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INTRODUCTION

Reading for Form

SUSAN J. WOLFSON

 

     Have you observ’d a sitting hare,

Listening, and fearful of the storm

     Of horns and hounds, clap back her ear,

Afraid to keep, or leave her form?

 

So wrote Matthew Prior in The Dove, back in the eighteenth century. It could have been a satiric squib on the plight of formalist criticism at the end of the twentieth. Though some of us had never stopped reading for form, the practice in general, as a disciplinary love, devotion, and commitment, had gone underground or out to the margins. It was an aggrieved, counter-hegemonic, coterie remnant of an earlier critical heyday, at odds with sociocultural critique, or, if added into its mix, usually put there to expose complicity with dominant oppressions and false consciousness. Or at least that’s the way it felt at the fin de siècle, with no little elegy for the loss of attention to the most complex, stimulating work (and play) of literary agency. Thus it was no news in 2003 to see W. J. T. Mitchell beginning an invitational essay with a wry sigh about this addiction: “Everyone knows that the concept of form has outlived its usefulness in discussions of literature, the arts, and media.”1


Reading for Form was tracking alongside Mitchell’s obituary headline, pressing against that world in which “everyone knows” the score—often, we thought, without knowing how to read for form in the first place. In exception to the “everyone” that Mitchell performatively overstated, formalist criticism was not only still alive in the 1990s but was exercising new muscle, first in informal discussions, then in a gathering at MLA 1997, then in a landmark issue of Modern Language Quarterly that branded the title of this expanded anthology. If those reading for form might seem to a generation of cultural critics like so many form-addicted hares not knowing how to survive the storms of history, in our point of view, a care for form was irreducibly, inextricably the force of literature in history. Let’s return, just for a moment, to Prior’s invitation to observe. The very fun of this local satire of form-addiction depends on the lively attention of the “you” whom he addresses, a you that is assumed to be, if not an addict, then at the very least dedicated to the audible and visible communications of form. Prior’s verse converses with readers able to register the press of storm across horn to reach its rhyme in form—that safety to which storm lays a claim and against which it gets its own visibility. Prior’s letter-press no less than his figure of hare-sense plays a game of keep and leave: the a-rhyme cued by hare hits the atonal, splayed lettering of her ear. Not a rhyme but a disarray of sight and sound. The natural form of the hare—as if starting out of embodied form into the derangements of poetic form—works conspicuously, proactively, in excess of the definition Dr. Johnson gave form in his dictionary (citing these very lines as his instance): “the seat or bed of a hare.”

Keeping with form without being embedded in fearful addictions, we decided to begin in earnest our conversations about the creative and critical work of written forms. We weren’t compacting with that 1980s-Reagan-era school of American poetry called “New Formalism,” a throwback to the New Formalism of the 1950s, and, like it, invested in a reactionary poetics and politics. Nor were we calling for a new New Criticism, let alone its disciplinary constraints and enforcements. The most instructive New Criticism was always more open and dialectical, anyway. The ventures of deconstructive criticism and the expansion of inquiry into the agency of history and institution gave the best formalisms and

the best historicisms new energy. We were unabashed readers for form, against the grain of those rigors that seemed more intent on information, and inattentive to its involvements with form. Even so, the MLQ event was no counter-manifesto for a new formalism, though some thought this was the only mode of impact. Thus one reviewer of the MLQ issue complained, “it does not hold together as a coherent statement about formalist criticism and its aims; . . . is not a manifesto of ‘a new formalism.’. . . It’s hard to see a new program for formalist literary studies emerging from this volume” (anonymous report). We thought of putting this on the dust jacket as a positive advertisement. Certainly, as the essays within demonstrate, again and again, the vitality of reading for form is freedom from program and manifesto, from any uniform discipline.

