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Zukofsky is one of those wayward children. He uses the music of Bach’s Matthew Passion
and the story it tells as a model for ““A”1-7’. However, the analogy of fugal composition
Zukofsky draws from Bach provides him with a means of making a poem out of a number
of voices. Through distancing himself from his religious inheritance Zukofsky 1s able to
meditate on his Jewish roots within the context of a polyphonic construction of America,
a construction in which both ‘jargon’ and ‘Speech’ share equal status. He can avoid the
exclusion implicit in the ‘Speech’ of his forefathers. This desire to include and relate
different voices, no matter how inevitably flawed and selective in practice, is the
democratic and revolutionary principle that ““A”1-7’ tries to embody. Itis a ‘song out of
the voices’ (OA4, 120); a new tessellation made up not of stones but textual fragments.
Zukofsky is able to align his sense of cultural duality, of possessing ‘two voices’, (04, 130)
with his internationalism: ““Your people ?” “All people.”” (04, 130). Kinship is the
harmony and dialogue of different voices, not a blood relationship: ““Yehoash™ : song’s
kinship,/ The roots we strike’ (04, 127). Thereis a wonderful ambiguity contained in the
notion of striking the roots of kinship. It both suggests the desire to find common ground
through song (i.e. ‘to strike root’), and the desire to destroy (i.e. ‘strike out’, or ‘strike
down’) the very notion of roots. Using this ambiguity Zukofsky is able to assert kinship
through language at the same moment he destroys the notion of an essential, blood

connection.

The poet Charles ReznikofT felt less ambivalent about his Jewishness. Most of his

contributions to the ‘Ojectivists’ 1ssue of Poetry and An “Objectivists” Anthology were
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published in the 1934 collection Jerusalem the Golden. In this collection he explores the
tension he feels between his sense of being an outsider, a Jew exiled from J erusalem, and

his belief that America could become a new J erusalem:

And God scattered them—

through the cities of the Medes, besides the waters
of Babylon;

they fled before Him into Egypt and went down to
the sea in ships;

the whales swallowed them,

the birds brought word of them to the king;

the young men met them with weapons of war,

the old men with proverbs—

and God looked and saw the Hebrews

citizens of the great cities,

talking Hebrew in every language under the sun."!

If, as this scriptural summary indicates, the Jewish diaspora was punishment for breaking
God’s laws, then Reznikoff’s presence in America is both a sign of that past transgression
and a continuation of the original punishment. The diaspora may have led to an epic of
migration and adaptation that bears comparison with Homer’s Odyssey," but the
homecoming of the wandering Jew had yet to be told: the punishment continued. In the
context of this ambivalence towards America, Reznikoff searches for an imaginative
balance between the potentialities of the land of strangers and nostalgia for the lost 1deal
of Jerusalem. His response is to suggest the possibility of talking ‘Hebrew in every

language under the sun’; of appropriating American-English and making it a Hebraic-

' Charles Reznikoff, ‘LXXVII’, Jerusalem the Golden (New York: The Objectivist Press, 1934),
p. 29. Hereafter referred to as Jerusalem.

12 This Homeric echo may be confirmed by comparing the line ‘and went down to/ the sea in ships’,
with the opening line of Pound’s ‘Canto I’, “And then went down to the ship’, ("anros. 3.
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English. This poses a simple question: how does the Hebraic side of this coupling reveal

itself in the use of American-English?

Does each language provide its speakers with a unique view of the world? Are
there some things which can be thought and felt in Hebrew that cannot be felt in American-
English; or are there essential pre-verbal thoughts and feelings that can be accessed and
expressed through all languages? These questions are too complex to consider here in any
way other than through Reznikoff’s responses to them. The opening poem of Jerusalem
the Golden provides an immediate view-point for the rest of the collection’s treatment of

the theme of cultural and linguistic translation:

The Hebrew of your poets, Zion,

1s like oil upon a burn,

cool as oil;

after work,

the smell in the street at night

of the hedge in flower.

Like Solomon,

I have married and married the speech of strangers;
none are like you, Shulamite.

(Jerusalem, 1, 1)

This poem in praise of Hebrew is not written in Hebrew or even in Yiddish, but in ‘the
speech of strangers’. Perhaps only someone who has married ‘the speech of strangers’
could arrange such an unguent sequence of sounds as “oil’, ‘cool’, and ‘smell’, in an
approximation of the effects created by the poets of Zion. Reznikoff places the linguistic
union implied in the composition of this poem in the context of Solomon’s illicit marriages

among the prohibited tribes, a transgressive act that led to the destruction of The Temple
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in Jerusalem and the diaspora of the Jewish nation. This is the painful paradox at the heart
of an ostensibly tranquil poem: the poem records and repeats Solomon’s crime; it betrays
the Shulamite, or speaker of the sacred language taught in the Shul, even as it sings his or
her praise. Reznikoff can neither return to his lost linguistic origins nor, it initially seems,
escape the nostalgia they generate. However, the poem does suggest a possible point of
resolution: the three line description of reading Hebrew is mirrored by the following three
lines: ‘after work,/ the smell in the street at night/ of the hedge in flower’. It is as if, when
used in this way, the ‘speech of strangers” comes closest to achieving the soothing effects
of Hebrew. Experience of the material world becomes the common ground that both
languages can focus on with, perhaps, an equivalent effect. The recollection of a direct

experience of the thing becomes the terminus of ‘meaning’ for both languages.

Is “talking Hebrew in every language under the sun” simply then a matter of using
a referential language that avoids abstraction? If so, it fits in neatly with the epic
programme of naming the contents of America begun by Captain John Smith in his
General History of Virginia, New England and the Summer Isles (1624).7 Reznikoff was
clearly aware of this overlap between his construction of a Hebraic sensibility and the
nominalistic constructions of America as a diverse catalogue of plenty, for he relineated
a passage of Captain John Smith’s work in poem ‘LXXIV: ‘The English in Virginia/ April
1607 // (Works of Captain John Smith, edited by Edward Arber) (Jerusalem, 22-24). It is
also significant that Zukofsky selected this poem for inclusion in An “Objectivists 7

Anthology, as it conforms to Taupin’s definition of the epic as an arrangement of facts, and

13 For a study of the development of the myth of America as a catalogue of plenty see, Susan
Manning, ‘Naming of Parts; or, The C omforts of Classification: Thomas Jefferson’s Construction

of America as Fact and Myth’, Journal of America Studies, 30 (1996). 345-364.
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asserts the Jewish writer’s importance as a force revitalising this particularly American

style.

Jerusalem the Golden contains instances in which America is offered as the source
of Edenic experience. Time collapses into the moment of sense-perception, and with it

shame and guilt at past transgressions:

The air is sweet, the hedge is in flower;

at such an hour, near such water, lawn, and wood,

the sage writing of our beginnings must have been:

lifting his eyes from the page he chanted,

“And God saw the earth and seas—that it was
good.”

(Jerusalem, X111, 5)

Eden and Jerusalem exist in the moment of this timeless, primal perception. However,
clsewhere the moment of vision is frail, susceptible to doubt, and liable to

misinterpretation:

I thought for a moment, The [sic] bush in the back yard

has blossomed: _
it was only some of the old leaves covered with snow.

(Jerusalem, XLVII, 14)

Through this moment of misseeing it becomes evident that the world is not perceived
objectively, but bears the reflection of our inescapable subjectivity. How we see 1s altered
by what we desire. If the eye can be deceived, then the interpretation of vision becomes

more problematic. The poet who wants to present facts with the minimum of predatory
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intention has to be wary of how such desires may interfere with empirical observation. In
this poem, and in others that contain similar moments of disappointment, Reznikoff

replaces the Imagist moment of temporal and spatial transcendence, with a wistful

contemplation of how the radiance of desire subsides into clarity.

Reznikoff treats the possibility that America might be the materialisation of an

ideal with a keen sense of irony; he is no thoughtless American patriot:

Rooted among roofs, their smoke among the clouds,
factory chimneys—our cedars of Lebanon.
(Poetry, 252: Jerusalem, XL, 12)

It 1s not difficult to imagine how someone could see the shape of a cedar of Lebanon in the
combined shape of a factory chimney and smoke. However, once this visual association
has been made, the antagonistic significance of the two components of the image begin to
force the reader towards another level of interpretation. To begin with, the use of a factory
chimney as a kind of axle tree, or axis mundi that binds heaven to earth, has surely to be
ironic in the context of The Depression. If we then take ‘the cedars of Lebanon™ as a
synecdoche for Jerusalem, it becomes equally difficult to bind together the idealism
symbolised by the holy city with a synecdochic reading of factory chimneys, which would
lead us to consider the relationship between the capitalist and the worker. Does America,
the promised land, promise only exploitation? In the closing poem of Jerusalem the
Golden, titled ‘Karl Marx’, Reznikoff offers a simplistic, idealised Communist context in
which the significance of the factory chimney and its smoke might be reconciled with the

ideal values of a New Jerusalem: ‘Wheels of steel and pistons of steel/ shall fetch us water
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and hew us wood’ (Jerusalem, LXXIX-4, 33).

However, the ‘revolutionary” aspect of this collection does not take place in this
closing summary of Marxist ideology, but in the personal struggle ReznikofT describes

between perception and inherited beliefs:

The moon shines in the summer night;

now I begin to understand the Hebrews

who could forget the Lord, throw kisses at the
moon,

until the archers came against Israel

and bronze chariots from the north

rolled into the cities of Judah and the streets of
Jerusalem.

What then must happen, you Jeremiahs,

to me who look longingly at moon and stars and
trees?

(Jerusalem, 111, 2-3)

By venerating the material object Reznikoff risks joining the idolaters. He has to battle
against the scriptural prohibitions of the Jeremiahs in order to allow himself the pleasure
and enlightenment his perception yields. He makes it clear that it is the Jeremiahs, and
not necessarily Judaism, who set the limits to knowledge and pleasure. Rezmkoff offers
his faith as a more flexible system of belief in which the God becomes indistinguishable
from the mutable, material world. To venerate the natural, matenal world, 1s to venerate
God: the two need not be at odds with each other. Reznikoff identifies this aspect of his

faith in section three of poem ‘LXXIX: Jerusalem the Golden’:
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Spinoza
He is the stars,
multitudinous as the drops of rain,
and the worm at out feet,
leaving only a blot on the stone;

except God there 1s nothing,
(Jerusalem, 32)

Reznikoff’s development of Spinozan beliefs echoes Zukofsky’s poem ‘Prop. LXI” in the
way that it associates God with ‘multitudinous’, simultaneous events. As in Zukofsky’s
poem, these beliefs form part of Reznikoff’s justification of his emotional response to
matter: such emotions, based in reason, cannot be excessive. There should be no guilt
attached to love of the material world. Reznikoff’s alignment with Spinoza allows him the
opportunity for a lightly comic subversion of received values of beauty and worth: he
compares the shape of a cat’s vomit with a leaf (Jerusalem, XXVII, 10); he compares red
warning lanterns ‘About an excavation’ with birds (Jerusalem, XXV, 9); and asks us ‘not
to despise the green jewel shining among the/ twigs/ because it is a traffic light’
(Jerusalem, XLVIIL 14). If God ‘neither hates nor loves’ (Jerusalem, LXXIX-3, 32), and
all things are God, then the notion of beauty becomes redundant: to pass aesthetic
judgements on matter would be to assume the position of judge over God himself. But if
this is the case, then one could argue that the factory chimneys are also the work of God
and therefore possess equal beauty to the Cedars of Lebanon with which they are
compared. Indeed this collection could best be characterised as one in which there occurs
a deliberate destabilisation of the usual hierarchical categories of value we apply to things.

Reznikoff matches the syntactic ambiguities present in Zukofsky’s poetry with these odd
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and provocative combinations. Ultimately, however, Reznikoff does not seek to extend
his revolution into a new binding myth. His ‘revolution’ is a matter of consolation and

survival; of seeing through preconceptions and into the small beauties that may illuminate

a few moments of being:

The sun shining on the little waves of the bay, the
little leaves of the hedge—

with these 1 school myself to be content.

(Jerusalem, LXVII, 20)

Jerusalem, if it exists anywhere, occurs in these moments of quiet animation and

‘connection’ with the world.

The title of Bunting’s poem ‘Attis: Or Something Missing’ is accompanied with the
musical direction ‘Pastorale arioso (for male soprano)’. A number of other poems
included in Zukofsky’s issue of Poetry and An “Objectivists” Anthology use the metaphors
of performance and theatricality to signal either a loss of conviction or, more specifically,
the collapse of idealism. As we have seen in Zukofsky’s ‘Poem Beginning “The’”’, this
may grant the artist the freedom to become anything within the compass of his or her
improvisation skills. Liberated from the ethical obligation of expressing essential truths
about the self and the world, words may be used simply as a means of augmenting the

range of what can be thought. Carl Rakosi’s poem ‘A Journey Away  contains some

outlandish ‘artificial’ passages:



112

The words were impressive and muted.
Suddenly the one preoccupied

with his obsolete luetic eyeball

made a meaningless aside

in keeping with the serious scene.

(04, 47)
In the context of Taupin’s definition of the epic as ‘neither love nor hate but the restitution
of these sentiments to a chain of facts that exist’ (OA, 29), the inclusion of a poem that
associates the ‘meaningless aside’ “with the serious scene’ in An “Objectivists” Anthology
may seem paradoxical. T.S. Eliot provides a precedent for Rakosi’s notion of the poem
as ‘meaningless aside’ in ‘The Hollow Men’: ‘Our dried voices, when/ We whisper
together/ Are quiet and meaningless’. " Other poems in Zukofsky’s Objectivist texts treat
the ‘meaninglessness’ of life lived without conviction in a less comical and inventive
manner. John Wheelwright’s poem ‘Slow Curtain’, included in the ‘Objectivists’ issue of
Poetry, describes the relationship between two lovers as a theatrical performance. They
have fashioned the relationship they inhabit in the same way that a theatre company
produces a show. They perform all the roles, back stage and on-stage, necessary for the

production of a performance of love. Even so, they cannot perform the kiss that their script

indicates should occur at the end of the piece:

The actors are their own audience.
As actors, they are artists;
but as audience, they are critics.
They have read the play beforehand
in order to do it justice,
and they know the final stage directions
are impossible.
(Poetry, 263)

4T S Eliot, Collected Poems, p. 89.
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It is clearly possible to interpret this performance of love as a metaphor for a relationship
that has lost its internal motivation and lapsed into a sequence of empty gestures
choreographed by habit. The artificiality of their performance clashes with the
conventional assumption that love 1s spontaneous, reckless, self-discovering and unifying.
Love is commonly imagined to be anything but staged, or if it is ‘acted’ according to a code
of formal courtship, those conventions are usually animated by desire. The performers in
Wheelwright’s poem are, it seems, cripplingly self-conscious. They play both performer
and critic. While no reason is given for their inability to go through with the scripted kiss,
one could supply a simple psychological narrative to the episode in which their failure to
kiss symbolises a mutual recognition that their love is a sham. However, they are not
capable of inventing another ending; perhaps because of their self-watchfulness, perhaps
because they believe in the authority of their script too much, or maybe even because they
cannot face the consequences of confronting the death of their love. They travel along the

‘meaningless’ lines of their script towards a dead end.

S. Theodore Hecht presents a similarly artificial and mysterious ‘scene’ in his

poem ‘Table for Christmas’:

Carefully along

The runners on the floor
She walked:

Reminded one

Not a little

Of a church aisle,

A figure going up

To an altar.

The little Christmas tree
Which she moved,
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The white bread which she set
Down: so there were

The Christmas tree,

The white bread,

And in each comer of the table,
Four in all,

Little wine bottles,

Pink ribbons tied about their necks.
(Poetry, 255)

If “runners’ are interpreted to be rails or perhaps grooves set into the floor, then does this
poem describe an automaton or child? Are we being shown that the child’s sense of
wonder and respect for the mysterious symbols of Christmas constitutes the original
impulse behind all sacramental rights? And at the same time does the observer perceive
that these revered Christmas decorations and secular sacraments of ‘white bread’ and “little
wine bottles” are mere imitations of once meaningful symbols? In the context of the
political and economic situation of the early 1930s, it could be that Hecht’s poem
compares the mesmerising effects of commodity fetishism and religious fetishism.
Whatever interpretation is made, the sense that the child has no control over her action,
that she moves along runners on the floor, must be incorporated. The poem itself feels
perfunctory, as if gliding inanely along the lines of dutiful description. However there are
fissures in its presentation of reality. Its tendency to overstate may be an indication of its
parodic design. There is an easy vacuity to the phrase ‘reminded one/ not a little’; and the
lines ‘And 1n each comer of the table /Four in all’ feel tautological. Could this be a parody
of an Amygistic poem. The poem has a disquieting air of inanity, as if 1t were made to test
our boredom in order to sece if we, the readers, can get off the ‘runners’ of looking for

intention and spot its deliberate and un-profound ‘emptiness’.
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By awakening our sense that their poems ‘contain’ neither identifiable emotion nor
intention, Hecht and Wheelwright assert the ‘verbal existence’ of their poems. They are
riddles; and as with all riddles, the answer, should one exist, can only be found by a close
study of the clues. The first poem in Carl Rakosi’s sequence ‘Before You’, titled ‘Orphean
Lost’, which opens the ‘Objectivists’ edition of Poetry, also obscures the identity of its
referents. In addition, it participates in the themes of dislocation, exile and nostalgia
identified in other writing associated with the Objectivist configuration. Rakosi’s sets his

poem in the serious scenery of the Orphic myth:

ORPHEAN LOST

The oakboughs of the cottagers
descend, my lover,

with the bestial evening.

The shadows of their swelled trunks
crush the frugal herb.

The heights lag

and perish in a blue vacuum.

