, due to the
outside influence of language itself beyond histcn “The Brown Book” addresses
incompletion not as an instance of failure buteaih terms of circularity, “so that it becomes
harder/.../...to distinguish what seems to be/the begm of the story from the end%
Circularity is important because it means “thesg ifio teleology,” no “point...[to arrive at] at
the end.®® Rather than closing-off the text, the interchamigeelation between the beginning

LTS

and the end constitutes an opening-up of the Aexhe explains in “She It Is,” “...the numbers
are signs/of a series that's been memorised/.../[Btig words are learned by word of
mouth.’2% There are no numbers determining the order in wtilthe Brown Book” should
be read because Palmer is not interested in egsaipredetermined reading experience. While

numbers imply order and a limiting of how the ser@an be read, his reference to oral
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communication indicates his interest in a more egetied process of listening and responding
that is ultimately beyond his control. Within theries, the end of one poem marks the
beginning of another, a feature heightened by Pasinee “...the circle stands for yes//and it
doesn’'t have ends® Similar to the “poetics of derivation” discussedlier, reading the series
becomes an instant of writing as each reading awatige previous reading and is changed by
subsequent readings.

The second series, “The Book Against Understandmgkes his motivations more
explicit. Communication is important but Palmewigrking against understanding, preventing
comprehension in order to achieve something diffiees he envisions it in “As If By Saying,”
“Each looked into the water//and was frightened aylifferent thing/of his or her own
making.”%® CG, therefore, is opened toward the outside influeat@nother person, the
interpretation of the reader, while s/he is contumly confronted with difference because the
serial poems gradually accumulate multiple meanasgthe poems in proximity to them are
read, with the result that there is “More of evhmyg like motion/.../...More history than
today.”®® A more responsive method of reading is requiredi¢al with the difficulty of
Palmer’s text, the fact that “It is. It was asif®Such a responsive method ensures the reader
can deal with the need “To learn what to say teeaml” and find “Words foare andwere
not'’* because the readings it engenders are as opbe texts themselves, that is, open to
further different interpretations. Serial poemsatoate this inherent feature of poetry because
“each new combination produces a new meaning,”aqunsntly requiring the reader to realise
that “each conjunction” of the component partsinasning, “are capable of rearrangements”
and that “subsequent arrangement also has a metrahgs in no way ‘secondary’ to its
original articulation.*’2 Without sequential numbers, there is no impliedeoin “The Book
Against Understanding” and no hierarchy regardisgcomponent parts. By extension, the
reader’s interpretation is in no way “secondarythe poet’s “original articulation,” it is simply
a single, possible reading amongst a pluralitytbén different reading€G allows the reader
to appreciate that what Palmer himself values ifi€dlt but not impossible.” As reading the
collection demonstrates, living in such a commurstdifficult because one must be open to

different interpretations that constantly interrapid question one’s own but it makes being

167 |bid, 14.

168 Michael Palmer, “The Book Against Understandirg(, 28.

169 |bid, 25.

170 bid, 28.

11 |bid, 26, author's emphasis.

172 Joseph M. ContéJnending Design: The Forms of Postmodern Pofithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1991), 24-25.
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with others possible through “response-ability,’stéining and responding to other
interpretations and opening oneself up to outsifiaences.

In the next section, entitled “Series,” Palmer otss how “The circular gates/start to
open and closé”®to help the reader differentiate between the wfietypes of serial poems
in CG. Firstly, there is the open-ended, incompleteesdtiat features in multiple collections.
“Symmetrical Poem,” for example, a series of nuredepoems, first appears @G and
continues intoaVM, NEL andFF. Or “Prose,” again a series of numbered poemsaibae¢ars
in multiple collections but has discrepancies m$kquence due to omissions that heighten the
sense of incompletion. Secondly, there is the dadg self-contained series, such as “The
Brown Book,” “The Book Against Understanding” ariteteponymous series, that only ever
appear in a single collection. However, in “Seti@almer gestures toward a third type that is
more susceptible to, even dependent upon, the deutsifluence of another person.
Consequently, this type of series is more indeteatei than the others, having the qualities of

both but belonging to neither:

...demonstrating a new way of ¢
to three. We both lose our plac
looking for the prediscovered end
of the series, in this case
a shadow instead of the light.

“Series” is different to the other series@& and foregrounds the difficulty of the collection
as a whole. It consists of a number of titled antitked poems, a self-contained series, and the
open-ended series “Prose.” Any attempt at providirgingular reading is interrupted by the
guestions “Series” raises. Should “Series” be r@ad self-contained series since it does not
appear in any subsequent collections? Is it a mireacollection irCG and simply named after
the eponymous “Series?” Do the untitled poems lgetoranother series such as “The Brown
Book” or “The Book Against Understanding” whose gmment parts are also untitled? Do the
titted poems belong to “Series” or are they stalhe? Is “Series” interrelated with other
series in Palmer’s work through the thread of “Bf3By answering any of these questions,
the reader fundamentally changes “Series.” “Se2iledemonstrates how one interpretation

might be in common” with another but it is always different:

173 Michael Palmer, “BarcelonaCG, 60.
174 Michael Palmer, “Series G, 56.
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A body in light and shade
placed between two equal lights
side by side

A body placed
at an equal distance
between two light<®

Both utterances describe a common scene but arertheless completely different It is
“possible to begin agaih™ because the act of reading is another writings taphasising the
sense of incompletion and circularity informi@¢ as a whole. The open and closed series can

be realised by Palmer alone but the third requaregher person:

| try to count to three
and reach two and a fraction before any corrections
become necessaty.

The reader provides such corrections, rewriting dbees as s/he reads it and answers the
guestions it poses. In answering these questibaggelder realises his/her “response-ability”
by contributing to the series while also being cwrdusly interrupted by the irreducible
differences of its component parts.

The eponymous series @G is modelled after Frank StellaPotractor Serie§1967-
71) as Palmer followed the curvilinear, geometrainfings as an example for his own
compositional model. On the most explicit levels Ipaintings help the reader to visualise
perhaps what Palmer hoped to achieve With(Fig. 8). With its numerous intersections and
overlaps,Firuzabadprovides a visual metaphor for the intended eftddPalmer’s series as
they interrelate with one another, stand indepetigland create juxtapositions. However, two
features of Stella’s series are particularly imaottto his collection. Firstly, the same shapes
and segments reappear throughout the series eretiff colours (Fig. 9).

175 Michael Palmer, “Series 2CG, 54.
176 |pid.
177 Michael Palmer, “Series 4CG, 57.
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(Fig. 8)Frank StellaFiruzabad(1970) (Fig. 9) Franks StellaHarran 1l (1967)

Palmer replicates this technique in his own sermasediately foregrounding it even, as the

opening lines:

keys, of tears, the store
harvested white, and electricit{?

are repeated in the series with variations of puatein, prepositions, omission and

enjambment, for example, “The keys of tears andtbee®"® and:

...the
window of the store, keys,
and electricity-&°

The structure o€G creates a densely interwoven pattern of phragesated with variations.
Similar to Stella’s paintings, where the squared amcles are constantly interrupted and
intruded upon by other shapes (Fig. 10 & 11), inenolaries of Palmer’s poems are continually

violated and exceeded as the repeated phrase®iaterthem together.

178 Michael Palmer, “New York,CG, 81.
179 Michael Palmer, “111,"CG, 91.
180 Michael Palmer, “ChicagoCG, 87.
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(Fig. 10)Frank StellaHagamatana 1(1967) (Fig. 11)Frank StellaTakht-i-Suleiman
(1967)

However, one recurrent group of words reveals #dwoisd and perhaps the most important
feature of Stella’s paintings for the poet. Palmegreats words indicating the components of a
room throughout “The Circular Gates,” such as tlaisythe door, the window, and the floor,
thus demonstrating his appreciation for Stella’stlagtics as an attempt to make a space.
Painting, therefore, does not just represent apisting space but is “the making of spat®.”
While his investigations of shape, line and colate important, they are secondary to his
interest in making space, whether it is “the sgzeteveen lines, the space left out of the canvas,
the space you imagine as you look at his shapésthe real space that exists between the
painting and the viewer®? A Stella canvas is “not a window to another wdsld a full and
complete world unto itself*®3 Each painting in his series is individually namedter an
ancient, circular-planned town in Asia minor, tlawgygesting his paintings are meant to be
inhabitable, social spaces.

In his explanation of what motivated him to writehe Circular Gates,” he reveals his
desire to have a relationship with his material medsimilar to certain painters’ rather than a
poet’s:

Formally, the central thing was trying to deal wiécurrence and sequentiality —
seriality if you will — in relation to what | derevfrom someone like Stella, rather than
a literary, thematic recurrence, though it doegiduese itself as it goes along. | wanted
to do it in the material nature of those recurrplyyases...designing a pattern of
recurrence...And trying to deal with worldesideany sense of literary consideration,

181 paul Goldberger, “Frank Stella Architecturéfank Stella: Painting Into Architectur@New York, NY: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2007), 11.

182pid, 15.

183 bid, 11.
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but the way you would deal with them as paint, lwkfately ignoring their actual
referential naturé®*

Palmer even bemoans the fact that the same audidrckas no problem with the permissions
innovative paintings represent will “have all kindkproblems with similar permissions or
liberties or deviations performed in the teX¥*’His desire for a painterly relation to his
material medium is because of the permissions hepoavide his audience with, while also
explaining why he might appreciate Stella’s intentio make a space and how his “Protractor
Series” provides a way into it, “There are threedsi of gate:/ fan, interlace and rainbd\tf”
Palmer explains that “The Circular Gates” is “abedticating oneself toward responsibility
toward the world,” avoiding “displacement from th®rld’s events” using the example of
Stella, whose “position could act as a kind of apgna gate...into the presert” Applying

the same logic to his collection, it is a similadybeit textually, made space:

The room is very large
and my name waSeorge
This had been a hotel

| recognise the walt&®

Palmer’'s hotel metaphor implies th@G is intended to be temporarily inhabited and is
designed to put different people in proximity toecanother. The hotel metaphor helps the
reader conceptualise a “community without commuyhilycommunity of individuals “being
with others.” Palmer identifies “There were at tefasir,”'8° suggesting his series provide a
fourth way into an inhabitable, social space, whaterms “the City/of OO Like Stella’s
Protractor Seriesthe collection, informed by circularity and incpletion as each end is
another beginning, is modelled after this circulidy. Because the collection is opened up to
the outside influence of another person, as demaisst through the questions posed by

“Series,” Palmer solves “The problem/of the dobdff called for an opening® His series

184 palmer, “Counter Poetics and Current Practice3-264.
185 |pid, 265.

186 palmer, “IIl,” CG, 89.

187 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gizzi,” 168-169.
188 palmer, “New York,"CG, 83.

189 Michael Palmer, “IV,CG, 95.

19 palmer, “lll,” CG, 92.

1 palmer, “IV,” CG, 96.
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provide a way into the collection, into the socgphce he makes where the reader is required
to listen and respond to the differences that e@onist interrupt his/her attempt to interpret the
text and write him/herself into existence as aa&tibj

In “The Circular Gates,” this sense of differenseaccentuated by the phrases that
reappear throughout with minor variations to mdieereader acknowledge that plurality rather
than singularity is prioritised in a “community Wwdut community.” Palmer likens his use of
repetition to a painter “returning and returningtbe first moment of the canvas, and the
layering process, the process of accretion angitheess of emergence” to explain how the
differences that appear in his work are “relaticsuadl are not limited to what we mistakenly
think of as the scale of the poefi?The repetition of phrases gives the impressicenaiess
differences and changes the meaning of each poeaus$e it is subject to outside influence,
to the different meaning a phrase has in anothempthat influences how the phrase might be
interpreted in the poem being read. Listening asponding to these differences, however, is

not limited to the “scale of the poem” as:

we aren’t able to say this is that and next to it
Is the rest from your book. Is iyan
different

from the flood when instead of turning it off |

turned it really of®

CG gives the reader permission to enact a way afigivn this social world that is ethically
informed as s/he is continuously confronted witlffedences and encounters other
interpretations to which s/he must respond. By opeap the text to the outside influence of
the reader, Palmer not only gestures toward the smmse of heternomic subjectivity seen in
Ashbery but also makes a space for outsiders. “gogtics of derivation” gives the poet
permission to listen and respond to others, thialgewetics ofCG extends this permission to
the reader. The personal and political realisateargendered by his experiences at Vancouver
are replicated in the poetics Gf5 with the intention of making a space where thelee@an
realise his/her “response-ability” and appreciate lriting and reading poems in this manner
is a way of living in the social world of otherd,axting in and interacting with a “community

without community” by listening and responding thers as others.

192 palmer, “Counter Poetics and Current Practice3. 26
193 Michael Palmer, “Series 1CG, 53.
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Conclusion: Addressing the (as yet) Unknown

What makes the Vancouver Poetry Conference sofisigni is that the poets there had no
audience to speak of, no determinate set of readleose expectations had to be met and,
therefore, no prescriptive standards that had tadbeered to. As Palmer later observes of his
experience there, he was in the company of poeterifionally working outside that cultural
centre and [who] were not addressing themselvas sudience as yet unknown, an alternative
audience that was just then taking sha§&His observation of how Duncan, Spicer [although
absent], and Creeley” were addressing themselves tget unknown” others is more than just
a comment on the residual avant-gardism of the Memerican Poets. As an exercise in
community building, in making an “imagined commuyhivhere the poet dwells with others,
the conference would have a profound influencea@meBr’s “poethics of proximity.” It is not
incorrect to suggest that the attendees felt otheyehe hegemonic centre they were critiquing
from their position of ekstasis for reasons pentajrio the personal, political, poetic and any
combination of the three. Most importantly, howevélte creative and critical dialogues
between such others confirmed for Palmer the pihisgibf talking “to self as well as other as
well as self as other!?> which manifests in his later reconfiguration o tlyrical mode.
Although he repeatedly discusses this event imimge's, the conference never features as
subject matter in his poems. Instead his earlyectithns attempt to enact the personal, political
and poetic considerations and commitments he hintmdame aware of when he first

encountered poets not only writing about but livaggording to the “practise of outside.”

%4 palmer, “River City Interview.”
19 palmer, “Autobiography, Memory and Mechanisms oh€alment,” 290.
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Chapter 6: Writing with Nothing at its Centre in Without
Music and Notes for Echo Lake

Palmer is not alone amongst his contemporariesdagghis interest in “outside(r) influence.”
Palmer is normally identified with the collectivé moet-critics referred to as Language poets
which occupied a critical position outside thatigtied the normative standards of the poetic.
While Language poets such as Bernstein, AndrewsteéWwvand Silliman are committed to the
project of “becoming outsidée, by insisting on private channels of publicationl aistribution

for their work, advancing pedantic pedagogical rmdththrough critical essays, making
teleological pronouncements about the functionaatyy in a postmodern world, and creating
an insular environment of poet-critics to reviewittwork, they inevitably established another
institution, albeit an oppositional one. In thimse, there is a significant disparity between the
intention and the actuality of Language poetry, tugvhat Palmer identified as its “hidden
orthodoxies,? its commitment to “[creating], let's say, a fixdtieoretical matrix” and
“work[ing] from an ideology of prohibitions aboukgressivity and the self The Language
poets might achieve a kind of “uncommunftut their committed oppositionality, however,
means they inevitably perpetuate the same exclasy@rinciples practiced by the hegemonic
institution they initially sought to oppose. Asdissed earlier, Palmer refuses to identify with
any exclusionary group, oppositional or otherwesad critiques the closing-off of the term
“language” to describe a particular group of poeifferentiating them from by excluding

others:

What troubles me about that “Language” term is,tliaken at face value, it is
manifestly absurd, as well as insulting to otheitevs equally committed to exploring
the medium...[since] we are [all] questioning waysunderstanding, seeing, and
various crucial orders of assumption about meaaing) representation in a culture
where most things seem to have become re-presamntati

1 Barrett Watten, “The Turn to Language and the $380ritical Inquiry 29 (2002): 140.

2 Michael Palmer, “On Robert Duncan,American Poet (1997) Accessed '8 August 2015.
<http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/ poets/m_tfpar/palmeronduncan.htm>.

3 Michael Palmer, “Jubilat InterviewJubilat1 (2000): 111.

4 Oren IzenbergBeing Numerous: Poetry and the Ground of Socia (Ffrinceton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2010), 142.

5 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Tuma,” 9-10.
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The “all” refers to innovative poets who intentitigaposition themselves outside the
normative standards of their respective periodmealis concerned with the continuous
counter-tradition constituted by “outsiders” in pgeaather than containing them in particular
groups with their own “exclusionary authenticatiminfocus or practice? best illustrated by
Allen’s anthology.

Despite this important distinction between Palmed the Language poets, both are
committed to a deconstructive critique of voicetceth poetry and undermining the “workshop
poem,” a compositional model that embodied thei¢@f verse culture” during the seventies.
Palmer and the Language poets developed an anssipnist aesthetic in response to what
they saw as the commodification of poetry into mise objects, thus challenging “the little
self’® of the post-confessional lyric and the inscriptioinsubjectivity as a static point of
reference. As their name indicates, Language paretsoncerned with the outside influence
exerted by language, how it constitutes the subjather than producing textual objects that
embody a specific person’s act of self-authoring are designed to be passively consumed by
the reader, they create text-based poems thatdures equivalents of language itself because
they are constituted by the human capacity fortareagency. The univocality of the singular,
autonomous speaker and the attendant autotelieiify is challenged using the inherent
polyphony of language, while the creative act isordigured according to the dialogic
principle to problematise the conventional speaddressee dichotomy and complicate the
standards used to separate poetry from other tyfpesncrete utterance.

WM is probably Palmer’s most explicit reaction agathe “official verse culture” of
the seventies and helps explain why he is so freualigned with the Language poets. “Poem
Containing Two Songs” and “Three Poems to be Readre” capture his departure from the
object-nature of the poem to investigate “livingdaage: language whose mode of existence
is the event, a language...that lives through ancerguks the experiences of all those who
speak it and hear it, and which is therefore needi-identical.® “Poem Containing Two

Songs” begins with the perfect analogy:

A train passes that other train

5 1bid, 9.

7 Charles Bernstein, “The Academy in PeriContent's Dream: 1975-1984Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 1986), 246.

8 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 289.

9 Gerald L. Bruns, “The Remembrance of Languagetnmduction to Gadamer’s Poetic&adamer on Celan:

“Who am | and Who Are You?and Other Essaydrans. and ed. Richard Heinemann and Bruce Kekiew
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 919, 16.
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so that unmoving we begin
to drift backward, afloat —

the story everyone knows
and repeats to no one elsé —

The first song uses this illusion of self-motionctl our attention to a fundamental aspect of
language that is often “misrememberétithe corporeality of language that moves us into
embodying a different perspective. Like the analalgig movement is never literal or physical
but rather imaginative or psychical and means tenpcannot be a static object, it must be
engaged with as an event in language. By insishiag“there is no useful distinction between
language and poetry?the Language poets are involved in a similar gtoje Palmer, of
viewing poetry as just another daily activity penfied in the social world of others through
language. As such, poetry is not some “reflexivefession, but the actual as it respires,” as it
lives and breathes “hidden in plain sight.Consequently, poetry involves listening and
responding to a “lost, or forgotten language, thabne spoken everywhere in the streets and
yet unheard or unlistened to. It comes to us irhbitst familiarity and its foreignness®
Language-oriented poetry can be described as ‘isgéllseemed/toward two points at onte”
to convey this sense of language, and by exteriseopoem, as facilitating movement between
two poles of consciousness. This affirms the diadesf “familiarity and...foreignness” but in
a way that suggests the relation between self dhdron the encounter with otherness.
Language poets illustrate “an openness or recemsseto the strangeness or otherness of
words,”® while the resulting poems reconfigure our relattonlanguage as examples of
listening and responding to its otherness. Viewiogtry as language means it is living rather
than an object that can be grasped, that can beretvended or understood completely and
definitively.

Similar to the Language poets, Palmer revealsstodaders what they have repressed
or forgotten, or has been intentionally hiddenhmynormative standards of representation that

protect the political status quo, about their ownstitutive relation to language as something

10 Michael Palmer, “Poem Containing Two Songdg/ithout Music(Santa Barbara, CA: Black Sparrow Press,
1977), 88.

1 1bid.

2 Ron Silliman, “The Chinese NotebooKhe Age of Huts (CompledBerkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 2007), 156

13 Michael Palmer, “Poetic Obligations (Talking Abdubthing at Temple),Active Boundaries38.

14 1bid.

5 palmer, “Poem Containing Two SonggyM, 89.

18 Bruns, 8.
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living and, therefore, irreducible to an “objeabde, system, conceptual scheme, paradigm...
[or] ideology™’ that reinforces rule-governed forms of monologibdviour. The second song
discusses the inherent dialogism in the poem wbenaived as an event in or an experience

with language:

...They have come
to watch you paint

and be part of your painting
they have come to watch you paint

or to enter your painting

with open mouth, the suspended figures
seated or stretched out

across the ordered space of that ‘between wWérld’

Palmer here displays a further affinity with thengaage poets and their “postconfessional
guest for a transpersonal poetics...[that] contéstéraditional notion of the self as the primary
organising feature of writing!® This urge to allow others into his text, not jtestvatch but to
be part of it, aligns Palmer’'s work with the “diglo openness to reader collaboration and
communal production [in Language writing]...that i®fs] the reader’s interpretive
participation in the text?® Like language, the poem is not something that baeg, “yesterday
[is] quiet, empty and//entire,” bus happening, is an ongoing event similar to livingthe
social world of others, “Today the city is//actiieprecise and clouded?® By ordering the

“space of the ‘between world,” Palmer provides ad®a place of first permission similar to
Language poets, whose concept and idealised cotigmagi model of multiple authorship
positions the poem between two or more authorsastarsection between multiple poles of

consciousness. As Bernstein explains:

Rather than work, which is the product of the atghprojection/memory/associative
process, it is work for the reader’s (viewer’s) jpobion/construction. The text calls

71bid, 9.

8 palmer, WM, 90.

9 Walter Kalaidjian, “Transpersonal Poetics: Langugriting and the Historical Avant-Gardes in Postiem
Culture,” American Literary Histon8 (1991): 324.

20 1bid, 328.

21 palmer WM, 90.
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upon the reader to be actively involved in the pescof constituting its meaning, the
reader becoming a neutral observer neither to eritbesl exteriority nor to an enacted
interiority. The text formally involves the process response/interpretation and in
doing so makes the reader aware of herself or tiirasgroducer as well as consumer
of meaning??

This pronouncement about interdependent agencyalattive action is obviously politically
charged since it breaks “down the boundaries oftlienomous author in favour of both the
work and its immediate reception within its comniyyif® but it also contextualises Palmer
amongst those contemporaries who similarly poditedpoem as an event where “response-
ability” to others can be realised, either in telwhanguage as an absolute exteriority beyond
the individual’s control or in terms of other peeplho are different to and distant from the
self, thus exposing it to an otherwise.