A uniform discipline becomes most interesting in its unraveling. In 1998, as the winter of the Starr impeachment inquiry daily dissolved the Clinton presidency into scandals of Gap dress and power tie, the New York Times gave us a brief relief with a foray into teen culture. “Cracking the Dress Code: How a School Uniform Becomes a Fashion Statement” reported a bracing bit of cultural formation.2 “It’s how you want to look,” said one student, unflapped by the prescription at the School of the Incarnation for white blouse, navy skirt, or slacks for girls, white shirt and navy slacks for boys. With the dressers performing as both critics and artists, the basic material proved negotiable, the dress code itself an inspiring resource. Subtle accessorizing (just cautious enough to evade a bust) was one route, a use of artful supplement, perhaps so artful that only the wearer knew for sure. The school uniform itself became multiform, its deformation producing the syntax of fashion-statement: the arrangement of collars and cuffs, the interpretation of white, the use or nonuse of sweater buttons, the number of rolls to take in a skirt waistband, form-fitting to baggy-slouching pants, knotting the tie, indulging the frisson of unseen underwear—all opportunities to perform with and within the uniform.

One student’s gloss on this material culture casually and cannily fell into the form of an irregular couplet (I render the lines):


 

They know you’re not going to totally conform

because half the time you don’t want to be in perfect uniform.

 

My nonce couplet form, appropriately, can only almost conform to traditional formal prescription. What an exuberant playing out, by the teens, of art historian T. J. Clark’s argument that “the work of art may have an ideology (in other words, those ideas, images, and values which are generally accepted, dominant) as its material, but it works that material; it gives it a new form and at certain times that new form is in itself a subversion of ideology.”3

A reading of activist formalism was one of the things lost in “the radical transformation of literary study that has taken place over the last decade” (i.e., into the early 1990s), described by George Levine in his introduction to Aesthetics and Ideology. Levine noted two related negative effects on formalist criticism: first, a regard of literature as “indistinguishable from other forms of language” (refuting the key tenet of “New Criticism”), and second, a more pointed hostility, “a virtually total rejection of, even contempt for, ‘formalism.’” Levine himself, though meaning to be hospitable to a formalist criticism refreshed for the 1990s, slipped into negative descriptions and defensiveness.4 And no wonder. The most influential stories in criticism typically proffered the narrowest versions of literary form to serve accounts of its covert work.

Assaults on formalist criticism came from many quarters, some with critiques of social isolationism; others, of intellectual constraints. It was not attention to form per se that was discredited; it was the impulse to regard it as the product of any historically disinterested, internally coherent aesthetics. Critics as various as Harold Bloom and Terry Eagleton found common ground. Bloom indicted the “impasse of Formalist

criticism.”5 Eagleton’s influential essay “Ideology and Literary Form” read literary form as shaped and limited by the social forms of its historical situation and typically in the business, consciously or not, of recasting “historical contradictions into ideologically resolvable form.” A formalist criticism was useful only insofar as it teased out the “ideological struggles” that literary form was said to displace through “naturalising, moralising, and mythifying devices.” These struggles, “marginalised yet . . . querulously present,” took possession of literary form in two chief modes that the astute formalist critic could expose: in forms that seemed to get away with it and proffer resolution, the critical work was to compel “organic closures [to] betray their constructing functions”; in works riddled with “self-contradictory forms,” “fissures and hiatuses—formal displacements,” “formal discontinuities,” or “formal dissonances,” the critic could argue these events as necessarily part of the work’s “historical meaning.”6

Form in these exposures was virtually equivalent to structure, whether constructing, or prone to deconstruction. Exposing the fragile facticity of form and its incomplete cover-ups was the most powerful form-attentive criticism in the post- (and anti-) New Critical climate. To read for form was to read against formalism: no longer New Critical explication, the project was now New Historicist critique. Thus Jerome J. McGann’s influential but restrictive description of the business in the so-called “Romantic Ideology” that invests poetic form: “Unlike non-aesthetic utterance,” poetic form offers social evaluations “to the reader under the sign of completion.” While formalists take this sign “as their object of study,” historicists will measure both the “experience of finality and completion” and the “trans-historical” claim as the product of a specific discourse of “historical totality.” “Integral form is the sign of this seeming knowledge—and it persuades its reader that

such a totality is not just a poetic illusion, but a truth.” Aesthetic form, in this regard, is totalized into “ideological formation.” The “specialized” analysis of the “formal” will matter only insofar as it can (rather, “must”) find its “raison d’être in the socio-historical ground.”7 The project, as Catherine Gallagher describes it, was to undo the “false resolution” of aesthetic form, and to read out “the original contradiction and the formal signs of its irresolvability.”8 Even with different theoretical stakes, the other powerful post–New Critical critique of formalism, deconstruction, shared this interest in contradictions. Paul de Man challenged the New Critical “theory of signifying form” (language as containing, reflecting, or referring to experience) not only with a critique of organic closure and verbal iconicity, but also with a theory of “constituting form,” with which, inasmuch as it pointed toward a formalism tuned for social and ideological analyses, even Marxists could make peace.9