And [, my lover,

skirt the cottages,

the eternal hearths and gloom,
to animate the ideal

with internal passion.
(Poetry, 237)

The title of this poem leaves the precise identity of the poem’s persona uncertain. Are
these words spoken by Orpheus, or by a follower of Orpheus (an ‘Orphean’)? ‘Orphean’
is also a near homophone of ‘orphan’, which, if audible, doubles the sense of loss this
poem plays with. According to Ovid, ‘oakboughs’ formed part of the grove that crowded

around Orpheus as he lamented and complained of the loss of Eurydice. Is this then a
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follower of Orpheus imagining the shadows of the trees of a latter-day village to be re-
enacting the original arboreal enchantment? Ultimately, it is the reader who is left at a loss
by this nearly familiar literary landscape. Yet while the identity of the speaker may be
uncertain, the poem signals its subject’s state of mind. The description of the evening as
‘bestial’, shadows as ‘crush[ing]’, herbs as ‘frugal’, and heights as ‘perish[ing]’, suggests
either the modifying colours of an imagination in the throes of despair, or an idealist
dramatising a conflict between the perfection of ‘internal passion’ and the bestiality of the
material world. A plausible reading of this curious poem may be derived from the
Orphean’s inability to share his ideal with the ‘cottagers’. The ideal has shrunk to a private

fantasy threatened and obscured by surrounding matter.

That Rakosi may be ridiculing the isolated idealist is perhaps confirmed by the third

section of ‘A Journey Away’ included in An “Objectivists” Anthology:

An ideal

like a canary

singing in the dark
for appleseed and barley.

Something from the laurel,

a tiny arsis.
(OA, 49)

If “laurel’ is read as a metonym for the laureate adorned poet, then the acclaimed poet and
‘descendent’ of Orpheus can, according to Rakosi, only manage a ‘tiny’, isolate stressed

syllable or ‘arsis’. The laurels in question could belong to Eliot: ‘This is the way the world
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ends/ Not with a bang but a whimper.”” The option to read ‘Orphean Lost” as a satire on
those perceived to pursue the private passion of self-transcendence through art, rather than
using their art to alter perceptions of the material world, is further enhanced by the poems
that follow in the poem sequence ‘Before You’. Its second poem, ‘Fluteplayers from
Finmarken’, focuses on the topoi of the sea-quest, and echoes the failed or unresolved
symbolic quests of Melville and Poe. The persona of the poem declares, ‘It was not clear
what [ was after’ (Poetry, 239). In the next poem in the sequence, ‘Unswerving Marine’,
he underlines his exiled, orphaned status: ‘there is no port” (Poetry, 239). Unlike Eliot’s
persona in ‘Marina’, Rakosi’s seafarer lacks the pole star of faith and credible intuition.
He is lost in the world with no whale, glimmering city, or promised land to pursue.
Lacking an external goal, Rakosi plays ironically with the idea of psychological

predestination:

It seemed ordained then that

my feet slip on the seal bones

and my head come down suddenly
over a simple rock-cistvaen,
grief-stricken and archwise.
Thereon were stamped

the figures of the noble women

I had followed with my closed eyes
out to the central blubber

of the waters.

(Poetry, 238)

How could the speaker have journeyed to sea with his eyes closed? Any notion of this as

a realistic account disappears as the narrative slips unaccountably from one incident to the

15 T S Eliot, “The Hollow Men’, Collected Poems, p. 92.
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next. The narrator could be describing a dream. In this case the underlying motivation for
the journey might be arrived at through an analysis of the dream logic that dictates its
shape. The ordaining force could be a repressed desire that leads the dreamer towards its
sublimation in the form of dream image: decipher the hieroglyphic symbols on the ‘rock-
cistvaen’, or stone tomb and the puzzle may be solved. As he slips on bone, and the figures
are female and ‘stamped’ on a womb/tomb, the journey could symbolise a form of death-
drive, although this is far from obvious. Indeed, the rhythms, language and images Rakosi
uses for this encounter bring with them a certain levity that disturbs this interpretation.
Can figures be ‘stamped’ on rock? Is this a spoof, perhaps parodying the journey towards
the disclosure of intimations found in Eliot’s seafaring poem? Is a mono-maniacal quest
for consistency, causation and explanation being tricked out of us only to be made to seem
ridiculous before being denied? Incongruous descriptions like ‘grief-stricken and
archwise’ push the reader away from the dream imagery and back to the language. Is this
‘archwise’, as in the body of the speaker occupies the shape of an arch; or ‘archwise’, as
in that his fall and grief have granted him arch-wisdom? How can one be both in a state
of grief and spanning a rock tomb with one’s body? Both readings haunt each other with
comical intent. The closing lines of this strophe, ‘the central blubber/ of the waters’, at
once links us back to the seal bones, perhaps suggests the argot of the professional sealer,
and at the same time also undermines both the symbolic portent of the bones and the
character of the speaker. The whole poem seems ‘arch’, as it shifts ambiguously between
‘an important manner’ and parody. It is a deliberate enigma, another example of an
indecipherable American hieroglyph. But this time there is no hope that the hieroglyph
may contain the significance of a transcendent force. This is the hieroglyph as a joke, as

part of the fraud that keeps the individual in pursuit of a mystical destination. A reader



119

familiar with the use of ellipsis and juxtaposition in The Waste Land, prepared for detective
work, can discover none of the coherent psychological, mythological and cultural
narratives that connect the fragments of Eliot’s poem. The symbols, like those carved in
a chasm in Poe’s The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket, remain

undecipherable and multivalent.

Freed from the need to elucidate a transcendental goal, Rakosi revels in the
fictional operations a text can perform. In the third poem of the sequence ‘Unswerving
Marine’, the ‘old seaman’ who “paces the plank again’ (Poetry, 239) at the beginning of

the poem is cancelled out at the end:

And the wind
and the mind sustain her
and there 1s really
no step upon the gangway,
nothing but the saltdeposits
of the open.
(Poetry, 240)

‘Unswerving Marine” encourages the reader to understand that he or she ‘sustains’ the
meaning of the poem during the process of reading: there is no life or presence behind it
for us to discover. As Zukofsky put it in a contemporaneous poem: ‘no one 1s in in No One
Inn’. '* The sudden erasure of the‘old seaman’ shatters any notion that this is a realistic
description. However, after he is cancelled out, we are left with another textual veil. This

one has ‘nothing but the saltdeposits/ of the open” printed upon it. We appear to have hit

16 | ouis Zukofsky, "No One Inn’, Complete Short Poetry, p. 57.



120

waking reality and the solid ground of the referent. And yet the arch word ‘really’ hovers
over this gesture towards reality, hinting that the conception of emptiness might not be as
empty as emptiness itself; that the act of naming, as in Wallace Steven’s poem “The Snow
Man’,"” defines the presence of the namer. No matter how un-predatory the use of the
word, it cannot achieve the disappearance of the self into the objective presence of the

thing.

Where Hecht’s and Wheelwright’s poems seem oppressed, or at least inhibited, by
the epistemological and aesthetic uncertainty they describe, Rakosi uses the freedom of
uncertainty to play, inventively and subversively, with language. The work of these three
poets describes one form of response to the uncertainty that everywhere pervades An
“Objectivists” Anthology and Zukofsky’s issue of Poetry. They identify and play with the
problems of lost authority but do not, beyond Rakosi’s simple and profound assertion ‘is
not every man/ his own host’ (Pqeﬁy, 241), reconstruct an ethical system that avoids the
essentialist pitfalls of the idealist. The difficulty, as we shall go on to see in a more
extended examination of Zukofsky’s ‘““A”1-7°, lies in the problem of negotiating the

paradoxes of provisional authority and truthful performance.

17 \Wallace Stevens, ‘The Snow Man’, The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens (London and
Boston: Faber and Faber, 1954, pt., 1990), pp. 9-10.
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CHAPTER 4

ALL TOGETHER NOW
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Louis Zukofsky first published ““A”1-7” in the ‘epic’ section of An “Objectivists”
Anthology. He then revised it for publication in 1959 in “4 ”’/-]2," the version reprinted
in the University of California Press edition of the complete “4”. In making those
revisions Zukofsky either simplified or cut a number of passages that demonstrated the
more extreme examples of his ‘fugal” technique of poetic composition. While the
alterations constitute a matter of minutes rather than degrees, in general they make the
“finite word’ of Zukofsky’s particular linguistic ‘revolution’ more ‘finite’ by situating it
in more stable, if still elaborate, contexts. This increased control over the signifying
potential of the word lessens the connection between the sequence and its historical origin
in the ‘Revolution of the Word’; an unfortunate separation, as the poem, even in its revised
form, shows signs of a tempered engagement with the linguistic freedoms of the period.

This passage typifies the material Zukofsky cut:

And palestra : Youths—

A wheel—women, trainmen —a wheel,
Felly, marble-blue, chisel-wedge, iron spoke,
Miner’s legs,

Mill-oatmeal (that is how

Music first came into our family),

Ricky Ceeur de Lion, carousel horse ;

(04, 129)

Out of context this seems no more than a list of words and phrase fragments arranged to
create a musical shape. In context, this passage operates, to use the metaphor offered, as

a ‘palestra’, or public wrestling place, in which the different themes metonymically

' Louis Zukofsky, “4”1-12 (Kyoto, Japan: Origin Press, 1959). For a particular description of the
publication history of ““A”1-7" see Marcella Booth, 4 Catalogue of the Louis Zukofsky Manuscript
Collection (Austin, Texas: Humanities Research Center at The Univ. of Texas at Austin, 1975).
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represented by these words, tangle and struggle. Heard in rapid succession, the reader
familiar with the context in which this excerpt operates may slide swiftly between themes.
This passage is typical of Zukofsky’s structural embodiment of the metaphor of fugal

poetic composition. Ellipsis and juxtaposition operate as ‘tropes’ for the simultaneous

performance of voice:

Against obvious transitions, Pound, Williams, Rakosi, Bunting, Miss
Moore, oppose condensation. The transitions cut are implicit in the work,
3 or 4 things occur at a time making the difference between Aristotelian
expansive unities and the concentrated locus which is the mind acting
creatively upon the facts.

“Recencies” ? No more than a Shakespearian conceit which manages to
carry at least two ideas at a time. Or Dante’s literal, anagogical and
theological threefold meaning referred to in a letter to Can Grande.

(04, 22)

But 1s it really possible to have a sense of the diachronic operation of each metonym as it
occurs in the synchronic process of reading through the line? In theory it must be, for I am
quite able to read the index of a book and consider swiftly the subjects to which each entry
leads. In practice it is hard to know if an instantaneous dialogue between these voices can
be experienced, and if so, how such a curious sensation might be described. In this chapter
I am going to provide a close reading of ““A”1-7°. This, rather than a thematic approach,
is justifiable on the grounds that in order to be able to identify the meaning of any one

theme in the poem, it is necessary to have an understanding of the others that accompany

and modify the range of its significance.

While Zukofsky’s rapid recapitulation of material may sound strange and

unidiomatic, it does not scale the heights of verbal oddity Eugene Jolas reaches in
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‘Mountain Words’:

mira ool dara frim
oasta grala drima
os tristomeen’®

Some phonemes in this stanza may be familiar, such as ‘os’, the Latin for bone, but many
are not. However, even if they could be returned to the languages from which they were
taken (assuming for the moment that they do indeed come from other languages), it would
require an immense effort of scholarship and listening concentration to understand their
current combinations. Such conscious effort would defeat the purpose of the poem.
Speaking this stanza out loud reminds me of the fantastical foreign languages I made up
as a child; languages that would produce feelings of self-estrangement and unfamiliarity,
as if I had suddenly become a foreign visitor in the school-yard— this may have been
Jolas’ intention. Without the guidance of accepted usage each speaker can intend these
strange mouthings in any way they wish, and may respond with vastly different emotions
to the physical act of speaking them. This is unsurprising, as Jolas had designed these
sound arrangements to free the reader from the ‘hegemony of the banal word’. The great
draw-back inevitable to his claim that this speech might enable the speaker to enter a state
of collective being was that, with a linguistic community of only one, the experience
liberated could not be corroborated without recourse to the ‘hegemony’ of common speech.

Jolas® ‘speech’ is tantamount to a private language, which is to say, not a language at all.

2 Eugene Jolas, ‘Mountain Words’, quoted in Cary Nelson, Repression and Recovery: Modern
American Poetrv and the Politics of Cultural Memory, 1910-1945 (Madison. Wisconsin and

London: The Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1989), p. 131.
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The way in which it shadows the stanza form and gestures towards the rhythms and
musical shapes of poetry may allow it to become the carrier of private emotions, but it
cannot engage publicly and precisely with the ideological structures of political and
economic oppression embodied in the banal words it seeks to subvert. At best, Jolas

provides a sense of personal liberation.

In ““A”13’ (1960), Zukofsky explained:

"1l tell you.
About my poetics—

music
speech

An integral

Lower limit speech

Upper limit music
(“A”, 138)

While Zukofsky’s musical arrangements may contain distortions of idiomatic syntax, word
s still related to word in a way that sensitively foregrounds and uses the conventions of
common usage. He makes no musical design that does not also provide a relatively
controlled semiotic experience. In other words, he does not slip into the vocal ‘music’ that

Jolas uses as a substitute for language. Zukofsky sketched out the properties of the word

that allowed him to explore these limits:

One is brought back to the entirety of the single word which is in itself a
relation, an implied metaphor, an arrangement and a harmony.
(Poctry, 279)



126

The notion of ‘the single word’ “as a relation’ suggests two things: firstly that the word
relates us 7o something—in the context of Zukofsky’s loosely ‘nominalist’ aesthetic one
can assume that it should relate us to a material thing—; and secondly, that the word’s
significance depends on its relation to the linguistic context in which it is used. The
relationship created between word and thing, as has been pointed out previously, is
metaphorical; in other words, it 1s a product of language and the way it is used. Zukofsky’s
description of the word as an ‘arrangement’ requires the context of his statement on words
in ‘Sincerity and Objectification’ for specific elucidation. In that essay he writes, ‘each
word in itself is an arrangement, it may be said that each word possesses objectification to
a powerful degree’ (Poetry, 274), that is, it resolves ‘ideation into [musical] structure’
(Poetry, 274). Each word combines in its sound all the uses to which it has been put in the
past and the present; each is a record of changing ideas and needs. Handle one with the
consideration that an ancient and still vital object deserves, and your mind will experience
the ‘objectively perfect, / Inextricably the direction of historic and contemporary
particulars’ (04, 136). Zukofsky considered that the collective inability to wonder over

the individual word was a sign of his culture’s ‘degradation’ (Poetry, 274).

The planned dimensions of “4” made it suitable for the exploration of the limits
of speech and music. In a letter dated 12 December 1928, Zukofsky confided to Pound
that “4 ” was to have twenty-four movements,” and that it would form the core of his “life-

work’(P/Z, 78). This subtle alteration of the more common phrase ‘life’s work’ is

3 Cid Corman suggests that Zukofsky’s choice of twenty-four movements echoes the twenty-four
fugues that comprise J.S. Bach's ‘Well Tempered Keyboard’. Cid Corman, “The Z Gambit’,

Origin: Fifth Series, 2 (1983), p. 71.
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significant. It suggests Zukofsky considered that the act of writing “4” would both shape
his way of living in the world and, in turn, register the pressures of living in that world. In
other words, he conceived of poetic composition as a conceptual tool that would enable
him to work at living: ‘experience perfecting activity of existence’ (04, 15). Zukofsky
supplies a utopian teleology to this on-going process: for if there is to be the possibility of
‘perfecting’, there has to be a notion of perfection towards which experience is
progressively tending. This interest in recycling past notations of experience and using
them to contextualise and elucidate the present—as well as subjecting them to the test of
current validity—may have been one reason why Zukofsky took Bach’s Matthew Passion
as the ‘model’ for the composition of ‘““A”1-7’. The opening chorale of the Matthew
Passion has been described as ‘a kind of microcosm of the musical and religious universe
that will infuse the whole narrative unfolding of the Passion with its vocal processes’.”
From the first chorale onwards the music develops through a concatenation of recycled and
evolving material, making it an apt metaphor for Zukofsky’s compositional technique. In
the blurb for the 1978 one-volume edition of “4” Zukofsky described his imperative

concern as a poet: ‘the story must exist in each word or it cannot go on.”

Zukofsky’s belief in the word as “a relation’, and that the meaning of any one part
of “4” depends for its full significance on every other part, has an important philosophical

and ethical implication. If this is so, then as language users we depend on our relation to

4 Jean Luc Bourgeois, ‘The Origins of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion’, in notes accompanying Johann
Sebastian Bach, Matthdus-Passion BWV 244, conducted by Michel Corboz (Paris France: Erato,

Num 750553, 1983), p. 13.

5 Quoted in Peter Quartermain, ““Only Is Order Othered. Nought Is Nulled”’, ELH, 54 (1987), p.
958.
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the historical and contemporary use of that language for the meaning of our existence.
Outside that community of speech we have no meaning. An awareness of this is built into

one of the structural metaphors of ““A”1-7’:

And the double chorus singing,
The song out of the voices.
(04, 120)

In the final version of the Matthew Passion, Bach gave directions in the score for the
musicians to be divided into two separate choirs, orchestras and continuo groups. When
Bach organised its performance in 1736, these divisions were further enhanced by his siting
of the separate groups on either side of the audience. As a consequence the complete
effect of the music was not heard among the musicians but in the central space occupied
by the audience.® It was this compositional technique and process of reception that
Zukofsky sought to emulate and stimulate in ““A”1-7°. Writing to the poet Lorine
Niedecker in 1935 Zukofsky explained: ‘it must be music of the statements, but not

explanations ever, that’s why I seem to leave out - but [the] reader will have to learn to

. 07
read statement, juxtaposed constructs, as music.

““A”1° begins with a reference to the fiddle fugue that introduces the opening

chorale of the Matthew Passion: ‘A /Round of fiddles playing Bach—" (04, 112). The

® Jean-Luc Bourgeois, op. cit., p. 11.

7 Louis Zukofsky, ‘Letter to Lorine Niedecker dated November 9, 1935, quoted in Barry Aheamn,
Zukofsky's “A’": An Introduction (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: Univ. California Press,

1983). pp. 75-76.
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isolation of the indefinite article and title of the poem from the noun it qualifies renders
the meaning of the connection momentarily ambiguous: is ‘A’ a ‘Round’ poem; or will it
send us ‘A/ Round’ in circles on a verbal journey approximate to the recycled melodies of
the fiddles? Both these readings are available; but perhaps of greater significance in the
context of Zukofsky’s epic aspirations is that the indefinite article makes the particular
object generic. In other words, the title and emphatic first word of poem signals an interest
in common experiences. Zukofsky later wrote: ‘a case can be made out for the poet giving
some of his life to the use of the words the and a : both of which are weighted with as

much epos and historical destiny as one man can perhaps resolve’ (Prepositions, 18).