“Three Poems to be Read as One” foregrounds tlegenhpolyphony when the poem
is conceived as a “between world” where multipleepmf consciousness encounter each other
by emphasising “That love of conversatich.However, Palmer also indicates how using
multi-voicedness to critique conventional, thasiisgular, voice-centred poetry is one of the
primary reasons for the difficulty &M, “the speakers/are difficult to he&r.”Because the
poem is de-authorised by being open toward a waonétheteronomic forces beyond the
author’s control, the poem is “speaking at the eafgmice.’?® If the poem is happening at “the
edge of voice,” where the potential for articulatior speaking is at its limit, then a different
way of responding is required. For Palmer and thieguage poets, listening is another way of
realising one’s “response-ability,” paying attentim the language being spoken everywhere
in daily life but hitherto unlistened to. As a rtéstheir work offers a “model or theory of the
person, a pedagogy of personhood” that, rather tismg poetry as a vehicle to advance
assumptions about a particular person, uses past@n “occasion for re-establishing and
reading the concept and value of the per$oas$ an active, participating entity open toward
otherness. Like Palmer, the Language poets pravidey of approaching the problem of

subjectivity following the poststructuralist critig of the humanist subject because it addresses

22 Charles Bernstein, “Writing and MethodZbntent’s Dream233.

23 Barrett Watten, “The Secret History of the EquighSL=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Between Discourse and Text,”
Poetics TodayO0 (1999): 581.

24 palmer, “Three Poems to be Read as OnA, 95.

% 1bid, 92.

2 1bid, 93.

27 |zenberg, 1-2.
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something far greater than the authoring of therpivgelf, the potential for a life lived together
with others through one’s performed acts in languag

While the affinities between Palmer and the Languagets are undeniable, there is a
disparity between the intentions and the actualitythe latter that make it a mistake to
completely identify Palmer with them. The theoratiwritings and manifestos of Bernstein,
Andrews, Watten and Silliman might advance remdikgirogressive and persuasive
arguments about the social and ethical functioa pbetics that has as its “cardinal principle”
the “dismissal of voice” as the foundational opeeabf the workshop poem and its claims to
self-presence and authentictytHowever, so much of the poetry itself has an “astiaetic®®
quality that derives from the insubstantiality tletpoems they have produced. Consider
Silliman, for example, who refers to his entire pad work asKetjak which consists of he
Age of Hut§1974-1980) Tjanting (1979-1981) Alphabet(1979-2004) andUniverse(2005 —
present), a projected 360 poem sequence of whihtla first two have been published to
date,Revelator(2013) andNorthern Soul(2014). Or AndrewsThe Millennium Projegtan
online companion piece tbip Service(1997) consisting of almost one thousand pages of
material generated between the mid-80s’ and tHg-88s." The Grand Piano: An Experiment
in Collective Autobiography consisting of ten volumes written by ten authpublished over
a five year period and totalling over sixteen-hwadpages, perfectly captures the discrepancy
between the theory and the practice of Languagé&yo&'hile it theoretically engages with
important questions about the constitutive relatiop between self and other, the notion of
“community without community,” the actual, materitdxt places not just difficult but
impossible demands on the reader’s capacity tmaite it properly. These three examples
typify the internal logic informing so much Lang@agriting, the “open-ended algorithm of
addition,®? that means “it demands neither articulation noegisely, attention3! Due to their
scale, the preclusion of differentiating betweere goem and another, and the complete
removal of anything resembling a subject in terinigath matter and a speaker, the attitude of
“indifference and inattention to the specifics ofiat is being said is not only a plausible
response” but the only “response such writing detaéf?

28 Marjorie Perloff Differentials: Poetry, Poetics, Pedago@iuscaloosa, AL: Alabama University Press,
2004), 129.

2 |bid, 140.
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This discrepancy between the intentions and theaéitst of Language poetry explains
Palmer’s repeated eforts to distance himself frioim group. He sees this discrepancy as “one
implication of the American model of Derrida. Nod snuch Derrida himself, but the
appropriation of Derrida by the American acadeffyThe consequent willingness “to slide
into a purely deconstructed space...of [the] pusakoic, polysemous,” of pure discourse,
absence and inauthentic repetition, has the “damigeereturn to a hermetically sealed cultural
space,” it is the “sceptical other side of the omnirof New Criticism” when it has “returned
poetry to a particularly sealed-off object of styidyis “just literature, again®* Palmer is not
a Language poet because he retains a certainllgeaaibility and his densely interwoven,
derivative texts consisting of others’ voices regurequent re-reading, thus emphasising the
importance of attentive listening as a way of resog to otherness. Furthermore, the
emphasis in Language poetry on de-authorisationdegssinbodiment by ascribing agency to
language itself rather than the speaking subjedtesid not only difficult but practically
impossible to analyse their work in terms of thetfsand the reader’s “response-ability.”
While they radically reconfigure the role of theader as an active participant in the
construction of meaning rather than a passive corsof predetermined meanings, the almost
complete abdication of authority by the poet sinylaprecludes responsibility, thus
undermining the ethical connotations of this gestiara way that Palmer wholly distances

himself from.

(6.1) Erasure and Embodiment inWithout Music

The constant re-readings that Palmer’'s poems n&tessthe sense of closer reading or
attentive listening they each require, fundameytiitinguishes him from the Language poets.
This emphasis on (self-)analysis is the resuli®Bktempt to write the “analytic lyrica “way

to address the problematics of the purely privétierance” that he derives primarily from the

examples of Edmond Jabés and Paul Cé%dn.Jabés, Palmer identifies the possibility of a
book filled with silences, where silence is thedq# where you reply to the question, where
you reply to the other®® Like the Language poets, Jabés provides “a streictiresponse to

33 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 277.
34 |bid, 277-278, my emphasis.

35 Palmer, “Counter Poetics and Current Practice4. 25
36 |bid, 255.
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the appropriation of language in his time” motivhi®y the “hope of recovering the meaning
of words in a time when words have lost their megri?’ However, rather than just creating
a dispersal of different voices and competing disses, he “allow[s] for silence®® he
provides the space for people not just to resparidd ask. In the silent text, he creates a
“strategy of fragments, of unanswered questiorrmpletions and fractures, in a structure of
loss,® thus preventing the poet from either appropriatimg discourse or entering into an
authoritarian role. In Celan, Palmer identifieshnat feature that Language poets are similarly
concerned with, the question of the self in languaddpowever, for Palmer and Celan, this is
always a question of the “lyric self in languagingé “sense of the dispersal of the subject [or
the speaker], but also the reaffirmation, the flaat it was nobody’s voice and yet it was, also,
something.*® Celan addresses “the circumstance of the impdisgibi reading the world.*!

In their absolute critique of voice-centred poetitye Language poets display a complete
distrust of the lyric but Celan reveals how thédyan be renewed. The “analytic lyric” derived

from Jabés and Celan emphasises the:

investigatory aspects, the taking over of the lggnicentration on the code itself, on
the texture of language, the taking over the cosaléon of lyric emotion and focusing
it then on the mechanics of language...[to] critigliscourses of power, to renew the
social function of poetr§?

It provides a “between world,” a way of ascribimgneither the postconfessional lyric nor the
language-oriented poem but still managing to argithe conventions of the singular speaker,
the autonomous writing subject and the notion afresls while also retaining the sense of
embodiment and “response-ability” so crucial to“pisethics of proximity.”

WM is Palmer’s most concerted effort at using silelacguestion the lyrical self. The
collection is named after a group of essays byeSRrich entitle®@Vords Without Musiavhich
he rephrases in the eponymous series as “Hieroiglyjoii the wrist/without music?® Palmer
explains his reasoning, “I thought, well, if | taket words, I'm left without music. So the

hidden word there is ‘words’ which has been erased, what's left iswWithout Music’ 4

37 1bid.

38 |bid.

39 1bid.

40 1bid, 256.

41 1bid.

42 |bid.

43 Michael Palmer, “Without Music 1\WM, 24.

44 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gizzi,” 177.

212



Through the silences, erasures and concealmenlke danalytic lyric’ he achieves what he
terms a “composition with nothing at its centfe 4 way of investigating the various silences,
erasures and concealments that occur when wrindg@ading “I” in lyric poetry. Palmer’s
“words without music” indicate how the lyric vitgltetains elements from its original, classical
format as poems that are sung with accompanimenmt & lyre. As a result, it “provides an “I”
to whoever reads or sings it,” thereby revealing tbommunal nature of the first-person
pronoun” and problematising the fiction of the amyt singular self as the source of the lyric
utterance’® The opening poem, “For Voice,” immediately revetis purpose behind the

“analytic lyric[s]” in the whole collection:

We must not act and speak

as if asleep
Eye precedes €4r

Palmer’s “analytic lyric[s],” therefore, seek torgethe implicit formalism that often attends
lyric poems, the tendency to look at them as objacid to look for clues to interpret their
meaning, the autobiographical correspondences ereiperiences being re-presented. He

challenges the presupposition that the written pskauld be just read rather than performed:

Now letter and word
have begun to disappear
theA no longer drawn

with three remembered strokes
but shaping itself

a little confused in the way
people conceive the possibility

as theoreticel®

This reconfiguration of the lyric is “difficult butot impossible,” it remains only theoretical, it

remains a written text, until it is actually perfoed, “Sung this is a song//if spokeli.“For

45 Michael Palmer, “From the Notebooks,” 343.

46 Mark Jeffreys, “ldeologies of Lyric: A Problem &fenre in Contemporary Anglophone PoetidaVILA 110
(1995): 201.

47 Michael Palmer, “For Voice WM, 13.

48 |bid, 12.

49 Michael Palmer, “Night of the Full Moon: the Etwde Woman Claps her HandsyM, 117.
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Voice” also foregrounds the dialectic of absence presence in Palmer’s lyrics through its
own binary, its repeated references to “zeroes™ands.”® “Analytic lyric[s]” fundamentally
depend on this complicated dialectic, “plus a miagsal to one’ as the figure “1” evokes
the other vertical figure, “l,” that features saewf in lyric poems and combines presence (plus)
and absence (minus). As he phrases it elsewhegeptie and letter be equaf. Approaching
what Palmer identified with in Jabés and Celany tegender a “void centrg”in which
“erasure allows for writing of a poetry about nathpithrough a lexicon of absence and
otherwise inexpressible referertsdr silences. The experience of writing and readingh
poems involves a degree of “oscillation between aneé another, between being and non-
being, presence and absenérlh a similar way to the acts of self-displacemsaén in
Ashbery as he creates “anybody’s autobiographyRMandDDS the silences, erasures and
concealments iWVM are intended to highlight how the “play of abseand presence” is not
only “central to the lyric experience” but “part tiie unsounded nature of all linguistic
experience, part of that world of the destabiliaad the relational we choose to cover over, to
leave unheard>®

Concealment and erasure is nothing new in Palrpeesns, it can even be argued that
they are simply the extension and application ef‘foetics of derivation” seen BN andCG
into lyric poetry. This might initially seem a pda since derivative poems provide a
“constellation of voices” while his “analytic lyfig]” consist of silences. However, when the
guestion of who is actually speaking is kept in dpithe difference between them is not as
immediately apparent because both address theugadonsiderations and commitments
involved in writing a subject into existence thrbugpetry. As Ashbery phrased it in “Some
Trees,” the “silence [is] already filled with nogs& According to the most literal interpretation
of derivative poems, the poet does not disclosétarmelf, s/he hides behind others’ texts from
which s/he has borrowed. But Palmer complicatesrdductive idea of concealment when he

argues that while the poem might:

%0 palmer, “For Voice, WM, 11.

51 1bid.

52 Michael Palmer, “Without Music 6 VM, 114.

53 Brian Mc Hale, “Poetry Under Erasurélheory Into Poetry: New Approaches to the Lydd. Eva Muiller-
Zettlemann and Margarete Rubik (Amsterdam: Rod2@05), 292.

54 1bid, 278.

%5 1bid, 290.

56 palmer, “Poetic Obligations,” 90.
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in a literal sense be borrowed...what it stands-fahat it becomes — is not borrowed

at all, but is a singular act of aesthetic identiy act of disclosure that speaks quite
clearly of the intent of the speaker who is notedeg, or who is speaking only through

the speech of otheps$.

For him, the more insistent the claim to disclosaras in “confessional expressionism,” the
more elaborate the concealedness becomes so keawéty claim itself...lends a suspect
intentionality to the speaking ‘I' and a teleolagjimotive’® to the poem. This proposal reveals

the “necessary difficulty” Palmer associates witliting and reading “I” in a poem, where
corresponds with an actual autobiographical or &sgive subject that exists outside the text.
Despite the sincerity of the poet regarding his/er of complete disclosure in the poem,
autobiographical and expressive writing inherenttwolves omissions due to the
“complication...that while the story is being tale story is [still] going on...[so that] the story
is manifestly other than the sequence of eventstiinaugh selection and organisation go to
make up the story>® “Confessional expressionism” depends on the “@dfos displacement
from the first-person® on the apparent correspondence between the ‘thiepoem and the
“I” of the poet so a sense of presence is engedd&net the first-person pronoun is always
already an absence, it replaces “myself’ and, thezeempties the subject of self. Palmer uses
this inevitable omission to suggest that his derreapoems rather than “confessional

expression” reveal more about the person writing:

what is taken as a sign of openness...[i.e. thdadat intention of disclosure,
autobiographical correspondences, assumed symietween the speaking and the
writing “l,” etc] may stand for concealment, andatlare understood generally as signs
of withholding or evasion...[denial of autobiogragi correspondences, use of others’
voices, etc] may from another point of view staoddisclosuré?

He discredits the singular voice that is so pravale the workshop lyric and discovers a
complex “diversity of selves within myself” by “rdag myself and reading those things that
have gone into the formation of mysefif.Such poems are autobiographical because they are

a “way of reconstituting all of those things thatlalild that self, which is not...a unitary seff.”

57 Michael Palmer, “Autobiography, Memory and Meclsans of ConcealmentActive Boundarigs284.
%8 |bid.

% |bid, 271.

80 |bid, 274.
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The “analytic lyric,” therefore, does not simplysdiose a subject but analyses that subject as
it is written into existence in the poem. In thésise, the “writing [of] is also a kind of readifit)”

of the self. Silence, erasure and concealment atréntended to just convey absence but to
allow for a different kind of presence, the presené “(an)Other” that the insistence on
symmetry between the speaking and the writing fil'confessional expressionism actually
silences, erases and conceals. Like Ashbery, Hiedtiic of presence and absence allows him
to attend to “that other F® to disclose a subject that is not autotelic bifogmomic because
his poems include all those others that constitueeself as he listens and responds to their
voices.

Although the influence of Palmer’s extended, dmdiative relationship with Margaret
Jenkins is more readily apparentRR, which will be discussed in greater detail in thext
chapter, his first explicit references to dance tlwiedexperimental choreographer appear in this
collection of “analytic lyrics.” Since Palmer beles that “we cannot understand the modern
lyric without understanding Baudelaire®asserting that “To dance is to li¥¢”in “Tomb of
Baudelaire” reveals his interest in how the lysiembodied and performed as a way of living,
how the absence achieved by his own acts of audodpbical and expressive self-erasure
allow for the presence of “(an)Other.” The titletbe collection confirms the importance of
erasure but “The Circle Was the Secret,” writtenfor’( Margaret Jenkins for
dancing:/permutations without music/on some seeeitecentury phrasge® indicates the
equal importance of embodiment. Poetry and choegabgr are made almost synonymous by

Palmer as the poem performs its meaning. For e>artip first section consists solely of the

words “circle,” “secret,” “earth,” “fire,” “face” ad “empty” arranged in different orders in

each stanza:

The face is the fire
The earth was the secret
The circle is empty

The earth is the circle
The secret is the fire

The earth is the face

64 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 283.

55 Ashbery, “The SkatersCP 149.

56 |bid.

67 Michael Palmer, “Tomb of Baudelaire{/M, 42.

68 Michael Palmer, “For Margaret Jenkins For DancingM, 18, my emphasis.
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The secret is empty

Analysing its semantic content is secondary to tifieng its pattern, the movement of the
words into different contexts and relationshipgwather words that change what they signify.
“The Circle...” performs its meaning because it isaipermutations and it must be read like
a dance, that is, by focusing on the literal movaimef its component parts. Written “for
dancing,” itis meant to be embodied and perforriée. second and third sections include “X”
in the permutated phrases, connotative of bothuezaand the desire to mark a particular
location. Like the other most recurrent capitaldetn confessional expressionism, “I,” “The
X is nothing,” “The X is empty™ for Palmer. Implying both erasure and embodimidet; X"

as it literally moves around “The Circle” provid@s analogy allowing him to demonstrate how
in any autobiographical or expressive writing “titefunctions as the most elaborate of
shifters,”* although this complexity is not always used orresexognised. When discussing
these pronominal shifters, Palmer quotes the Fretrabtural linguist Emile Benveniste, who
claims that “I” only ever signifies the person wisauttering the present instance of discourse
containing “I,” “I cannot be defined except in terms of ‘locatioff.dowever, his quote from
Problems in General Linguisticshanges the original “locutiof® to “location.” Whether

intentional or not, interchanging “location” andotution” means the demarcates a
particular place while also necessitating perforoeathe requirement for it to be uttered to
have meaning, making the lyric “a song//if spoken.”

The dialectic of presence and absence “makes éxfiie otherness of the ‘I™in
Palmer’s analytic lyrics. His “poetics of derivatianvolves borrowing others’ voices as a way
of analysing himself as the subject of his lyrieg b reading them ourselves we become
“borrowers of these voices [who] are no more disbaom them than” he is, the “voices are in
a sense as much ours” as they aré M demonstrates Palmer’s nuanced understanding of
Rimbaud’s infamous statement that “Je est un dutrat “I is an other.” Firstly, as it relates
to confessional expressionism, the “I” as spealk¢h® poem is always different or other to
the “I” writing it. Secondly, and more importantlpr how it relates to a “poethics of

proximity,” if “I” does not correspond to a partiew person it indicates an instance of potential

59 |bid.

0 |bid, 19.

1 palmer, “Autobiography, Memory and Mechanisms oh@alment,” 281.

2 |bid, 289.

3 Emile BenvenisteProblems in General Linguistigdiami, FL: University of Miami Press, 1971), 218.
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performance, it remains empty, waiting to be intetbby whoever reads and speaks it. “I,”
therefore, is “an other” to the poet because @nodied by another person, by “(an)Other.”
“How They Locate” introduces the consequences gitemsising the otherness inherent in “|”

as the poem no longer belongs to a singular counseess, of opening the poem up to the

potential presence of “(an)Other:”

How they locate across bodies of water, where Isodhiess.
In the second-person nightmare is the third. Yeuisit.®

Palmer is not interested in addressing somebogguiticular because if the “I” is nothing more
than a “void centre,” it stands to reason that $keond-person pronoun is even more
indeterminate. Instead, through his rewording ofddgitus’ dictum that “you can’t step into
the same river twice,” “You can never step in thme cloud twice (in the same song twite),
he subtly implies that his songs, his lyrics, pdavthe “bodies of water, where bodies cross.”
The “X” symbolises two “I"s crossing, the “I” of éhpoet and that other “I,” or the “I” of
“(an)Other.” Elaborating on the organic metapharHs compositions, the poem as “A field
has its centre, here/and there,” it allows “A couatius field to appear to be gre¥.The poem

is not the product of a singular consciousnesslprbcess, an event in language that is multi-
centred because it corresponds with the “now hefdfie poet’s original composition and the
“now here” of the reader’s interpretation.

As Palmer’s reference to choreography and danceates, he is interested in
embodiment as much as erasure so the constelt#tiances he creates is not a deconstructed
space of pure discourse but the practice of armgngnd interrelating different selves so that
they listen and respond to each other . Howeveegngihe medium he is working in, it is “not

choreography so much as collaboratiGhPalmer believes it is:

evident that everything | do seems a form of caltakion, across time, with the voices
of poets and others that pass through me as | vi&uffice it to say that another, an
other, becomes present in a way that is both lilceunlike the dialogic work of the
poem. My ideal of pure collaboration, never fulBalised, produces a work that belongs
neither to one maker nor to the other or othergsttapes or surpasses the kind of

6 Michael Palmer, “How They Locate\WM, 100.
7 1bid, 101.

8 1bid, 100.

7 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gizzi,” 166.
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intentionality we associate with the product of thdividual. It is a work...‘that is
neither you nor 18

The silences, erasures and concealments in higt@&nbirics are consistent with what he
considers the social and ethical purpose of po#tey/,'sense that the poet, by the choice of
vocation, gives up his plac”However, “ceding one’s place...doesn’t mean thaii't write

my poems. Nor do | mean to say that | don’t stasponsible for thenf? The insistence on
erasure and embodiment\iM, the dialectic of presence and absence, ensuaeféatmer’s
guestioning of the considerations and commitmemnislved in writing “I” is always answered
by an other “I,” by “(an)Other” who listens and pesids to him but, most importantly, remains
responsible for his/her response, that is, realssfer “response-ability” as an embodied
ethical subject acting in and interacting with sloeial world of others.

Palmer concludes “How They Locate” with a linettkaccinctly captures how the
dialectic of presence and absence, the interrelafi@rasure and embodiment, in his analytic
lyrics is crucial to “response-ability,” to how tipoetand the reader write a subject into
existence by listening and responding to othetdiv in her letter)® succinctly articulates
how Palmer’s reconfiguration of the lyric utteraradows for an analysis of the subject as
engendered by the interaction between self andr.offtas line is an example of “lyric
cryptography,” a compositional method of erasura amoncealment that necessitates
“productive reading.® Cryptography in this instance proposes a way steting and
responding to the actual words on the page. Reaidlly, “I live in her letter” is a highly
abstract, if not entirely impossible, state of eeage but through “in her,” the partial presence
of “in here” and “inhere” can be detected. In otlaards, Palmer is absent as the speaking
subject of his poems but is present in the tragerdimains, in the sense that the “placement of
words [is] the place meant>that the poem corresponds with his intentionspatrticular time.

As he explains elsewhere, it is the:

Same as the same thing
as difference

so that the choice of a letter

80 palmer, “On the Sustaining of Culture in Dark Tayie38.

81 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 287.
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equals a (careful?) not choosing of (all?) thé’tes

Using “lyric cryptography” also indicates how theader engages with the absences in his
“analytic lyric[s]” to engender a different kind pfesence. A “productive reading” describes
a “practice that involves taking the poem as neiéimeisolated object nor merely as a document
for cultural study”’ but as the “material result of innumerable intérar processes of
production.®® Consequently, the poem is a joint production ®fiibet and its generations of
readers, and the forces — linguistic, personatucail social, historical, and so on — at work on
them both.8 Similar to the status of the poet as both absehpaesent, the status of the reader
is informed by the same dialectic in that s/hategdlly absent from the poem but present in
the sense that s/he inhabits the “void centre’/laes ieads and speaks it, contributing another,
different interpretation to the constellation ohet voices created by the “generations of

readers.” Palmer explains how:

| for example have reintroduced the art of cordimi
revision of the scorecard until it resembles anpagest
of possible game¥.