These are ironic developments for an American formalist criticism that itself emerged in revolt against another moribund critical institution, old historicism. The radical claim of the “new” formalists of the mid-twentieth century was that the writing and reading of literature not only could not avoid, but in fact compelled, a recognition of its formal arrangements—of form, in Jan Mukařovský’s words, as “an indirect semantic factor.”10 In Theory of Literature, a once influential

advocacy for “intrinsic study,” René Wellek and Austin Warren called for a reading of the “work of art” as “a whole system of signs, or structure of signs, serving a specific aesthetic purpose.” This approach answered their dissatisfaction with “the old dichotomy” between “form as the factor aesthetically active and a content aesthetically indifferent”; they wanted an account of the means by which words become “aesthetically effective.”11 Against a then dominant emphasis on content (manifest or repressed), R. S. Crane similarly argued, with a tighter focus on poetry, that nothing “is matter or content merely, in relation to which something else is form. . . . Everything is formed, and hence rendered poetic.”12 It is revealing that Geoffrey H. Hartman, who by the late 1960s felt ready to move “beyond formalism,” diagnosed his own addiction to it in 1975 as an inability to discover a “method to distinguish clearly what is formal and what is not.”13 This unfolding discussion, claiming a wider and wider field for form, was more than an intervention: it was a radical reorganization of the subject and the method of reading. No small part of this work was a primary, foundational claim for the agency of language in the world.

Designating aesthetic agency—the deepest rationale of mid-twentieth-century formalist criticism—had a double force. Form was read as significant; yet warding off the old contextual claims meant courting a kind of isolationism, if not in the best practitioners, then in the general atmosphere. Hartman dedicated Beyond Formalism to the arch anti-formalist Bloom. Seeking a critical mode for a Bloomlike “engaged reflection of personal myths and communal dreams,” he wanted “to go beyond formalism and to define art’s role in the life of the artist, his culture, and the human community” (ix). Hartman sharpened this goal against two institutions: first, the socialist view of formalism as the aesthetic

opponent of social progress (ix), and second, the high New Critical “Yale formalism” (René Wellek, Cleanth Brooks, W. K. Wimsatt), which seemed to isolate aesthetic form from human content. The Beyond that was Hartman’s titular preposition (and proposition) was already cast ironically, however, for the book’s eponymous essay wound up (or always planned on) saying that “to go beyond formalism” may be to go “against the nature of understanding”; the crucial question was whether it is possible to get “beyond formalism without going through the study of forms” (42). One seemed to find oneself thinking in forms even about the possibility of thinking otherwise. “There are many ways to transcend formalism,” Hartman was sure, but “the worst,” he was just as sure, “is not to study forms” (56).

No sooner had he advertised a move beyond formalism than Hartman found himself “more rather than less impressed . . . by how hard it is to advance ‘beyond formalism’ in the understanding of literature” (Fate, vii). Hartman’s addiction was not his alone. Tony Bennett, noting Louis Althusser’s argument that “the real difference between art and science lies in the specific form” of presentation, remarked that the question “of specifying the features which uniquely distinguish works of literature from other ideological and cultural forms” is as much the “matter of prime importance” for Marxist analysis as it was for Russian formalism (their version of New Critical aesthetics).14 So even as he observed Althusser and Pierre Macherey defining “literature” by its unique “capacity to reveal or rupture from within the terms of seeing proposed by the categories of dominant ideologies,” Bennett also saw their task tied to “understanding the formal processes through which literary texts work upon and transform dominant ideological forms” (Bennett, 8). Meanwhile, Eagleton was modifying his earlier polemics on the mystificatory work of literary form. By 1986,