The first quotations from the Matthew Passion to appear in ““A”1’ are taken from
the opening Chorale in which The Daughters of Isracl lament the death of their ‘betrothed’.
Christ’s body lies broken and bleeding. As in Bunting’s ‘Attis: Or Something missing’ the
fertility god has been dismembered, but in the form of the Matthew Passion Zukofsky has
a structure capable of contextualising this temporary impotence within an intensely
meaningful and exquisitely ordered cycle of death and regeneration. Even as Bach’s music
reaches the depths of despair it does so through melodies that, in their statement and return,
provide an artistic paradigm for the recurrence of matter and energy. Zukofsky clearly
does not believe in the metaphysical, other-worldly rewards of the Christian faith, but in
Christianity as yet another embodiment of the archetypal solar and hydraulic religions that
allowed communities to participate conceptually in the renewal of the matenal world. As
has already been noted, Zukofsky considered the authority of these binding religions to
make them suitable analogues for the new communistic social religion he felt himself duty

bound to construct. He was not alone in desiring an organic, social ‘religion’. In 1927,
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John Dewey (an important figure at Columbia University during Zukofsky’s attendance)
published a travelogue titled Impressions of Soviet Russia in which he expressed his belief
that Communist Russia offered its intellectuals ‘a unified religious social faith® bringing
with it a ‘simplification and integration of life’. Enviably, they were ‘organic members of

an organic [sic] going movement’.®

Echoing the ‘narrative’ allusion to the dismembered fertility god Zukofsky presents
the human body in ““A”1” through a series of cinematic close-up shots: ‘bare arms, black
dresses’; ‘blue tendons bleeding’; ‘cheeks’; ‘eyes longing’; ‘Lips looking out of a beard/
Hips looking out of ripped trousers’; ‘Feet stopping’; ‘turned necks’; ‘Foreheads wrinkled’
(OA4, 112-117). Zukofsky deconstructs the deluded belief of the naive realist that the object
can be beheld in its entirety; that what we see is unaftected by how we see. Zukofsky’s
shifting camera-eye reveals the process of perception to be made up of a stream of sense-
data shaped by the changing spatial and temporal relationship between viewer and viewed.
However, if the broken body of Christ and the shattered object form one continuous
metaphor we should not expect a resurrection of the Newtonian conception of time and
space. Even when the dialectical struggle finally brings itself and history to a close, one
will not “get, see,/ more than particulars’ (O4, 140). Despite the threat of epistemological
uncertainty created by this reduction of the object to a phenomenon, Zukofsky indicates
that fragments of perception and information, or ‘luminous details’ as Pound termed them,
may be so arranged as to stimulate a conception of the principle implied in their relations.

The writer does not presume to explain the significance of the object but offers it, along

8 peter G. Filene, Americans and the Soviet Fxperience, 1917-1933, p. 152.
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with others, in order to guide the construction of a provisional interpretation within a
certain self-evident range of possibilities. Later, in ““A”8’ Zukofsky was to become more

explicit about the level of control that the details or facts of these arrangements were to

have over possible interpretations:

The facts are not strange to each other.
When they drive, your choice

Cannot but be guided by simplicity.
(“A4”, 47)

To allow too much latitude for interpretation might lead to uncertainty and inaction as in

the case of Henry Adams:

Nothing to say.

For him, all opinion founded on fact must be error,
Because the facts can never be complete,

And their relations must always be infinite.

(“A7, 82)

So Zukofsky places his faith in the ‘finite’, precise significance of the fact. Once the facts
are determined the dialogue that occurs between them will determine the path of action.
In other words, thought tested against the evidence of matter will dictate the “natural’

cthical course of action. Zukofsky saw this reflected in Pound’s Canros:

At intervals his presence occurs more in the manner of a judgment: yet
one naturally apprehends an identification of the revenge of his choros
nympharum with the intricacy of the renewal of matter, rather than with the
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determinism of the theologian’s geometry:’

The opening strophe of ““A”1” provides a good example of Zukofsky’s adaptation
of Pound’s notion of the ideogram. Christ’s tortured body is juxtaposed with the
“bediamond” “black dresses” of the audience; a contrast that encourages us to consider the
stark distinction between the poverty of Christ and the wealth of the audience. From this
we might deduce that the sacred ‘theatre’ of The Passion has, on the 5 April 1928, become
a theatrical performance of conspicuous waste. Zukofsky then makes the black evening
dress of the audience a sign of the ethical decadence of the twentieth century; a sartorial
signifier he contrasts with the vital ‘motley’ of the ‘Country people of Leipzig’ (04, 112).
His verse music scores this pattern of distinctions. Arrangements of hard-stressed plosive
consonants in a sprung-rhythm gives the first strophe concerned with describing the
performance an earthy, dancing energy: ‘Starched, heaving, / Belly freighted—boom !"(0A,
112-113). There are no more than two weak syllables in succession in Zukofsky’s more-or-
less four-beat line, thus avoiding any dissipation of the energy created by the strong
stresses. This heightened rhythmicality ends with the strophe as Zukofsky shifts into the
flat thythms of a kind of prose inscription that seems to lay the performance to rest in the
darkness and disorder of the late twenties. The first sounds heard by Zukofsky after the
performance ends are the ‘autos honking’ (04, 113). The sound of concerted order and
effortless process has given way to the sound of congested, disorderly, private desires. For
Zukofsky, the car was no longer an image of progressive modernity. In 1920 there were

7.5 million cars on the road; by 1930 there were 26.5 million—one car for every five

9 Louis Zukofsky. ‘The Cantos of Ezra Pound’, The Criterion, X (1931), p. 429.
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Americans. " In the course of ““A”1-7” the car becomes one of Zukofsky’s key metonyms

for the misdirection of productive energy in contemporary America.

After this prose epitaph: ‘The lights dim, and the brain when the flesh dims.” (OA.
113) “Zukofsky’, now a named figure in his own poem, is plunged into darkness. In this
dual dimming of flesh and brain Zukofsky emphasises the materiality of the intelligence,
a point repeated in ““A”2’, where Zukofsky makes visual perception indivisible from the
external matter perceived: ‘Green leathery leaf within leathery vision—" (04, 119). It is
significant that in both these instances Zukofsky places matter before mind, reversing the
idealist order of form and matter, and asserting a belief that the phenomenon has a material
objective existence. In ““A”8” Zukofsky was again more explicit about the relationship he
conceived to exist between thought and matter: “Unbodily substance is an absurdity/ like
unbodily body. It is impossible/ to separate thought and matter that thinks.” (“4”, 46)
This implies that even if we cannot become the thing-in-itself, we are still inextricable
from matter as we perceive its existence. However, the scientific interpretation of facts
does not always hold sole sway in ““A”1-7". Zukofsky uses the play of light and dark to
repeat the age old trope that light is an emblem of goodness, and darkness of evil. In the
post-performance darkness the poem shifts into a surrealist mode, as if, with the
withdrawal of the intellectual light of the performance and the material house-lights
‘Zukofsky’ becomes prey to irrational fears. He enters a momentary hell of self-doubt in
which the theatre usher transforms into Satan and tries to taint the sense of Arcadian

vitality that he has ‘harbored” during the performance. Satan does so by pointing out that

10 Gean Dennis Cashman, America in the Twenties and Thirties: The Olympian Age of Franklin
Delano Roosevelt (New York and London: New York Univ. Press, 1989), p. 8.
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the choristers who have just performed in the angelic choir are made of flesh and blood:
‘If seen near the ocean, stripped white skins, red/ coat of the sunburn—’ (04, 114).
However, this approach is doomed to failure for ‘Zukofsky’, a Spinozan at heart, believes
that matter and God (should he exist) are indivisible. Satan also misreads ‘Zukofsky’s’
desire: for ‘Zukofsky’ does not seek to ‘graft’ (04, 113) the perfection of the music to
himself, should that even be possible, but to let it and all other events arrive and leave
according to the natural process of matter. Here Zukofsky presents a straight battle
between aesthetic and ethical idealism, and the satanic desire for ownership. This is the

first “temptation’ to despair that afflicts Zukofsky. The second is more problematic.

As Zukofsky asserts his faith in the aesthetic perfection of the Matthew Passion
Satan fades into cigarette smoke. Out of that smoke, Cheshire cat-like, a tramp appears
close to the exit of the concert hall. His apparition creates a Marxist ‘Image’ of the
extreme consequences of the capitalist system: for every man that becomes rich enough to
fund one of the ‘business temples erected to/ arts and letters’(O4, 115) many others will
fail, and, without the safety net of a welfare system, may end up on the streets. Zukofsky
provides his aesthetic experience with an economic price tag. Can Bach’s music, and by
extension the other arts, survive the context of Zukofsky’s markedly bourgeois concert-
hall, or are they now reduced to signifying the mystical potency of the economic system
capable of financing their production and engineering their reception? Are the aesthetic
effects‘ of Bach a means of intoxicating and pacifying revolutionary desires? Zukofsky
initially asserts that art can escape its context; he states, ‘“I have harboured perfection™
(04, 114). However, the question of how he can justify the importance of his expenence

in the context of the ‘“miners again on the lockout™’and in need of ‘relief” is the problem
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he sets out to solve (04, 115).

The memory of the music continues to affect ‘Zukofsky’ after the performance:

A thousand fiddles as beyond effort
Playing—playing

Into fields and forgetting to die,
The streets smoothed over as fields,
Not even the friction of wheels,
Feet off ground :

(04, 115-116)

None of the energy put into this system leaks out in the form of friction. Later, in ““A”6’,

Zukofsky makes a connection between this description of Bach’s music as a perfectly

efficient system of circulation and:

Natura Naturans—
Nature as creator,

Natura Naturata
Nature as created

He who creates
Is a mode of these inertial systems—

(04, 134)

An ‘inertial system” is defined by the OED as: ‘(a) Physics an inertial frame of reference;
(b) a system for carrying out inertial guidance’; and ‘inertial” is defined by the OED as 2
Physics. Designating a frame of reference in which bodies continue at rest or in uniform
motion unless acted on by a force.” In other words, Zukofsky states that in the act of

creation the intellect participates in the physical laws that govern the movement of matter
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in the universe. If, as is the case in Zukofsky’s description of Bach’s composition,
perfection is a form of frictionless system, then all forces that impede the process of energy
are, by implication, an unnatural obstruction. Unlike the autos honking outside the concert
hall, this music glides forward without even touching the ground. An interest in Bach’s
composition therefore becomes justifiable to the Marxist on the grounds that it provides
a metaphorical example of a perfect system of production and consumption. The economic
analogue Zukofsky provides for this perfect ‘inertial system’ is Communism: a system in
which the results of production are either invested or evenly distributed for the maximum

benefit of all—none of the energy is syphoned off and congealed into private capital.

After this memory of the music ‘Zukofsky’ is ‘Not boiling to put pen to paper’ (U4,
116). Paradoxically, considering that the poem exists, ‘Zukofsky” implies that it is enough
to have had the experience; he feels no need to represent it to himself. Later this idea of
the sufficiency of experience is recapitulated, creating a continuum between the aesthetic
revolutions of Bach’s rational music and the logical necessity of political revolution in a

climate of unnatural economic inertia:

“It is more pleasant and more useful”,
Said Vladimir Ilytch [sic],

“To live thru the experience

Of a revolution

Than to write about it.”

(04, 143)

The section of verse concerned with the day of the performance climaxes In a

recapitulation of the preceding theme, with this additional material:
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The trainmen the most wide awake
“Weary, broken bodies,” calling
Station on station, under the earth
A thousand fiddles as beyond—
“Cold stone above thy head—>
Trainmen chanting

And again :
“He came and found them—
Sleeping, indeed their eyes were
Sull of sleep”.
Good night . . .
(04, 116)

The pun on stations of the cross and stations on the subway, coupled with the juxtaposition
of trainmen and the broken body of Christ, suggests that they are being offered as examples
of the suffering proletanat awaiting the return of the natural order represented by the
energy of the fiddles. Dashes at the end of each theme-fragment work as part of a
typographical trope indicating the continuation of a thematic voice as it gives way to the
print of another. Within the monolinear process of reading this convention works as a

metaphor for the experience of the fugue’s simultaneous voices.

The symbols of castration and burial accumulate:

Worm eating bark of the street tree,

Smoke sooting skyscraper chimneys,

That which has been looking for substitutes, tired,
Ready to give up the ghost in a cellar.

Remembering what ?

Love, in your lap, in a taxi, unwilling—

A country of state roads and automobiles,

But the greatest number idle, shiftless, disguised on streets

(04, 117)
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Zukofsky shifts curiously between natural decay, industrial filth, a failure of will, and a
moment of erotic failure, as if each of these areas of matter were related. If we read ‘in
your lap’ in the context of the Elizabethan euphemism for orgasm ‘died in your lap’, then
this seems to be a description of failed love-making in, significantly, the back of a car.
This impotence is contrasted starkly by the opening image of the prolific ““Johann
Sebastian ! (twenty-two/ children !)”’(0OA4, 113). If erotic energy is contingent upon
economic energy, as it appears to be in this instance, does this therefore mean that Bach
lived in a natural, organic economy? As Zukofsky wants us to read into the relations
between voices, and wants us to carry a sense of historical context with us as we read, he
is courting this kind of objection. Perhaps it was enough that Bach composed and

performed his music for a local community.

Zukofsky closes ‘““A”1” by shifting focus back to matters of economic injustice:

The excuse of the experts
“‘Production exceeds demand so we curtail employment,’
And the Wobblies hollering reply,
Yeah! but why don’t you give us more than a meal
to increase the consumption !
While the great Magnus, before his confrere in industry,
Swallow tail, eating a sandwich,
“Road map to the stomach,” grinning,
To a chart pointing, and between bites.
(04, 117)

The line, ‘Swallow tail, eating a sandwich’, 1s typical Zukofsky. The metonym for
evening-dress (‘Swallow tail’) flickers into a pun in the context of his eating, suggests his

ability to migrate, and underlines the message that the class who wear evening dress
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consume the most. The ‘great Magnus’ is the friction in the system of production and
consumption that has finally brought exchange to a halt. Food travels freely to his stomach
following the road map of business organisation, while others subsist, ‘tired” and ‘idle’
ready to ‘give up the ghost in a cellar’. The poem achieves its didactic effect through
dialectical contrast. However, the “Wobblies’ demands were not un-problematic. They
were to be answered by the implementation of Roosevelt’s New Deal. In ““A”6’ Zukofsky
describes this pacification through the opportunity to own such ‘luxury’ commodities as
‘a bath tub’ as the ‘short change of labour’ (04, 137)."' ““A”1’ closes with a quote taken

from the double chorus ‘Aria’ that describes the betrayal and binding of Christ:

“Ye lightnings, ye thunders
In clouds are ye vanished.

Open, O fierce flaming pit !”
(04, 117)

It is no accident that Magnus has just been shown gloating over his management of ‘chain

gangs’ (OA, 117): the king of capital plays Judas in Zukofsky’s proletarian passion.

The clear music—
Zo00-zoo-kaw-kaw-of-the-sky,

Not mentioning names, says Kay,
Poetry is not made of such things,

Old music, itch according to its wonts,

'I' ‘By frightening the ruling class into conceding the reforms and appealing to wor_kers to vote as
a solid bloc, Roosevelt simultaneously intensified class consciousness and stripped it of its radical
potential.” Melvyn Dubofsky, “Not So ‘Turbulent Years’: Another Look at the American 1930s’
Amerika Studies - America Studies 71, (1984). Quoted in Cashman, op. cit., 243.
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Snapped old cat-guts from Johann Sebastian,
Society, traduction twice over.
(04, 118)

““A”2’ opens with a reconsideration of the relationship between the musical and
denotative properties of the word: can it be both a clear sounding note and a clear lens?
Is the painting a flat surface or a three dimensional space? Kay, Zukofsky’s critical double
in ““A”1-7’, parodies his exploration of the material properties of the sign. He goes to the
extreme limit, dismembering Zukofsky’s name into a series of sounds. Through the
exaggeration of its component syllables other words appear, accompanied by their material
referents, and Zukofsky the man becomes hidden. The ‘finite’ word has been expanded
into random words that can be combined to produce a potentially infinite number of
interpretations. Verbal music of this kind, similar to that composed by Jolas, obscures
rather than clarifies the object.'? As we have already seen, Zukofsky was not interested
in complete indeterminacy of meaning, but in the careful construction of contexts that
would delimit the significance of a passage to a determinable range. Kay also ridicules the
organic social harmony for which Zukofsky’s clear, fugal verse music acts as a metaphor.
Society is ‘traduction twice over’. He does not specify how or why it traduces, but in the
context of the Magnus’s hell-fire nature, Kay’s objections may be founded on the belief

that society deprives the community of the ‘evolutionary’ benefits of self-interest and

competition.

Zukofsky answers Kay’s objections to society with the observation: “Wherever

12 Bob Perelman provides an excellent alternative reading of this passage, but makes the mistake,
[ believe, of attributing it to ‘Zukofsky rather than ‘Kay’. *Zukofsky’s phrase is the energetic but
horrible noise of his name, ethnicity, and class, self-deformed: his subjectivity objectified in the bad
sense - a stuttering crow.” See Bob Perelman, The Trouble with Genius, pp. 192-192.
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always we are/ Crowds the sea in upon us.” (O4, 118) As it is recycled in various contexts
during ““A”1-7, ‘the sea’ becomes an increasingly complex emblem. Burton Hatlen states
with undue certainty that: “The sea here is history’.”® It may also operate as an image for
the deluge of unorganised information we encounter in the process of perception. In
Zukofsky’s poem the sea is a Dionysian force that threatens the boundaries of individuation
with the possibility of destruction and transformation. There follows a ‘Churning of old
religions, epos’ (OA4, 118); a disintegration of the Apollonian epic mode.'* This results in
an inundation of mitially baffling textual fragments. On closer consideration, these fit into
the poem’s narrative strand concerned with predatory desire. The ‘Ball of Imperialism’
is surely a periphrastic description of an orb; a symbol that dangerously legitimates human
desire with divine authority. All that follows describes the means and effects that proceed
from such authority. In what sense is this a reply to Kay? The answer may be that what
sounds like Dadaist poetry is, in fact, a highly elliptical cluster of parts standing in for
whole stories; a kind of parody of the heraldic symbolism associated with imperialism.
Their churned-up presentation is a method of defamiliarisation that should swiftly trigger
afresh the knowledge of the organising principle they imply, or least begin the process of
tessellation that may discover a viable relationship between the details. ““A”1-7", as we

shall see, moves cyclically through a process of confusion and clarification, a series of

churnings and ‘trappings’ (OA4, 122).