Evoking an important feature of the serial poeteg continue i'”WM through the eponymous
series, the sense of over-writing implied by thétiple variations on and continuous revisions
of a theme that silence, erase and conceal eaeh ttle image of the palimpsest visualises the
dialectic of presence and absence. Like “lyric togpaphy,” one text is immediately apparent
and present while others are absent though stilgpéible. The productive reader “asks not
(only) what the poem (a word, line, passage, e&ma but by what means was it producéd,”
what other voices are being silenced, erased amceated by the poet’s careful not choosing
of all the rest. The dialectic of disclosure anda@alment in the palimpsest textually enacts
the interplay of erasure and embodiment seen im&& “analytic lyric[s],” thus further
emphasising their function as occasions where tiest can be read and written about in
terms of both presence and absence, that is, inetlteunter between “(my)Self” and

“(an)Other.” However, this dialectic has connotat®f either-or, whereas he is “hopeful that/a

86 Michael Palmer, “Without Music 5}WVM, 112.
87 Shoptaw, “Lyric Cryptography,” 221.

88 |bid, 223.
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third term might be invented to describe the pretEgoing on.®? Palmer’s “analytic lyric[s]”
involve “entering thirdly worlds/and worlds of thi®® where this new term is possible due to
the simultaneity of presence and absence, andtd@dant coinherence of self and other. He
lives “in her letter” by silencing, erasing and cealing himself to allow others’ voices to
emerge, to allow “(an)Other” to speak, and listgrim them attentively before responding. In
reading and writing the subject as the coinheref¢E and those other “I’s, Palmer’s poems
“describe the process/of going on” with the hopa this readers will identify them as examples
of living in the social world of others as a respop and, more importantly, responsible

subject.

(6.2) The Performance of the Lyric

Silence, erasure and concealment are not just thhenWM but prerequisite acts by the poet
S0 others’ voices become apparent, so others eak smd perform the poem, “We have come
to listen and watch/and talk and be talk&For this reason, “There’s less content here/but
more activity,®®> Palmer refuses “self” as something given, as seimgthat can be disclosed,
in favour of “self as nothing in itself, as onlyming-to-be.®® Erasure and embodiment are
vital aspects of the “analytic lyric’ but he usd® tidea of performance to foreground an
inherent but often overlooked capacity of the lyiti€ ability to reconnect language to the body
to create “a visceral sensatioH.By heightening the acoustics of words throughhimjt and
metrical structures, lyrics make us aware of theenmwdlity of language while “enunciation
constantly reminds us of the bodily components s&aey to produce its sound.Reading
the poem as Palmer intends, that is, enunciatirypanforming it, gives it a “bodily and
visceral effect rather than a purely cerebral &hathid demonstrates how we “create reality and
the bodies that inhabit ft*° through such performances. “Without Music 2” pitises activity

over content:
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9 Palmer, “Without Music 1,'WM, 21.

94 Michael Palmer, “Classical StyleWM, 83.

9 Michael Palmer, “Dutch Graves in Bucks CountyM, 118

% palmer, “Poetic Obligations,” 99-100.
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Reading aloud is for emphasis
Reading aloud is to practice

One of one of one word
In places of here

One. Of One of. One word
One of one. Of. One word

One of one. Of one woltt

The semantic content of “One of one of one wordSasondary to the act of reading it aloud
as Palmer alters the punctuation to change hosvahunciated. By changing the emphasis in
each line through punctuation, he accentuates iwha@iplicit in poetry, that the same line will
be changed according to the reader’s particular efagerforming it. In “The Library is
Burning,” a poem suggestive of the destructionhaf $olely written word, Palmer explains
that:

The stirrings are the same and different

The stirrings are the same and different
and secretly the sarffé

The poet can create a certain musicality througythrh, assonance, alliteration, meter,
enjambment and other devices but every readerfermpesince of the poem will ultimately be

different, s/he will make the poem sound differ@y.creating poems “with nothing at [their]

centre,” the reader is able to project him/hersetb them, to embody them, through
performance because “while speaking the words atoueader temporarily owns them and
they then become words to which the reader leridis, 2% or another life. Just reading “One
of one of one word” reveals nothing significant lwten read aloud in its variations, its

significance is extralinguistic as the “corporeabf voice can penetrate through the semantic

101 Michael Palmer, “Without Music 2\VM, 32.
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delivery in [its] performance* Configuring the poem as something to be performed
illustrates how “sounds make us/including mistaké€sthus revealing Palmer’s understanding
that not only is the “meaning [of the poem] fulfidl by the utterance,” but also how “through
textual performance, the lyric genre has the pakof turning contents into practicé®®
Therefore, “Reading aloud is to practice” what éans to be an embodied subject and how we
articulate our subjectivity, how we write it int@istence by performing certain actions.

As an event, the poem does not refer to a partitiol@ or space but rather corresponds
to the time and space of writing before “then pagg[over to the territory of reader as
receiver.%’ The poem with “nothing at its centre” “re-presemshing, %8 simply demarcates
a “now here” that is inhabited by the poet duriteggomposition and by the reader during its
interpretation. Consequently, the “void centre” @omodates both the poet and the reader,

and is characterised by an acute sense of othebsessise the “I” spoken by the poet is

radically different to the “I” pronounced by theader. Palmer’s self-erasure gives the reader
permission to participate in the creative act buieicessitates an important responsibility. He
terms it the “readerly obligation of allowing hinn-berself to be equally implicatetf®in the
poem, which parallels the poetic obligation toidigtiish “between an art of the given and an
art of the actual,” to refrain from “reflexive cassion” and instead pursue, through writing,
“the actual as it respires? It is only within this agreement that the “conarsn of the poem
begins and its social nature is affirméed”

Palmer conclude¥/M with “The Meadow,” the eight part of a series atad earlier in
the collection concerned with “Reassembling a meegtdé!? thus foregrounding the
responsibility engendered when reading is recondigas writing and the reader is permitted
to participate in the creative act. By highlightiting fact he is quoting from a specific text, in
this case Duncan’s “Often | am Permitted to Rettwmna Meadow,” “Resembling a
meadow/‘folded in all thought*3it is apparent that he is using how he reads aitds\poetry
to demonstrate to his readers how permission aspbresibility functions. Palmer seems to

address the types of utterances J. L. Austin ifledtin his analysis of ordinary language. The
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first poem describes language according to itsqgeepn a constative utterance, a sentence that

makes a statement that is either true or false:

Categorically
he would have us believe

that this isn’t language after all
that’s being decoded

but something fixed
in the purpose of its tellirtdf

According to Austin, the statement is either categdly true or untrue but its purpose is
always to describe something pre-existent or somgthat has already happened. The second
poem, on the other hand, explains how in a perfowautterance, the “message so to
speak/[is] limited to its functiort® because these declarative sentences are therpanoes

of an act under the appropriate circumstances,lirew pronounce you husband and wife.”
Never one to quietly accept a conventional binBaimer’'s poems are neither constative nor
performative utterances. Unlike the former, theyndbre-present or reiterate a given reality,
which produces something only “like a meadow.” Kesuthe situation of “Each morning the
daily paper/...be[ing] left at your door/free ofache™!®to emphasise the lack of change. Yet
they are also not performative utterances dues@adhimission of the limited potential to affect
actual change in the given reality, “If we go oriting books/no one will notice'*’ Rather
than simply describing or changing reality throlginguage, his poems are events in language

that create a new reality themselves, they ar@padtive events:

...distinguished from a language precisely
by the invariable correlation of [their] signs
to the reality they signify®

As Palmer’s series demonstrates, what matterd iva@ontent that determines if it resembles

a meadow or not but the activity of “Reassemblingeadow,” the actions performed as he

1141bid, 96.

115 bid.

118 |bid, 97-98.
17 bid, 97.

118 |bid.

224



listens and responds to Duncan, as he creates aowa¥ reality with him so that “if we stop
[writing books]/two persons will notice®® One does not perform an act “without the
knowledge that an ‘other’ will hear and responditfdherefore, “responsiveness, our ability
and our desire to respond to the call of the ‘dtisesrucial to the ethic[al]” considerations and
commitments involved in the performative ev&dtin the context of the creative act, Palmer’s
reading of Duncan is a reassembling or a rewriasghe responds to him and assumes
responsibility for that response. “The Meadow” exps how Palmer wants his work to be
engaged with and it makes the “poethics” informinmgore apparent. The reader reassembles
Palmer's poems by making them correspond with arséipatial-temporal circumstances, by

inhabiting the “void centre” and entering into censation with another person.

(6.3) Poetry and Dialogism

Reconfiguring the lyric to accentuate its perforin@tcapacity and emphasise how it
conceptualises the creative act as a conversatiogvent in language, between multiple voices
cannot be properly appreciated without referentiegprinciple of dialogism, especially since
“poethics” emphasises the ethics in poetics, ifsacay to enact ways of living in the social
world of others. Unfortunately, the person crediéth identifying polyphony, the presence
of multiple, competing voices in continuous dialegas the natural state of language employed
poetry as a counterexample to substantiate hismpolexplaining how the dialogic principle
manifests in literature. Bakhtin’s dismissal of ygas absolute but he considers the lyric in
particular to be “the least dialogic literary foam it purports to be the univocal utterance of a
single subject*?! In complete contrast to novelistic discourse, wttbe author allows for the
interplay of different voices, each correspondim@ tdifferent axiological system, to displace
the singular, authorial voice at the centre of tivet so it more accurately represents the

heterogeneity of the socio-cultural circumstanbes produced it in poetic discourse:

The poet is a poet insofar as he accepts the ideamitary and singular language and
a unitary, monologically sealed-off utterance...Tpmet must assume a complete,
single-personed hegemony over his own languag@usé assume equal responsibility
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for each one of its aspects and subordinate theristaown, and only his own,
intentionst?2

It is obvious that Bakhtin’s view of poetry assuntbat the conventions of the lyric are
synonymous with poetry itself. Quite significantlgespite its reductive presuppositions,
Bakhtin’s understanding can be seen operatingaiLimguage poets’ insistence that to subvert
the conventions associated with the “official vecséture,” such as the traditional subject-
object dichotomy, poets must write decidedly awytichl poems. However, never one to
acquiesce to such simplistic binaries, Palmer mastan “analytic lyric,” reconfiguring the
conventions of the lyric to dissociate it from modenalpractices and return the mode to its
original, that is performative and social, functioBecause the epistemological and
hermeneutical issues that Bakhtin’s principle misas important political consequences that
influence how and why one writes and reads pa#dirclierary genres, it is necessary to re-
evaluate his dismissal of poetry due to its inheneonologism. This is particularly important
since Palmer’s politics would closely align him kvidialogism, emphasising the centrifugal
forces in language that decentralise authorityghiten plurality and acknowledge the presence
of others’ voices, instead of monologism, strengthg the centripetal forces in language that
insist on rigid hierarchies, the exclusion of diffiece and the coalescence of meaning and value
around a hegemonic centre of authority.

Bakhtin’s significance should not be limited te ttontent of his arguments because of
equal, if not greater, importance is the methothotking that reading his texts encourages.
Therefore, he should not be read monologically, iyas providing stable, absolute categories
to structure how we read the world and positiorselwes within it. The important thing to be
learned from Bakhtin derives from his ability tapé two mutually exclusive, oppositional
terms in a relation of simultaneous coexistencentgphasise their interdependence. Complete
monologism is impossible because dialogism inherésnguage itself, it “represents the co-
existence of socio-ideological contradictions betwehe present and the past, between
differing epochs, [and] between socio-ideologicadups in the present?® while complete
dialogism is untenable because of the implicit seitg for a degree of control, convention and
structure to facilitate mutual understanding andhemnication through language. For this
reason, Bakhtin’s conception of monologism andagdjesim should be considered a question of

122 Mmikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essaysans. Carly Emerson and Michael Holquist, ed.
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degrees dependent on the compositional and intespreontexts of the particular text. The
binary demarcates a spectrum, therefore, his désthef poetry is not so much based on an
essentialist differentiation between it and prosé dather on an axiological distinction he
makes regarding the intentions of the author aedrdle of the reader regarding poetry and
prose. Monologism and dialogism are not “inherdwairacteristics of particular types of literary
discourse,” they do not refer to “different typestexts but different kinds of intertextual
configuration,®?*the extent to which authors and readers engadethét presence of other
voices in the text. When Bakhtin discusses noveletd poetic discourse, he is addressing
“force[s] reaching beyond any actual examples”sine sees the “literary field as a space with
a limited number of poles...where every pole mahesextreme but unreachable point of a
given generic potential,” i.e. the dramatic, thefin the novelistic, ett?® This explains his
admission irProblems of Dostoevsky’s Poetibat “even in poetic speech works are possible
that do not reduce their entire verbal materiah tsingle common denominatot?i.e. the
singular speaking subject. While “in the nineteeoéimtury such instances were rare,” the
“twentieth century [sees] a radical ‘prosificatiohthe lyric” as the genre utilises “one of the
most fundamental characteristics of prose,” thes§tality of employing on the plane of a
single work discourses of various types, with hBit expressive capacities intact, without
reducing them to a common denominattr.\WWhen Bakhtin privileges the novel, therefore, “it
is less a particular type of text...than it is apeximental space for testing dialogic limitg®

He is concerned with novelness, “the orientatiothefword amid the utterances and languages
of others,*?® because it provides a “strategy for thinking [amdting] difference’®° that
refuses to reduce and contain it within simpligticaries by allowing a “diversity of voices
and heteroglossia to enter the [text] and orgahismselves within it into a structured artistic
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As more recent innovations in poetry demonstrateh &s pronounced intertextuality,
the subversion of complete authorial intentionabtyd the emphasis on hybridity to undermine
generic boundaries, poetry no longer adheres torttezia of monologism, that the “poet strips
the words of others’ intentions...[s0] they loseitHink with concrete intentional levels of
language and their connection with specific corstéXt’ Poets no longer “immerse [their
language] in Lethe” so it “forgets its previouseliih any other context” and can “remember
only its life in poetic contexts'?® However, just as dialogism “cannot be reducedtessence
of novelistic language, so monologism cannot belaempd away as a property of non-
novelistic or ‘poetic’ texts¥*In this sense, it is at the level of criticismh@t than in texts
themselves that the association of poetry and nogioiunity”*® and of prose and dialogic
diversity is substantiated. The novel simply preddakhtin with a ready-made example of
how dialogism, what he termed “the conventions gawg ordinary linguistic practice,” could
“serve as [a] model for a desirable political atidaal community.*3¢ From the novel, Bakhtin
“derive[s] norms for the conduct of social life mogenerally®®” based on the theory of
communication it embodies, the social, intersulbyecévent of creating meaning rather than
the monological utterance of a solitary individuBlhe novel, therefore, represents the most
accessible and easiest to achieve realisatiorsgiriniciple of dialogism because it is founded
on “meeting or encounter, on coexistence and iotiera"*8 Discourse in the novel is an event
that occurs during the dialogic meeting of two @renconsciousnesses, an encounter between
my word and an alien word, a perspective on aretpnétation of the world that is different to
mine. This sense of encounter is heightened imthel because whenever “we encounter
another word,” we are “encounter[ing] another cémssness.®® For Bakhtin, novels
epitomise an “opening both to other languages &ahédraconsciousnesses,” introducing a
process of listening and responding that makesctdisse responsive to the discourse of the
other,” to others’ voice¥!° Bakhtin’s preference for the novel over poetry ldoremain a

standard question of aesthetic value if it wasfaothe fact that he considers dialogism, and
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the associated characteristics of “polyglossia hatkroglossia” as “ethically superior to
[monologism.]t#

Writing and reading a text according to the priteipf dialogism “display[s] an
intrinsic identification with difference and altgri'4? because no text is “complete without the
[interpretation of others] who fill in meaning acding to their particular position in time and
space.*® Dialogism, therefore, has profound implications foesponse-ability” in and
responsibility for the text, thus revealing how #ignificance of the novel derives from it
explicitly foregrounding a new method of readingttireconfigures the creative act as
conversation, as listening and responding to otéuedsbeing responsible for the decisions that
determine who one listens to and how one respadvdst importantly perhaps, Bakhtin’'s
conception of authorship in the novel is not a fyuepistemological issue, i.e. concerned with
“show[ing] the impossibility of the ‘truth-speakinguthorial voice escaping the same
deconstructive considerations which afflict all daage,” but rather a social and ethical
guestion, in which “the objection to the monolodiscursive hierarchy is that it represents a
politically unacceptable arrogation of authorityfile the alternative provided by the presence
of others’ voices requires “responsible engagemaeavith.no attempt to arrogate the final
word.”#4 This is not a question of “reviving the old impsis of the author as a unique point
of origin, as the sole author of texts which agf/hiers] alone*° s/he is dead as an isolated
individual who creates autonomous expressionscthrafirm his/her immanent subjective core
but is reborn as one speaker within a context bérospeakers. Unlike the purely textual
analyses of many poststructuralists, the authoB&khtin is “not simply a construct of the a
priori discourse, a position within its alreadyustured frame, but a person within networks of
communicative relationship¥® who actively uses language to orient him/herselhis/her
relationships and interactions. Bakhtin allows aseintroduce the author not as the point of
origin of the utterance but as one speaker “enntegheaelations of communication with

others,*#’thus helping us retain a more practical and endggbdinderstanding of language.
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Palmer also “hesitate[s] to say ‘death of the authfbecause] it can lead to a picture of pure
passivity on the part of the poet...to a kind of rot@anegativity where the poet exists purely
as a receiver” when it is vital that the receivbe ‘thought of as also this particular genetic
matrix that interprets signals...a particular wa$f His interest in a “certain kind of death of
intentionality”**® does not mean he doesn’t “write [his] poems...[that doesn’t] stand
responsible for them® but rather that his interpretation exists as omergst many other
interpretations capable of changing the text by ingakt correspond to different spatial-
temporal circumstances. Reconfiguring the creatisteas a conversation demonstrates that
poetry can be informed by the same principle ofodjiam as the novel once the poet decides
to decentralise the authority of the singular spedly responsively and responsibly engaging
with the voices of others. Furthermore, and sintdahe social and ethical motivations Bakhtin
identifies in novelistic discourse, the “listener reader] is just as active in the process of
communication as the speaker” because the “utterahone person is always in response to
the utterance of anothet®?

Unfortunately, despite the potential for poetry de understood according to the
principle of dialogism, Bakhtin erroneously realas speaking subject autobiographically, thus
confirming his own pejorative assessment of postigherent monologism. Unlike with the
author of novelistic discourse, Bakhtin refuseadknowledge how the speaking subject of the
poem “cannot [always] be identified with the readyaphical individual who wrote [the]
text,” that the “subject of [poetic] discourse it flalways] the speaking or writing individual
in his own right.*>? As in the novel, “the biographical author [of theem], the subject
possessing authorial rights during the writing pss; [can] constantly distance himself from
the intratextual position of the utterance’s sulijdmecause the “subject of discourse is
ultimately just one of the functions of the comnuative event, [in this case] the creative
function.”>3 However, perhaps this refusal actually indicatesarof a failure on Bakhtin’s
part in two regards. Firstly, dialogism “dependsija readerly competence which recognises
the political significance of the interaction ofizes within the text and that is also able to make
the transitions” from monologic to dialogical witlitoindications provided by the authdf?
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Realising dialogism in poetry involves a “necessdifficulty” because the poet “must
permanently counteract [the] homogenising foré&stepresented by conventions such as
rhyme and meter, formal structures, and concretepherical images which assert the poet’s
singular control over language and his/her exclusibothers’ voices that might undermine
his/her own intentions. By extension, because dialtexts need “to be evaluated according
to a different set of aesthetic and ideologicakecia to those applied to typically monological
texts, > their distinct contribution can be appreciatedders are involved in the similarly
difficult task of implementing a new method of reaglthat is responsive toward otherness.
Bakhtin’s refusal to engage with the dialogic paof poetry, therefore, can be seen as a
failure to involve himself in a more difficult tas&ince neither the novel nor the poem is either
monologic or dialogic because of their essentialratteristics, his preference for the former
over the latter is more utilitarian than axiologica

Secondly, and more importantly for a “poethics mqpmity,” Bakhtin fails to identify
how the creative act of writing and reading a pammn be approached as a communicative
event that allows for an increased sense of “respaibility” in and responsibility for the text.
Palmer’s admission that he remains responsiblaifofanalytic lyric[s]” despite the silences,
erasures and concealments therein reaffirms Bakhtifirst philosophy,” his ethical
philosophy of the performed act. The central ethécal socio-political aspect of Bakhtin’'s
thought is answerability, a singular person’s agsiion of his/her “non-alibi in being,” his/her
irreducible responsibility for the actions s/he Ipgsformed. Palmer’'s admission, therefore,
means his poems enact his own “non-alibi in beittggteby suggesting that poetic rather than
novelistic discourse is more ethically significariecause “it turns a person’s
indelible...answerability for his/her acts (includisgeech acts) into one of its artistically
constitutive momentst®’ Unlike the novelist, “who may devolve the answéigtfor his/her
discourse...upon his/her characters,” the poet hasico alibi because s/he “enacts not simply
the diversity of speech and language [through gi@poetics] but an emphatically singular,
answerable and invested position within this diigrs!®® Insofar as Palmer’'s “analytic
lyric[s]” are in accordance with the principle agalbgism, they are ethically superior to the
example of novelistic discourse Bakhtin uses bex#us writer and the reader are involved in

an event that foregrounds the importance of botm@sion to realise “response-ability” and
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obligation to assume responsibility as one listamd responds to the voices of others in the
text, thereby demonstrating how his “poethics” fimres as a way of acting in and interacting
with the social world of others. Similar to thefutifilty of achieving dialogism in poetry, the
author-reader relationship enacted in the “anallyiec” is characterised by a “necessary
difficulty” because the communicative event of f@em is not concerned with reducing
uncertainty but instead with encountering the alisohlterity of another person, of exposing
oneself to the interpretations of others. The waigader relationship Bakhtin identifies in
novelistic discourse is just another version of th@ther relationship explained in his
philosophy of the act. However, Bakhtin’s choicetloé novel over the poem confirms his
desire to simplify his radical thinking about therrelation of ethics and aesthetics, whereas
Palmer’s “analytic lyric[s]” demonstrate that artyeanpt to write a responsive and responsible
subject into existence by listening and respondingthers must engage with the “necessary

difficulty” attendant upon encountering the abselalterity of another, embodied subject.

(6.4) The Dialogic Poetics olNotes for Echo Lake

It is too easy to argue that Palmer simply confithesprinciple of dialogism in poetry through
his “poetics of derivation” and the constellatiaiothers’ voices this creates, although such
an analysis is entirely understandable, if not engouraged, as he accentuates the polyphonic
potential in his work, how it can be “for one tovesty-seven voices:®® Dialogism in his
poems, therefore, serves to affirm Bakhtin's imgise that speaking/writing and
listening/reading is “a nexus of doing things witbrds with others or in the co-presence of
others.’’%° palmer’s appreciation for how Bakhtin might beit@ised by putting him in
dialogue with poetry that deviates from the conatve, neo-Romantic and confessional-
expressionist understanding of the genre largegsgmsaid but his actions are more telling.
In his anthology of recent writings in poeti€3pde of SignalsPalmer includes an essay by
Michael Davidson, which insists on the need to peaise and extend Bakhtin’s critique of
poetry in light of more recent innovations in poetiscourse that heighten what has "existed
in poetry since the beginning, ” how it can illadt the “instability of unitary referential

paradigms” and, instead of demonstrating “languageilitiy to stabilise reality by means of
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a single image or pattern of metaphore,” how it ‘feee the actual discourses that occur in
any given utterance'®® Ultimately, by including Davidson’s essay Palrdemonstrates that
Bakhtin should not be read monologically, thakifher in terms of the absolute categories he
posits, the essential distinctions he identifiesveen prose and poetry, or as the complete
authority regarding the principle of dialogism. tied, Bakhtin must be read dialogically,
where readers change his argument by making iespond to their particular circumstances
so they can perform a “critique of poetry not bagpdn the authorial expressive subject but
rather upon the propositions of * subject’ geneatatg specific ideological disocurses” that
manifest in the socially heteroglossic poem throtigh ideological character of discursive
frames!®?