as the new wave of anti-formalist critique was laying claim to ever wider grounds of analysis, Eagleton was not at the vanguard, where we might have expected to find him, but rethinking the principles into an unpredictable play of constraint and lively interrogation: “a literary text is in one sense constrained by the formal principles of langue, but at any moment it can also put these principles into question.” And poetry, the former perpetrator of nefarious formalist business, was now the new hero of this interrogative potential. This “dynamic” putting-into-question, Eagleton proposed (unembarrassed by the sort of sentence we might expect to find in Wimsatt’s The Verbal Icon or Brooks’s The Well Wrought Urn), may be “most evident in a poem, which deploys words usually to be found in the lexicon, but by combining and condensing them generates an irreducible specificity of force and meaning.”15

Eagleton was doing no more, or less, than recovering old but still fertile ground. Resisting the isolationist formalism of early-century modernism, Georg Lukács had already declared that “the truly social element in literature is the form.”16 The social register of form was never really in doubt in European theory. Even that grand master of formal play, Roland Barthes, had insisted on the necessary relation of (old) historicism to form. Writing in France in the 1950s, when it was not New Critical formalism but structuralism that was challenging historicism, Barthes sought to reconcile the terms that this polemic, however heuristically, had put asunder: on the one hand, the “literary,” defined by a display of form; and on the other, “history,” the language of fact and idea. Historicizing formalist questions in terms that briefly interested even de Man, Barthes insisted that any “total criticism” had to pursue a “dialectical

co-ordination” between “ideology,” the historically produced content, and “semiology,” the “science of forms [that] studies significations apart from their content.” His famous aphorism was that “a little formalism turns one away from History, but . . . a lot brings one back to it.” One might also add the reciprocal in the wake of new historicism: if a little history (say, the anecdote) turns one away from formalism, a lot of history brings one back to it. There is really no necessary standoff: not only is formalism a “necessary principle” of analysis, but “the more a system is specifically defined in its forms, the more amenable it is to historical criticism.”17 The specificities of historical contingency become intelligible in their forms of articulation. Actions of form are enmeshed in, and even exercise agency within, networks of social and historical conditions. So if an investigation of cultural formations will improve our sense of the production of literary forms, reading for form will also improve our sense of how cultural forms are produced.

The essays in Reading for Form are nuanced by the work of historical criticism, but none tries to justify or rehabilitate formalist criticism at the outset of the twenty-first century by smuggling in formalist criticism under the cover of historicist criticism, as if that were the only legitimacy. Amid what James E. B. Breslin has termed “an historically informed formalist criticism,” our essays exercise readings for form with a sophisticated yet unembarrassed sense of literary value—and pleasure.18 To suggest that Reading for Form is an intervention, however, is to imply that its force is oppositional, disruptive, previously unaccommodated and now urgently needed to break an impasse or turn the lights on. Our care is rather to heighten attention to the analytical force of forms for our reading, even as we reread the traditions of aesthetic theory. In 1990 Garrett Stewart proposed that a “formalist . . . return

to textual theory” is necessary for “registering the forms of cultural dissemination in both the literary instance and its alternative discursive modes”; in the same year, Peter J. Manning, sensitive to New Criticism’s strictures as well as to its general antipathy to Romanticism, and wanting to stay formalist and Romantic, thought there was an advantage in joining formalism to wider concerns, reading Romantic poetry in connection with “the motives from which it springs and the social relations within which it exists.” Two years earlier, Stephen Greenblatt had conceded, in the thick of new historicism celebrity, both a yearning “to recover the close-grained formalism of my own literary training” and a recognition that “sustained, scrupulous attention to formal and linguistic design will remain at the center of literary teaching and study.”19