13 Burton Hatlen, ‘Art And/As Labor: Some Dialectical Patterns in “4”-1" through “4-10,
Contemporary Literature, 25 (1984), p. 212.

4 | am using the distinction between Apollonian and Dionysian creativity set out by Nietzsche in
The Birth of Tragedy: Out of the Spirit of Music, trans. Shaun Whiteside, ed. Michael Tanner
(London: Penguin Books, 1993).
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The cyclical process of destruction and rebirth continues in the next strophe of
““A”2’. A group of sailors horse around playing a game that seems charged with homo-
eroticism. They splash ‘Ricky’ with ‘white pail-wash’ as though marking him as an object
of special desire. Their relationship with each other feels reminiscent of the crew of the
Pequod at the sperm-butt losing themselves in the milk of human-kindness. If this
association is available, then these sailors can be read as personifications of the desire to
transgress the limits of nation and skin. This may at first seems fanciful, but in the context
of the homophonic relationship between ‘seamen’ and ‘(semen)’” which Zukofsky explores
in ‘““A”3’, the sailors are clearly phallic Dionysian figures, and Ricky a type of Christ-
figure. As this horsing around continues, the sailors’ transgressive play becomes
indivisible from the text’s playfulness; it responds, textually, to the forces of repression and

containment it identifies:

Grinds the sea of half-hours,
Each half-hour the clocks strike,
Half-human, half-equestrian,
Clitter-clatter of wave-forms,
Sea-horses up blind alleys,
Never appeased, desire to break the cross-walls of the alleys
Cross walls like locks of canal (never end-walls)
rising, replacing,
(04, 118-119)

The clock divides the Dionysian sea up into rigid portions of time and space. The sea
becomes more like a factory, or metaphor for the inescapable, monotonous grind of work
on a production line, than a space of life-threatening energy. Confronted with these
obstacles the repressed Dionysian energy represented by the sailors works itself out in a

series of textual displacements. The sailors mutate into ‘Half-human, half-equestrian” satyr
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figures, lose their human-halves completely as the text follows the animal component of
the hybrid into ‘wave-forms’ (white-horses?), and then finally transform into ‘sea-horses’
(not sea-dogs). The desires they signify keeps displacing itself into new, progressively less
human forms as it tries to escape the prison of the sea. This reference to the clock, which
sends “Sea-horses up blind alleys’ is reminiscent of the clock that threatens vision at the

beginning of Pound’s ‘Canto V’ (Canros, 17).

This phase of metaphorical journeying ends with a flourish:

Till of an afternoon
Launches the moon upon sea-whorl ; green, flowering,
opening leaf within leaf
Floats upon wave edge ; liveforever,
pearl-clean, giant-size,
Green leathery leaf within leathery vision—
(04, 119)

The ‘whorl’ form seems to detach itself from the sea and transform the moon into the
whorled petals of a flower. Is it the moon, is it flower, or is it simply words combined to
produce a fabulous, hybrid, organic symbol? After the preceding evasions and
displacements the text comes to a temporary rest in this key trope of organic composition,
the flower form: Zukofsky writes a few lines further on, ‘the music is in the flower’ (OA4,
119). “Zukofsky’ then transforms into a satyr and enters the heart of the flower vortex. In
the centre he drowns his eyes in its ‘mild orbs’ (04, 119). Again, this organic form and
emblem of fugal composition proves capable of accommodating the restless Dionysian
desire for self-dissolution. In this form the desire for oneness finds a collective, conceptual

shape. At this point of self-loss in the formal shape of the flower, the flowering music
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transforms into an engine. The power source of mass production is granted organic,

natural status:

The flower is the steel piston at my chest,
No air stirs, but, hear . . . the music steeps

in the center—
(04, 120)

This vision, or audition of natural artifice leads Zukofsky to attempt its poetic duplication:

I walked out upon Easter Sunday
As who should say,

This is my face,

This is my form,

Faces and forms, I would put

you down
In a style of leaves growing.
(04, 118)

On the day when the broken body of Christ is made whole through resurrection, the poet
rediscovers a natural form of composition through simply notating and combining

instances of perception.

The third movement opens with a mixture of allusive and elusive biographical
fragments. What we make of them is up to us: ‘It’s all a matter of/ Determining—’ (OA,

122). One critic has explained the significance of this passage by relating it to biographical
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details from Zukofsky’s life, " but what remains of this submerged biography has a generic

shape: the remnants are more significant within the context Zukofsky provides than in the

one which he chose to omit:

At eventide, cool hour of rest
It is your dead mouth singing,

Rickey,

Automobiles speed past the cemetery,
No gage measures,

No metre turns,
Sleep

With an open gas range

Beneath for a pillow.
(04, 121)

This passage presents three ideas: that Rickey’s dead voice is resurrected by the music of
the Matthew Passion; that the world is indifferent to his death; and that Rickey has
apparently committed suicide. Zukofsky goes on to offer a series of tantalising clues, as
if he were forcing us to recognise the impossibility of determining the motive or cause of
suicide. Whisky has gone missing (‘“Where is the Scotch?”’(0A4, 121)) and Ricky appears
to have got out of a car and spilt it in a bush, perhaps having drunk some. A voice warns
Ricky “No crossin’ bridges’, and then drunkenly declares ““God’s-gift-to-’oman ! when/
‘S after midmght ”’(OA4, 122). The cause of Ricky’s downfall appears to be drink, sex and

cars. His previous incarnation as a satyr-sailor coupled with his taste for intoxication and

15 See Sandra Kumamoto Stanley, Louis Zukofsky and the Transformation of a Modern American
Poetics, p. 18-24. Also Burton Hatlen, ‘Art And/As Labor’, p. 213. Hatlen identifies Rickey as
‘Whittaker Chamber’s brother, a youthful suicide’.
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desire to cross bridges (a metaphor perhaps for the desire to become “other’), makes him
a particularly Dionysian figure. Zukofsky offers him as a generic personification of errant
American manhood: he has ‘the/ American tragedy in his lap—’ (04, 122), which may link
him with the ‘devil-may-care men who have taken/ to railroading/ out of sheer lust of
adventure—’ (04, 106) in Carlos Williams’ poem beginning, ‘The pure products of
America/ go crazy—’. The type of male desires that constitute the cause of the ‘American
tragedy’ are further suggested in ““A”5’: ‘The reason why we’re not further along. . . / Ask
Faust aquaplaning” (04, 129). In the quest for self-gratification and perhaps self-
completion, or in Faust’s case, the apotheosis of the humanist self, the world runs off the

rails of empirical, pragmatic order.

The boy who once horsed around with sailors, who becomes ‘a horse bridled’ (OA4,
122), is now entombed and consumed by shapes made by and associated with the car:
‘Dead mouth/ (Cemetery rounded// By a gas tank)’ (O4, 123). This is the darkest section
of ““A”1-7’. However, as Ricky is a type of Christ/Attis/Adonis, the energy he signifies
is dormant not void. It revives in the form of allusions to light, and in the textual game-

playing involved in the couplets that span the unmarked transition from ‘““A”3’ to *““A”4”:

Lion-heart, my dove,
Pansy-over-the-heart, ricky-bird—

Carousel
Giant sparkler, boats,

(Carousel) lights of the river,
(Horses turning)

Tide turning,
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Lights that matter,

Lights from the pier below
From the hill-lights,

Lights from lamps off the tree-green
Lamposts from level of a light

In a truck pulled (song)
Lanterns swinging from horses,

Horses’ sides gleaming lights

From levels of water
(04, 124)

The meaning of Ricky has slipped metonymically into the form of the carousel horses. As
the couplets turn and return offering glimpses of the world, the images they present of the
illuminated ‘horses’ of the carousel, of the lantern-hung ‘real’ horses, and of the ‘lights of
the river’, are woven together in the culminating lines “Horses’ sides gleaming lights/ From
levels of water’. Each ‘glimpse’ is textually alluded to in that dizzying line. If Ricky is the
energy fed into the top of this sequence of couplets, by the end he has fully transformed
into a complex of light and circular motion. This passage also exemplifies the technical
effect Zukofsky felt distinguished his writing from his mentor’s. In a letter to Pound dated

12 July 1931, Zukofsky wrote:

The difference between Cantos & “A” aside from diction (& quality of
line) in the matter of musical approximation—The difference between
polyphony (many voices of angels, if you will permit it) and one human
voice thematically split in two—but so far the fugal principle is more
obvious in the last. (P/Z, 112)

Zukofsky perceives Pound’s method to be a ‘polyphonic’ arrangement of discrete voices,

while his own poem, though polyphonic in certain passages, is made up of a single voice
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that contains different themes, as in the final couplet of the sequence quoted above. Where

Pound uses the ‘ply over ply’ method of composition, Zukofsky tries to incorporate his

different strands into each line, and at times, into the moment of each word’s sounding out.

With the carousel passage, light re-enters the world. He closes ““A”4” with a direct

correlation between Bach’s aesthetic and material productivity:

The courses we tide from— -

Tree of the Bach family

Compiled by Sebastian himself.

¢ Veit Bach, a miller in Veichmar,
Delighted most in his lute

Which he brought to the mill

And played while it was grinding.

A pretty noise the pair must have made,
Teaching him to keep time.

But, apparently, that was how

Music first came into our family !’

Carousel—flour runs—
Song drifts from the noises.
(04, 128-129)

The cyclical motion of the fugue has, according to Zukofsky’s deployment of Bach’s
family researches, an origin in the rhythms of physical production. Zukofsky’s
predominant use of the dactylic verse foot enhances the sense of the revival of energy.

This is song that recycles all the cycles Zukofsky has established.
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‘A billboard advertisement” may be the answer to the riddling description that

opens ““A”5’. So fastidiously does the text deny itself the unifying name of the thing it
describes that it becomes yet another exploration of possible verbal manoeuvres. Marjorie
Perloff has interpreted this kind of defamiliarisation and dismemberment of the advert as
a subversive deconstruction of the ideological codes hidden in visual culture: images are
not to be trusted, and the gaze of the consumer is to be thwarted by the opaque verbal
text.'® Verbal opacity certainly characterises parts of this description, but Zukofsky is less
aggressive towards the advert. He appears to take it as a starting point for an exploration

of the process of translating the visual image into words. Where should the eye begin?

Thread : middle down the brown leaf.
In the next hand, a cigarette.
Approach brown leaf-edge with burning
Above which will be printed (as above ashes)
in autumn brown
Horizontal lettering
Held vertically
Held—held obliquely—

The city’s university rise
trees’ branches space—
airing out—

DUNHILL
Comfort.

(04, 128-129)

There may be some irony intended in the juxtaposition of the university with the promise
of comfort from a cigarette, as if universities no longer provided challenges but mild
intoxication. On the whole this seems to be an attempt to find a verbal means of describing

the visual dynamics of the advert’s typography, an attempt that yields the opportunity to

16 Marjorie Perloff, Radical Artifice, pp. 54-92.
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recapitulate the descent-into-winter motif.

The theme of winter and disintegration continues in the form of the complex
musical list described at the beginning of this chapter; a list which should, now that some
of the themes of the poem have been rehearsed, ‘make more sense’. While the tangled
heap of bodies and machinery may at first have seemed like a version of Pound’s ‘Palux
Laerna’ (‘Canto XVI’, Cantos, 69) these bodies represent virtuous figures and forces. If
this broth of words is at all chthonic, it describes Hades awaiting the signal of
revolutionary light to begin social rebirth and economic renewal. For instance, the
‘Miner’s legs’ are mixed up with the words ‘marble-blue’ (a colour which echoes Christ’s
‘legs, blue tendons bleeding’); with the subterranean ‘trainmen’ of ‘““A”1’; with the origin
and outcome of Bach’s milling ancestry; and with Rickey (O4, 129). Despite being ground
up, and despite the impeding desires of the aquaplaning ‘Faust’ (04, 129), there is a hint

of light: ‘(But this is a swell sun, brother comrade,)’ (04, 129) .

However, this luminous Communist energy is blocked once again. Zukofsky shifts
from the loft of the concert hall to the rat-lofts of New York in what constitutes another

Marxist ‘Image’:

Chorale, the kids in the loft
(O love untold, love lying close) ;
Or say, words have knees,
water’s in them, all joints crack,
(Yet N.Y. tonight, the rat-lofts
light
with the light of a trefoil ;

Purple clover,
She wore her shoes three years—
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(The soles new as the sunned black
of her grave-turf;
Speech bewailing a Wall,
Night of economic extinctions
Death’s encomium—

And day, leaves blowing over and over.
(04, 130)

The religious significance of the trefoil may operate ironically, as may its paradigmatic
value as organic artifice, for in the circumstance of the rat-loft these values neither
communicate nor effect change: it is merely a shape. A template of light changes nothing
for those extinguished by economic competition and the ‘Wall’-Street Crash. This self-
critical subtlety blunts as Zukofsky pushes life and death into a pregnant proximity. His
line, “‘the sunned black /of her grave turf” suggests we make an uncomfortable temporal
elision: we are asked to bear witness to ‘her’ suffering and death, and then to leap forward
to the thought of her matter resurrecting itself within the space of two words. She becomes
no more than a cypher for material process. What kind of revolutionary attitude is it that
takes solace in the thought that at least the poor starving in garrets will be reborn as grass?
This implied dependency on the renewal of matter to right social injustice 1s further
enhanced by the autumnal imagery that closes this passage. Is this an emblem of economic
disaster, or part of the process leading towards new life? To a Marxist they may be one

and the same.

Following on from the above passage is an intriguing and nightmarish hunt for the
object hidden in the word ‘it”: ‘For I have seen iz, I, writhed, self-taunt/ tracked irself down
in the mirror’(my italics) (OA, 130). Is this guilt over the ‘witnessed’ death? Zukofsky is

not specific. Indeed, the only thing clear is that ‘it’ is mirrored by “its’-self. If the word
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‘it” has finally tracked ‘itself” down, ‘it” discovers nothing in the moment of confrontation
but its lettered self. The object hidden by ‘it’ remains hidden. Is the inability to speak its
name because ‘it’ is an unmentionable, repressed thought, or because the object cannot be
made identical to any descriptive word? In other words, is this passage saying, ‘I have seen
it’, but I cannot say ‘it” as I experienced ‘it’. This musing passage goes on to complicate
the status of the hidden object: ‘“The edges of no one like it looking ; everlasting ; / Of an
afternoon’ (OA4, 130-131). This unnamable thing, or cancelled self (‘no one’), has edges
and continues to look. And the answer to this riddle? ‘It’ could be words; but ‘it’ could
also be the otherness of one’s being to the way one speaks oneself. In other words, that
being and self cannot be tracked down in language. This exploration echoes the concern
of poem ‘15’ considered in chapter two: ‘—a mouth knowing; / close, its unowned owner.’
The question is indeed profound: in what sense does language accommodate being? We

are both ‘it’ and hidden in ‘it’.

This anxious hunt for self-presence in the sign plays itself out into a referential
space: a bulky Catholic woman, ‘Mrs Green’, moves back from a window (04, 131). In
this ‘scene’, the window becomes a metaphor for the tension between transgressive desires
and repression. Beyond the glass her daughter makes love ‘behind ramshackle’. This
lovemaking is accompanied by a series of images of rebirth (‘New are, the trees’(O4,
131)), immediate contact (‘Against bark a child’s forehead’(04, 131), lucidity (‘Under sky

clarities’(O4, 132) and both metaphorical and literal insemination:

Winds’ intercourse with the fields,
Breath, love hardly over, trembling.
(OA, 132)
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The breath of the lovers harmonises with the inspiring wind. This beginning of new,

material life is accompanied by a renewal of vision:

Walking out :
The trees showing sunlight,
Sunlight trees,

Words ranging forms.
(04, 132)

Through a kind of material chiasmus, ‘The trees showing sunlight, / Sunlight trees,’
Zukofsky emphasises the materiality of both trees and light. If we have had the afflatus
materialised in the previous quotation, then in this instance, the divine effulgence that
shines the reflected light of the heavenly idea into the corporeal world has been given
matter to illuminate: it would not be visible but for the reflective surface of the trees.
Zukofsky goes on to imply that a similar relationship exists between ‘Words” and ‘forms’.
Words shape perception and in turn should be shaped by it: words range forms, they do not
arrange them. In other words, according to Zukofsky’s aesthetic, words measure (‘range”)
out perceptions as the poem ranges (wanders) into new space. The structural metaphor of
the poem-as-walk, in which the subject/text is defined by the chance occurrences

encountered in an environment will be picked up by William Carlos Williams in his long

poem Paterson.

The sixth movement begins with a vortex of plenitude. Then, as if in explanation
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of this profusion of related material, a voice comments: ‘Those loved seeking their own
completion, in a voice, their/ own voice sounding—’ (04, 132). The comma-pause after
‘completion’ renders this statement less than straightforward. Without the comma one
would assume that the qualification, in ‘a voice’, was indeed ‘their [those loved] / own
voice sounding’. With the comma, however, we have two voices: the beloved’s voice and
an anonymous voice through which the beloved’s voice can be heard sounding. In other
words, their personal voices seeking completion have been folded into a collective voice.
‘Sounding” can be read in at least two ways: either the individuals sound out through this
collective voice, or sound (dive) into the depths of its collective sonority. This returns us
to the ethics of choral singing and Zukofsky’s epic epistemology. Even at our most
personally expressive we use the collective medium. Completion, this implies, occurs
through the immersion of the ego into the network of collective meaning. Love is the
desire to sound the otherness of the common language from which the notion of the private
self is woven. However, the emphasis is on seeking, rather than achieving; on how the
head ‘would be’ if it could arrive in the presence of this collective meaning. Even if

unattainable, the effort still matters, for that is the profession of love.