In “NEL,” the series from which the collection gets title, Palmer is involved in a
similar project to Bakhtin as he places literaturecloser proximity to philosophy, thus
changing the otherwise hermeneutical question “\Whes the talking[?}%%into a profoundly
ontological one. Both are also concerned with tladedtic of presence and absence but as a
simultaneity rather than an either-or dichotomye Tinetaphor of the echo evokes this dialectic
as the speaking subject is literally absent butarempresent because his/her utterance is
repeated, thus conceptualising Bakhtin’s insistehae“at any given moment of its historical
existence, language is heteroglot from top to moftt* it consists of other speakers who are
literally absent but remain present as their previmtentions and values continue to inflect it.
While this dialectic might be characteristic of Ehguage, a certain kind of poetry, Palmer
seems to suggest, insists on it in its most conatmat form, “Such as words are. A tape for
example a friend had assembled containing/readiggd.D., Stein, Williams, others:® If
Bakhtin promotes dialogism as a new way of conadjging how one acts in and interacts
with the social world of others through languagalnier uses it “to reconfigure a model of
communication having to do with the figure of Nartis and the figure of Ech&? a model
of lyric communication that makes it possible ttalk] to self as well as other as well as self
as othert®”in the heuristic procedure of interpellation aasjponse through which “(my)Self’
is written into existence. However, this is morenpdex than simply self-othering, where the
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self becomes other by identifying with what is éiffint to it. Following the example of his
fellow analytic lyricist Celan, Palmer constantlyegtions the poet’s capacity to speak “
behalf of the otherwho knows, perhaps of aitogether othet®®“NEL” foregrounds the
difficulty inherent in realising the principle ofadogism in lyric poetry, likening it to listening

to “a voice [that] can be heard behind a dé8rand to “Voices through a wall. They are there
because we hear them what do we hear. The pites tsward the end to indicate a
question.?’® Polyphony might be language’s natural state lmertain competence is required

if the reader is to listen and respond to thesersttio make present what is otherwise absent.

As he explains in “Notes for Echo Lake 2,” undensiiag:

...the fullness of the message she uttemddvdemand of her lis-
tener an equivalent attention. The message wasdHhd translated, and
speaker and listener became éffe.

This situation of listening and responding to oshkas already been addressed\il and
while it raises some undeniable difficulties, Painseconcerned with an even more difficult
but necessary task in “NEL.”

Choosing Echo rather than Narcissus indicates Ram@mmitment to Olson’s dictate
to get “rid of the lyrical interference of the indlual as ego, of the subject/2although he
pursues it further and from a far more ethicallipimed perspective than the progenitor of
“projective verse” ever envisaged. He is not irgezd in the narcissistic obsession of self with
self, which could be said to characterise the alitotworkshop lyric” of the period, but with
an egoless lyric, a lyric that grants primacy @ other so that “I am you and you are me/.../I'll
write you in where | should bé’ The collection is a book of notes for Echo Lakeyiaate
notebook made public, but Palmer does not “[inteéndje narcissistic,” it is not “a privileged
insight into the workings of the poet's mind bufeature of practice that highlights...the
importance of opening the self to othet&*NEL” is about exposing oneself to others, its

“form...was generated by this letter Charles Beainstsent when he was editing
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L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E magazine: ‘Would you be willing tell us a little something about
yourself?> Palmer is responding to the interpellation of Aeoperson. Exposing himself to
the question posed by “(an)Other” is the constituaict of subjectivity, of writing “(my)Self”
into existence. As he explains, the request fdragticulation is not an instance of permission

but an obligation to respond:

...l don’t think I have the rigiatleave your letter unanswered.
I would like to keep working. | think | see a nevay out. The following
are matters concerning me and the roof of mytmadrhe letters com-
bined into the word for silence. The song cametanzas as is the man
ner of such songg®

This need to expose “(my)Self” to “(an)Other” idfleeted in “NEL”s form, as Palmer
oscillates between the conventional free-versezataof the majority of poems and prose for
the eponymous series. In his “Notes for Echo Lakés attempt at egoless self-articulation, he
is writing poetry’s other, i.e. prose, and tryimgwrite the lyric’s other, “the word for silence.”
A further way Palmer attempts to grant primacy e bther is suggested by the cover
illustration of the collection (Fig. 12), a sketioh the painter Irving Petlin, whose work often

converses with analytic lyricists, chiefly Celardalabes.

(Fig. 12)Irving Petlin,Notes for Echo Lake
(cover illustration)
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In Petlin, Palmer finds “a language of the unsagibl’ a way of sounding and resounding the
self through “constant invention,...iteration andtegition, and the testing of meanirtg®”

Significantly, his response to Bernstein assumesftinm of notes, suggesting something
preliminary as he refuses to even attempt a finaldwthus “[emphasising] the open and
endlessly exfoliating character of [self-]significa, and the play of identity and difference at
work in the act of [self-]representatiot.? Palmer’s response exposes him to the interpretatio
of “(an)Other,” “As A’s voice tells me B where B winl read it differently.8 Writing

“(my)Self” into existence involves the endless s of exposing oneself to the question
posed by “(an)Other” and responding, before hativag response interpreted and answering

for it. Palmer acknowledges this by illustratingsho

...I began again and again, and each beginningiantith the next,
meaning each one accurate, each a projection,eeaeld bending over
the motionless forrn!

His act of self-representation is always “Beginnargl ending. As a work begins and ends
itself or begins and re-/begins or starts and $t8pbecause he is constantly being interrupted
by “(an)Other.”

Palmer identifies the potential for exposing “(mgfSto “(an)Other” by writing “a
poetry that ‘asks to be questioned,’ a poetry whmeans remain in questiotf® which might
then allow for “a possible other voice...that cak tahck” and express “a counter-logic in the

poem. 8 Because the poems have nothing at their centrg ethcourage:

A questioning of the relations and identities begwéhe first, second and third person,
between the and theyou and theit...but also in the plural between ttieey and the
we and all the things out there. What are the ietations? It's always a question. Who
are we in relation? Who am 1? Am | doing the spegRiAre you doing the listenintf?

177 Michael Palmer, “A Language of the Unsayable,”.156
178 |pid, 167.
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The act of self-representation can never be comghlbecause “(an)Other” engenders these
guestions in “(my)Self,” “(an)Other” who is bothgsent and absent, and cannot be properly
represented without betraying its significancejritsducible alterity, perhaps explaining why
Palmer only manages “Berastein would read it ddfifely.” However, one way of
“l[acknowledging], or perhaps [inscribing], unrepatability,” of presenting “the
unutterable...[is to leave] the text, in any convendl sense, incompleté®® By allowing for

a dialogue between different voices, Palmer reslss&dialogics of difference” that is “open-
ended [because it] fosters the idea that a mudiipliof differences finds no ending® In
doing so, he demonstrates how the principle obdiam is more than just a model for writing
and reading poetry because of its ethical overtotgescapacity to realise a “poethics of

proximity:”

The letters of the words of our legs amthsa What he had seen or
thought he’'d seen within the eye, voicesrlogard rising and falling.

And if each conversation has no end, then compaosi a placing beside

or with and is endles'$®

Creating an egoless lyric to grant primacy to “(er” is “To be at a loss for words” but
Palmer asks “How does the mind move thet?The answer, by ensuring “the subject
disappears®in terms of both intending speaker and intentiamakter. As with Bakhtin,
Palmer’s significance is not limited to the contehhis texts but the new way of thinking that
reading them elicits because, as the quote froom@B&chulz in the first line dlEL insists,
“An outlook based upon philosophy became obligatvrt®! This new outlook involves
looking out, orienting oneself outward toward tloeial world of others, so that the poem
becomes a way of welcoming “(an)Other.” The po€irigthm [is] an arm, rhythm as the arm
extended®®? in a handshake perhaps, “arms extended to sigvéfgome™®® such that the
poem enacts a way of living, “The life would beifa bf lines, the straightened arm held out

from the/body.?®* “NEL” is a response to a question posed by anopieeson but Palmer
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187 Jung, 99.
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heightens this sense of being exposed to the metiatpn of “(an)Other” inherent in any act
of self-representation by only providing prelimipamotes, “Dear Charles, | began again and
again to work, always with no confidenc€>This engenders the “terrifying experience” that
occurs when the “structural rigidity of a closednfiobegins to tremble and we begin to feel the
anxiety of losing structure!®® when the poem and the self it articulates is ofwevard
“(an)Other.” To resolve it, this poetry “calls fardwelling in the poem” by “[insisting] the
reader is part of the meaning, that the reader tategpthe circuit®’ The “difficulty [Palmer]
was having with writing, that is, inventing, an @bibgraphical note for [his] first book%®
with “[imposing] order and offer[ing] an outline dfie ‘real’ facts**® continues into “NEL”
due to the question posed by Bernstein. Howevstead of disclosing himself as pre-existent
and given, Palmer prefers the “necessary difficuttfyexposing “(my)Self” to “(an)Other,”
where self is nothing in itself until it experiesdbe proximity of another person, an experience
made possible by welcoming “(an)Other,” that igg\aing the reader to dwell in the poem and
interrupt him with his/her interpretation, with lisr questions.

The acts of self-erasure that create poems “watiing at their centre” iWM are
intended to allow the reader to project him/hersgd the poem and realise his/her “response-
ability” but in “NEL” Palmer demonstrates the onlyay of writing this unknown and
unknowable other into the poem. The poem “only ogcis only there, in the event of the
poem, which is in its engagement with the read&tthat is, when “(my)Self’ encounters
“(an)Other.” The poem occurs when it is correlatedhe poet and the reader as embodied
subjects, when it is made to correspond to theitisgemporal circumstances as they dwell in
it by uttering “I”, such that “I exist because liid exists.”?°* Palmer explains that the poem is
empty and silent without the poet or reader inhiadiit, when it is no longer correlated with
the occasion of its composition and yet to be d¢atee with the occasion of its interpretation:

Those who have lived here since before
time are gone while the ones who must
replace them have not yet arrivd.

195 palmer, “Notes for Echo Lake 1CA, 4.
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In this state it is open to being inhabited by adhé&so many of us/here, so many missing/who
might have been heré® which means it must contain multiple temporalitidgany gathered
many friends maybe everyone/Many now and then katered.2°4 Palmer terms this sense

of multiple temporalities “thethertime” 2% and the “space...of poetry:”

an “elsew(here) that includes the word “here,” @&l &s a “no-where” which can be
read “now here.” Such is the power of juncturesitance. Here and elsewhere, here as
elsewhere, elsewhere too as here: a space...ofdgaracontradiction and
polyphony...where the words we here are both theesand different...constructed in
fact like language itself on the play of identitydedifference’®®

He asks “if you write it has it happened twit¥to accentuate how:

in writing we confront various manifestations ah&. There is the ‘real time’ of writing
itself, the slippery succession of nows during Whiwe compose. There’s the
phenomenological duration of the text, the time itsf silent reading or oral
delivery...[and the] labyrinth of tenses designatpast, present, and projected future
action, a metaphoric representation of being irefith

Multiple temporalities exist in a single poem satttiWas was and €% but it constitutes a

present by oscillating in the future-past, “He s¥ik or did,”?%a feature heightened by his

“use of syntax to set up [different] temporal regidin the] poem?*!

Everyone said never again

fb.\.ﬁ/d throughout the winter each said one sentence
fb.\"t/hing said as if spoken as if

fb.\"éhain | dragged along in quotes
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In Cairo there had been a fire

Then he read to her displeasure

[.]

They know it may seem %3

Palmer’s references to different people, i.e. emeey each, |, he and they, introduce different
temporal regions but the “main focus is experieggthese], moment-by-moment, always in
the present®® of writing and reading the text. He overcomespheblem of representing the
unrepresentable, of voicing the unutterable, byitpgsthe poem as a confluence of the
multiple temporalities of “(my)Self” and “(an)Othémlan event whose “temporality [is thus]
multidimensional?'# because different “times [are] inhering within @thtimes.?!® Echo,
therefore, provides a structural metaphor for thére collection as it suggests not only
presence and absence but also multiple temposalifiee collection suggests both a “present
and a presence and an absence and an elsewhgpatiatemporal confluence as the poet and

reader encounter and re-encounter each other @Otzer:”

Ttiey
is full of ones called us
who endlessly greet each other by a name
that changes each timi¥.

Using the analogy of a city, the collection is aspwhere figures encounter each other, where
“1's” or “I's” welcome each other in a play of idity and difference. As Palmer explains in
the opening line of “NEL,” these “eyes [are] a fik self among selves?*’ inverting
Zukofsky’'s “I's (pronounced eyes)” since “eyes” psonounced “I's” here. Uttering “I,”
making it correspond with one’s perspective, ishiell in the poem “among [other] selves.”
He further emphasises how “I” and”1” are intercheatgle, “And | as it ig, as the ondout less
than one in it.218 Figures and pronouns here suggest not just treepece but the primacy of
others, since the “I” of the poet is less than‘thef “(an)Other,” the less determinate “it,”

ultimately implying the unknown and unknowable.
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As Petlin’s paintings ask for “another way of seginof using one’s eyes, “NEL”
“elicits [another] kind of reading,” of using th&s.”?1® While Palmer has always insisted that
writing and reading are inseparable, in “NEL” thesgivities become crucial to realising a
“poethics of proximity” because the creative ac isonversation. By taking “the space of the
page...as a site in itseff® that demarcates simply a “now here,” the poem imesoa
confluence of different spatio-temporalities: tmoWw here” of writing and the “now here” of
reading. As a conversation, the creative act il®l¢my)Self” encountering “(an)Other” and
the resulting poem manages to write the other wititompromising its alterity because s/he
remains undisclosed, a potentiality or absenceishaly realised and becomes present when
the poem is read by “(an)Other.” Informed by a @igds of differences, the conversation is
open-ended because:

the poem converses first with its first reader, poet him- or herself, as Other, then
others in the world, the present world, and thelavof the future...The conversation...is
also with figures from the past, such as poets mhy be said by their works to read
and modify and make place for the poem, even apdben reconfigures the space of
reception for their work and our temporaf#.

While this “notion of the lyric [is] abstract® Palmer makes it more “immediaté®through
a conceit that has become synonymous for his bbawik since he named his selected poems
The Lion Bridge

That is A, that is Anna speaking. That is A, tisato one speaking and it's
winter. That is a bridge and a bridge of winterepas tallké?*

The poem as a communicative event is a bridgegabgpotential encounter that emphasises
proximity. Rather than contact a distance persitbridge helps us visualise how Palmer
conceptualises the poem as a play between idemdydifference:

Then he misremembers the name of the bridge

219 palmer, “A Language of the Unsayable,” 156-157.
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/...
There is writing like a wooden fence

There is writing now and when
/...
There’s a word at each end of it

There is exactly what is said
There is this and what resemble it

There is a certain distarfée

This succinctly explains Palmer’'s poems, his “Ibré&lge,” how the confluence of different
temporalities, the “now” of the present and the &whof the past and future, occurs through
the encounter between “(my)Self” and “(an)Othertlie poem but encounter involves only
proximity because a difference and distance musane. “(an)Other” cannot be identified with
because it is unrepresentable, it must remainenpatity, unknown and unknowable, since to
write “(an)Other” as someone specific is to redis@lterity and appropriate it into categories
of the same. This experience of proximity is cheaased by a “necessary difficulty” because
“(my)Self” is at the very limits of the known anldet knowable, what Palmer identifies as the
“terror...of almost knowing??® the “terror of partly knowing??’ The “bridge” can be added
to the echo as a structural metaphoMN&iL since “things in metaphor cross, are thrown agross
a path he calls the path of namé&.Just like the echo signifies both difference aistagice,
the “line bridge” allows for a contrapuntal relatithat ensures both remain so that “(my)Self’
might encounter “(an)Other” as a different andatissubject in the communicative event that

constitutes ethical subjectivity.

Conclusion: The Book as World

In the epigraph tBlEL, Palmer, rather tellingly, quotes from Augustin€@nfessions“Place
there is none; we go backward and forward and tiser® place.’?® Through his various

225 Palmer, “Notes for Echo Lake 8CA, 48.
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strategies of self-erasure, Palmer makes spacé(dajOther,” for the reader to project
him/herself into the poem and complete the ciraiile the reader is “A part [of the text, s/he
will always be] apart2®°will always be different to and distant from theep because the
ethical potential in poetry is based on proximigther than contact, that is complete
identification and comprehension. However, it is tiother, recurring/difference [and distance
that] holds us in place?® that engenders both the permission and the oldigéd encounter
one another, to listen and respond to each @abether. Reconfiguring the creative act as a
conversation reliant on incomprehension means tle¢ gnd the reader approach the limits of
the known and knowable, the space of encounter evt{eny)Self’ ends and “(an)Other”
begins. Palmer is not simply advancing a new methfodomposition but encouraging the
reader to participate in a performative event wihl world applications, to enact a “poethics
of proximity” that constitutes a way of living ihé social world of others as an ethical subject.
His suggestion that “the word con-/tained a silefi explains why he encourages us to “think
of a larger syntax, e.g. the-word-as-book proposilgays the book-as-word3® Palmer’'s
poems, therefore, allow readers to enact a wayofgl in the social world of others. The
manner in which Palmer is listened and responddyy tihe reader constitutes a way of being
a responsive and responsible subject when “(my)®&alfounters “(an)Other.” In this sense,
“one lives in it.Z** Due to his commitment to poetry as a vocatior,diécomes “a life of lines”
since “In the poem he learns to turn and t##fb orient “(my)Self’ outward toward the call
of “(an)Other.” Palmer’s poems attest to his attetagive primacy to “(an)Other” by creating
a “now here” where “At least one did feel welcomeherever it was?®® This gesture of
welcome also implies his understanding of the Bnoit poetry, or more particularly the lyric
utterance, because it is something that cannotalikis language. As botidVM and NEL
demonstrate, as one erases the self to make spate fother and in doing so approaches the
limits of the known and knowable, silence shouldfiddegrounded. For Palmer, there is “no
boundary or edge to the field in question. As thsreverywhere/no languag&® gesturing
toward what precedes language, both spoken andemrithe act of listening that makes

“response-ability” possible.
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Chapter 7: Saying the Unsayable irrirst Figure and Sun

In attempting to grant primacy to the other in pietry, Palmer gives the impression that he
is at the very limits of his medium, a sense haght by his frequent recourse to surrealist
constructions. As is so frequently the case whem&aengages with a particular poetic

standard or practice, his engagement with this epton is atypical:

This road ends in a field of grain
and drunken cows are filling the air
or how do we know what we know

He spoke holding his severed Er

A relatively straightforward surreal image is eaqhtvith an epistemological question here,
revealing the poet’s ability to adapt almost angtlaetic practice to his own personal and
political motivations, and in the process revealoften overlooked or intentionally ignored
aspect of that particular practice. Surrealismraught into accordance with Palmer’s belief
that “what poetry knows is a certain not-knowinggt in the sense of negative capability but
as a “specific area that challenges the discowkesason in its authoritative rationales for
things and its authoritative claims to knowledg®.Accordingly, he is “not interested in that
aspect of making sense, sense not as somethingtpribe poem, but something that is an
occasion for making sense, of finding out what sessand making sense anew, changing what
sense is.240 While | would never classify Palmer as a commitsedirealist, his frequent
recourse to surrealist images helps explain a cterstic feature oNEL that informs these
subsequent collections: the poet’s changed attitmutlnguage. ThroughoMEL, the reader is
intentionally given the impression of a poet workiat the very limits of what can be said,

what can be made sense of, in poetry:

They had agreed that the sign was particular pegcbecause arbitrary
and that it included the potential for (carribd sign of) its own dis-
solution?**
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Consequently, language is no longer a tool for eaing comprehension. Instead, language is
a “Sign that empties itself at each instance ofnmiregg” which Palmer sees as the only way “to
rein-/vent attention.24? The resultant poems, therefore, are occasionsusstipn what
comprehension actually means and “[bring] somethpogsibly to the attention of the
world...so that it is not quite as it was befo#& The limits of language demarcate the limits
of the known and knowable, where “(my)Self” encauat‘(an)Other” who cannot be written
about. INNEL, Palmer proposes that the poem could be seegestare, a “straightened arm
held out from the/body?** In bothFF andS, Palmer addresses origins, the initiating actions
that precede self-articulation, what happens gddanguage in the moment of silence before
speech. Prior to the poem as a speech act isriisaiing action, this gesture, that precedes
language but without which language would be imjdss It occurs at that point where
“(my)Self” ends and “(an)Other” begins and requiadanguage of the unsayable to articulate
it, a language whose content is superseded bgstsibing a gesture toward what cannot be

said without precluding a “poethics of proximity.”

(7.1) Gestures of Possibility

Collaboration is crucial to appreciating Palmer'sthod of composition because it testifies to
his absolute refusal of containment and conserisaditionally, however, his collaborative
projects with painters and choreographers gestwvart his “ideal of pure collaboratiorf*®

a “poethically” charged notion that the work belsrtg “neither you nor I” but is instead a
communicative event within which different subjeetscounter one another. While actual

collaborative projects are a recurrent featurealmier's oeuvre, equally important is the:

imaginary community in which poets tend to dweltlwothers. Not to say that it's
outside the real, but it's constructed through thmagination and sometimes in
opposition to the principles of reality that ar&llan us, all of which say “you should
not be doing this24®
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He makes this imagined community, this space oms=ion, by developing relations of
reciprocality with other innovative artists to tés# potential for a “possible writing" to find
“models of possibility?#8for the difficult but necessary task of attemptthg impossible in
poetry. Two such models are found in painting aadce, both of which foreground the
importance of gesture in self-expression. Firdgmer finds in “abstract painting, gestural
abstraction, action paintinff® a way of testing the potential for “gesture anstgeality in the
physical, vocalic utterance?® Referring specifically to a Pollock retrospective attended,
he identifies the “extraordinary moment in abstigainting...where we have the trace of the
gesture in the air, actually present, and we héysipal paint, and we have the thing standing
for itself.”2°1 This moment explains his “tremendous envy of as)tbeing able to bypass
some of the circuitry and physically work with thedy of thisthing.”?°2 Nevertheless, it
encouraged a particular approach to poiesis, whene have the text with the voice itself
absent [s0o] there’s an ambiguity just as there’arabiguity about the spatiality of the page in
relation to the space of the physical rooftt.Palmer’s insistence, following the example of
gestural abstraction, that the “space of the pagakien as a site in itself, a syntactical and
visual space to be expressively exploited” mighanseo correspond with “composition by
field” but for him there is “no boundary or edgethe field in question?®* Palmer notes that
the “first thing” to hit him when he faced a Pollock paintihgas this overwhelming,
wonderful smell of 0il.2% Pollock’s actions are not confined to his fieldcofmposition as the
painting interacts with its surroundings, with {hleysical space of the world outside it. The
physiological sensation Palmer experiences andréisponse it elicits is pre-linguistic,
providing a useful analogy to explain how the atitig act in self-articulation cannot be
expressed in language.