Greenblatt’s tone is complexly layered, and perhaps pressed by uncomfortable evasions and addictions. Is he sadly resigned, or somewhat relieved? A dozen years on (originally in 2000, and reprinted in this volume), Heather Dubrow wryly observed that “in the current critical climate, many scholars are far more comfortable detailing their sexual histories in print than confessing to an interest in literary form.” The essays convened in Reading for Form make one thing clear: while everyone is unhappy with the turn against form, everyone is unhappy in a different way. When Marshall Brown and I first began assembling the conversation of these pages, we were struck by how various the cases for “form,” “formalism,” and “formalist criticism” seemed in different hands.20 We had no interest in massaging a message out of the mess, let

alone anything as dreary as a manifesto. Yet within this unpredictable variety of interests and approaches, one thing was becoming clear. If the equation of “literary” criticism with “formalist” criticism (narrowly conceived) was no longer satisfactory, another lively equation was emerging: of attention to form, however defined, with “reading”—the activity featured in Hartman’s, Garrett Stewart’s, and Manning’s titles, and powerfully if ambivalently acknowledged by Greenblatt. What Marshall Brown has said of style—“Through their style, cultural expressions become literary by resisting the idealizing universals into which our ideologies otherwise slide”—is sharpened in the stylistic performance of the literary that we mean to call “form.”21

The readings for form that follow—“for” as attention to and as advocacy for such attention—show, if no consensus about what form signifies, then a conviction of why it still has to matter. All share a sense that the reductive critique of formalism, in publication and pedagogy, has had unfortunate results, not the least a dulling of critical instruments and a loss of sensitivity to the complexity of literary form: its various and surprising work, its complex relation to traditions, and its interaction with extra-literary culture. “Reading for form” implies the activity as well as the object. Many of our contributors focus on the meta-form of form: poetry. D. Vance Smith, Susan Stewart, Marjorie Perloff, J. Paul Hunter, Heather Dubrow, Robert Kaufman, and Ronald Levao sharpen our sense of how events of poetic form (as Derek Attridge writes) resist incorporation “into the kind of interpretation we habitually give to linguistic utterances”; they are not transparent but invite “apprehension as a formal entity, quite apart from its semantic import.”22 Yet their essays go further, suggesting how formal events in poetry also work semantically, especially when questions of form—literary and social—are at stake.


Vance Smith describes a situation in Medieval studies that many may recognize in their own fields: a neglect of, or sheer inattention to the local complexities of verbal texture in the domain of the big picture, whether it is allegorical form or socio-cultural formation. Explicating the medieval theorizing of supposition (formed habits of thought on which sentences ground themselves), Smith turns to an arresting four-line verse of scarcely thirty syllables, dominated by erthe sounding three times in each line. Carefully unfolding the phenomenology of poetic form across this insistent repetition, Smith argues for form as force, a near compression of sense into form that is equivalent to human self-understanding, a physics that may be a medieval metaphysics, a poetic that is surely meta-poetic, and a situated reading of disturbing form that radiated across, even formed, a community of readers.

J. Paul Hunter’s quarry is the Anglophone couplet, which most of us learned to read, in its eighteenth-century perfection, as a deft orchestration of binaries into epigrammatic concision. These well-wrought turns courted post–New Critical indictments, in both the writing and the reading, of the couplet’s ideological and political complicity with those institutional forces that cloaked discipline, restraint, and authority as naturalized harmony and unity. Against this hegemony, and especially in the wake of national civil warfare, the couplet is a little training ground to break the grip of binarist thinking, a mode that “much eighteenth-century discourse (most notably, couplet discourse) opposes, corrects, or modifies.” In Hunter’s lively analysis, the couplet emerges from its reputation as static verbal icon into actions that merge or disrupt categories and complicate terms, unsettling the very ground of either-or binarism. Whether at work on the court, on gender relations, or on conceptual categories, the poetics of couplets find rhetorical power not in epigrammatic closure but in deepening qualifications and refinements. Take, for instance, the famous description of Queen Anne at Hampton court: “Here thou, Great Anna! Whom three Realms obey, / Dost sometimes Counsel take—and sometimes Tea” (The Rape of the Lock, 3.7–8). To show how binaries get complicated even in the artful array of the balanced couplet, Hunter observes that counsel and tea stand for the political and social sides of the court, which though syntactically

counterpointed are also intricated, with take active and passive at once. I might add how slippery the rhyme is, with political force. In Popean protocol, the rhyme of Tea is consonant, not slant, with obey (cf. away /Tea at 1.61–62). But in this situation, Tea provokes a double-take. For a reader in the three, newly united realms of Wales, Scotland, and England, tea may not obey a rhyme with obey—that would be the French mandate (thé), the lingering Continental affectation, against which the English would gradually insist on making tea rhyme with the non-French three, making a point of setting English sounding against French-trained expectation. The semantic of the rhyme depends on hearing both sounds, with Pope asking us to take tea both ways, as only a sharp formalist, with a good eye for social forms and a good ear for their political information, can.