Zukofsky wants his poem to ‘slap’ its audience tired of ‘trying to see differences’
(04, 133). Is this tiredness good or bad? Contingent upon it, is a lowering ‘to a mutual,
common level’ (04, 133). In Pound one might imagine this to be a critique of democracy,
but here it produces a selfless commitment to accompany others: ‘Each at his best
obbligato to the other’ (04, 133). Froma Marxist perspective, this seems in the spirit of
Communism, but how can one reconcile it with lowering and tiredness? Is it only when

ground down to exhaustion that the mutual realisation of injustice slaps the suffering
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majority in the face? On a poetical level, is it only when one becomes tired of watching
one’s response that one truly becomes susceptible to the “word-sleights’ in a passage like
that at the beginning the fourth movement? Zukofsky is not clear. Itis up to us. In the
context of the Cantos, we might associate “word-sleight’ with ‘shells given out by shells’
(“Canto VII, Cantos, 27). But as I have been exploring, Zukofsky’s ‘word-sleight” is the
key element in his polyphonic technique. It is necessary to recognise that words are not
transparent, and not logo-centric, in order to understand how language works as a

collective mechanism.

Here is one final example of the paradox of clear speech:

Environs—the sea

The ears—doors

The words—shutting themselves visibly—
Lost—visible.

(OA, 134)

Is this ‘the sea’ or are these words made visibly of ink? Do I see the sea through ‘the sea’,
or do I hear ‘the sea” through my ears and then see the sea. The word is one thing and then
another, hinging on whether I choose to see beyond the word to what it refers, or choose
to see it as a material thing—a signifier. Words shut ‘themselves visibly’, or are shut (i.e.
their referential action is interfered with) in order to make them visible on the page. This
1s one set of rules that might make these syntactically unrelated words play the game of
coherence. However, the passage his a slightly richer significance. Environs and the sea
have appeared before and bring with them the ghosts of the contexts in which they were

first defined by the poem. Both are linked with the themes of circulation, and
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encirclement. The ambiguous grammatical status of ‘environs’ is not wasted. It could be
the plural noun signifying surroundings, or the verb to encircle. Does someone encircle
the sea, or is the sea the ear’s environment? This option adds to Zukofsky’s indications
elsewhere that the circle of perception, and the circle of matter cannot be divided—one
cannot exist separately from the other. While Zukofsky rarely poses a question in question
form, he regularly demonstrates problems that make the reader ask questions. Surrounded
by the welter of sense-data, how much do words tell us of the space of experience they
designate, while simultaneously signifying the absence of that space during the reading

process? How much do they control our experience of the world?

Zukofsky juxtaposes this extreme exploration of the problem of communication
with a parody of the simplest and most insidious form of textual control— the life-style

formula:

Asked Albert who introduced relativity—
“And what is the formula for success ?”
“X=work, y=play, Z=keep your mouth shut.”
(04, 134)

Zukofsky seems unable to resist providing the reader with the opportunity to read against
the overt sentiment of the text. The knowing irony behind this question and answer is that,
had Zukofsky followed this prescription for success, “A”1-7" would not have existed,

perhaps to Zukofsky’s own advantage. The 1930s were the great age of the “how-to-do-it
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book’."” These, in a way, were the crass versions of the educative texts produced by Pound
and Zukofsky. They sold models of behaviour that effectively extended the values,
aspirations and practices of capitalist success into many aspects of personal human
interaction. The self was now a commodity that could be traded and worked upon. If the
artist wanted to resist commodification, he or she had to resist passing on homilies and
formulas for behaviour that could be consumed without thought. In an essay entitled ‘The
Literalisation of the Theatre’, Brecht wrote, ‘it is perhaps more important to think above
the stream [of dramatic action] than to think within the stream.”’® Zukofsky was clearly

interested in provoking a similarly analytical and productive state of concentration.

Zukofsky explores the dangers of ‘common-sense’ through a series of quotations

from Henry Ford:

“I read poetry, and I enjoy it

If it says anything,

But so often it doesn’t say anything,”
says Henry.

(04, 138-139)

Zukofsky juxtaposes Henry Ford’s appetite for sentiment with perhaps the most tentative

and faith-filled lines in the whole of ““A”1-7:

The common air includes

17 Warren 1. Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth
Century (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), p. 165.

18 Bertolt Brecht, *The Literalisation of the Theatre’, in Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an
Avsthetic, ed. and trans. by John Willet (London: Methuen, 1986), p. 44.
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Events listening to their own tremors,
Beings and no more than breath

between them.
Histories, differences, walls,
And the words which bind them no more than
“So that,” “and”
(04, 139)

Could it be that these are human ‘events’ watching from within themselves the way in
which the world absorbs their actions? This suggests that a person speaking is an event no
different to a stone dropped into water. However, unlike a stone it can be seen listening to
the way its words drop. It gives audible signs of an interior life. Out of this reading of the
event and its reactions leaps the belief that converts ‘tremors’ into ‘beings’. These events
are only separate from us because they occupy breathing bodies and discrete spaces.
Zukofsky at once asserts the otherness of the human event, and believes it to participate
in a common space. One may point swifily to the paradox in this double assertion, but then
Zukofsky’s ethics are based not on truth, but on a practical faith whose greatest asset 1s
uncertainty, and whose greatest teaching is the simple lesson of respect for the mysterious
simultaneity of collective existence, and for the language that signals that collective

existence.

Does this passage ‘say anything’? The reader has to work to extract its ethical
implications. Like the describer, we are made to meditate on the linguistic surface tremors
given off by a concealed event. On the evidence of “Henry’s’ pronouncements included
in “A”1-7, he may well have considered Zukofsky’s oblique speech to be saying little, for

it lacks his own plain dealing clarity: ‘““Many people are too busy to be unemployed.” (OA,

137).
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In ““A”7” Zukofsky appears to try to fulfill a desire he first expressed in ‘Poem

Beginning “The™’:

238 If horses could but sing Bach, mother—
(Exile 3,22)

To work out whether Zukofsky achieves this desire [ am going to look at the word ‘horses’
and consider whether or not he makes it sing in a choral manner in ““A”7. Despite being
a single sound, do his “different techniques’ (OA4, 152) make the word ‘horses’ polyphonic?

Can 1t contain different voices, and if so, how? It begins:

Horses : who will do it ? out of manes ? Words
Will do it, out of manes, out of airs, but
They have no manes, so there are no airs, birds
Of words, from me to them no singing gut.
For they have no eyes, for their legs are wood,
For their stomachs are logs with print on them,
Blood-red, red lamps hang from necks or where could
Be necks, two legs stand A, four together M.
“Street Closed” is what print says on their stomachs;
That cuts out everybody but the diggers;
You’re cut out, and she’s cut out, and, the jiggers
Are cut out, No ! we can’t have such nor bucks
As won’t, tho they’re not here pass thru a hoop
Strayed on a manhole—me ? Am on a stoop.

(04, 152)

How should one begin to read this cryptic, overwrought verse? Is it simply verbal music,

or is there a discernible message and method in it strange syntax and vocabulary? The
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colon after ‘horses’ may signify that they are the objects to whom ‘words’ are going to ‘do
something. But, equally, they may be the objects from whom an answer to the question
‘who will do it” is sought, and they could even be asking the question. Or the word
‘Horses’ could simply be a heading in the text. There is ambiguity surrounding the
operation of this word from the outset. However, this is swiftly displaced by the statement
that whatever is to be done will be done by words that do, in fact, have an origin: they are
‘out of manes, out of airs’. In the context of horses, it might be imagined that the words
are going to describe the physical, equine referent of ‘manes’; in other words, that their
meaning derives and is validated by the thing that they name, and the history of lyric
versification. It is just possible that airs’ has enough airiness to make the reader think of
another, less palpable referent for ‘manes’, defined by the OED as ‘the venerated ghosts
of dead ancestors’. In the context of the allusions to the crucifixion that are to follow, this
interpretation may just be possible. In this ghostly context ‘air’ might signify thin air. In
which case the words derive their meaning from an ancestral or historical origin that is
simultaneously there and thin air. That these readings are even faintly plausible is enough
to disturb the tenure of the other readings. As ‘Words” is the subject of the sentence, “They
have no manes’, must refer back to them. To say a word does not have a hairy mane is to
state the obvious. But then the obvious sometimes needs stating. In this case, there 1s
evidence that this denial of the most obvious referent provided by the preceding context
forms part of a reflexive tactic which seeks to obtain for the reader of the poem a clear,
empirical sight of the word as a physical object, disconnected from its particular referent.
The denial of the image of a horse’s mane returns the reader to the material cause of
meaning; to the slippery polysemous word on the page. These words that have an airy

origin possess no essential connection to the material object. Zukofsky appears to be
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asserting the arbitrariness of the sign in order to explore how its tendency to disseminate
meaning may be enhanced by the supplementation of those contexts that vie to determine

its significance. Words may be formed by breath, but their meaning is focused by their

historical and contemporary use.

Words will do whatever it is they are to do out of themselves, independent of both
referent and author. As the poem puts it: ‘birds/ Of words, from me to them no singing
gut’. Indeed, the poem’s continual transformation and exchange of pronouns confounds
any attempt to construe the identity of the speaker and the addressed object. From this it
seems fair to assume that the poem is indicating that there is neither a speaker ‘in’ the
poem, nor a fictional figure the poem is trying to teach or change. The text has been
depersonalised, it seems, to collapse the distinction between author and audience. In
effect, this prevents the reader from identifying with a set of values signified by the
authorial pronoun. The instability of the meaning of the poem does not allow that moment
of self-reflection to occur. Instead, the reader is directed into a continuous process of
interpretation and revision. In the next stanza we are told, ‘you’re not here,/ A sign
creaks—LAUNDRY TO-LET (creaks—wind—)—" (OA4, 152). It is as if we are being
simultaneously evicted from the text and tempted to take up a tenancy within its word-
laundry. Later the poem exclaims, in the context of crucifixion symbolism, ‘Launder me,/
Mary’(OA4, 154), making this word-laundry-poem, by extension, a redemptive, and
purificatory habitation. The words washing the reader (Mary will be given explicit
associations with the sea), may be cleansing and clarifying. And this, 1t seems, is
dependent on the reader’s recognition that the poem is not a virtual space in which he or

she may enter to commune with the author, or the origin of the word. The cleansed and
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redeemed state is one in which the reader recognises language as language, and rediscovers

its metaphorical relationship to the non-textual world.

The notional road barrier with the sign ““Street Closed™ printed on it is “opened’
by an exploration of the metaphorical content of the sign used to recognise it. We are
carried forward by the barrier, but not into a description of the physical reality of the closed
street. Blocking our entrance into the virtual space, the poem takes us on a journey through
the shifting terrain of metaphors. There is no single reality that the poem seeks to
illuminate, rather each word carries various worlds of denotation, connotation and
association. It is important to recognise that the words “““Street closed™ are not printed on
a real barrier, but on an unstable sign, a wooden ‘horse’. A poem like this can only be
written once the notion that language should devote itself to precisely picturing reality is
given up. It is necessary to accept the opacity of language to discover its inherently
linguistic qualities, apart from its ability to indicate a significant referent. This moving
barrier is an apt metaphor for the relationship between reader and text. Once the reader
stops trying to look through the text to a world it may be imagined to contain, its surface
begins to reveal its subtle modes of metaphorical transport. In the course of the poem the
notional tenor and vehicle of metaphors are given equal weight. Neither component refers
to a more significant ‘real’ world. And because the poem does not seek to correspond to

a real situation, vehicle and tenor can separate, re-unite, and pass through each other:

“Closed”? then follow me airs, We’ll open ruts
For the wood-grain skin laundered to pass thru
(OA, 243)
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If “the wood-grain skin laundered’ is taken to be a description of the metaphorical clothing
of the wooden barrier with the word ‘horse” written on it, then the barrier is going to pass
through itself. Clearly, this is an action only made possible by the complex web of
associations that the text builds up around key words. For instance, the phrase ‘we’ll open
ruts’ half-rhymes us back to the ‘bucks’ in the opening stanza. A buck may be both a
horse, the motion of a horse or a cart. Of course, carts are what will open ruts. Travelling
via the synonym ‘buck’ back to the word ‘horse’, the poem gives the same sense that the
vehicle of the horse/barrier metaphor now rides through its tenor, the barrier. The barrier
has been displaced from that notional position of being the reality that the poem is trying
to elucidate. By acting as a barrier to the mind that wishes to see something through the

poem, it opens up the complex grain of its textual surface.

The referent signified by ‘horses’ is in the process of mutation between the shapes
and states of wood, flesh and alphabet: ‘Blood-red, red lamps hang from necks or where
could/ Be necks, two legs stand A, four together M.” As if reprising the moment of visual
association that lead to the designation of ‘horse’ as a sign for the wooden barrier,
Zukofsky makes ‘A’ and ‘M’ icons for the visual appearance of the barrier. Thereafter,
‘Am’ is curiously haunted with the shape of the legs of the wooden ‘horse’. It 1s not
possible to determine why Zukofsky should have intended this, it may be one of a whole
shoal of red herrings, but it is there in the text, available as an example of the way a word’s
normal meaning can be disturbed by proximity to a context in which it is used differently.
It makes the sign for being uncanny and unfamiliar, haunted by unwanted "airs’ and
associations. The poem explores ways of adding layers of meaning to existing signs. ‘A’

and ‘M’ are made to operate like ideograms. Zukofsky was no doubt familiar with the
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Chinese ideogram for a man, which, like the letter ‘A’, could be said to have two legs. But
who would see the letter ‘A’ as a pair of legs unless it were pointed out by a verbal

definition, or indicated by the animating effects of a comic manuscript-illuminator?

Two legs stand “A”—
Pace them ! in revolution are the same !
(04, 153)

It 1s unclear what ‘in revolution are the same’ means: it could be an obvious observation
that revolving the foot in a pacing motion does not alter its condition; or it could mean that

all feet, no matter what the status of their owners, are made equal by political revolution.

Zukofsky appears to be aligning the Christian spiritual economy of regeneration
through self-sacrifice with the suffering and sacrifice of life necessary to achieve a

worker’s utopia:

Says you ! Then [, singing, It is not the sea

But what floats over : hang from necks or where could
Be necks, blood red, red lamps (Night), Launder me,
Mary! Sea of horses that once were wood,

Green and, and leaf on leaf, and dancing bucks,

Who take liveforever ! Taken a pump

And shaped a flower. “Street Closed” on their stomachs.
But the street has moved ; at each block a stump

That blossoms red. . .

(04, 154)

‘Mary!” is connected with ‘Sea of horses’ through a groan-inducing pun: the sea is marey,

filled with sea-horses, or, perhaps is covered with white horses. And, of course. there 1s
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the association between the Virgin Mary/Stella Maris and the sea. This is followed by a
transformation of the referent signified by ‘wood’, from timber to greenwood. Simply
recognising that the living origin of timber coexists in a synonym for timber has a
rejuvenating effect; as though the proliferation of meaning around a word were capable of
transforming it into the textual equivalent of a living object. Just as people contain
innumerable and unpredictable characteristics, so the word, resurrected from a narrow
context of use, may possess a similar complexity. ‘Pump’ is one of the sounds that
accompany the ‘dancing bucks’ in the sestet of the fifth sonnet. The sound is connected
to the horses that have the words ‘“Street Closed™ printed on them at the beginning of the
poem. Zukofsky reiterates this context, and by rhyming pump with stump further
emphasises this connection. Somehow a flower is then shaped out of this pump. If Mary
can also be made to signify a sea of mares, then it is quite possible for a pump to be a
flower— quite literally a thing that makes liquid flow. What is the identity of the liquid
that flows from this pump-stump-wooden-horse? From the preceding imagining of the red
lamp to signify the body of Christ crucified on a street barrier (Against wood his body
close;/ Speaks: My face at where its forehead might be,/ The plank’s end’s a forehead
waving a rose — (04, 243)), the flowing liquid can clearly be associated with blood.
Completing this emblem of sacrifice and redemption, the pump flowing blood becomes a

kind of secular flowering rood: ‘a stump/ that blossoms red” (04, 154)

This series of readings has set out to demonstrate how Zukofsky's continual

relocation of words in new contexts gives them polyphonic, rather than indeterminate
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meaning. While certain passages of ““A”1-7° may have been composed “Just for the fun
of it’ (OA4, 155), this loading of the word with multiple meanings, both for pleasure and as
a didactic tool, reveals our astonishing ability to interpret language and the flexibility and
subtlety of the ‘laws’ that allow it to signify. Setting aside the Marxist dogma that
Zukofsky explores in the poem, it is this examination, and exercising of the potential of

language to make coherent meaning, that is truly and enduringly revolutionary.
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CHAPTER 5

RETURN TO SHORE
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In a letter dated November 22, 1932, George Oppen wrote to William Carlos

Williams:

Dear Williams:

I think everyone has felt what you say of Louis. His immediate
environment— the space most people fill by gesture— he fills some other

way, or else it is a vacuum. . . Perhaps it’s seeing clearly rather than doing
anything which is experience. . . !

Better an honest indication of the absence of metaphysical presence than the concealment
of this absence beneath the noise of elaborate rhetorical gestures. But is this description
accurate in light of the baroque texture of Zukofsky’s verse identified in the preceding
chapter? Is it possible to see without ‘doing’; and what exactly does Oppen have in mind
when he talks about ‘doing’? If thinking 1s a form of doing, then, to adapt Zukofsky’s
formulation, this may be a matter of deconstructing the ‘predatory intention’ of concepts
that would otherwise limit the significance of the object. This returns us to a fundamental
concern in Objectivist writing: the relationship between experience and what can be said
about it without compromising its otherness, and what can be predicated on that experience

with conviction in the absence of an authorising metaphysical presence.