Secondly, Palmer finds in innovative choreogratitey possibility to examine “those
elements common to poetry and dance, such as rhythration, concepts of measure and
space (space of the page, space of the stagejhammkrformative2®® As the typographical

arrangement of his poems illustrate, “when [heushg language...[he is] working with the
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idea of actual spacé” “initially the page standing for the silence withivhich writing is
enfolded,” then the space that “designates theiamtsilences of a text, the junctures between
stanzas, lines, words, even letters” and finalhe“tindisclosed space in which one works as
affecting the character of thing&®? Perhaps following Duncan’s identification of “ahet
dimension in...poetry” since “surely, everywherenf whatever poem, choreographies extend
into actual space?®® Palmer relates to how “In dance, movement artteslapace even as it is
in turn being fashioned by it...[how] the dancei@kma dance in a rehearsal space but...[then]
project it into a variety of possible performangaaes.2° The choreographic process also
epitomises his “ideal of pure collaboration” becatall are collaborators: dancers, lighting
and set designers, costume designer, composergogapher all engage in a dance to make
a dance.?®! Dance, therefore, provides Palmer with another whgnlarging the field of
composition into a community of differences, a pagen for poiesis in which “all elements of
the whole work to modify all others” so that it ‘idifficult to completely separate one
contribution from another?®2 Each of the contributors act in and interact véigith other to
create the poem, “each shape[s] and [modifiespther” so that “in effect, [each] emerge][s]
from the other 23 from the encounter with “(an)Other.” Collaboratiarthis case “take[s] you
out of yourself, your accumulated habits of makintp a place that is not your own...opening
a space for making that is neither that of one ther other.2%* Most importantly, dance
encouraged Palmer to think “about certain crossimdeere language becomes gesture and
gesture language&®® Dance serves to “constantly [remind him] of boayl aoice in actual
space, and therefore of the body in poetry andmbréd, circulating among other bodie¥®

As he explains ifFF, “This was not [just an aesthetic] experiencellfatitself.”?¢’ Because
dance is an “embodied corporeal act, one whichnbeslded in the conditions of its
articulation,®®® dancers not only express themselves through theiements but live what

they express through their bodily acts.
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While dance, in a general sense, undeniably inflas®almer’s attempt to “vitalise the
present, to strip it of the habitual, the givend agplace that with the actual...[with] the poem
as act,?%° his numerous collaborations with the choreograprangaret Jenkins provide actual
instances of “poethical” praxis. Prior to the pabtion ofFF, Palmer participated in numerous
dance scenarios with Jenkins, suchéerference1975),Equal Timg1976),Straight Words
(1980) and/ersions by Turngl980). With the dandeirst Figure (1984), however, “fragments
of texts from the [poet’s] manuscript” were “usefd ‘instructions’ for the dancers to proceed
by.”2’°His involvement in the choreography meant thatteessed his language become
gesture as the “Trained dancers...function in thisc@ss as ‘untrained’ speakers moving
through space,” with the result that “Words or \arkigns acquire a gestural character in this
space, even as gestures (the raising of an armiiraceften mysterious semiotic
weight.”?"Notice his reference to an “arm extended” heregesting that as “language
becomes movement and movement languddbe identifies how the poem can be regarded
as a gesture toward “(an)Other” which cannot beresqed in language. The opening two
poems irFF heighten this sense of something inexpressiblaritihat occurs prior to, language.
As the first poem, “Dearest Reader” implies thestepary mode, suggesting the collection
itself is addressed to the unnamed first figuthantitle. It immediately proposes that the poems
to follow should not be read as the transcriptiba previous experience by undercutting the
highly poeticised description of a “wren-/like biptucking berries from the fire” and “broad
entryways/beneath balconies beneath spires” inatelines, suggesting it could equally be
just a “photograph of nothing but pigeons/and gieky the shadow of a fountaif/®He
later observes how the “Experience cannot be desibiéxcept by us’**inferring that the
poem is not intended to re-present a previous expez but to actually enact a lived experience
between the poet and the first figure he addresBeslude,” the following poem, suggests
that:

The limit of the song is this
prelude to a journey to
the outer island$

269 Palmer, “Octavio Paz,” 107.

270 palmer, “Figures in Space,” 56.

271 |bid, 55.
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What he identifies as the “generative sentenceéerdgrs continuous circularity and deferral,
“an inside-outside then/an outside-insiti€since language comes after what concerns Palmer
in FF and only moves further and further away from NpoWw say the words you had meant

to/Now say the words such words meafi."Prelude” necessitates:

...reading
in a way natural to theatre
a set of instructions
that alters itself automatically
as you proceed west
from death to friendlines<8

If he has any particular plays in mind they woutdlaubtedly be Samuel Beckett's, written in
a language of silence to articulate the unsayd®ekett uses silence not just to signify the
incapacities of language but to allow the bodypeak as his silent figures function as figures
of speech. As he explainsTie Unnameable prose work that pre-empts many of the issues

in his drama:

| want it to go silent, it wants to go silent, arct, it can't, it does for a second, then it
starts again, that's not the real silence, it ghg$'s not the real silence, what can be
said of the real silence, | don’t know, that | ddkmiow what it is, that there is no such

thing, that perhaps there is such a thing, yes pirhaps there is, somewhere, I'll never

know?27°

Throughout his work, language is a gesture towastleace it cannot ultimately reach as his
figures have never “said the thing that had to did,ghat gives [them] the right to be done
with speech, done with listening®® that is, despite their silences, their bodies lspdast as
extracts fromFF were used as instructions for the dancers, whoddybmovements are an
extralinguistic composition, “Prelude” providestingtions for how the collection can be read
as articulating what is beyond the “limit of thengg’ the limits of the poem. When the body
speaks, it does so in a language of silence, tigubge of gesture. Dance “is a kinaesthetic act

of corporeal performance” and “what is always spagkilently is the body,” whose meanings
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are unspoken because its gestures are “both megetspnd corporeal writing®! For Palmer,

dance confirms that the aesthetic is “pre-eminemttarnal affair, its kinaesthetic” and the:

body as a (kin)aesthetic phenomenon ‘speaks’ mamyulages: it speaks the language
of both silence and gesture. In the first placemfithe standpoint of embodiment, the
opposite of speech is not writing but silence.dfathe embodiment of silence is
action...[it is] the body’s languag&?

Palmer’s collaborations with Jenkins confirm fomhihe possibility of language as gesture, an
embodied language of silence, and emphasise hdwarsiellation occurs in a lived space of
sociality as the subject orients him/herself frév@ most singular experience to living amongst
others, “from death to friendship,” ensuring whahBery termed the “end of friendship/With
self alone.” Silence is the prelude to the poenhitidicates a language of gesture, articulating
what cannot be spoken in the “generative sententte”unsayable because “Language
paralyses the tongué® By addressing the “possibility of the figural, génerative, initiatory
figures,figurae, figures of language and knowing disclosing thdwess?®* FF shows Palmer
foregrounding the encounter between “(my)Self” gath)Other” that not only precedes but is
the required condition for the poem as a commuivieavent. In doing so, he accentuates the
etymological definition of “conversation,” “con-\aare: to turn together,” thus revealing the
primary importance of the bodily gesture that pdeseanything spoken, “What might be said

before the sentences entéf”

(7.2) Lanquage as Gesture ifirst Figure

No universal or objective correlation between megrand movement is possible, therefore
discussing Palmer'§F and JenkinsFirst Figure to establish one is ill-advised. From an
admittedly reductive perspective, poetry is alndeshaterialised whether written as words or
spoken as sounds, whereas dance is an inescapabdyiah art of the body. Despite his

admission that “Poetry is poetry, dance is danod, @nvoluted attempts to pair them in a

281 Jung, 97.

282 bid, 96.

283 palmer, “Sign,'CA, 121.

284 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 281thau's emphasis.
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conceptual [reciprocity] can lead commentatorsit@nt strained likenesse€®the poet and
dance critic Jack Anderson does exactly that tdagxpvhy poets ranging from Eliot, Auden
and Yeats to Stein, Moore, Lorca, O’'Hara and Réxve¢re so consistently drawn to dance.
Despite the important differences in their compos#l methods and in the experiential aspects
of interpreting poetry and dance, he establishesreelation between the movement of the

poet’s thoughts and the movements of dancerstimgithat both are:

arts of motion through space and time. Dance, afsm is quite literally such an art.

But poetry inhabits its own space and time. Whedgexce involves bodies moving on

a stage..., poetry is an art of words moving on a&pagn the cadences of a speaking
voice. Words thereby become the equivalent of sydiad the way they are arranged
in print could be called verbal choreograpfy.

This highly “strained likeness” between poetry aaahce fails to account for the fact that the
“essential structure of dance is to be discerndhlimi .the immediacy of lived experiencé&?®
whereas the experiential structure of poetry isitbyery nature, mediated through language.
Furthermore, his suggestion that poems “embody mewt’ through their “verbal
choreography?®® ignores the difficulty, if not the impossibilitpf reducing the realities of
motion to verbal formulae, of arresting an epheme@n-repeatable event in a medium based
on the permanence of the written word.

Nowhere inFF does Palmer attempt to arrest the ephemeral, dgnamvements of
dancers in enduring, static forms. His only refeeeto “actual dancers” sees them “traced
against the ceiling” like “echoes/as of such valsasch had once claimed to be re&l®”
Rather than purporting to re-present them mimdsicBlalmer uses his dancers to help readers
conceptualise the complex interplay of presenceabs®nce more vividly, the present and
absent figures that inhabit his work to give voioesomething that has hitherto remained

unspoken:

...we mounted the sdafffo
at his unspoken invitation;
a liquid darkness there;
figures lost among bands of light

286 Jack Anderson, “On the Move: Poetry and DanBafice Chronicle83 (2010): 252.
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came slowly forward; a duplicate

of herself encountered in passing
nodded and disappeared; it remains
visible above the narrow shore;
they are visible against the shore;
the forgotten word for wavest

His emphasis on “scaffold,” “liquid darkness” angufres slowly appearing and disappearing
could be read as describing the intended visuakamce of “First Figure,” with its
“extraordinarily evocative set consisting of fowary tall green fabric columns which tapered
toward the base” that “would both frame the movenagwl allow the dancers to disappear and
reappear within the dance space itself” by creatmgpatial field that lent architectural
definition to the piece?®? “First Figure” was a “polysemous field susceptiloe multiple
interpretations” because “on different occasionsous ‘figures’ might unexpectedly appear
to modify the experience for audience and perfosmaike.”?%® Given equal emphasis,
however, is the inherent sociality of the sceneRa@sner evokes a liminal space of encounter
between the present and absent figures at the ,stiodethe suggestion of a pre-linguistic
gesture of welcome in the “unspoken invitation” dtiee forgotten word for waves.” “Actual
dancers” are not the subject of Palmer's poemgatstthey signal a movement from the
aesthetic into the ethical by embodying the bodiddy relations, or face-to-face encounters,
that occur in the creative act of self-articulatiBecause the experiential aspect of dance is as
an “embodied corporeal act” that is “embedded endbnditions of its articulation,” it allows
for a kind of somatic attention, the corporeal nsehy which a knowing subject apprehends
the specificity of others as one attends to antl wite’s body in surroundings that include the
embodied presence of othéPéPalmer’s inclusion of the pre-linguistic alongsidis only
reference to “actual dancers” ik confirms that dance is important because it detnates
how embodied subijectivity is not constituted throutiscursive or representational practices
but through a gestural language that precedes .tHdee “lived experience of dance is
immediate,” therefore, it precludes reflectionticrsm and evaluation that would differentiate

it from other lived experienceé$®
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Palmer’'s poem helps us conceptualise a pre-liigugesture through the figures of
“actual dancers” encountering one another in aoperdtive space of other embodied subjects,
thus revealing a further reason for his interestance: how it actualises the fundamental ways
in which a human being exists in the world. Whaikes this most significant is that a non-
verbal communicative medium provides an examplepfaiesis as the making possible of
language as gesture. If individuals resort to gegjuwvhen the meanings they wish to convey
cannot be articulated in words, then gesture isitbiefigure of speech, an initiatory figuration
of meaning prior to, or beyond the limits of, laage. However, as language users, a formal
vocabulary of gestures develops according to wbictily movements are “systematically
interpreted in ways variously related to the afttel speech that may or may not
accompany®® them, thus creating body language. On the otheat fen art form is categorised

as dance if its “principal medium is the unspeakinghan body 2

" therefore, dance “cannot
be completely reduced to a notational systéftiecause bodily movements have meanings
that exceed any formally articulated system. Fdmeg the unspeaking or silent body of the
dancer gives voice to something in its gesture$ ¢thanot be articulated in words, thus
confirming that “verbal language cannot be the prynmodelling system, capable of
translating all expressible conteftf’because bodily movements exist that cover portains
the general semantic space of communication whetbal language cannot. The non-
notational nature of dance explains how his collatbons with Jenkins encourage him to use
poetry as a space for the impossible, for artioudesomething pre-linguistic by approaching
language as gesture, or what he terms the “phitsicdiword as gesture3® Palmer refers to

a period when “All those words we once used fanghi..have now [been] discarded in order/to

come to know things®®* “The last tree/or the letter A” is discovered heawlich tells us:

...If you crushe of these herbs between your fin-
gers the scent will cling to your hand but itstigées will be quite invisi-
ble. This is a language you cannot understd#td.’

2% Francis Sparshott, “The Philosophy of Dance: BedieMotion, Bodies at RestThe Blackwell Guide to
Aestheticsed. Peter Kivy (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishihdd, 2004), 279.
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29 Janet Adshead-Landale, “Creative Ambiguity: Dagcimtertexts,” Dancing Texts: Intertextuality and
Interpretation ed. Janet Adshead-Landale (London: Dance Boaks 1999), 9.

300 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Bartlett,” 129.

301 Michael Palmer, “Untitled,CA, 98.

302 |bid.

253



The poet is referring to a language that cannajresped in terms of comprehension but can
be grasped in terms of its physicality, “Dismarglihhie beams of/the letter tre€¥ Semantic
content is secondary to the physicality of the wmedause Palmer is suggesting an immediate,
lived experience with language through the emplassomatic attention, which “signals lived
corporeality as the manner by which one persongegyaith another®® By making dance
into “a kind of embodied poetry® where bodily movements are understood as a physica
mode of poetic expression that emanates from theodmad subject, the dancers in the

806 whose meaning

collaboration “First Figure” also suggest the pb#ity of “gestural poetry,
is immediately apparent as a way of living in tbeial world of others. Dancers confirm that
the “body lives its ethics” because the “world ihigh the bodily self is rooted is...from the
start a thoroughlyhuman world saturated with intersubjective significanaed affective
valence.®%” In doing so, they enact how the “[ethical] selfezges from an irreducible and
originary contact with human otherness” experiertbesugh the body, which “saturates every
form of our encounter with the world” and those esth who inhabit i£%® Accordingly,

language as gesture implies an inherent socialityie explains in “The Village of Reason:”

You are in this play
You are its landscape

This is an assumption
the length of an arff®

Again, Palmer evokes the notion of an arm extermedhis time it indicates the presence of
“(an)Other,” the assumption of sociality as a fifgjure is present during this initiatory
encounter prior to language as a vehicle of conmgrglon. This gesture is perhaps an
“unspoken invitation” to the unknown and unknowabBy®u,” the reader to whom the
collection is addressed, to participate in the gihffgures within the “sequence of imaginary
landscapes’® that constitute “First Figure,” a “non-hierarcHidéield] composition” that

requires the “viewer [to] become an active partaipin the work, scanning a range of events
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and making numerous decisions about points of fétisBy evoking dance, Palmer is
gesturing toward the possibility of embodied, orenprecisely bodily, conversation between
the poet and the reader as they turn together tbeach otheas other. Considering gesture
as a figure of speech ensures it is not simplyemkegical act whose intention is uncertainty
reduction or “meaning” because it “extracts outnoéaning the presence of the gesture,
portrayed as body performance, and defines not gpdaking but writing as a performance
text.”312 Rather than simply articulating its semantic cohtea poem informed by the
possibility of language as gesture does not eliteitize presence of the performing body but
foregrounds it because it is reliant on the perboroe of the gesture, the turn toward
“(an)Other” prior to language. In the eponymousmpBalmer makes this possibility explicit,
referring to “words altered then crossed out. Reng that is into the body?'3to the
unspeakable language of the body. He introduces hehterms “here the false figure of speech
playing with a ring,” circumscribed by languagelgbits of afterwards and opposite,” which
reduces conversation to the endless exchange afsoyp perspectives for the purposes of
comprehension, “Now your turn while the/numbers. Il®w ours not theirs34

Instead, “the first figure” allows for “What migle saidoeforethe sentences enter,”
without a “focal point” and with “no idea [of] whahe future will bring.2*®> Consequently,
conversation assumes “the/form of a question t@fdmvered by another in the form of a
question/and so on*® Palmer’s interest in the “physicality of the woad$ gesture” is
confirmed when he privileges the somatic aspeberahan the semantic content of language
due to the attendant ability to immediately sefmgedignificance of the gesture because it is
unmediated by language, “The name is spelled witlediers how can this be./.../The name is
felt without letters how can this bé'” Palmer’'s poems might preclude comprehension but
they can be grasped as a gesture of welcome, amxended in “silent invitation” toward
“(an)Other,” with “the five random/letters for thimgers of the hand® suggesting the digits
or figures of the poet's hand as he writes the pd@ynemphasising the “physicality of the

word as gesture,” of language as the performedfaexposing “(my)Self” to “(an)Other” by
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extending a gesture of welcome, he conceptualisesig as work of the hands. In doing so,

Palmer reiterates Celan’s proposal that poetic:

Craft means handiwork, a matter of hands. And thasels must belong tmeperson,
i.e. a unique, mortal soul searching for its wathwtss voice...Only truthful hands write
true poems. | cannot see any basic difference leetaehandshake and a po&th.

Celan’s reference to “hands” does not necessaelymthe singular hands of the poet, it equally
denotes the hands of two different people engagediandshake, in the pressing of hands, a
bodily encounter that is felt “without letters.” @elating the poem with this particular gesture
affirms Palmer’s interest in the unspeakable laggua the body and articulating what cannot
be spoken in language.

The eponymous “First Figure” demonstrates Palrttengoting the impossible poem,
one that engenders a bodily experience of encolmg®reen “(my)Self” and “(an)Other.”
Quite significantly, the fact th&iF is explicitly addressed @reader ensures his proposal of
language as gesture does not become metapoetic extiamyy a poem about all poetry, but
instead retains its specificity as an occasion ¢bastitutes the poet’s act of self-articulation.
As Palmer explains, “It's not addressing...[in do@ventional sense of imagining] one’s reader
or who to imagine as the ideal reader. There’sdealireader. One projects a possible reader
or set of readers who have no outline” and “yoe [ploet] become, iturn, imagined by that
reader. | don’t mean imagined as a personalityt.ihagined into being by that other,” this is
the “power that affirms the impossiblé?® In “Echo: Text Antiparalléle pour Pascal
Quignard,” he explains how the “The letter he hast feap-/peared in his palm. Identity was
the cause! Given the epistolary address at the beginnindnefcollectionFF can be read
in its entirety as this letter in the palm, a gestof the hand that articulates something
inexpressible in language alone. William Watersrdistles Celan’s idea of handshake or
“Handedruck” into “hands” (die Hande) and “pressufder Druck) to foreground the
possibility of bodily encounter in the poem. Heemsf to the “other meaning druck,
‘printing,”” so that the “extent to which a hand&egHandedruckis an impressingHindruck),
or an expressionAusdruck by hand, may undergrid the sense in which a psenot just
printing Oruck) of something handwritten but also an impressiothe writing hand, and the

319 Celan, “Letter to Hans Bender,” 25, author’s engiha
320 palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gizzi,” 162, myghasis.
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hand’s expressive pressuf&?This is somatic communication, a bodily encoutetween
two individuals conversing, turning together towaedch other. It is the experience of
proximity to “(an)Other,” to exactly what one da&st and cannot know, what is, by extension,
inexpressible in language. In the same argumenttaimetry being a “matter of hands,” Celan
states that “poems are also gifts — gifts to thentive, 2 which raises interesting questions
about the present(s) of the poem and presence ipadm. “Identity [is] the cause” because it
is about self-articulation as a heteronomic procéssneed for “someone to be present to the
poem” and “someone wanting to be present to itguat(my)Self’ reaching out to “(an)Other”
who will, by questioning and paying attention tonhihelp the poet find his voi¢é* This is
communication as proximity, “a matter pfesencg the lived experience of “two human
beings sharing...the same ontological space” throlbglaly-to-body, or face-to-face,
encounter” as incalculably different and distandividuals are immediately presef
Because a physical handshake is literally impossibbntact and complete identification
between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” is precludedanour of the sense of proximity facilitated
by the text at hand, a sense heightened by théspeéiection on the closeness of his hand to
the poem during its composition and his constdeteaces to the page the reader holds open

during its interpretation.

(7.3) The Language of the Unsayable

In “Echo: Texte Antiparalléle...,” language itself isxderstood as an echo, that “which
resounds. Re-sounds” and “which sounds (soundé@yefit.”®?¢ It occurs after the gesture
extended toward an unknown and unknowable otherWho (previous to speaking}?’ As
Palmer explains, if language is considered a gestbe “word spoken...[cannot be] heard,”
the “word spoken...[cannot be] seen, even/partitithced against the screeti?®This is not a
failure of language’s capacity to communicate amg@rove comprehension between people

but a radical reconfiguration of what communicatiself signifies for Palmer, an opportunity

322 william Waters, “Poetic Address and Intimate RegdiThe Offered Hand Poetry and Dialogism: Hearing
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to “Be recognised in his own/misunderstandiit’to be questioned by someone else’s
interpretation. The initiating experience of prody to “(an)Other” who embodies what
“(my)Self” cannot know is “equivocal and precedés beginning,®3 it necessitates the
realisation of “response-ability,” of self-artictilzn as an ethical subject. “The subject is this,”
for Palmer, the “rustling at the moment of enunoigtas of an “ar-/ticle of clothing such as a
dress or green dress. An even greyness as of dieageding events®! Just as he encourages
us to read the poem as a pre-linguistic gestures, éiecouraging us to listen to what is not said,
to what exceeds articulation in language, the ssatdhe very beginning of the conversation.
This counters what he sees as our tendency to gtégntion to each mark” only “After the
talking is done®*2to focus on the semantic content of language ratian focusing on the
initiating act of conversing with another persdme gesture of turning toward one another

together, that precedes anything spoken in langusggsn:

The subject is this, disregarded,
story of cloth and wind or the space be-
tween events.

misunderstood as a measure of distance. It
takes no time in that sense, repeats nothing,
figures the shape of the flames. Gesticulate.

a failure in translatioR®®

The subject is the overlooked experience of compatiuin “as if preceding, preceded by,
itself,” 33* of communication as proximity between two diffaremnd distant subjects
encountering one another, emerging as the respéitst figures to each other who manifest
through the initiating gesture that cannot be websd in language, “(an)Other” who obligates
“(my)Self” to respond. Palmer identifies this odomsas “neither followed nor following” and

again uses the idea of a handshake to suggestt manght be possible in poetry:

Left arm and right and the figures like the
fire. There must be a different metric, a ges-
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ture and that’s all, this this and so on, con-
comitance, like writing but it's nota writ-
ing, the pieces actually af&.