Dubrow’s point of entry is already suggested by Greenblatt’s uncomfortable inability to break with a reading for form. Situating order, architectural and social, in the context of contemporary political and social tensions, the Renaissance subgenre of the “country-house poem” seems to exemplify the privileges of form. Across the genre and its occasions, Dubrow registers disturbing, even subversive, oscillations: the house is a proud aesthetic form that advertises hospitality and charity, yet is nervous about social inequality, hostile strangers, theft by neighbors, adultery by the lady, or neglect by the lord of the manor. Like Hunter, Dubrow finds the favored poetic form—the couplet—implicated. Its tidy epigram mimes the ideal of a house enclosed, protected and internally harmonious; but at other times, like hospitality itself, its syntax opens through double negations what it would deny entry to by the rhetorical front door. The unpredictable play of formalist semantics in this most form-sensitive of genres, Dubrow contends, is a case in point for reading for form, which continues to matter not as a supplicant at the historical and political table but as a stylistic presence with its own force in the world.

In Robert Kaufman’s view, literary form is not an ideological icon but a public action. Like Dubrow, he starts with Immanuel Kant, and shares her sense of the distorted figure mapped onto the “critique of Aesthetic Ideology.” For this critique, Kantianism names an essentialist, transcendental ideology, immune to historical, social, and material

contingencies. It overtly denies while subtly disguising the involvement of art and politics. Kantian aesthetics is far more complicated and slippery, Dubrow argues. Kaufman shows us a Frankfurt-School Kant (in particular, Theodor Adorno’s): no mystifier of political agency but the progenitor of a constructivist theory of art. This, too, is formalism, argues Kaufman, and he tests it out with nuanced readings of poetry by Blake and Moriarty, mediated by Ginsberg, to show form working as a mode of criticism, even critique. Noting that even McGann waxes formalist in observing how Blake’s assaults on visual and poetic traditions produce “a form of action rather than a form of representation,”23 Kaufman, like Hunter, tracks its events of fresh “perception and critical thought.” In Blake, in Ginsberg’s self-conscious Blakeanism, and in Moriarty’s conscious relation to these forerunners, experimentation and innovation gain their force by engaging and working against previous forms and formations.

In reading for form, a local site may seem the most attractive. How can we think about “form” when the field is epic poetry or the novel—often large, loose, and baggy—for which terms such as structure and discursive formation may be more apt? Catherine Gallagher, assessing the end run around “length” (the linear-temporal imperative) in the tendency of novel criticism to read the spatial pattern, or atemporal stylistic detail; Ronald Levao, reading the ethics of completion and incompletion in Paradise Lost; Frances Ferguson, reading the refraction of eighteenth-century epistolarity in the free indirect style in Emma; Garrett Stewart, investigating the way Dickens globalizes the principles of syllepsis; Franco Moretti, analyzing canon formation in relation to the devices of popular fiction—all play out the stakes of what is evident in Smith, Hunter, Dubrow, and Kaufman: forms matter not just as local articulations, or even as local articulations radiating into and unsettling the ground on which they stand, but as constitutive of the works at large.