As we have seen, a poem can present itself in such a way that it becomes apparent
to the reader that he or she is actively filling the space of the poem with his or her thought

rather than uncovering the time-locked presence of the author. If we extend Oppen’s

! George Oppen, The Selected Letters of George Oppen, ed. by Rachel Blau DuPlessis (Durham and
London: Duke Univ. Press, 1990), p. 3.
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description of Zukofsky’s relationship to his ‘immediate environment’ to include poetry.
in the context of this use of reflexive tactics, the notion that Zukofsky’s poems may be
vacuums can begin to make sense. For the poem which points back at itself and declares
itself to be a linguistic object may be said, in some sense, to be a vacuum deliberately
constructed for a particular purpose— that of sucking in the interpretive action of the
reader in such away that he or she becomes sensible of the process of interpretation as it
occurs. This ‘vacuum’ may be constructed, as we have seen, through the conspicuous
absence, or rejection, of those signs of authorial intention that seek to control the meaning
of its reception and the world it describes. As mechanics to the machine, so should the
reader be to the phenomenon of the poem. However, before this relationship can develop,
the reader must have the fabric of his or her prejudices and preconceptions unpicked, so
that the linguistic evidence of the poem may be seen afresh, and ourselves glimpsed and
obscured in the fluid process of reading. As many of the Objectivists have demonstrated,
to achieve such an encounter the poet has to challenge habits of reading; and Oppen briefly
wrote with an ironic hypotactic grandeur that both seems to emulate Zukofsky’s
compositional tactics and to share his strategic goals. For a short while, he too played with
vacuous rhetorical gestures of the kind visible in Zukofsky’s poem “15”, in order to reveal

the essential emptiness and material presence of the poem.

The more extreme examples of this phase in Oppen’s writing do not figure in any
collection, nor are they included in Oppen’s Collected Poems. In this chapter | am going
to point out how they typify the brief Objectivist phase with which this thesis has been
concerned, and to identify how and perhaps why Oppen moved on from them. In the

January 1932 edition of Poctry, Oppen published a group of four poems under the title
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‘Discrete Series’. Only one of them made it into his collection Discrete Series, published

by the Objectivist Press in 1934. The 1932 group begins with one of the subsequently

omitted poems:

This room,
the circled wind
Straight air of dawn
low noon
The darkness. Not within
The mound of these
is anything
- To fit the prying of your lips
Or feed their wide bright flowering.

And yet will movement so exactly fit
Your limbs—
as snow
Fills the vague intricacies of the day, unlit:
So will your arms
fall in the space

Assigned to gesture

(In the momentless air

The distant adventurous snow.) 2

If the indented lines of this poem, with the exception of the one preceded by a dash, are
read as continuations of the lines they are stepped down from, then this poem is a kind of
sonnet. That dash, accompanied as it is by an apparent turn of thought, or volta, signals
a division that discloses the kind of sonnet form this poem oddly distorts: it defines the

octave and sestet of a Petrarchan sonnet. The unpredictable network of cross-rhymed

2 George Oppen, "Discrete Series’, Poetry, XXXIX (1932), p. 198.
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consonances, and the use of true and slant end-rhymes, all add to the feeling that Oppen
is engaged here with the history of prosody. In among the works of the reactionary
‘Tennysonian’ sonneteers that constituted a fair proportion of Poetry’s content in 1932, this

would have stood out as a sonnet gone awry; as something disturbed and disturbing.

The opening line, ‘This room’, strengthens the possibility of a dialogic exchange
between Oppen’s poem and the rhetorical gestures of the traditional sonnet; for the
comparison between sonnet and room was an old and well known one. John Donne’s “The

Canonization’ contains perhaps the most famous example of this analogy:

And if no piece of chronicle we prove,
We’ll build in sonnets pretty rooms;
As well a well wrought urn becomes

The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs. . .’

The shift Oppen makes from room to mound curiously matches the shift from room to
tomb. But where Donne envisages the poem as a public, private space, equivalent in its
paradigmatic architectural form to the love it contains, Oppen attacks the very notion that
a poem may contain, no matter how well wrought, the physical and psychological space
of the author’s existence. The attack begins with a pointing gesture that is to become
reflexive: it points at “This room’. A triad of oxymorons then follow, forcing the reader,
as they will not resolve into a finely nuanced truth or yield a moment of psychological

recognition, to confront the room of the word. Compared with a classic Jamesian

3 John Donne, “The Canonization’, John Donne: The Oxford Authors, ed. John Carey (Oxford:
OUP, 1990), p. 96.
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oxymoron like ‘placid acuteness’,* Oppen’s “circled wind’ and “straight air’ are distinctly

uninformative: they are more closely related to Dada’s deliberate use of catachresis.

The “well wrought urn’ of conventional rhetoric has become a ‘mound’ of carefully
disorganised semantic relationships. However, while Oppen prevents the reader from
projecting a visual or psychological fantasy into the text, he gestures towards another
space. The dark, closed-off, obscurity of the words that constitute ‘The mound’ are
contrasted by the poem’s identification of someone’s ‘wide bright flowering” ‘lips’:
because the identity of their owner is not specified, and because Oppen has established a
reflexive convention, they could well be ours, as much as those of an unidentified third
person, as we open our mouths to speak the poem. This granted, the poem implies the
reader/third-person will derive neither sustaining essence nor ‘pattern’ for love from this
dismal text. Instead, as in Zukofsky’s poem ‘15°, Oppen’s wry sonnet returns us to the
presence of our own bodies as we make the poem signify either in our heads or out loud.
In other words, it signifies us instead of fictive “pretty rooms’, and does so without telling
us what we are. The pivotal ‘And yet’ at first seems merely a piece of rhetorical mimicry;
it prepares for the qualification of a proposition that has proposed nothing other than its
wordedness. The qualification only introduces further confusion. How does ‘movement
so exactly fit’ our ‘limbs’? It is an odd discrimination. By making a distinction between
a motivating force and the body into which it fits, the poem recalls that area of
philosophical contention concerned with the relationship between mind, or soul, and the

body. The shift between the sonnet’s octave and sestet allows for both the construction and

4 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, ed. with introd. by Geoffrey Moore and notes by Patricia
Crick (London: Penguin Books. 1984), p. 61
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deconstruction of this distinction. By closing the octave with a dash, the phrase ‘as snow’
fills the vague intricacies of day, unlit’ can work as a reflection of the relationship between
‘movement’ and ‘limbs” stated at the close of the octave. In this comparison, hinged by

the comparative ‘as’, snow stands in for the impulse to move, and the day, through which

snow falls, stands in for the body.

But if /ike falling snow, then movement has innumerable points of motivation and
no single identifiable centre of impulse. The poem ironically disintegrates the will as it
tries to figure its relation to the body. Reading on, this description of snow comes under
the gravitational influence of another, stronger comparative, which overwhelms the
separating colon: ‘as snow/ Fills the vague intricacies of the day, unlit:/ So will your arms/
fall in the space/Assigned to gesture’. As snow falls obscurely, so our bodies will fulfill
the spaces of gesture with a similar lack of clarity or volition. With the arrival at this
conclusion, all that becomes clear is that the poem has, in a sense, already fulfilled its
prediction. We have been shaped by the assignments 1t has carried us through. We have
been worked like puppets; or have fitted ourselves into the poem with all the volition of
falling snow. In which case, Oppen’s sonnet can be read as an exploration of the nature
of our autonomy while reading: does the poem read us, or do we read the poem? It implies
that we cannot separate ourselves from the language that speaks our selves into existence.
And we certainly cannot transcend the intentional effect of language when reading a poem.

The otherness of ‘momentless air’ is shaped by the language which proposes its unhuman

a-temporality.

The sonnet defines three simple issues. Firstly, that poems do not contain the
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presence of their author: this militates against the simple search for the author’s intentions
or feelings. Secondly, that verse forms carry with them a history of usage that may be both
exploited and subverted (in other words, that poetry is intertextual and dialogic). And
thirdly, that language assigns us our place in the world: it both reveals the world’s
existence and, as a consequence, may control how we perceive its existence. The action
of Oppen’s poem in the context of this third point, is to apply as little control as possible
to both reader and the world, which is perhaps the textual equivalent of the experience of
chaotic openness that the poem points us towards at its close. Another poem from the 1932
group, also omitted from the final collection, addresses similar issues; although it initially
appears to state simply that transgressive acts are more memorable than their mundane

alternatives:

11
When, having entered—
Your coat slips smoothly from your shoulders to the waiter:

How, in the face of this, shall we remember,
Should you stand suddenly upon your head

Your skirts would blossom downward

Like an anemone.’

For a poem so involved with the description of temporal relationships, it is difficult to work
out what moment in time the voice of the poem occupies. Has this couple already entered

the restaurant, or is this a fantasy of how, when they will have entered, they will behave?

5 George Oppen, ‘Discrete Series’, Poetry, 198-199.
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The curiously figurative phrase, ‘in the face of this’, situated in what appears to be the
main clause of the sentence, seems to point to the present moment, but what does “this’
refer to? The lineation makes it point two ways: both back to the mundane disrobing and
forward to an altogether more sexy revelation. There is enough deliberate ambiguity for
a third direction of pointing to become apparent. It may also point reflexively to the face
of the page on which it is printed. In which case, the question is made out of the answer:
i.c. language. The auxiliary verb, often avoided in Imagist poetry for reason of its
interference with the immediacy of communication, allows memories to be situated in the
past and related to the present and the future. The lineation of the poem, its involuted,
hypotactic arrangement of phrases, and its confusing time scheme, all work to blur the
distinction between what has and has not happened, a blurring that returns the reader to a

closer study of the text.

Why did Oppen cut these poems? In the context of the 1934 collection Discrete
Series S their reflexive techniques might have provoked Dadaist associations incongruent
with the collection’s overall concern with the notation of discrete instances of perception.
Perhaps Oppen felt that the battle to evict the fallacy of authorial intention from the poem,
and to revoke the notion of language as a medium subordinate to the immanent, objective
significance of the thing, had been waged and won. However, Oppen did not abandon his
interest in exploring the phenomenological properties and limits that inform the two

preceding poems. Discrete Series (1934) closes with this poem:

¢ George Oppen, Discrete Series, with a Preface by Ezra Pound (New York:.The Objectivists Press,
1934). Hereafter abbreviated to DS. Due to the rarity of this edition I will also suPply the page
reference for poems from Discrete Series republished in The Collected Poems Of George Oppen
(New York: New Directions, 1976). Hereafter abbreviated to CPGO.
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Written structure,

Shape of art,

More formal

Than a field would be

(existing in it) —

Her pleasure’s

Looser;

‘O—
“Tomorrow?’—

Successive

Happenings

(the telephone)

(DS, 37: CPGO, 14)

The shape of a poem is more ‘formal’ than experiencing the existence of a field. Even
though this poem signifies randomness through its discontinuous syntax and its lineation,
it still organises that randomness through a careful use and abuse of linguistic signs and
literary conventions. As in the sonnet from the 1932 sequence, Oppen brackets those signs
which designate the field of experience that lies, in its integrity, beyond the descriptive
capacities of the poem, beyond the poem’s formal organisation of ‘Successive/

Happenings.” What should be the balance between the disorder of sense-data and the

ordering, organising activity of the poem?

The poems in Discrete Series are written with a phenomenology of reading in mind:
‘One moves between reading and re-reading, / The shape is a moment.” (DS, 27, CPGO.
11). According to this, the significance of a text cannot be received as an immediate
whole, just as the world to which it may point cannot be represented in its entirety. both
are susceptible to the time/space continuum. As a consequence, the significance of a poem

is received through a “collage’ of fragments whose size is limited by what the eve is



177

capable of receiving during each moment in which it fixes its attention on a part of the
verse line. The final poem from Discrete Series, which we have briefly looked at above,
exploits this phenomenological limit to the scope of the conceptual unit by using the
typographical layout of the poem to isolate individual words. Each of these words become
the sole focus of a moment of perception; each one, a single discrete event in the process
of reading—or to use Oppen’s description, one happening in a succession of happenings.
Through this isolation of individual words the normal reading action, which usually
involves relating phrasal parts to a larger semantic unit, is defamiliarised: the action of
relating part to whole is made more strenuous, and the discontinuity that the larger
semantic unit may obscure, made more obvious. Oppen makes the process of reading,
which can sometimes feel like a timeless experience, a process that occurs both in space
and time. There is no other place, outside time, in which the meaning of the poem exists.
Each act of reading is contingent on an historical moment. Because of the frequent
absence of an organising concept drawing the successive happenings of Oppen’s poems
together into a Poundian moment of crystallisation, they have more in common with
Taupin’s aesthetic of information. However, Oppen’s technique of dislocating the larger
semantic structure into short units of perception/conception does create the kind of
ambiguities found in a poem like Zukofsky’s “—Her Soil’s Birth”: (Madison)’. For
instance, the dash that follows ‘(existing in it) — > renders ambiguous the relationship
between ‘Her pleasure’s/ looser” and the ‘field”. In another reading this could refer to and
demonstrate the looser pleasures of the written structure when read as a phenomenon that
occurs through time. Oppen is not simply interested in presenting a stream of information,

but in how we participate in determining the meaning of the poem.
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Oppen offers a comparison between reading and drawing;

Drawing
Not by growth
But the
Paper, turned, contains

This entire volume
(DS, 35: CPGO, 14)

‘Growth’ implies continuity and destination: a seed grows into a plant, a line grows into
a picture, a word into a poem. There are many kinds of drawing, but in this context it is
useful to think of drawing as a means of locating attention-in-process. The drawing line
relates the present to the trace of the past and the future. For the act of drawing to be
drawing and yet not to grow into a picture, it must have neither continuity nor destiny. The
line must be full of interruptions and resumptions: it must shape itself without a goal in
mind. Oppen wants us to read Discrete Series as if it were just such a kind of drawing, or
drawing out of meaning. Each page ends with an interruption of meaning and opens with
a resumption: the ‘Paper, turned, contains/ This entire volume’. If we read ‘volume’ as a
synonym for book, we may wonder how the turned page can contain, in the sense of
epitomise, the whole collection? In this confusion the pun—a rather obvious
one—becomes strikingly apparent: ‘This entire volume’ is our entire volume as we turn
the page in our own time and space. This also describes what this entire volume is about:
namely, the experience of a series of perceptually discrete events. It contains parts that are
not directed towards the growth of a whole picture but, paradoxically, to locating us within
the forces of dislocation. Oppen was interested in saying only what could be said with

conviction, a conviction that rested upon the nominalist notion that the only statements that
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had validity were those that could be related to perceptions of material existence. ’

Oppen continually denies the illusion of continuity:

As I saw

There

Year ago——

If there’s a bird

On the cobbles;
One I’ve not seen
(DS, 24: CPGO, 10)

This poem scrupulously points out an often forgotten fact: you may see ‘As I saw’, but
what you see will always be different. This has implications for the way in which we
construct history. If we exist in a discrete series of present moments how can we speak

with any certainty about the past? Oppen condenses this question into an image:

Civil war photo:

Grass near the lens;
Man in the field

In silk hat. Daylight.
The cannon of that day
In our parks.

(DS, 23: CPGO, 9)

The moment in which the photograph was taken and the present moment in which the

cannon is observed may be physically discrete, and yet the coexistence of the document

7 Oppen later stated in reference to Discrete Series: ‘the chief problem was simply that pf honesty.
What 1 couldn’t write I scratched out. I wrote what I could be sure of, what [ cguld write, - what
I could think, could say. could do’. L.S. Dembo, ‘Oppen On His Poems: A Discussion’, George

Oppen: Man and Poet, p. 204.
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and the cannon asserts the validity of believing in continuity. Oppen risks no more than
this: he asserts a belief in the fact of the past, but refuses to determine what it may mean.

Oppen treats the interiority of other people with a similar mixture of belief and uncertainty:

From this distance thinking toward you,
Time is recession

Movement of no import
Not encountering you

Save the pulse cumulates a past

And your pulse separate doubly.
(DS, 26: CPGO, 10)

The lovers exist separately in time and space, and no encounter takes place between them
‘Save the pulse cumulates a past’. This curious qualification suggests that through
attending to one’s own pulse one may physically empathise with the existence of another;
a suggestion that recalls Forrest Anderson’s lines: “the body preceded the Word™/ yours
contains mine’ (04, 159). Instead of gazing at the moon and imagining the distant lover
also to be gazing at it, Oppen feels his own pulse and feels hers through it. The pulse, so
to speak, becomes the apex of the compass’s wandering foot, a materialist’s equivalent of
the mingled soul. However, this physical empathy lives only as long as the pause at the end
of the line break, for with the resumption of the verse-line the pulse becomes a sign that

in their separate existences they accumulate discrete pasts.

H.R. Hays reviewed a batch of Objectivist Press publications, including Discrete
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Series, in the June/ July 1934 issue of Hound and Horn. Of Oppen’s work he wrote, his,

pretentiousness is not supported by any felicity of observation. Pound
wishes to establish a difference between Oppen and Williams. Williams is

intent on capturing the object as a whole; Oppen is apparently trying to
derive textures of objects. The comparison is unfavourable to Oppen.”®

In fact Pound did not describe the nature of the distinction he discerned between Oppen’s
and Williams” work— this was Hays’ interpretation. Nevertheless, Hays’ observation is
useful for a number of reasons. It may indicate that the visual aesthetic in poetry (‘felicity
of observation’), was now a widely held, even dominant, aesthetic: beside the visual
brlliance of Williams, Oppen’s mix of sculptural and visual ‘textures’ are deemed of less
value. Hays also implies, by describing Williams as ‘intent on capturing the object as a
whole’, that Oppen fails to achieve this representational enclosure of the thing. It is quite
possible to argue that Williams, at this point in time, was himself trying to name things
without ‘capturing” them. Setting that to one side, Hays’ suggestion that Oppen had not
achieved a total, essential description of the object was accurate. What Hays failed to

understand, however, was that this perceived failure was a deliberate tactic in a wider

ethical strategy.