Poetry becomes a space of the impossible for Padiesause its pieces don’t have to mean,
they just “actually are” proof that the encountetvieen “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” has
always already happened, that it is the precedenrtyghing spoken or written. Gestures “pre-
figure speech by providing a configuration and iection toward which speech will tend,
which is always a tendency in the direction of megui®3® They are an “intention and also a
motion...a bodily intention...[or] the intention tife body” that “provides a direction toward
which its existence will tend insistently>” This direction is always toward an other to whom
it calls as if in response to a question. The gestinerefore, has no meaning in itself but is
part of the whole process that engenders meartirggni only be understood as part of the
conversation in which it occurs. Similarly, the mea to be discerned frorRF is “not
locatable within any of the [poems’] parts, bumezges from the many parts working all at
once and has...crucially to do with your...invesitnef an attention that you experience as
yours.’838

The importance Palmer ascribes to the initiatingtige that enables a conversation
between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other,” what is “of @rest because unspoketi® and
unspeakable, helps explain his attitude towarddagg throughoukF. As discussed above in
“Echo:...,” words “re-sound” the initiating encountdrat cannot be articulated in language.
Palmer is even more critical, however, since heetstdnds that in attempting to articulate the
experience of proximity with “(an)Other,” languageites over him/her such that there is
“erasure in the/naming®*® He aspires to “Forgetting the name as it souditfsa’ way of
speaking about “(an)Other” in “words/the opposifenames,®*? a language that does not
reduce his/her alterity or appropriate him/her intdegories of the same. This language is

spoken in “empty sentence[3{2 because, as Palmer explains in “French for Apdls:”
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Once | could not speak of it
Now | am unable to

/...

Once | could not tell of it

and now | cannot speak at®fi

Words become “gestures...erecté®>’or arrested, in writing as “(my)Self’ turns toward
“(an)Other” prior to speaking, creating “A staterhess if to be said*® a way of articulating
what cannot be spoken in language. Because “thiersanis impossible’*’ the poem becomes
a space of impossibility, of “necessary difficultywhere the initiating first figure is
encountered and the incapacities of language @@sex in the bodily experience of proximity,
the lived experience of reaching the limits of #m®@wn and knowable. As he explains in
“Voice and Address,” “You would like to live someaite else/.../but this is not permittétf
because this is the reality of living in a sociarld of others as an ethical subject, the reality
that his “poethics of proximity” enacts. The expee of proximity, as the originating moment
of ethical subjectivity, cannot be articulated amguage, “You may not even think of it//lest
the thinking appear as words//and the words agstiftt® For Palmer, “the word for ‘cannot’
inscribes itself®Cin response to the question “how could you desditiis to a listener? How
can | describe/this to our listenet¥"when language occurs subsequent to this initiatismt,
“lerasing] the story,/by repeating it exactly asvas told,®>2writing over it by naming and
erasing “(an)Other?” By concentrating solely on #gnantic content of language, paying
attention to the marks after the talking is doriglk[ing] is a naming//Talk[ing] is a naming
or a being named?2 a reduction of otherness into words describingtoitimprove
comprehension, to reduce uncertainty. Consequemnity,“will remember nothing from
before’®>* as language takes us further and further frominitiating experience of proximity
between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other,” “what the wordsw said//again and again,/seemed

entirely different.®>® To remedy this, Palmer suggests “return[ing] te@meht began/amid the
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errors and incomprehension/of conversati®ifb the initiating experience of proximity to
“(an)Other” who is irreducibly different to and thsit from “(my)Self.” Performing the gesture
of turning toward “(an)Other” is to speak the laaga of the unsayable, to “return to where it
began,” when we “never used words, never/knew &rly.”
The most important question posedRfyis “Do you remember all the listening®?

“Do you remember this” moment prior to languagdolbespeaking, when “(my)Self” is turned
toward “(an)Other” and “do you admit to #>® As the epigraph to the collection from Celan
(“Niemandes Stimme, wieder”) attests, Palmer osdminself toward “(an)Other” who speaks
“nobody’s voice, always,” which in turn allows “(f8elf’ to listen to the language of the
unsayable. This voice the poet listens to beloag®body, thus making any attempt to assign

a name to it impossible. “Nothing can be said” @bgwnly that:

First there’s sameness then difference
then the letter X across a face

then a line through a name
which is the wrong name in any c8e

Palmer uses the idea of erasure here but insteahsihg “(an)Other” by naming him/her he
instead erases the name. For this reason, he dbaddress his poems to an ideal reader who
just follows unquestioningly, “An ant is an idealder/and there are so many of théPhgr

try to “please the audience/who have remained miltien their seats since/last year’'s
performance, refusing to become speakers themstRffésHe demonstrates in “Left
Unfinished Sixteen Times” a way of writing “(an)@tfi without reducing him/her to
categories of the same, “And | is the reader’s ymatwithin the letter,3%2 within the collection
addressed ta reader. The condition of possibility for the “plieal” poem is what Maurice
Blanchot terms a “relation without relatiof?* a conversation in which speaking is not a

dialectical act intended to facilitate uncertairggluction but rather indicates the experience of
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a difference and distance between two speakers‘mhmtain a relation not with what they
might establish in ‘common’ but instead with whagy mutually acknowledge in the other as
foreign [and] inassimilable®®® “I” names the reader but only as a potentialityhast of
innumerable identities that cannot be specificalyned, hence why “From the speaker’s place
of speech there’s nothingf® but the “void centre.” Palmer does not reduce réwder’s
otherness by comprehending it, by identifying wheesmight be; the reader as “(an)Other”
“could be said not to be writted®”

Developing on his notion of the poem as a handsh@a&kan explains how the “poem
intends another,” how it “needs this other” andgytieward it, bespeaks i* Consequently,
“everybody is a figure of this other toward whig¢his heading.®® In writing “I,” the first
gesture of self-articulation, the poet is seekifanyOther” “not as a mere aspect of the same,
but by precisely refusing to render the other asnaage or extension of the seff® thus
refusing any attempt at comprehension that wouttbece “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” to
opposites. Writing “I” as the “reader’s not yet”ams a gesture that turns the poet toward the
reader as “(an)Other,” demonstrating Palmer usiieglanguage of the unsayable to name
“(an)Other” without reducing his/her alterity. Iroidg so, he draws our attention to the
initiating ethical encounter that precedes anythsed in the poem, insisting that
“Forgetfulness must be remembered when you/insistinot remember.?”! Rather than
“omitting, perhaps deliberately, the question &f tread and neck, posi-/tion of the hadtfs”
and forgetting “who they are and who the othersvare watch.//...[forgetting] the words for
this and not-this, for first and for agai#f? for Palmer, “There is nothing meaningful about the
text//There is nothing meaningful about a text’dese he “translate[s] logos as logd¥.The
text is not full of meaning because its meaningivesr precisely from what cannot be
articulated in language, the originating sourcealbbfactivity that cannot be named as just
another word. Palmer’s impossible poem ‘“is Paradiseunpunctuated booR’® a poem that

does not just repeat what happened by adherimgtstindards of spoken and written language
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but “which exenterates itself” so that “You may ubke paper with my name on it/to say
whatever you want¥® Writing “I” as a “void centre” and the “reader’adt yet” is not just

an act of self-erasure but a way of un-naming ‘@ahgr,” of speaking the language of the
unsayable as the poet establishes a “relation wittetation” between himself aradreader yet

to come. This “form[s] a paradise//(pronounced oitlge),®’” a way for the poet to grant
primacy to the reader as “(an)Other” over “(my)3#iat enacts a “poethics of proximity.” As
he explains in “(Overheard at the) Mayakovsky $tati“‘l am not that one who once spoke
with you/clockwise from the pages of a voi¢é®We as readers are not encountering Palmer
as the speaking subject but listening to “nobodgice” and responding to the first figure of
“(an)Other” as we articulate ourselves as ethioh|exts. Because Palmer can never be known

to the reader:

words...[are] mistakes for things

where things are the mistake
that is trying to be made
by one who never resembled nié>”

Palmer provides “one who never resembled” him, Hnof first figure that the reader
encounters as “(an)Other,” who s/he overhearsdigriing to the language of the unsayable
and responding through a gesture that welcomeshkimmito “relation without relation” with
“(my)Self” as someone who is unknown and unknowabkes is what conversation signifies,
a turning toward “(an)Other” rather than comprel@msPalmer wants the reader to mistake
him, to miscomprehend and misunderstand him inrdadeot only engender but also prolong
the experience of proximity to “(an)Other” who istrand cannot be known.
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(7.4) The Saying of the Said

FF conveys Palmer’s desire to provide a space “Whegaes unmentioned [so that] there
exists an alternate versio#f?to exceed the limits of language he identifiedNiBL when he
attempted to grant primacy to “(an)Other.” Unlikeshdery, who used the face-to-face
encounter of aesthetic experience to examine hdwcatt subjectivity is constituted by
“(my)Self” realising its “response-ability,” Palmayestures toward an idea of “response-
ability” that precedes any response that mightrbewdated in language. Palmer’s “poethics of
proximity” is an “unpunctuated book” that “form[a]paradise//(pronounced otherwise),” it is
as “strange as speech/mistaken for a book,” apdesns challenge us to see our ordinary,
everyday life differently and identify the limitd expressibility by saying what cannot be
said®8 While his attitude toward language helps diffeiaet the ethical commitments and
considerations informing his work from those saamcfioning in Ashbery, it also aligns him
with a similar development in Levinas’ ethical thes as the philosopher addresses the
“methodological problem” ifTl which he seeks to “reduce” @TB. 32 Quite significantly,
OTB was written, at least in part, in response to idafs “Violence and Metaphysics,” in
which he respectfully critiques this “methodolodipeoblem,” that by “making the origin of
language, meaning and difference the relation ¢oinfinitely other, Levinas is resigned to
betraying his own intentions in his philosophicaoturse.?® Derrida pertinently identifies
the paradox of trying to “present the Other as surch philosophical discourse that, by its very
inherited nature, enshrines the language of theeS&M He demonstrates that Levinas
presupposes the very things he seeks to transduesto misreadings that confirm what he
intended to reject. However, Derrida accepts thegeadings not merely as errors that
undermine his project but rather as integral to“tlexessary difficulty” of his philosophical
endeavour, of thinking, and by extension writingl aeading, otherwise, to “discuss a realm
beyond being in a language which can be used toribesbeing only.?%° Ultimately, he
appreciates that Levinas’ work must engender migeehension for it to succeed because in

completely clarifying the significance of “(an)Ottiephilosophy incorporates it into its
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structures and categories, thereby reducing iexigitby expressing the inexpressible and
saying the unsayable. Levinas’ respons@irB, therefore, employs fundamental, necessary
difficulties in his writing practice to elude conghrension, a decision that is immediately
apparent in the text’s language. The terms he tasdsscribe “(an)Other,” i.e. face, enigma,
accusation, interpellation, etc., and “(my)Self’sfation to it, i.e. obsession, hostage, trauma,
etc., are not those normally used by philosopledescribe the object of experience. By using
them, Levinas is “attempting to cultivate interestd reverence...[rather than] classifying,
informing, or describing and conveying informatibto, “direct [our] attention to an aspect of
everyday social interaction regularly ignored” amshsequently make us think otherwise, at a
more “basic, determinative level®® There is a performative quality to Levinas’ wrgias the
difficulties of readingODTBare inseparable from its meaning because the iexgerof reading
it is intended to encourage the reader to thinkmtise about language, to make him/her self-
conscious about how s/he uses language in comntigmca

There are significant methodological differencesween Tl and OTB that have
important philosophical implications for each teQT B develops one of the primary theses of
TI, the “radical impossibility of seeing oneself frahe outside and of speaking in the same
sense of oneself and of othe?&”In TI, Levinas focuses on “the approach of the othéhén
face[-to-face encounter]” that disrupts the saneiaterrupts the autotelic self in the present
by calling it to realise its “response-ability, whas inOTB he focuses on “my approach to the
other out of a pre-original responsibility” as teelf has always already realised his/her
“response-ability” prior to anything saféf TI andOTB document a progressive deepening of
Levinas’ ethics as he moves from the idea thafptvase-ability” is realised when “(my)Self”
responds to the question posed by “(an)Other” lpaking to the idea that “response-ability”
is always already realised prior to anything tteat be articulated by speaking. This deepening
also serves to explain the difference between Agfdband Palmer’s ethical commitments,
how the former conceptualises the face-to-face @men using aesthetic experience in a way
where “everything is surface,” whereas the latteeks to go deeper by returning to an
initiating, pre-linguistic experience of proximitiiat precedes any act of self-representation.
Like Levinas inOTB, Palmer intends to “return to where it began” kglering communication

as “in-formed by an essential, in fact a pre-esaknesponsiveness” involving “response-
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ability” “prior to hermeneutic disclosure and oth&an information transferencé®® Both
acknowledge that “language is founded on a relatigmanterior to comprehensidf and are
interested in the experience of an encounter thatior and irreducible to anything spoken,

the fact that:

When | hear another speak, I turn to this othemfraore than a need to know who
speaks or what is said or what | am to do in respohturn to this other from a pure
responsiveness...[and] | am created in that priomitgr toward the Other
simultaneously with my turning attention toward Dher3!

The act or gesture of turning toward “(an)Othertanversation is to encounter someone who
cannot be named, “another otherness, an Other ptered in the other but not reducible to
my interpretation of the encountered other’s othssti®®? As can be seen, trying to describe
the pre-linguistic experience of proximity in lamge is almost impossible because we
approach the limits of what can be said intelligifo remedy this, Levinas examines the act
of speaking itself to expose the first move or gesin conversation that occurs before anything
is spoken, thus providing a useful way of acknowied “traces of a conversation possib#y>’
The achievement oOTB derives from Levinas’ commitment to the “necessary
difficulty” of performing the thesis outlined in ¢hopening pages with the intention of
engendering a similar praxis in his readers, hdw ‘Gtherwise than being is stated in a saying
that must also be unsaid in order to thus exthecbtherwise than being from the said in which
it already comes to signify but a being otherwi$&Even in this relatively concise
explanation, Levinas’ tortuous language confirmsidhstrategically trying to disorient his
readers so they will begin to think otherwise ablanguage and communication, and prioritise
the ethical gesture of what he terms the saying theesemantic content of the said. He uses
the saying to discuss proximity in terms of an goval language*® a “communication
without phrases or word$®® that precedes the said, “the language that conuates

propositions and message8’Prior to any words spoken by either “(my)Self*tan)Other”
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being meaningful, the interpersonal situation inickhcommunication occurs has a pre-
linguistic significance in terms of theenseof proximity experienced there. Saying is
“communication prior to words and speedf®”a way of acknowledging “(an)Other” and

appreciating his/her significance without redudnig/her alterity, it is:

not a speech act, nor a type of speech act; tishe conversational situation nor the
act of speaking. Saying is not what we do with gar®r, to be more precise, it is not

one among a variety of such acts. Rather sayirtgesencounter of utterly unique

persons, indeed between every two utterly uniqusons3®®

Saying should not be analysed according to Speetfitdeory, which would “suggest that the
speaking subject performs ant of saying and therefore takes the discursiveatnte,” thus

making “the speaking subject the origin of its ®ayi*°® As Levinas explains:

the beginning of language is in the face [of anofierson]. In a certain way, in its
silence, it calls you. Your reaction to the faca isponse...Language does not begin
with the signs that one gives, with words. Langueagabove all the fact of being
addressed...which means the saying much more thasaiti&*

For Levinas, “saying is communication, to be sbg, as a condition for all communication,
as exposure?®? The “intention of making signs, and even the digngness of signs,
presuppose[sf?® this exposure to “(an)Other” but it writes ovee timitiating experience of
proximity, thus subordinating the gesture of thgirggto the semantic content of the said.
Proximity, in this sense, “is the impossibility naove away” from the “preciselgther,” it is

to be obligated or “ordered from the outside,” framotherwise than being that is sensed but
cannot be represented in langud&Focusing on the saying involves subordinating “the
contents that are inscribed in the said and traeetio the interpretation and decoding by the

other” to the “ethical sense of such an exposuranother,” to the “risky uncovering of
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oneself...Jand] the breaking up of inwardnes$8” In theory, the saying solves the

“methodological problem” ofTl, the “erasure in the namin®® because it is the:

antecedent to the verbal signs it conjugates, éolitiguistic systems and sematic
glimmerings, a foreword preceding languages, thésproximity of one to the other,
the commitment of an approach, the one for therptiine very signifyingness of
signification4°”

In order for “(an)Other” to manifest, the “subordiion of the saying [the gesture of response
toward “(an)Other” that precedes articulation inrelgj to the said [the semantic content of the
utterance]**® occurs; the initiating ethical encounter betwegny)Self” and “(an)Other” that
is the precondition of all communication is ovettem by what is actually said in
communication. Before it “coagulates a verbal $iffithe saying is already an ethical gesture
of “response-ability” toward “(an)Other” but in agdthat it not be subordinated to the semantic
content of the said the “saying must also be aaidtié'° which requires a “certain impossible
undoing of languagé®! so that my expression of “response-ability” does effectively
suppress “(an)Other.” The saying is a “verb undedtas a noun designating an evéht,”
such that the said is always already preceded egrday, an already said,” the “hither side of
the said...that reveal[s] another meaning,” the icgmce of “(an)Other” to “(my)Self’ as the
otherwise than being that precedes language btiates communication as an ethical
encountef!?

Instead of naming “(an)Other,” Levinas creates lyicdescriptive, provocative
metaphors and similes to describe the experienpeoximity as the feeling of responsibility

toward him/her before anything is said. As he sstgjet is:

prior to all reflection, prior to every positingn andebtedness before any loan, not
assumed, anarchical, subjectivity of a bottomlesssity, made out of assignation,
like the echo of a sound that would precede thenasce of this sound...a deafening
trauma...the passivity of being persecuted...[where] gkersecuted one is liable to
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answer for the persecutor. To tend the cheek tgniter and to be filled with shame,
to demand suffering in the suffering undergéife.

It is immediately apparent from even this shortaottthat Levinas is not concerned “with how
language works, semantically, how thoughts and svvave the meaning they do and play
their roles in communication and other speech diets/’4*> What concerns him is the
possibility of an ethical language, a way “of spgaglkwith [and about] another as already...an
ethical act,*'® of somehow articulating what cannot be explicitigclosed in conventional,
that is, coherent, informative and persuasive lagguWhen he describes the experience of
proximity as the “passivity of passivity*'” the “pre-original reason of differencé!® as
“anarchic, older than every beginnint}®the “antecedence of responsibility to freeddst;”
and as “being called into question prior to questig,”*?! it is obvious that he is at the very
limit of what can be said in philosophical discaies he pushes language and conceptuality
to the point of collapse. His proposed remedy seba the reconfiguration of language as

gesture:

Not the communication of a said, which would imnagelly cover over and extinguish
or absorb the said, but saying holding open itsnopss...delivering itself without

saying anything said...Saying is thus to make sajrthis very signifyingness of the

exposure...[it is] to make signs by making onesefiign...This is the pre-reflexive

iteration of the saying of this very saying, a ataént of the ‘here | am’ which is

identified with nothing but the very voice thattsgand delivers itself, the voice that
signifies???

In theory, this remedies the “methodological pratilehat naming always involves erasing
“(an)Other,” thus providing a way of saying thatnist solely reducible to the said. It is a
prerequisite that Levinas fail because what hestows as the the ideal text written about

“(an)Other” would be one that “unsays itself¥a “saying without the said...speaking so as to
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say nothing, a sign | make to another of this gjvif signs.*?*

If he manages to speak about
“(an)Other” in the language of the unsayable, way that does not reveal anything about
him/her which might reduce his/her ultimate alteriie compromises philosophy’s ability to
disclose that which it wants us to understand. \&4if he successfully signifies “(an)Other”
in philosophical discourse he compromises its attaraas other, as something unknown and
unknowable. Despite, or perhaps even because sf Leivinas’ greatest success is his
commitment to the difficult but necessary taskd&tehamself, a project “whose accomplishment
is always impossible and which is always deferr®eltd articulate the “saying saying saying
itself.”#?® As a resultOTB has an almost “literary effect?” a kind of disruptive expressivity,
as concepts are endlessly redefined and revoidddhentext becomes a gesture of saying and
unsaying. Levinas’ argument is continuously intpted by repetitions and reiterations of
previous points with variations so that “a sayimgttis simultaneously an un-saying is
enacted,*?8 a “saying that unsays itself within the sdfdin order to ensure what Levinas
discusses is not named and consequently erasadgudge. Because “saying opens me to the
other...before saying what is said, before the steted...forms a screen between me and the
other,”3% OTB repeatedly perforates the screen separating “nfy{Sem “an(Other” as
reading it almost engenders an experience of prioxiof being at the very limits of the known
and unknowable where communication as an ethicaenter is possible.

While failure is important to Levinas, he succeedsiaking the reader think otherwise
about language and communication, and the roleetplkay in an ethics of everyday living to
make him/her appreciate the difficulties, if nat impossibility, of speaking to another person
asother, not for the purposes of improved comprelmnisut due to the potential for an ethical
encounter with someone who is irreducibly differémtand distant from “(my)Self.OTB
might enact the “necessary difficulty” of articuteg what, by its very nature, exceeds
language, but Levinas concludes with a gesturedifiointing beyond the limits of his own
text toward a potential for discussing the otheevtisan being he identifies elsewhere, what he
terms the “poetic said*®! It allows for “an impossible simultaneousness efamng” because
its:
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language would exceed the limits of what is thoudit suggesting, letting be
understood without ever making understandablemgoti¢ation of a meaning distinct
from that which comes to signs from the simultanet systems or the logical
definition of concept$®?

The “poetic said and the interpretation it callsdd infinitum™32 represents the possibility of
the impossible for Levinas in a way that philos@ghdiscourse does not, even cannot. Poetry,
through its discontinuities, disruptions, and, ke ttase of Palmer, derivations, permits “an
interlocutor [to] permanently break through thetfeX(an)Other” who is otherwise than
“(my)Self” and whose voice echoes in the work gngfly a presence through his/her absence.