Catherine Gallagher sees the problem of novel formalism arising from the brevity of lyric concentrations that we learned to love from reading

poetry. Shelleyan tradition limns poetic form against ideal forms, beyond the imperfect durations of time and history. Hence the fleeting instant that, shorn of Shelley’s transcendental claims, becomes Arnold’s touchstone, Ruskin’s gem, Pater’s gemlike flame, Ransom’s elegiac form of proto–New Criticism. The novel falls captive to this tradition, Gallagher observes, because it trains a reading of patterns, repetitions and symmetries (forms, little and large) over and against temporal extension. What would it mean to theorize length? Gallagher takes up the question by proposing the unacknowledged dependence of such spatialized pattern-forms and their key sites of articulation on temporality—temporality not as the flux that form interrupts or arrests but as the context that is the imminent definition of all form: the “awful brevity” of the splendid moment celebrated in Pater’s Renaissance. In Ransom, this temporality makes form into something funereal, the well-wrought urn evacuated. So too in modernist fiction: even as Joyce and Woolf privilege the epiphany and the rupture, they make these moments apprehensible only against a background of continuous succession, a narrative form that at once plays against and permeates these forms of brevity.

Ronald Levao probes the tension between the intensely realized moment and the imperatives of a larger pattern as the dynamic problem of Paradise Lost. In the mobility of Milton’s imagination, theologically invested forms play against dramatic embodiments, and the hierarchical sorting of obligations turns into an investigation of the motives, divine and human, behind such sortings. “Paradise Lost broods over this relation thematically and thematizes it formally,” he contends, and it is no coincidence that this energy radiates into critical debate. Noting that the question “is reflected in equivocations about form itself, which promises an ascent from multiplicity to archetype while serving, for Milton and others, as the ground of individuation,” Levao concentrates this demanding argument on Adam’s relation to the form of individuation that Milton calls “Eve,” a relation that shapes a drama of intimacy and its constitutive role in human identity. Tracking the consequences throughout the poem, Levao shows guiding assumptions gathering complications in their very repetition: hierarchy jostles with egalitarianism, symmetry with asymmetry, precision with imprecision,

and promises of formal completion with discoveries of incompletion. The poem’s intricate and often conflicting formalisms, ranging from syntaxes to narrative framings and sequences, prove inextricable from the language of ethical investment, with the meeting of ethics and form generating a recurring debate: whether the poem leads its reader to the form to end all forms, or to a meaningfully unfinished indeterminacy.

For Frances Ferguson, this indeterminacy is the nature of fiction, and also its seeming defiance of formalist criticism, narrowly described. Not only, she observes, has poetry’s formed language traditionally been treated as the antithesis of the novel’s discursive method, but the novel’s tendency to gesture toward a virtual, and sometimes actual, world of events has also attenuated its attraction to formalism as a closed system. Drawing on Foucauldian paradigms and sociological analyses, Ferguson boldly proposes that the novel has contributed only one genuinely and ultimately defining formal element to literature: the innovation, nearly patented by Austen, of “free indirect style,” a language representing speech and thought in seeming elision of any particular authority, being everywhere at once and more or less continuous with the narrator’s own voice. Taking the marriage-plot novel of female development as her general/generic subject, and, more specifically, Emma, Ferguson argues for an important Austenian innovation: with free indirect style, Austen rewrites the marriage plot from its eighteenth-century teleology into a form that is contingent precisely because it renders community consciousness as discontinuous from individual consciousness. The comic plot of “education” toward and for marriage is made problematic by the intervention of free indirect style, which, in Austen’s hands, defends the individual and in so doing attenuates the very (ideo)logic of the marriage plot: the coincidence of communitarian and individual understandings.

Garrett Stewart, for whom “the formalist imperative is to read, to read what is written as a form (and formation) of meaning,” tests this imperative against what would seem most inhospitable, namely, colonial literature and postcolonial critique. Although his reading pleasures may seem a case in point for those who would storm the house of fiction, he has his sights set on a mode of narrative formalism in which local

linguistic forms register macroeconomic anxieties. Arguing that literature is “constructed from within rather than dictated by overarching design,” Stewart looks at the fine grains of one constitutive plank, syllepsis (e.g., Pope’s “Dost sometimes Counsel take—and sometimes Tea”). Not just a phrasal device, this lexical reorientation of syntax (its main verb forking into double business) is a “formal principle” in which Stewart sees a rhetorical schooling of the reader into more comprehensive thought. His point of departure is the double-dealing of the title of Dickens’s study of mercantile power and collapse, Dealings with the Firm of Dombey and Son Wholesale, Retail and for Exportation—a semiotic transfer from commodity text to commodity market. With meticulous attention to sylleptic agency in this novel and in Forster’s Howards End, Stewart tracks the subtle shifts between literal and figurative references, physical and immaterial frames—the local formal actions that imply ideologically freighted oppositions between the worldly and the eternal, the palpable and the invisible.