This poem from Discrete Series exemplifies many of these issues:

Party on Shipboard

8 H.R. Hays, ‘Nothing but the Truth’, Hound and Horn, 7 (1934), 738.
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Wave in the round of the port-hole
Springs, passing,—arm waved,
Shrieks, unbalanced by the motion
Like the sea incapable of contact
Save in incidents (the sea is not
water)
Homogeneously automatic—a green capped
white is momentarily a half mile
out
(DS, 17: CPGO, 8)

Compare this with a passage of description from Williams 1928 collection Descent of

Winter:

10/22
that brilliant field

of rainwet orange
blanketed

by the red grass
and oilgreen bayberry

the last yarrow

on the gutter
white by the sandy
rainwater

and a white birch
with yellow leaves
and few

and loosely hung

and a young dog
jumped out

of the old barrel
(Exile, 4, 34-35)

Williams® “felicity of observation’ is painterly in the way that it precisely identifies the
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colours of the objects it names. For instance, the isolation of ‘rainwet orange’ allows the
reader to make a comparison between the colour words that compose the poem’s “picture’
of the world , and the colours that, in a painting, are arranged so as to compose the image.
Williams and Oppen share a desire to foreground the linguistic materials with which they
work. However, the way 1in which they design the syntactical and rhetorical relationships
between their notations 1s distinct. The ‘ands’ that proliferate towards the end of Williams’
poem imply that it is simply, as in Oppen’s poem, describing a random succession of
incidents; a succession into which the dog accidentally leaps. With closer consideration,
however, these juxtaposed elements chart the movements of an eye searching for similar
items of visual information: the process of perception is guided by a specific plan.
Williams has selected a series of images that reveal the lingering life-force present in the
vegetation of the old year; the image of the young dog jumping out of the old barrel 1s
simply the moment at which he choses to make that organised process of looking clearly
explicit. As a consequence of this final image the objects previously referred to become

the metaphorical vehicles of an unstated, but nevertheless discernible, tenor— life-in-

process.

By contrast, Oppen’s poem frustrates the reader who seeks to resolve the perceptual
information provided into a metaphorical structure capable of co-ordinating its
significance. Indeed, such is the degree to which Oppen enforces our sense of
disconnection between each perception (so that each remains only a perception), that his
poem threatens to break up into a list of unrelated, or infinitely relatable parts: ‘Springs,
passing, —arm waved,/ Shrieks, unbalanced by the motion—’. Oppen appears to distrust

the metaphorical operations of syntax, grammar and rhetoric that in Williams® poem allow
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the ‘red grass’ to be described as blanketing a field. This is perhaps because of the
predatoriness of the description: the notion of blanketing brings with it a host of
associations. However, Oppen’s poem does make general factual comments like, "The sea
1s a constant weight/ In its bed” (DS, 17: CPGO, 8), which counterpoints the poem’s
notation of instability. This kinetic information is typical of Oppen’s sculptural sensibility.
He regularly extends the mind into the stresses and strains of the forces that work on and
through objects. The spareness of Oppen’s verse allows this shift between the act of
notating perception and the application of extant knowledge to the object to become
apparent. Any larger metaphorical connection between the random evidence presented and
the concept might have obscured the different ways that these uses of language relate us

to the world.

If there is an organising idea unifying the parts of Oppen’s poem, it is one dedicated
to showing us how general concepts are precariously balanced on the sea of chaotic
evidence; a use of the sea’s physical properties that echoes its metaphorical function in
Zukofsky’s ‘““A”1-7°. Indeed, the party-goers seem to imbibe the tumultuous, Dionysian
influence of the sea: ‘They pass, however, the sea/ Freely tumultuous.” (DS, 17: CPGO, 17 )
Is it the sea or the party goers who are ‘Freely/ tumultuous’—or are they both of one
energy? Oppen uses the line break to suggest this without enforcing an essential Dionysian
unity between the two. Oppen’s words follow the eye of the poem’s notional observer as
it is attracted by successive happenings: ‘Homogeneously automatic — a green capped/
white is momentarily a half a mile/ out.” According to these observations there is simply
a sameness, a non-human lack of volition out there in the world, in the chaotic space where

the concept discovers, imposes and relinquishes order. This is what Oppen keeps central



185

in his poem: we are incapable of “contact/ Save in incidents’, and yet through language we
can uncover patterns of relationship between random incidents that allow the growth of a
provisional knowledge. While it can be argued that both Williams and Oppen are

concerned with elemental energies, they organise our relationship to them quite differently.

Oppen’s distinctiveness derives from his emphasis on the ‘incident’ rather than
Zukofsky’s ‘historical and contemporary particulars’, or Pound’s ‘luminous details’.
According to the OED an incident is, ‘Something which occurs casually in connection with
something of which it forms no essential part; a subordinate or accessory event.” By
contrast, a particular is, ‘A part or section of a whole’. In other words, an incident
demands no other direction of attention than towards itself, but a particular, as it has its
particularity predicated on the existence of a hidden whole, both directs attention towards
itself and towards a bigger picture, or gestalt. In these terms, Oppen appears to diverge
from the Poundian adaptation of the Chinese ideogram: he does not structure the evidence
he presents in such a way that it may lead us towards a definite common-denominator or
stabilising concept.” Oppen’s notion of the poem as an act of continually interrupted
drawing confirms this sense that he was trying to avoid the reduction of notated perception
to a unit or switch within a predetermined argument. However, while the relationship
between evidence and meaning is more precarious in Oppen’s poetry, he does organise his

incidents into patterns that are more than simply random, or expressions of randomness,

as we shall see.

9 For a summary of Pound’s understanding and application of the Chinese ideogram see. Ezra
Pound, ABC of Reading (London: George Routledge Ltd, 1934, rpt, London and Boston: Faber and

Faber. 1961), pp. 17-27
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In the early 1930s, both Zukofsky and Williams drew comparisons between their

particular process of seeing and a utopian state of being;

On that morning when everything
will be clear,
Greeting, myself, Rimbaud
with glasses,
The world’s earth spread a rose,
Tose every particle,
The palm of the hand lie open
earth’s lily,
One will see
gravel in gravel
Stray bits
of burnt matches
Glass,
disused rubber,
Scrape heels of shoes,
and not trip,
Not that one will get, see,
more than particulars.
(04, 140)

In the dawn of the first day after the revolution Zukofsky will see things clearly. However,
Zukofsky’s clear vision does not reveal Oppen’s incidents, but interconnected particulars.
He describes the open hand as ‘earth’s lily’, a comparison that suggests the human hand
to be as fragile and beautiful as a lily and as dependent on the earth for its sustenance. In
other words, we are being asked to see the hand as part of an organic whole. Further on
in this passage Zukofsky describes a state in which the imagination will no-longer seek to
compare one thing with another, ‘gravel” will be seen ‘in gravel’; the object will wholly
occupy and satisfy the mind. In which case, does seeing ‘gravel in gravel” mean that the
revolutionary subject has transcended language and apprehended the immanent being of

the object? All that can be said for certain of this moment of seeing ‘gravel in gravel is
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are compared with thoughts about gravel. So while Zukofsky juxtaposes the open hand
with a lily stimulating a comparison, in this passage he tries to keep the referential gesture
of each word precise. Zukofsky uses our perceptual relation to the world as a litmus for
revolution. His ideal clarity of vision is predicated upon a perfected state of being that
knows itself inextricable from the process of matter, and as a consequence possesses the
respect necessary for coexistence within a naturally organised and non-predatory utopian
community. In ‘A Morning Imagination of Russia’, Williams is more explicit about the

relationship between clarity of vision, perfected being and a utopian social order:

The very old past had been refound—
redirected. It had wandered into himself
The world was himself, these were

his own eyes that were seeing, . . .
(04, 109)

Williams’ fantasy of revolution is accompanied by the recovery of an imagined primordial
unity between the self and the external world. Zukofsky does not go as far as to make this
union the goal that he seeks, for he acknowledges that the self cannot escape itself and
become wholly ‘other’. Williams® opposes his notion of perfected existence with the
capitalist ego, which both partitions the world and turns it into a possession, and turns the
self into a partitioned, abstracted and distracted possession. ‘Russia’ is the place where
partitions are broken down and primordial being is recovered. It can occur anywhere:

‘Cities had faded richly/ into foreign countries, stolen from Russia—" (04, 109).

Despite their differing degrees of optimism, or perhaps philosophical
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sophistication, both Zukofsky and Williams define their revolutionary goal as a way of
seeing and being in the world: this is the ideal. Williams offers a vision of the world affer
class conflict has subsided. However, there are radical messages and models for action
inherent in these paradigmatic definitions of being: ‘these were/ his own eyes that were
seeing’. The thought that one might see through someone else’s eyes, while imagining that
one is seeing for one’s self, introduces the question of the degree to which vision, and more
principally the gaze of desire, might be manipulated by the language and ideology it
carries. The journey towards utopian being involves removing successive veils of inherited
ideology, but where should one stop? Does a point arrive when the individual recognises
that he or she is seeing with his or her own eyes. In Williams’ poem, the end of the
dialectical struggle of history brings about a no less ideologically informed primordial
condition of being. As the set of codes that constitute the bourgeois self are exposed, so
another set of values, no less constructed are naturalised. The main difference is that the

self is now concerned with realising its social obligations.

Where Williams is prepared to describe his utopia as a simple union of self and

world, Oppen is more sensitive to the effects that language has on perception:

The edge of the ocean,
The shore: here
Somebody’s lawn,

By the water.

(DS, 20: CPGO,9)

Initially, it appears that each line presents a new perception, with the aim being to define

the scale of the ‘lawn’ (a human territory/possession), within the unbounded, non-human
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situation of the “shore’ and “‘ocean’. However, on closer study this apparently simple poem
is, in fact, a little more complicated. Rather than presenting new evidence through each
line, it describes the same evidence differently: ‘The edge of the ocean’ is surely also a
‘shore’, and the ‘ocean’ is also ‘water’.’® Fach designation provides a different
perspective, so that, because of the simplicity of the poem, it becomes apparent that
language and perception cannot be unbound from each other: how we describe things alters
how we perceive them. It might also the case that how we perceive an object is shaped by
the material context in which it is perceived: could the diminution of ‘ocean’ to ‘water” be
a result of its proximity to the lawn—as though the tamed space of the lawn had exerted
its influence on the ability of the observer to see the ocean as ocean? This speculation may
seem more likely when considered in the context of the poem that precedes it: in “Party on

Shipboard’ it is stated that the ‘(the sea is not water)’.

Oppen’s and Zukofsky’s techniques for the eviction of the reader’s fantasies of
authorial intention, and for focusing the reader’s attention on the linguistic object, can be

interpreted as analogous to Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism and emphasis on

material vision:

Through this substitution, the products of labour become commodities,
sensuous things which are at the same time supra-sensible or social. In the
same way, the impression made by a thing on the optic nerve is perceived

10 Andrew Crozier has made a similar reading of this poem in his excellent essay ‘Inaugural and

Valedictory: The Early Poetry of George Oppen’, in Modern American Poetry. ed. R W. (Herbie)
Butterfield (London and Totowa, NJ. Vision and Barnes and Noble, 1984, mpt 1986), pp. 149-150.
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not as a subjective excitation of that nerve but as the objective form of a
thing outside the eye. In the act of seeing, of course, light is really
transmitted from one thing, the external object, to another thing, the eye. It
i1s a physical relation between physical things. As against this, the
commodity-form, and the value-relation of the products of labour within
which it appears, have absolutely no connection with the physical nature of
the commodity and the material relations arising out of this. It is nothing
but the definite social relation between men themselves which assumes
here, for them, the fantastic relation between things. In order, therefore, to
find an analogy we must take flight into the misty realm of religion. . . [ call
this the fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour as soon as

they are produced as commodities, and is therefore inseparable from the
production of commodities. !

Marx contrasts the way in which the material thing physically imprints itself on the retina
of the observer and the fetishistic aura of its ‘value-relation’."? He distinguishes between
a perceptual connection with material body of the object, and the way in which one relates
to the value an object has as a means of exchange. It is possible to see this dichotomy
reflected in Objectivist writing in at least two ways: firstly, their poems try to notate the
material encounter between the eye of the perceiver and the object; and secondly they try
to encourage readers to concentrate on the way in which their own eyes encounter the
material form of the poem either spoken out loud or laid out on the page. Both these
actions, which were intended to prevent ‘hallucination’, can be seen as an attempt to
counteract the ‘fantastic relation between things’ that follows on from the production and
exchange of a commodity. Williams’ ‘A Morning Imagination of Russia™ is the most

obvious example of the utopian, ‘prelapsarian’ character of Marx’s material vision tn An

"' Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1, introd. by Emest Mandel, trans. by
Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin Books, 1990), p. 165.

12 For another reading of the Marxist significance of Oppen’s ‘photographig’ aesthe‘tic see Hugh
Kenner, ‘Oppen, Zukofsky, and the Poem as Lens’. in Literature al the Barrtcadcs:- The American
Writer in the 1930s’, eds. Ralph F. Bogardus and Fred Hobson (Alabama: The Univ. of Alabama

Press, 1982), pp. 162-171.
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“Objectivists” Anthology. Williams presents the city as the high altar of the commodity-
fetish; 1t is “full of light, fine clothes’. As dawn spreads the revolutionary light that
physically connects the object with the eyes of the observer, that observer declares, ‘A city.

fashion/ has been between—/ Nothing between now.” (04, 110)

The most prominent dialectical pattern deployed in Discrete Series is concerned
with this relationship between material vision, and the consequences of accepting and
consuming the fetishistic aura of the commodity. Discrete Series establishes a clear
distinction between the direct perception of the un-fetishised object, and the object that
uses the artifice of signs (‘light, fine clothes’ etc.) to declare itself to be more important
than its practical application or action warrants. I will begin with an example of the

former:

No interval of manner

Your body in the sun.

You? A solid, this that the dress

insisted,

You face unaccented, your mouth a mouth?
Practical knees:

It is you who truly

Excel the vegetable,

The fitting of grasses—more bare than
that.

Pointedly bent, your elbow on a car-edge

Incognito as summer

Among mechanics.

(DS, 30: CPGO, 12)

While this poem makes no mention of the word beauty, this is, nevertheless, a poem about

aesthetics. Oppen offers the body of this woman as an example of functional beauty. Just



192

as Williams’ post-revolutionary visionary senses no interval to exist between himself and
the world, she is perceived to have no ‘“interval of manner’, no ‘accent’: her body is wholly
‘in the sun” and signifies nothing but its own physicality. When reading Discrete Series,
it is important to watch out for the way in which prepositions position things in the world
in different ways, as each preposition carries a different ontological nuance. Perhaps the
use of ‘in” was unavoidable, but it connects with the notion that she excels, and is more
‘bare’ than, ‘“The fitting of grasses’. This unlikely, even comical comparison, suggests that
she, like the grass, is both perfectly functional and fitted into place. She may also be as
bare as the word ‘that’. The poem shifts us from this reflexive, demonstrative pronoun to
another pointed thing: ‘Pointedly bent, your elbow on a car-edge’. This controlled shift,
if plausible, is a good example of how, despite his nominalist precision, Oppen uses
techniques of a Zukofskian character to let us know that we are reading in and through a
verbal object. The comparison of this woman to grass also implies that she is natural.
Oppen’s alignment of her body with nature reaches a climax in the poem’s closing conceit
in which she said to be ‘Incognito as summer/ Among mechanics.” She is summer in

disguise, and as unrecognised in her summeriness as summer may pass unrecognised by

busy mechanics.

In the original setting of Discrete Series the preceding poem was faced with a

portrait of unnatural womanhood:

‘O city ladies’
Your coats wrapped,
Your hips a possession



193

Your shoes arched
Your walk is sharp

Your breasts
Pertain to lingerie

The fields are road-sides,

Rooms outlast you.
(DS, 31: CPGO, 12-13)

As in ‘A Morning Imagination of Russia’, the city is associated with artificiality and the
commodity. The second line, ‘Your coats wrapped’, may indicate that these women have
their coats wrapped around their bodies (it may, less obviously, indicate that the coat itself
is wrapped up). This description of the coat as a form of wrapping may bring with it
connotations of gift-wrapping: i.e. that it supplies a fetishistic aura of desirability to these
womens” bodies. The poem goes on to judge that they treat their hips as ‘a possession’,
which may lead us to infer that they are being treated as form of sexual commodity.
Whereas the woman in the facing poem has an ‘unaccented’ face, the women in this poem
walk with a ‘sharp’ accent. Their bodies ‘Pertain to lingerie’. ‘Pertain’ denotes, along
with the simple notion of relatedness, that their bodies are possessed by their clothes. In
other words, they are defined by their clothing, and not only that, they are cut off from the
four-dimensional material world as a consequence of their fascination with the value of
their appearances: in this poem ‘fields’ are reduced to ‘road-sides’. Those interested in
surfaces are only capable of seeing edges, never depth. In these two poems the feminine
body becomes the site of moral and ethical conflict. There are natural and unnatural

women, good women and bad, and the difference between the two can be discerned
according to their appearance and manner. There appears to be no room in this moral

analysis of appearance for seeming one thing and being another. In the light of this
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judgemental seeing, Oppen’s ethical assertion of the otherness of other human beings

(“Who come is occupied’ (DS, 16: CPGO, 7)) becomes more problematic.

As these minimalistic poems make no direct reference to Marx’s theories. the
connection I have established between the theory of the fetishised commodity and material
vision, and the art/nature dialectic that runs through Discrete Series, may still appear
tenuous. But then Oppen’s poems guide us towards conclusions through the minimal

moral inflections he adds to the evidence submitted in his poems:

Thus
Hides the

Parts—the prudery
Of Frigidaire, of

Soda-jerking
(DS, 9; CPGO, 4)

Marjorie Perloff and other critics have noted that this is a reference to the concealed
cooling element situated on top of the 1930s Frigidaire refrigerator. ” The machine has had
its working mechanism concealed for aesthetic reasons. Its functioning parts, as it were,
are made to ‘pertain’ to its styling. Oppen’s use of the word ‘prudery’ and his description
of the cooling element as hidden ‘Parts’ suggests that those who styled the refrigerator
were in some way ashamed of showing its mechanism; as if that mechanism had a sexual
significance. In this poem Oppen implies that ‘big-Business’ (DS, 9; CPGO, 4) wants to

conceal the messy functional parts of life, not just for the élite, but now for the mass-

i igidaire’ 1 idden within
‘3 1 ‘ arts of Frigidaire’s refrigerators are hid thi
Tom Sharp e o of whic. in ‘George Oppen, Discrete Senes. 1929-1934 ",

odynamically designed curves of white enamel’: 1 ‘Ge _ Serl -
?Ifr(}(cg')r:gc Opp};n: Mg;n & Poet, p. 283. See also Marjorie Perloff. Radical Artifice, pp. 79-82.
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market. This spare and functional poem, which deliberately exposes its own functioning

parts, may offer the refrigerator as a metonym for a dishonest system in the process of

extending itself into every part of life.