It is capable of enacting the “subjectivity of dct” as the “response-ability” of:

being-in-question in the form of the total exposutprior to dialogue, to the exchange
of questions and answers, to the thematisatiohesaid, which is superimposed on
my being put into question by the other in proxinfit*

In the writing of the poem, “the saying does indbedome a pure said, a simultaneousness of
the saying and of its conditiorf$® but the text is constantly interrupted by othersices

because they:

belong to a world they do not include, but recogrig being written and printed, and

by being prefaced and getting themselves precedbdarewords...call[ing] for other

books?36

Poems that reconfigure reading as a rewriting, nmtheer’'s writing, heighten this sense of
interruption and can be “interpreted in a sayingtidct from the said*®’ because they are
always exposed to “(an)Other,” they are open towatiger than closed-off from the questions
of another person. Levinas’ admission helps expldipOTBhas a somewhat “literary effect,”
with its complex metaphors and imagistic proseaattempts the difficult but necessary task

of representing what is unpresentable in philosogdhdiscourse.
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Quite significantly for appreciating Levinas’ relwe to Palmer's “poethics of
proximity,” the philosopher identifies the “essenckart” in an essay specifically about
poetry’s ability to “signify only between the linesin the intervals of time, between times —
like a footprint that would precede the step, oeaho preceding the sound of a voit¢&.This
notion of “between times” parallels the “now he” Palmer’'s poems, theother time of
poetry, that future-past where it oscillaté¢$> allowing for the alterity of the past (the
intentions and voices of others which exceed peisaemory and conceptual assimilation)
and the alterity of the future (the radically urgiotable and not to be anticipated
interpretations that readers will provide) to intgat him as he writes. Poetry prioritises the
saying over the said because it “signifies...not ts; theme,” its semantic content, but
“signifies...as song...[it] signifies poetically...not the fable it sings, but in its very singing,”

in the performance of the gesture in responseaio)@ther.*4°

It is important to note, however,
that poetic language is not an “aesthetic epiphemam” for Levinas but rather “a constitutive
element of language’s ethicit§** a way to “elucidate the ethical dimension of lazggi**?
itself. The “poetic said” allows welcoming the otiwéese than being as a way of writing that
undermines the primacy of expression, disclosuteexposition for purposes of uncertainty
reduction. In a footnote OTB, Levinas suggests that as a “sign given of [tigg]iBcation of
signs, proximity...delineates the possibility ofepy”4® as gesture, of saying what cannot be
said through “a sign made to another, a sign of gwing of signs, that is, of this non-
indifference, a sign of this impossibility of slipg away and being replaced, of this identity,
this uniqueness: here | artf* Poetry as the saying prior to anything actuallg gaa gesture
that confirms the realisation of my “response-#&piliFrom his poetics of derivation through
to his dialogic poetics, Palmer acknowledges thee-fpvolvement of the other-in-the-
same,** how “(an)Other” interrupts any attempt at expressidisclosure or exposition by
“(my)Self,” thus necessitating an otherwise thaiiting and reading if the ethical dimension

of poetic discourse is to be appreciatedOINB, Levinas “redefines language radically...[in]
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proximity to poetic languagé* because he aspires to the “impossible simultamesssof
meaning” he identifies in poetry, the capacity domestions posed by other voices and other
possible interpretations to interrupt the text stinelt the meaning of the work is the experience
of reading it. As seen already with Palmer, theapleor of the echo conveys a sense of
presence and absence, and Levinas uses it todhglhe ethicity of language, how every
utterance retains a trace of the initiating expe@eof proximity. It is incorrect to “simply
conceive [of] the saying asn@nsaid, as a part of the said that remains sileonepoken.*’
Because the said contains the echo of the saytigiyes voice to the otherwise than being
which in turn, as demonstrated through@IB, requires a way of writing and reading
otherwise.

Levinas’ interest in the possibility of the “paetsaid” confirms that while he is
normally quite dismissive of art because its “fumicis expression” and it “rests on cognition,”
on “telling the ineffable” or containing, closingtdhe saying in the said and reducing the
unknown and unknowable to the known, poetry is ekeeption?*® However, in his early

philosophical writings, poetry is dismissed on mgraunds because:

the world to be rebuilt is replaced by the esséntmpletion of its shadow. This is not
the disinterestedness of contemplation but of pwesibility. The poet exiles himself
from the city*°

Palmer’s critique of “the audience/who have remaipatiently in their seats since/last year’'s
performance, refusing to become speakers them&etwgsesponds with Levinas’ initial
dismissal of poetry for its inherent irresponstiliA radical shift in his thinking occurs when
he begins to consider how the otherwise than béwegnitiating experience of proximity with
“(an)Other,” is “not the thought, but the languagkthe poem*° not the content but the act
of writing, and reading, it. Prior tOTB, and perhaps the reason for his admission regardin
the poetic said, Levinas asks “is it possible tiooge of this circle otherwise than by expressing
the impossibility of getting out of it, by speakitite inexpressible. Is not poetry, of itself, the

Exit?"4°! Levinas seems to be suggesting that poetry isaaespf impossibility, a way of

448 |bid, 14.

447 Riera, 30.

448 |_evinas, “Reality and its ShadowCbollected Philosophical Paper.

449 |bid, 12.

450 Emmanuel Levinas, “The Poet’s VisioRtoper Names130.

451 Emmanuel Levinas, “The Servant and her Masfeng Levinas Readeed. Sean Hand (Oxford: Blackwell
Publishers Ltd, 1989), 152.

273



articulating the inexpressible, what “exists outsishd beneath thought and language,” so that
“poetry, of itself, is now antherwise’#>2 Like Palmer, it is Celan who confirms the possipil

of the impossible for Levinas by providing the amprate means of communication for ethical
relations based on the experience of proximityPaul Celan: From Being to the Other,” an
essay published two years bef@€B, Levinas even reveals that Celan’s poetry alresitye

always impossible attempt at articulating a “sayinthout a said” through gesture:

With one stroke of the pen, the poem, the heighamjuage, is reduced to the level of
an interjection, a form of expression as inartitmlas a wink...a sign to one’s
neighbour...a sign of nothing, or of complicity fasthing: a saying without a said. Or
a sign that is its own signified: the subject giaesign of the giving of sign to the point
of becoming a sign through and throutii.

For Levinas, Celan’s poems are a kind of “elemgntammunication®*that are “situated
precisely at this pre-syntactic and pre-logicakléwvritten in a “language of proximity...the
first of all languages, the response preceding douestion, responsibility for one’s
neighbour.**® Celan enacts the experience of proximity as ceg®ensation by offering the
poem as a handshake, the “moment of pure toucpiumg,contact, grasping, squeezing — which
is a way of giving, right up to and including therld that gives#®® a gesture extended by
“(my)Self” toward “(an)Other.” Levinas’ change irtitude and orientation regarding the
ethical capacity of poetry is a precise exam@I€Bis informed by Celan’s ideal of the “text,
constantly interrupting itself to let through, th¢] interruptions, [another] voice, as if two or
more discourses were on top of one another, wstreage coherence, not that of a dialodtie”
but an echo. The semantic content of the poemdsnskary to its status as a gesture, the
performance prior to anything spoken or writtethiss constitutive act of self-articulation as an
ethical subject. Levinas includes a quote from €dté&ch bin du, wenn/ich ich bin”) as an
epigraph to a chapter @TB. “I am you, if/l am I” reveals how poetry, as aynaf writing
“(my)Self” into existence, is always already etlidsecause it necessitates attention to
“(an)Other” by providing a “place in which the penrs in grasping himself as a stranger to

himself, emerges?®® As the quote from Celan demonstrates:
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it might be me, who am writing here, or speakingpight be me — yet it would not be
me, insofar as | could be anyone...insofar as angught be me, me as other than me,
myself as an unnamed, nameless substitute for myselas anotheP®

Writing and reading a poem otherwise than for esgim, disclosure or exposition of
“(my)Self” requires listening for the “nobody’s \a@” of “(an)Other,” paying attention to and
articulating the saying on the hither side of taelsthe initiating experience of proximity that
precedes the semantic content, thereby committiegelf to the “necessary difficulty” of this

impossible task.

(7.5) Writing and Reading Otherwise inSun

Palmer’s consistent use of the serial form andpbistics of derivation suggests he sees no
absolute differences between his own collectionbetwwveen his and others’ work, as he
explains in “Dear Lexicon,” “Book, You were nevebaok/...You are nothing but a page/torn
from a book.**° Palmer contributes one poem to what Duncan terfaeymposium of the
whole,%1 the “grand collage?®? For this reason, his entire body of work can bens®
contribute one voice or image expressing his poasion, that of an enlarged and extended
“composition by field” where the text exists only part of a larger (con)text. His poetry is a
“high energy construct where energy is transfefrech one source to another (derivations).”
With S, we witness P examining where this energy origisat the first place but the collection
is also about origins in a profoundly “poethicaénse, a “reading project” examining “the
constellation of voice that have come to constitutatever | am as a po€® He explores the
initiating events that constitute him as a poetingiin the latter-half of the twentieth century
with the intention of engendering similar attentiorhis readers to what constitutes them as
subjects. For a poet writing “analytic lyrics” amtho writes out of a genealogy that can be
traced back to Anglophone Modernism of the earleriieth centuryS is appropriately

structured around two poems, “Baudelaire Seried™&un,” the latter consisting of the same
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number of lines as Eliot'3he Waste LandPalmer’s choices are almost synonymous with
modernism itself but they represent two very ddfer often competing, faces of its personal,
political and poetic values.

While Baudelaire represents a beginning, it is besteived as an opening up because
his originality stems from the attempt to give wto what had hitherto been unspeakable and
his concomitant “will to othernes$® For the poet to be a poet at all, to be a probiiema
“figure within patriarchal systems of thought, hmauist remairopento all sensations...yet it is
this very state of openness that most threatertisemlve his (masculine) subjectivit§t®
Palmer positions Baudelaire at the “founding [mothehwhat we think of as prototypically
the modernist vision...how we look at the world ancwh we conceive of
contemporaneity*®® This vision features “trauma as a structure ofifigeunder the material
conditions of...[capitalist, urban] modernity whichindqugurates] a ‘crisis in
representation.*®” Trauma refers to an experience that often canmaisBigned meaning, an
event that constantly eludes representation. Baud& “vexed relationship to reference [and]
disarticulation of self*8 therefore, indicate language’s inability to rer@sor express what
is beyond comprehension and articulation. His pogersact] the trauma of a self emerging
differentially in language® suggesting parallels with Palmer’s interest in thigiating
experience of proximity that constitutes “(my)Sdifit nevertheless cannot be comprehended
or articulated in language. In response to thisl¢éany toward naming, of erasing difference
and writing over otherness, Baudelaire opens hinugetoward what cannot be quantified or
measured, to what exceeds comprehension and atiouin language yet is constitutive of
subjectivity and initiates self-articulation.

On the other hand, the beginning offered by EBanre a closing-off, perhaps due to
his cyclical view of history, such that “In the leging is my end.#°While Eliot’'s anti-
Semitic sentiments, “reasons of race and religmmiane to make any large number of free-
thinking Jews undesirablé’ and his “confess[ion] to a preference for fascisrpractice*’?

need to be contextualised in the socio-culturaloaiphere of the period, they are symptomatic
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of a more general attitude toward alterity andedtdhce as threats to the established traditions
and conservative orthodoxies he privileged. QugriBcantly, The Waste Lant constituted
by erasure in two respects. Firstly, the text ftselconstantly under erasure since it was
subjected to the creative revisions, or more pedgiemissions, of Ezra Pound, who erased
whole sections. Secondly, it provides a vision afdernity as “creative destruction,” not an
original discourse but a repetition that erasestwthaverrides. Despite the fact that Eliot's
assertion of “impersonality as an operating procgdand his “collaborative version” of
creativity both place the authorial self under eraso undermine its primacy and suggest
submission to an external authorifyerasure has irrefutable negative connotationf@set
who deviate from a white, middle-class, heteroskx@hristian and male-centred view are
systematically erased from his text by being demieg sense of individual identity or socio-
cultural specificity that would make them a soustalterity, potentially providing a different
perspective on the situation they share with thet.geliot protects “(my)Self’ by erasing the

alterity of “(an)Other,” naming him/her, for exarepl'woman,” “Jew,” “working-class,” etc,
whose question might interrupt his autotelic sulbygg. Palmer is acutely attuned to the
various erasures of difference that Eliot commitd &e responds in “Sun” with “a kind of
erasure offhe Waste Laridas a “brazen gesture,” a “typing over the texgseng this vision
of [tradition as consisting of the habitual actiorfsthe “same people living in the same
place™’q that was such a primary model for the moderrisibn and along with it a particular
Eliotic bigotry” 47> that insisted “population[s] should be homogentds

“Sun” is “written entirely inside/the body of anetfi*’’ as Palmer stays within the
formal parameters of Eliot’s text with the intemtiof writing over the original, making it
“unreadable, even invisibl¢’® His reading ofThe Waste Lani also a kind of writing, or in
this case a writing over, so that Palmer’s “l is thvho speaks?"® As a result, “Sun” correlates

naming, the act of writing and reading names, withent erasure:

Name you this: a region,
a language...
[...
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Name you this, painter
of only shadows, paramorph

figure walking
in ice, erased figure falling

whose liquid we will drink
as it coats our skins

Story of hands abandoning their fingers,
of an organ emerging from the throat

A man with dynamite strapped to his wéiSt

These images evoke the broadcasts that were bypdhnied synonymous with America’s
activities in regions named “foreign,” in placesesh “foreign” languages are spoken. Naming
is the “attempt to categorise and control diffeegras “names produce an Other [and] establish
binaries,*®! so while Eliot incorporates a variety of voicesTine Waste Lantie names his
sources, thus reducing their otherness and makiagteéxt an “intertextual phenomenon,
conspicuously a process of allusive appropriatidfféfrom other, and thus othered, cultures,
“stolen genres and format&® Palmer recognises “a certain level of violencealirareas of
address*¥*that is, “an appropriative aspect to namifigthat reduces the alterity of others’
voices by subordinating them to the poet's purpdbas “[collaborating] in a mode of
representation in which naming and power are unodaffly allied.”*8® Readers are
implicated in this collaboration if they considexts like The Waste Lanth mechanism for
preserving the dead® a way of understanding others “now dead to yoagee % Eliot

himself is not the subject of Palmer’s critique:

...Now a filament of light

penetrates the image-base
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where first glyphs are stored,
Lucy and Ethel, the Kingfish,
Beaver and Pinky Lee

are spoken, die and undie
for you

like a war viewed from poolside
by philosophers and sheiks,

senators and dialectician-pri¢§ts

The violence inherent in the act of naming andeisding names is shown to originate in the
archaic archetypes of the collective unconsciousa@mtinue into the present. A propensity
for reverting to myths is also critiqued, the bitleat “All these stories are the same/There is
only one story —*° because it fails to recognise the difference aisiadce between
individuals, reducing unknown and unknowable otloéthe past to the categories of the same
through which we make sense of our lived experigntéhe present. In “Sun,” therefore, Eliot
is never named and it becomes apparent that Pantgring to write over his erasures, to
unsay the names, “I sang the trace then//withosbund/then erased it,” or at least find a
different way of naming, “the anagram feames’#°! Instead of erasing Eliot by appropriating
The Waste Lanihto “Sun,” “swallow[ing] your [Eliot’'s] words,**? he demonstrates how even
“The lines through these words/form other, stilidger lines,*** how “(an)Other” still inheres

in these lines whose “life of lines” cannot be coebgly written over. In this sense, Palmer
writes and reads otherwise in “Sun” to precludedbenplete erasure of Eliot as “(an)Other.”
His reference to “the Kingfish” indicates a way thinking otherwise about naming, of
undermining the inherent violence committed agdiet)Other” in the act of naming, as he
allows Eliot’s voice to interrupt him. The Fisheml§ appears iThe Waste Lands “the man
with three staves?®*and Eliot can be heard again in the “man hangs frope™®® (“The
Hanged Man*®). In addition, “Five Figures in a Room/or a Triadallet™®’ suggests the

structure ofTheWaste Landas each of the five sections is dominated by &cpdar figure and
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this style ofdance provided Eliot with “the model for a potehtiaw form of poetic drama that
[was] simultaneously primitive and avant-gard®® These interruptions “[intimate] a
heteronymous relatiof®® between Palmer and Eliot and have “a special &thignificance...
[as they] indicate a point of exposuP&® during the encounter between “(my)Self’ and
“(an)Other” as the poem is being written. “Sunaksout origins, about Palmer exploring where
his poetics and the self they articulate originhtecritique of naming is aligned with Levinas’
privileging of the saying over the said as constituof the ethical force of poetry, of its
“poethic” capacity as a site for ethical practice.

Palmer’s text, his writing over dfhe Waste Lands an example of the said but the
interruptions by Eliot’s voice attest to the traxfethe saying that is always perceptible in it,
proof of the encounter between Palmer and Eliot thidates “Sun” that is the origin of
Palmer’s self-articulation. The former exists agh®x a presence nor an absence but leaves an
“unrepresentable imprint upon the discourse of sh&l™%! by interrupting Palmer’s text.
Interruptions, therefore, signal when othernessnist acutely felt, when “(my)Self” is
resolutely opened toward “(an)Other” who interveimes(my)Self's” self-articulation. This
encounter, this experience of proximity, howevanrmot be articulated in language because it
is antecedent to anything written or spoken. “Stingtefore, is the manifestation of Palmer’s
“response-ability” toward “(an)Other” but withinéan be glimpsed the encounter with Eliot,
the initiating experience of proximity with someod#éferent to and distant from him. The
poem demonstrates how language, before it is aleefor the exchange of information to
facilitate mutual comprehension and ensure uncgytaieduction, is the expression of a
relation with someone unknown and unknowable toy)@elf.” By not suppressing these
interruptions,” the reader can “Suppose there’'®wrgit//on this paper I'm holding’®? that
someone is speaking to him/her once s/he implenaewtsy of writing and reading otherwise.
This has the effect of compelling the reader tetigor “(an)Other’s” voice throughout “Sun,”
an intention confirmed by Palmer having the texgried Bakhtin’'s Names:®® The reader
consequently pays attention to the hither sideabfnr’s text, listening for the voice of Eliot
and in doing so writing “(an)Other” in a languadetlve unsayable, a “poetic said” whose

“impossible simultaneousness of meaning” does aotenhim but senses his presence.
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Reading in this way rewrites “Sun” to grant primdoy‘(an)Other” over “(my)Self,”
by listening to Eliot’s voice interrupting Palmer$o provide just a few, for example, “A
headless man walks.../.../The hood is black with twiesdor my mouths’® echoes with
Eliot's observation of “always another one walkibgside you/Gliding wrapt in a brown
mantle, hooded/l do not know whether a man or a agi?®® Palmer’s vulnerable “long
saplings with paper blossoni®® affirm how “April is the cruellest mont??’ “The blind are
hideous, the city laughs/and you tread on corpsgsir mask®®® evokes Eliot's personae of
“|, Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between i@k who has “walked among the lowest
of the dead° Palmer’s “flat land” with “living pillars of flestP'! suggest Eliot’s “hooded
hordes swarming/Over endless plains.../Ringed byfl&ténorizon only;®'2while the image
of a “silver//coin under the tongue, bread and nyéfoe the ferryman®resonates with the
figure of Charon irrhe Waste LandPalmer’s “Sun,” therefore, encourages the retdisten
for the voice of “(an)Other” as a way of remembagriine originating event of ethical encounter
that constitutes “(my)Self” but is the anteceddramything written or spoken. In doing so, he
confirms Levinas’ insistence that we cannot andukhaot forget the initiating experience of
proximity to someone unknown and unknowable tohas$ hot only precedes self-articulation
but makes it possible in the first place. HoweRaimer’s choice of Eliot to explore his origins
makes this personal and poetical matter profoupdhtical, asking “...because the words
disgusted me why write?* Regardless of how adverse we might be toward ogins, how
different and distant they seem to how we curreintigrpret the world and our position in and
relation to it, Palmer insists they should neveirtentionally forgotten or over-written. The
way Palmer reads and rewrit€he Waste Landlso demonstrates how despite the personal
and political position of the poet in question, theem can still be an opportunity for
“performative doing®'®as the reader encounters his/her textual othem™8nacts Palmer’s

“poethics of proximity,” demonstrating that wheralising our “response-ability” as readers,
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those occasions when reading is also a kind ofngrdand we articulate ourselves through how
we read, we must ensure not to erase “(an)Othendt name or completely identify with the
poet, which would appropriate him into the categ®rof the same through which we
comprehend the world. Palmer suggests that instdadver writing him through our
interpretations, we should let his voice interruptto question us as “(an)Other” and make the
autotelic into a heteronomic subject.

“Baudelaire Series” similarly explores Palmer’'syims but posits listening as an ethical
gesture performed by “(my)Self’ toward “(an)Othéréat precedes anything spoken or written,
thus providing the initiating act of self-articutat as an ethical subject. The correlation of
naming and violence also features in this poenréthier than just accept that language has
failed on a personal and political level, he redeenpoetically by refocusing his, and by
extension our, attention on the unsayable, whajusbtcannot but should not be articulated in
language. While there is an ethical imperative hehurning our attention toward others,
Palmer is always careful not to misappropriatertegperiences, a further instance of the

violence committed in the act of naming:

there on the screen, where everything is namedrdiite, and is always
the same for that reason, since you've watcheditynimes before and
counted the limbs$%

Palmer’s is not a poetry of witness because hesgpgies how identifying with the experiences
of “(an)Other” appropriates him/her, ultimately vethg his/her alterity as s/he can be grasped,
in both senses of the word. Naming is equally duipat seems, for the violence of this scene
and incriminates passive observers alongside tmose immediately responsible. Despite, or
perhaps even to protect, our best intentions, Rainsésts “They [must] refuse you their
stories,” or else there is “Barely anything to sewerything [is] said3'’ To further emphasise
this, he privileges the saying over the said thhoug “Baudelaire Series,” the gesture of
turning one’s attention toward “(an)Other” over g&nantic content of anything that might be

said. The collection is full of figures saying, “Way,®'8“She says>“At the table we
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say™®2% and “He says”®! Most importantly, “Words say, Misspell and mis$yelur name,???

so that language itself is a saying, a gesture rbwether than a means of identifying and
comprehending “(an)Other,” of naming and, therefomeducing difference. The
miscomprehension implied by misspelling is a waymmnaming and Palmer makes reference
to his proper name, “George, So long [agBf,feminding us elsewhere that “(He’s forgotten
his name)/Don’t say his name for hiff*He is encouraging the reader not to identify or
identify with him but to instead un-name him, tosspell his name “Michael”’ and
miscomprehend him as an “(an)Other.” “BaudelainreeSé encourages the reader to “examine
not what languageames..but what itsays” to “acknowledge...[our] inability to namé&®°
and instead listen to what “words say.” Palmer wagainst the tendency to try to understand
things from another person’s perspective and apjaiephis/her experiences as one’s own,
“Don’t look through an eye/.../Take nothing as yoti®,and the poem repeatedly insists on
our inabilities, our personal and political failareven, regarding how we use language, “Don’t
see things —/...don't listen//She says,” “Don’t sAygs/(You can’t say things),” “Don’t listen
to things/(You can't listen to thingsf?’ “Baudelaire Series” is about returning to one’s
origins, about remembering what has been intentipf@gotten or erased, but it also serves
to remind us of “what is lost [when] language fisled in a straightforward sensé®for the
teleological purpose of comprehension, for namimggs so they can be grasped. Palmer
reminds us how language as saying rather tharsqudtcan “keep[s] us listening for other[s’]
‘voices,” ®?°writing and reading otherwise as we listen for timsayable, for what exceeds
our understanding and confronts us with the unknamshunknowable.