Oppen, like Zukofsky, was concerned with that other great consumer durable, the
car. What did this quintessential signifier of modernity, rapidly multiplying in numbers,

disclose about the values of the culture that produced and used it?

Nothing can equal in polish and obscured
ongin that dark instrument
A car
(Which.
Ease; the hand on the sword-hilt
(DS, 10: CPGO, 4)

If the onginal purpose of the ‘Frigidaire’ was to keep things cool, one might suppose that
the idea of the car originated in the desire to move people more swiftly. Is it the case, then,
that this original need, which the car should have expressed through its function, has been
obscured by the accentuations of decoration? This was, after all, the era of ‘streamlined’
design. The word ‘polish® may work synecdochically for all that is polished on a car—the
chrome, glass and leather work—details that signified, in the 1930s car-market, the
modernity and luxuriousness of the product. How the lines, ‘(Which./ Ease; the hand on
the sword-hilt’, are related to the car, either escapes explanation, or requires the
construction of a link that spans the intrusive linguistic interruption of the emphatically

isolated word ‘(Which.” 1t is possible to read ‘(Which.” as the final word trailing off the

interrupted phrase beginning, ‘Nothing can equal. . .. One could even wonder over
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‘Which’ as if it were a question of which car to chose? But I would argue that this is an
nstance of the poem refusing to present itself as a polished surface in which an objective
reflection of the world appears. Oppen’s poem shows the reader those often hidden
linguistic nuts and bolts that tie together words into phrases capable of producing complex
imagistic effects. Through this moment of interruption, Oppen counter-points the image
of the car with a reflexive indication of his own stripped-down linguistic mechanism.
However, despite the emphatic nature of this interruption there are opportunities to restore
connections between the linguistic material that lies on either side. It would be hard to
ignore the connection between the car described as a ‘dark instrument’, and ‘the hand on
the sword-hilt’. Do we ‘ease’ off the hand-brake as we once drew a sword, full of desire
to exert and extend our power? If so, then the linguistic interruption is all the more
important, for it prevents us from using the poem as a mirror in which the projection of our

desire may be fully realised.

In addition to this equation of functionality with transparency, Oppen also equates

functionality with the perception of an object’s material solidity:

Closed car—closed in glass

At the curb,

Unapplied and empty:

A thing among others

Over which clouds pass and the
alteration of lighting,

An overstatement

Hardly an exterior.

Moving in traffic

This thing is less strange——

Tho the face, still within it,

Between glasses—place, over which
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time passes—a false light,
(DS, 15: CPGO, 6)

In this poem the car is ‘closed’. It separates any one who inhabits its from the space
outside. In the context of the poem beginning ‘O city ladies’, this gives the car’s
appearance a negative value, as if the space inside were a possession that possessed the
possessor; a space capable of alienating the individual from the four-dimensional material
world. Curiously, the driver is said to be ‘between glasses’, which presumably means that
he is enclosed between the windowed sides of the car. The strangeness of this description
does two things: firstly it emphasises that, while these windows allow the eyes to gaze out,
they in fact form a solid material barrier between the observer and the world; and secondly,
it defamiliarises the object and helps to establish the sense that this poem tries to observe
human progress from an alien, unknowing, and elemental perspective. One gets the sense
that the poem is trying to cast the eye of language over the object with the unhuman
indifference of altering light. However, this stylisation of the void’s perspective is coupled
with a distinctly moral and logical intelligence, as we shall see. From this exterior
perspective the ‘unapplied’ car gives no indication of its reason for existence; 1t 1S as
purposeless in the same way that one might say a stone is purposeless: it is simply a “thing
among things’. However, unlike a stone, when idle the surface of this car is an
‘overstatement’, and ‘Hardly an exterior’: from which comments one might infer that for
the observer the car signifies (or states) more than it acts out, and as a correlative of this
disparity loses the material quality of exteriority. This weakening of its exterior may be

related to the light reflected off its polished windows and surfaces—surfaces that, as we

have seen, have been given a negative value. The judgemental activity of this poem
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becomes more explicit as it reaches its close, but does not reveal the criterion according
to which it arrives at its true/false statement. However, as is hopefully becoming apparent,
it is possible to deduce Oppen’s epistemological and ontological categories. Oppen is
judging the car on two levels; by what it signifies (states) about itself and its quality of
material being. When applied the car becomes ‘less strange’, in other words it explains its
existence. This positive realisation, or sohidification, of the car’s matenial form through
action, is qualified by the way i which its surfaces interact with the light, and by the way
in which, though it may reveal its solidity for the observer, the car deprives the figure
within of a sense of the exterior world. This is the only way I have been able to understand
how light, which has been associated with the otherness of natural forces surrounding and
entering the city, can become “false light”. While one could simply say that the car is used
to reflect the metaphorical ‘light of the times’ (which happen to be false), there is enough
evidence to suggest that the car itself, according to the observer’s judgement, infects the
neutral otherness of light with its false being and significance: it provides an incidental

origin for the generalising metaphor.

The poem beginning ‘Closed car’ is matched, on the opposing page in Discrete
Series, with a poem that describes a boat. This poem is the only one that survived from the
1932 group. The revisions made for its republication involved only minor changes of
lineation, and the removal of its numbering and sub-title ‘v CAT BOAT . By cutting the
number, Oppen rectified the contradiction of having a poem numbered according to a

predictable mathematical series (i.e. x+1), in a group of poems bearing the title ‘Discrete

Series’. A discrete series, as Oppen described later, is a "series of terms each of which is

empirically true’, 1.€. generated according to reference to objects external to the series and
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not according to a discernable mathematical formula, ™*

The mast
Inaudibly soars; bole-like, tapering;
Sail flattens from it beneath the wind.
The limp water holds the boat’s round
sides. Sun
Slants dry light on the deck.
Beneath us glide
Rocks, sand, and unrimmed holes.
(DS, 14: CPGO, 6)

Compared with the two poems that Oppen cut, it is hard to find anything to say about the
simple grammar and syntax of this poem without veering into critical ‘overstatement’—a
tendency difficult to avoid when reading such suggestive poems. Glancing across at what
Oppen says about the car it becomes apparent that the boat allows the observer to relate to
the world in a very different way. It has an open, solid exterior that, like the ‘Tug against

the river—’ (DS, 21: CPGO, 9) in another poem, reveals the presence and force of the

elements it works with and against. And like a ‘Bolt/ In the frame/ Of the building ’
(DS, 25: CPGO, 10), it is fitted to its function and connected into the world by its load-
bearing work. It is in and open to the ‘weather-swept’” world-space that ‘Maude
Blessingbourne’, in the initial poem of Discrete Series, perceives beyond the ‘window-

/glass’ in a moment of ‘boredom’ induced clarity; a space she can see into but cannot enter

" George Oppen, ‘Interview with L.S. Dembo’, Contemporary Literature? 10 (1969), ‘l 59-177. Rp(;
in The Contemporary Writer: Interviews with Sixlegn Poet a'r.td Nm.'elzsrs. eds. L/.)S Demb70 la;\
Cyrena N. Pondrom (Madison, Wisconsin: The Univ. of \Mscon’sn_l Prfrss. 1972), p.' 17_- 0(.1
Quoted in Tom Sharp, ‘George Oppen, Discrele Series, 1929-1934’, in (;eorge Oppen: Aan an

Poet, loc. cit., pp. 276-277.
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(Poetry, 256-257: DS, 7: CPGO, 3).” Oppen’s poem constructs a process of seeing and

kinetic sensing that plots a vertical line through space. It locates the body of the observer
within the coordinates of a man-made structure; a structure whose extent is made all the
more prominent by virtue of its existence within the un-marked elemental space of the
ocean. The notion of the boat gliding over ‘unrimmed holes’ emphasises the dialectical
relationship between boat and sea-space developed in this poem. Where a boat may have
rimmed port-holes, the sea-bed has ‘unrimmed holes’; the sea is everything that the boat
is not, and vice versa. And yet the sea-bed can only be known in terms of the negation of

the boat; in other words its otherness can only be measured against the known.

If the boat provides the subject with a structure through which he or she can engage
with space and natural forces, then it becomes possible to draw an analogy between its
functional, open structure, and the action of simple referential language. Later in the

collection another poem offers the opportunity to make this connection:

O what O what will
Bring us back to
Shore,

the shore

Coiling a rope on the steel deck
(DS, 34. CPGO, 13)

The vocative ‘O’ and repetitions have an almost melodramatic quality in the context of

Discrete Series’ studied understatement. The question these words pose 1S answ ered. |

February 1931 issue of Poetry (256-

15 i ion of this poem, included in the
In the first published version o P that lessens the tension between the

257), ‘window-glass’ is not split over two lines; a difference
visual penetrability ‘window’, and the physical obstruction created by the glass.
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would argue, by the simple referential action of the language used in the final line of the
poem: as rope may secure a boat to the shore, so language, used to indicate a thing without
any emotive or metaphorical embellishment, may return “us’ to the common shores of
material experience. While we may not agree upon what words like ‘beauty’ or ‘truth’
point us towards, we, who know the uses of words, know what ‘rope’ points at and can tell
from the reaction of others that they know this too. It is through this empirical testing of
the function of words which we have agreed to use in a certain way, that our co-existence
is ratified and the boundaries of solipsism, if not physically overcome, are at least

overcome by faith in the evidence of other beings.

Discrete Series points the reader towards an ethical system it refuses to state
explicitly. While Oppen emphasises the otherness of the object and implies that objective
knowledge is impossible, he is nevertheless allows himself to make true/false propositions
predicated on its appearance. He aligns practicality and functionality with naturalness. An
object whose form matches its function ‘declares’ its origin and purpose in its material
shape. Such objects are open, authentic and explicit. The antitheses of these values can
be summarised in two terms: artfulness and decoration. In this period of economic
emergency, luxuriousness possessed connotations of bourgeois decadence, and perhaps as
a consequence Oppen associates them with the dark shadow of the lie. His particular
art/nature dialectic depends on the belief that human-beings and man-made things are

justified only through their productive actions. This ethic cxtends from a basic

epistemology and ontology that could be summarised in this way: a thing can only truly be
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known in terms of what it does. In other words, being-in-action and meaning are
contingent. When an object looks like it will do a task that it cannot actually perform there
occurs a discrepancy between being and meaning, and as a consequence the object’s
meaning and being become obscure. In the context of Oppen’s emphasis on the precise
description of the process of perception, it would be hard for Pound to level the accusation
that Oppen had lost a sense of ‘language as language’. As has been shown, Oppen takes
a step away from his early linguistic experiments and moves towards the construction of
a relation between language and things that is neither ‘slushy’ nor ‘inexact’. He retains the
reflexive gesture in his poetry in order, occasionally, to point out that the evidence
presented by the poem is being mediated by the values implicit in the language of the
poem. There is no direct access to the thing itself even if a poem may appear to present
things simply and clearly. It is possible to see Oppen’s increased precision within the
context of Pound’s alignment of precise naming and good government discussed in chapter
two. However, the function of Oppen’s dual emphasis on referentiality and the materiality
of the text is never explicitly put in the harness of such an ambitious, totalistic ethical
system: its purpose is more open to interpretation. One could argue that it is simply
designed to guide us towards moments of ecstatic wonder over the presence of ourselves
in the world, and to promote a respect for its otherness. How we might construct a social

system in which such experiences and relations are allowed to develop is left open to

suggestion.
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It would take another dissertation to describe how each of the writers [ have
considered in this study developed after their association with Zukofsky’s Objectivist
project. Instead of identifying their various responses to the possibility of a social
revolution receding, and to the increasing inability of the USSR propaganda machine to
mask Stalin’s brutality, I am going to summarise my discoveries through a verv brief
consideration of the continuing relevance of the ‘Objectivist’ aesthetic. [ am going to limit
the scope of these final remarks to the work of Oppen and Zukofsky, as, to my mind, their
work epitomises most clearly the relationship between music and vision, reflexivity and

referentiality, that this thesis has explored.

On first hearing Oppen’s later poems I felt as if I were being returned to a world |
had experienced but not known how to describe. After three years of studying the
Objectivists it is still the particular way in which Oppen’s poetry reintroduces me to the
material world that matters to me. A line such as, ‘Pride in the sandspit wind this ether this
other this element all’ (CPGO, 205) still communicates the awe of being in and of the
moving elemental world. The absence of punctuation and the heaping of the demonstrative
pronouns re-creates the fluent struggle to find words adequate enough to describe the
experience. It records and recreates a moment in which, as Oppen puts it elsewhere. “the
pure joy/ Of the mineral fact’ (CPGO, 148) bubbles up because the meaning of the
elemental world is ultimately ‘impenetrable’ (CPGO, 148) and “other’ to the facts that may
predict it. The only fact becomes the fact of the world’s and the observer’s recurrent and
irrefutable existence—a realisation that creates a kind of sublime moment of unsteadiness

and awe, and calls forth a faith in the existence of the external world. Oppen’s poetry
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contains many such small ecstasies, or openings, that happen when consciousness suddenlyv

realises the strangeness of its presence in the world and the strangeness of its co-existence

with other people:

Phyllis—not neo-classic,
The girl’s name is Phyllis—

Coming home from her first job

On the bus in the bare civic interior

Among those people, the small doors

Opening on the night at the curb

Her heart, she told me, suddenly tight with happiness—
So small a picture,

A spot of light on the curb, it cannot demean us
(CPGO, 154)

Why should the smallness of the event cherished in this poem ‘demean us’? Why
does Oppen preface his description of the primal encounter with the otherness of the
‘sandspit wind’ with the word ‘Pride’?— an unlikely emotion given the lack of self-
reflection that occurs in his poetry. These instances suggest a psychological economy of
shame and resistance, in which pride operates as a counteractive measure. Oppen’s pride
indicates that there should be no shame in accepting small, discrete, luminous occurrences

as “all’ there is. With a more affirming tone he reiterates Reznikoff’s teaching expressed

in poem ‘LXVII’ of Jerusalem the Golden:

The sun shining on the little waves of the bay, the

little leaves of the hedge—
with these I school myself to be content.

(Jerusalem, LXVIIL, 20)
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Such small incidents only become shameful if we accept the teaching of mythologies that
attribute the partial nature of our perception and knowledge to our own failings; failings
which caused our fall from ideal existence—Of this was told/ A tale of our wickedness.
/ Tt is not our wickedness.” (CPGO, 147) Oppen transforms this negative reading of the

limits of our knowledge, by offering the perception of discontinuity as the source within

which the foundation of existence may be ecstatically re-encountered.

In Oppen’s poetry, seeing ‘this ether this other” involves a journey to the ‘outer/
Limit of the ego’ (CPGO, 205) . This does not culminate in self-transcendence, but an act
of imaginative transformation and re-vision. It yields a position of conceptual quietness
from which to view the ‘city of the corporations/ Glassed/ In dreams/ And images—’
(CPGO, 148). This perspective, first offered in Discrete Series, is of continuing
importance. Now, more than ever, it is difficult to get beyond the glass and dreams of late
capitalism and contact, nakedly, the primordial spaces of the ocean, the ether and the
plateau beyond ‘The asphalt edge’ (DS, 16; CPGO, 7). Itis difficult to see beyond the
array of desires and life-styles we are encouraged to buy into and act out; difficult to have
an ‘authentic’, fundamental experience of existence. Oppen asks us to reach back to this
origin, but considers that we are ‘unable to begin/ At the beginning’; we are condemned
to be ‘shoppers,/ Choosers, judges’ (CPGO, 156). Of course this is a rather sweeping
judgement, and if we were to accept Oppen’s critique of our competitive and appetitive

culture there would be no competitive sports (CPGO, 156). One might also legitimately

question the possibility of returning to this origin, and to a state of unknowing. credulous

awe. However, whether or not one believes it possible to be illuminated by the otherness

of the world does not matter as much as the fact that in seeking out this contact we
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defamiliarise the world and the values we are asked to accept unquestioninglv. This vision
may not be as difficult to achieve as it sounds. To see a bottle of perfume (perhaps washed
up on a beach) for what it is—gold paint, frosted glass, ‘an image’ constructed through
advertising—is to repeat the Objectivist act of defamiliarisation and to expose ourselves
to the opportunity to reevaluate the values of our culture: ‘There is a discarded super-
market cart in the ditch/ That beach is the edge of a nation’ (CPGO, 217). Oppen teaches
that we may see ourselves more clearly from the existential and physical margins of

ourselves and our culture.

Like Oppen, Zukofsky also continued to question what we know and how we know
it. In ““A”22’, (which, along with ““A”23’, are to my mind the most delightful and

inventive works in Zukofsky’s oeuvre), he writes:

fish purl in the weir:

we are caught by our

own knowing, barb yellow hard
every yet—oink little jangler
thrum—sigh, prattle sea-flood—
(“A4”, 510)

This stanza contains the typical Zukofskian shift from imagistic language to the

materialisation of the sign; from the referential transparency of “fish purl in the weir .

which catches our knowing momentarily, to the uncertain relationships between the words

‘barb yellow hard/ every yet’ etc. Zukofsky helps us to give ourselves the slip in the act

of reading. He offers us the opportunity to immerse ourselves in the semiotic possibilities

of ‘thrum—sigh, prattle sea-flood—". The significance of our world. determined as 1t1s
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by the language we use to describe it and ourselves, suddenly becomes more uncertain.
more obviously constructed. Zukofsky unweaves our identities. He uses language to help
us liberate ourselves from the fetters of language; to help us recognise our own otherness
to the many discourses of the “self”. As the image of the fish in the weir breaks up into the
‘prattle’ of words it as 1f are being slipped into a semiotic stream in which our energies of

attention and interpretation are allowed to “purl’; which is to my mind reason enough for

reading Zukofsky.
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