Palmer's poems enact listening as the fundametadponent of his “poethics of
proximity,” his way of living in the social worldfathers as an ethical subject which he, by

example, encourages in his readers:

I’'m writing your letters back to you
which is a sound at least
to mirror another sound
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where no painting can be fouri®i

Implicit in listening to the sound of what is sa®l the notion of “response-ability,” of
“writing...back” to “(an)Other” in a language of thansayable that does not name him/her.
The gesture of turning one’s attention toward aeotherson expresses the originating
experience of proximity for Palmer without wordserRaps playing with the title of his

previous collection,“werds without music,” withowbrds there is music:

Let’s say a particular music, in profile.

/...]

And that other music, sort of gasped out now eysynthetron, the in-
struments slightly more than real, if onticallpplematic at best!

These instruments refer to the beginning of “BaaidelSeries,” where Palmer explains how
he:

made a book
and in that book I left a spot
and on that spot | placed a seme

with the mechanism of the larynx
around an inky centre
leading backward and forwaréf

The smallest but most fundamental unit of meanggnother’s voice, which confirms that
someone is speaking in the text, is real in the tlaat s/he inheres in the text, but who is
“ontically problematic” because s/he is present abdent. Palmer explicitly names those
others who gave him permission but also obligated th realise his “response-ability” but

one always remains unnamed because unnameable:

You Paul Celan, César
Vallejo, Robert C[reeley]

and Robert D[uncan], why fivé?
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Intertextuality is a pronounced feature of Palmé&psethics” so its function is not limited to
citation and the type of reading this normally resitates, i.e. the scholarly sourcing of the
poet’s quotes. Rather than encouraging the readsintply name the others’ voices in his
poems, Palmer’s use of intertextuality shows hiyimg to remember his origins, the initiating
experience of proximity engendered by his encosnigth other poets. Just as the said erases
the saying, speaking writes over what remains dngad unsayable in language, the gesture
of listening, “to give one’s attention to a souré’'Listening is an enactment of “response-
ability” made “manifest through a posture of reddpt, a passivity of receiving the other into
oneself without assimilation or appropriatioli”Listening, therefore, is constitutive and prior
to speaking, it is the “invisible and inaudible etment of the ethical relation itsetf® in which
“(my)Self” answers “[its] vocation, [its] callingtb respond in a language of the unsayable that
does not name “(an)Other” through semantic coriiehinstead expresses the initiating ethical
encounter with the unknown and unknowable. Writind reading otherwise involves listening
not only to what is said but to the saying alse, significance conveyed without words but
rather through the body’s language, the languagbeofinsayable that expresses as gesture.
Palmer laments that the “lines/have neither eyesas®3’ but listening allows for “an aural
eye — an eye [or 1] that lister’$® not only to the semantic content of what is saititb the
initiating experience of proximity that lends itdgthical” significance as a gesture of welcome
toward “(an)Other.”

In what he calls “the Adorno poerr®® Palmer addresses the infamous proposal that
“to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbarie?® demonstrating, like Levinas and Celan, his
understanding that to say the unsayable is to bglat in the act of barbarism one is trying
to comprehend in the first place by perpetuatimgviblence of naming, of reducing the alterity
of “(an)Other:”

A man undergoes pain sitting at a piano
knowing thousands will die while he is playing

He has two thoughts about this

534 OED Definition

535 Lisbeth Lipari, “Rhetoric’s Other: Levinas, Lisieg, and the Ethical Respons@Hhilosophy and Rhetori45
(2012): 237.

536 |bid, 242.
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540 Theodor AdornoPrisms(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1981), 28.

285



If he should stop they would be free of pain

If he could get the notes right he would be frepain
In the second case the first thought would beegras

causing pairf!

Palmer’s poetry confronts us with the same imp&sgebecause he considers reading to be
coterminous with living, showing how he can be rals® suggests a way of living in this social
world of others while informed by a “poethics ofogimity.” Music, or poetry, is either
impossible in the first case or irrelevant in tee@ed due to our “dumb words mangled by
use.”®*2However, he suggests that “Such thoughts destusiatand this at least is gootf®
Questioning the possibility of expression is todlwe oneself in the impossibility that Palmer’s
poetry allows for, to become a figure with “the bilay really to play in ease...sitting at but
no longer able to play the piano, or alternativelyho now plays seriously by being unable to
play, unable to ‘play along.>** Refusing to “play along,” to continue adheringthe same

conventions as before:

...Is this instance of playing

he would say to himself
my eyes have grown hollow like yours

my head is enlarged
though empty of thougt

Listening requires a certain self-abnegating, dolohg out of the “I's” to give primacy to
others. The “instance of playing” is the pause etmything is played. Similar to the saying
before the said, it is a silence in which a gestafreelcome is extended toward “(an)Other”
that “listen[s] others to speech” and “open[s] neyathways for both ethics and
understanding®*® Listening to the question posed by “(an)Other’arging the possibility of
self-articulation signals the autotelic subjectivaf “(my)Self’ being interrupted, the moment

when | am not only permitted but obligated to &almy “response-ability” by turning my

541 Palmer, “Baudelaire SeriesCA, 172.
542 |bid, 190.

543 |bid, 172.

544 Kaufman, 213.
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attention to the impossibility of speaking in adaage of the unsayable, of encountering rather
than just naming “(an)Other.” Rather than tryingéanprehend Palmer, to name him and grasp
the “things” said in his poems, the reader shaudtead listen to what he says, that “You cannot
not hear this>’that there is an ethical imperative to listentie voice of “(an)Other” to
redeem the personal and political failings of laanggl By endlessly deferring, even ultimately
preventing, comprehension, the difficulty of Palmevork is necessary because it prolongs
the initiating experience of proximity with “(an)r” that permits and obligates my self-
articulation as a reader. Reading and writing otiee, therefore, is to adhere to his “poethics”

and in doing so enact a way of living in the sowalld of others as an ethical subject.

Conclusion: Poem of the End

Arguing that a poet who is so attentive to othexstes, whose work even gives priority to
what others say, can somehow be reduced to a steglanight seem incongruous, even if that
idea is what makes poetry possible in the first@l&Nevertheless, Palmer’s intention is to call
our attention to what he considers the permissiwh tae responsibility engendered by the
impossible poem, the gesture extended by the pdéetreader to which the reader responds
in kind, that is, the poem written and read othsewiHis “poem][s call] for the utmost
attention,®*® such that the closer they are read the more lileghey become, or to use
Ashbery’s image, they can “only happen here, os flage held/Too close to be legible,
sprouting erasures.” By responding, by paying slake attention, the reader becomes aware
of the silences, of the empty spaces between atihwiords, and what must be done in this
space of impossibility. In the two “C” series$nentitled “Called Poem of the End” and “Paper
Universe of Primes,” Palmer “address[es] some pafisilence more absolutely than [in] any
previous work®® and what is permitted and obligated by this siéerBoth series consist of
four seven-line poems, with the first calling otteation to this, suggesting it is “nothing but
the printed lines?®° that it is “(Just a line.)/.../...typed> However, Palmer is not encouraging
a formalist identification of or with the poem as @bject. Instead, he explains how he “came

547 palmer, “Baudelaire SeriesCA, 181.

548 Palmer, “Interview: Conducted by Gardner,” 288.

549 |bid, 282.

550 Michael Palmer “C (‘called Poem of the End’f;A, 199.
551 |bid, 200.
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upon by chance” a poem “called Poem of the EXitiThis poem, he suggests, is the initiating
moment of his self-articulation since he “recalledting from it//in broken seven lines like
this,”*3thus signalling his return to what is normallydotten about poetry: that it depends
on the experience of proximity to another persanpeing addressed by and responding to
“(an)Other.” Quite appropriately, “Poem of the Endias “found...in a letter” with its
“name...crossed oub> Palmer’s rewriting, therefore, is an act of namimighout erasure,
where “You can’t make a mistake because you uraleistothing.”® Letter simultaneously
means “both the components of an alphabet, out e€lwwe make words, and written
communications sent from an author to a reader e{8 mailed off from the present to some
unknown future recipient, telling of what we hawcbme, explaining why this ‘future’ may
be the same as the present, why it is always ajirieark.®*® The beginnining of speech then,
formulating the first word, is to orient oneselim@ard someone else, it is a response to
“(an)Other” that is also an admission of what onesinot and cannot know, of “something
else | wanted to say?®’ something otherwise. In the second series, heisies the “Paper
universe of primes>®® calling attention to the poem as the site of firgbortance, where there

are:

reticular figures
both speaking /

not speaking®

What is of first importance is this notion of coraglly interconnected figures who are speaking
but not speaking, who are speaking the unsayahigibge of gesture by listening to what “the

speaking says;®° to the experience of proximity to another persetha initiating act of self-

52 1bid, 199.

553 |bid, 202.

554 | bid.

555 |bid, 200.
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articulation. These are “Unutterable//pagésand “Now you cannot speak/and now>%#
you are permitted and obligated to listen. The natstolute silence in Palmer occurs in a
collection concerned with returning to origins, itotiating actions. In order to articulate
“(my)Self,” to “Write this™®and “Say this®®*in response to “(an)Other,” to “become the
things we speak®® and “give a direct answer//with the eyes or theab,®%® | must listen to
the other “I's” in the silence Palmer provides,silénce already filled with noise¥” that is

the space of impossibility, where “The ink makesand.®®
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Conclusion: A Rejection of Closure

It seems wrong to impose a conclusion on AshbemtsPalmer’s “poethics of proximity,” to
imply that their work somehow comes to an end dheeethical encounter between the poet
and the reader is realised. But this ending, thadisation, is only another beginning, or an
other’'s beginning, since it signals where “(my)Selhds and “(an)Other” begins. It is the

permission and the obligation to, as Ashbery ragix@ticitly suggests in “The Task,” “begin
again.® Their absence from the existing surveys of thécattturn in innovative American
poetry requires our attention because their wodksdo return us to the beginning, to the
originating ethical encounter that precedes whaerP@uartermain identifies as a “moral
imperative” informing disjunctive (read: difficultpoetics from Stein and the Objectivists
through to the Language poets, a commitment tosesasour sense of the textual object by
“revealing its characteristics as verb, as meaninaygt.? Their attention to the immediacy of
the ethical encounter between “(my)Self” and “(athgd” calls the reader’s attention to the
permission and the obligation they extend to redtis/her “response-ability,” to respond and
be responsible during the interpretation as contiposof the poem.

Ashbery and Palmer are part of a far greater ogeom of American poetry that
occurred in the second-half of the twentieth cent committed departure from the
pedagogical practices of New Criticism and the @eas and political consequences arising
from such an approach to the composition and ingaipon of poetry. That New Criticism
continues to be the dominant method for the amalg§ipoetry only seeks to confirm the
necessityand the difficulty of the task these poets set theneslto call attention to how
circumscribed the poem had become in terms ohiuslvement in extratextual, social issues
and to write a subject into existence that is mdy @pen to but constituted by what remains
beyond containment in the known and knowable, vidatreducibly other and different to
“(my)Self.” As both Ashbery and Palmer illustratgening poetry in this manner required a
corresponding exposure of this medium to innovationnon-verbal art forms, an attempt to
make readers extend their acceptance of theseatinos to their verbal medium and in doing
so determine why poetry needs to be written and, r&ad how it should be done, to ensure its
continued involvement in the personal and politisalies of the social world. The difficulty
of these issues only serves to further emphasesedhessity that they are engaged with in a

L Ashbery,CP, 181.
2 Peter Quartermaimisjunctive Poetics: From Gertrude Stein and LagZiikofsky to Susan How@ambridge:
Cabridge University Press, 1992), 20.
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responsive and responsible manner. Engaging wibkethssues in a way informed by a
“poethics of proximity” ensures that the voicesdiers are listened to and acknowledged for
the different perspectives they provide. Open doskd poetry, therefore, is not just a question
of form but of intention, of deciding to make pgetipen to or closed off from those others
who have not had the opportunity to speak anddtered to previously. Perhaps this is the
truly ethical aspect of poetics, of which the enteu between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other” is
only ever the first initiating moment. Accordinghgpresenting or articulating oneself in poetry
should not be done at the expense of others balyalim response to the presence of that which
cannot and should not be known because it ensheesdif is open to the possibility of a
different way of being, one that is heteronomideatthan autotelic. For this reason, writing
and reading poetry with the aim of realising a ‘thozs of proximity” as opposed to self-
expression or self-disclosure makes both the putlze reader responsive to and responsible
in the social world of others. Ashbery’'s and Pals@rork can be read as gesturing toward
possibilities that other poets explore for diffdrpersonal and political reasons, not in terms
of a linear chronology but in the “now here” of pgein the space of permission and obligation
that innovative poetry insists upon. Two examples layn Hejinian and Susan Howe, who
engage with the “poethic” potential of poetry tbahcerns Ashbery and Palmer through their
own poetical praxis but without explicitly indicag they are doing so, perhaps because they
are more concerned with enacting the particulasic@nations and commitments engendered
by their lived experiences as women in the latédt &f the twentieth century.

Firstly, Hejinian’s various literary experiments pdore what it means to be “at
beginning,® testing the possibility of “construct[ing] a tetkiat dwells in a state of perpetual
beginning.”* In her most famous text]y Life, “disarticulations of plot unsettle the sequences
of beginnings, middles, and endings upon whichditg form itself is predicated’and since
this form is the autobiography, it has importamseguences for the act of self-representation,
for how one represents the self in poetryThe Fatalist she asks the reader to “think/of the
future anterior: think of what will have been. édins/(is beginning) right now’.For Hejinian,

the poem is a space of the impossible, where pgpléginning is possible, because:

3 Lyn Hejinian,The Beginne(Berkeley, CA: Tuumba Press, 2002), 15.

4 Srikanth ReddyChanging Subjects: Digressions in Modern AmericantPy(Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2012), 68.
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6 Lyn Hejinian, The Fatalist(Richmond, CA: Omnidawn Publishing, 2003), 59.
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poetic language is also a language of improvisadod intention. The intention
provides the field of inquiry and improvisationtiee means of inquiring. Or, to phrase
it another way, the act of writing is a processmprovisation within a framework
(form) of intention’

In My Life, Hejinian’s intention is to construct an autobegjnical representation of the self, a
project that is open-ended as demonstrated byeleiting of it. First published in 1978 when
she was thirty-seven, it consisted of thirty-seseations of thirty-seven sentences, only to be
updated in 1986 with an additional eight sectiam@ght lines added to each original section.
Her act of rewriting, therefore, highlights the saterations and commitments involved in the
act of representing a self in poetry. This refaysbbth the actual sense of writing an
autobiographical poem but also the performativessenf subjecting oneself to the
interpretation of others, a particularly chargezlies given her concern for the authoriality of
the feminist subject and her intention to questio& various socio-cultural structures that
de/legitimiseecriture féminine

Hejinian’s work explores two important impossibég, the desire “to remember more
than more than that, more or less as it really bap@d” because it “seems that we hardly begin
before we are already thergand the possibility of “find[ing] a language whialill meet its
object with perfect identity...[achieving] at-onenegish the universe...that is the condition
of...complete and perfect knowing.Similarly to Ashbery, the perfect identity of woashd
thing is never achieved, they miss each other hrsdimplied sense of longing extends to
Hejinian’s attempt to encounter “that other ‘I’ tvitvhich [she] began” and the other “I's” that
will, like her, rewrite her own self-representatigndifference and a distance always remain
between word and thing, in the same way that “(relffj®annot properly grasp “(an)Other,”
cannot comprehend him/her by containing him/hethm categories of the same. “Perfect
knowing,” therefore, is not only impossible butmlately undesirable. Language both permits
and obligates more than just uncertainty reductibis “a medium for experiencing [the]
experience...of encounter...bbcoming anothérwith only “the implicit understanding that
this is happenint!® in the “now here” of “perpetual beginning” whereitmg and reading are
always rewriting. The only possibility of knowingekhian allows for is “to knovthat without

what” which is an “acknowledgement as a preservatibrotherness** As a result, she

7 Lyn Hejinian, “Introduction, The Language of InquirgBerkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2)03.
8 Lyn Hejinian,My Life, Revised Edition (Los Angeles, CA: Sun and Mod®817), 69.
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advance what she terms the “open text,” a text‘thgites participation, rejects the authority
of the writer over the reader and thus, by analahg, authority implicit in other (social,
economic, cultural hierarchie$?The “open text” foregrounds both the “processefdriginal
composition [by the poet and]...of subsequent contjposi by readers® so that both are
implicated in writing a feminine textual body, whitis recognised by the act that it is always
endless, without ending...there’s no closure, it daestop.” * For Hejinian, the
“epistemological value of writing” an “open textedves from the fact that “each act of
knowing-in-writing is contextual...is unique...cannat keplicated or even repeatéd This
has significant consequences for the “responséydbibf the reader as s/he is solely
answerable for the “act of knowing-in-writing” s/performs when interpreting, or rewriting,
Hejinian’s self-representation. In order to preveading becoming simply an act of naming,
of reducing the otherness that Hejinian presenthdéaeader, she enlarges the “gap between
what one wants to say (or what one perceives tisei@ say) and what one can say (what is
sayable)” to provide for both “a collaboration amdiesertion,” a sense of encounter that is
never complete identificatiol?. The difference and distance that ensures worad®tproperly
correspond to things and, more importantly, thaty)Self” does not identify with “(an)Other”
makes “the (unimaginable) complete text” impossitite “text that contains everything” and
is in fact a “closed text!”

Secondly, in Howe’s historical materialist poetisbe interrogates the constitution of
the self from an explicitly female and feminist g@ective, although the latter must be
disengaged from institutionalised feminist critigadactices that have made a space for
women’s writing within the Anglo-American academicadition but without properly
critiquing the gendered assumptions of that traditiHowe repeatedly foregrounds the
considerations and commitments necessitated bydées decision to self-articulate in a way
that does not silence others, in a manner thatdiepgs complicity in the practices that have
already engendered so many silenced others. Terthisshe explores historical silences in the
form of silenced witnesses, and erasures from anidsions in official records, as well as
textual silences, what Palmer identifies in her kvas “the space between the words into

which...meaning erupts, the pause-boundaries betwasger units of utterance (the
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interruptions of sound by silence), perhaps evenptionemic markers of differenc€ Her
project is a complex process of citation, erasuré aver-writing as she “treads borders,
boundaries, dividing lines, edges, invisible megtipoints”!® in an attempt “not to
explain...not to translate...but to meet the [othethwiriting...to meet in time, not just from
place to place but from writer to writer, mind tanah, friend to friend, from words to word$®”
Like the American author she has most “thorow[lylbrked with, Henry David Thoreau,
Howe explores the notion of “nearness” but recamig it to encounter history’s others,
demarcating a margin that is at once “quite litgraltextual margin as well as a conceptual
space on the edges of the dominant culture,” sinsein the “marginalia, what is written in
the blank spaces of a text, that she finds trateélseovoices that have been exiled from the
privileged, centralised contert’In contrast to her “critical” works on women, fexample,
Emily Dickinson inMy Emily Dickinsorand Mary Rowlandson and Anne Hutchinsofive
Birth-mark Howe’s “creative” works focus on a literary arfulpsophical tradition dominated
by men, for examplePythagorean Silenc€1982), Singularities (1990) andThe Non-
Conformist’'s Memorial(1993), to “track the ‘hidden feminine’...veiled bet@i history’s
erasures?? to discover the feminine in the words of othersialt “has to do with the presence
of absence?®

Howe’s engagement with the words of others allowsstb listen to others’ words in a
way that transcends gender. She is not simply el&ling an essentialist, “feminised” counter-
history but exposing the machinations of powellfittlee violence written into history in both
a literal and figurative sense through enclosingrgmalising, suppressing, excluding, denying
and aggrandising. Unlike conventional historiogiaphtexts, which differentiate themselves
from the “real” they purport to represent objeclyvand with determinative certainty, Howe
“restores ambiguity between all the oppositions feave to enforce the perceived opposition
between the ‘textual’ and the ‘real®® Historical knowing in her work is distinct from
knowledge of or about the past as she continumesitures into the unknown and unknowable,

into a “textual” and “real” space of encounter wathers, where “You are of me & | of you, |
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cannot tell/Where you leave off and | begfa Similar to Palmer’s hermeneutics of scepticism,
Howe’s feminist epistemology is “joined to an erootlly charged lyricisn?® that lends
personal urgency to an otherwise political and ipgebject. How she writes both in and about
the silences in which others’ voices can be ligfetoe how “she maintains a near-complete
silence” by “allowing others to speak for her” teaprofound effect on the reader’s “response-
ability,”?” who is permitted and obligated to respond to tieeanchies and machinations of
authority that are inherent in the linguistic preges s/he is reading. By making the “textual”
more “real,” by calling attention to the operatiasisin this case, gender in the constitution of
meaning and the articulation of self, Howe provitted simply a literary technique for reading
but an epistemological theory that offers a metfmdanalysing the processes by which
meanings are mad®’and self-articulation is realised. It is not soamwhat Howe says, whose
voices she actually lets speak through her texisthe gesture she performs by opening both
herself and her text to others, and by extensienl#ing the reader in the enactment of a
profoundly ethical, heteronomic act of self-artation.

While Ashbery and Palmer attempt to provide thstfiword on ethics in poetry, to
articulate what can only be experienced in the entay between “(my)Self” and “(an)Other,”
the lived experience of absence and presence ek “poet(h)ic,” a word that cannot be
spoken but can be listened out for, they in no prayide the last word. As Hejinian and Howe
help demonstrate, investigating the acts of sglfegentation and self-articulation is vital to so
many of the creative and critical debates surraumdhe reconfiguration of the self-other
binary that features throughout the latter hatheftwentieth century. This analysis of Ashbery
and Palmer is not intended to close-off their wankl the self they write into existence from
the urgent socio-political issues of the period tather to demonstrate how the urgency of
their writing originates otherwise, in a concern fepresenting and articulating a responsive
and responsible subject as the initiating act bicat praxis. To end as we began, then, with
Olson. If we are to subscribe to his concept ofgbem as a “high energy construct where
energy is transferred from one source to anothesh tthe “reader completes the circdt,”
what matters is not the subject of Ashbery’s anldhBgés poetry but the occasion they provide
readers to realise their “response-ability” andl@aing so extend the activities they perform

while reading into how they act in and interacthatihe social world of others. In this sense,
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there is “no boundary or edge to the field in gwestAs there is everywhere/no languade,”
no “everyday” or “poetic” language only languagesaovhat “(my)Self” does with(in)
language as s/he encounters “(an)Other” duringjtbd experience of proximity.

30 palmer, “Notes for Echo Lake 1CA, 4.
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