Franco Moretti starts with the big picture, “literary history,” and then homes in on another instance of formal agency. Concerned, as Garrett Stewart is, with literary actions in larger economies, Moretti studies the sociology of form in the marketplace, specifically, “the canon” (critical and classroom) and the sales list. Is there a formalist logic for what makes it and what doesn’t? With a masterful survey of the fin de siècle detective novel, he proposes the test case of the “clue.” Why does this element of narrative design earn respect as a form? Chiefly, Moretti contends, because it organizes the fictional structure as a morphological circle in which a potentiality for clues invests every detail. If Garrett Stewart sees local form issuing into macro-formations, Moretti takes larger morphology as the informer of the local. Whatever concrete variables there might be, this narrative function remains constant. It is telling—at least for the liberal application of the lexicon of form that the study of fiction seems to invite—that Moretti’s friendly witness is Viktor Shklovsky, who says that in the mystery story “the structure” does not change. Moretti’s own critical form is not only narrative but also structural and visual. Meticulous fieldwork inspires him to visual as well as discursive mapping: the “tree” figure, displaying the variables of “two formal units”—the device and the genre—is “the real protagonist of this essay,” he cheerfully concedes.

What of the other protagonist, or antagonist: history? Rather like a clue played large, form, Moretti suggests, is the repeatable element of literary history, its term of regular definition and duration. If the clue is the form that defines detective fiction, form is what organizes literary history, without implying that its particular markers are inevitable.

Louis Zukofsky focuses Susan Stewart’s virtuoso essay on how the sequences of repeatable elements in “A” open modernism into a tricky antithesis: the historical object (the it of the Pounding manifesto, “Make it new!”) embarrassing the innovative group identifications (even manifestos) that form modernist self-recognition. This is not just an issue of poetic form but of politics: the poets’ group defense against the political forms that might imperil poetry. Should American writers, Zukofsky worried, endeavor an “organization” to oppose to Fascism or Communism? The question for Zukofsky devolves on the punning signature, the sign of self that inscribes a membership in an organization, and the musical cue for a beginning. “The contingencies of beginning,” Stewart proposes, confront the “formal problems” entailed in the historical and social predicament of American modernism: “the absence of a continuous poetic tradition in time, and the difficulty of finding an audience in contemporary space.” The answer, punning away on alphabetic origin, is multiple forms of A, as figure, as shaped letter, as sign, as signifier, as sawhorse, as a figure to initiate for potentially perfect wordings, and also the densely brilliant punnings on the material instantiations of the musician’s medium. In all these formations, Zukofsky’s modernist ventures in poetic form, whether packing a pun, or shifting the linguistic register, work their transformations across a complex web of material culture (he wrote the book on American crafts), historical information (the epic Gilgamesh, Bach’s Passion according to Matthew), and modernist objectives. It is by drawing on this long and lateral history of human longing, Stewart contends in her reading of the musicality of the poems of “A,” that Zukofsky writes by reading for form, returning the concertedly new makings of modernist form to old languages, and so preserving the histories that propel poetry forward.

In that essay for PMLA, W. J. T. Mitchell takes seriously Adorno’s opposition of commitment to form, to speculate about what a commitment to form might look like, how it might proceed, against

Adorno’s obituary for poetry, “after Auschwitz.” What Mitchell argues for, in effect, is a politically alert reading for the forms that are always with us, whether we know it or not. Turning to the poetic practice of Paul Celan after World War Two, after the Holocaust, Marjorie Perloff performs an extended, historically nuanced reading for form on the site of Sprachgitter (1959), and along the way, the forms of reading and translation that this poet has provoked (from Jacques Derrida, Theodor Adorno, Pierre Joris, Anne Carson, among others). The poised, precarious grillework of Celan’s stanzas, a challenge for his interpreters and translators, tauten language into committed speaking against the pressure of the unspeakable. Celan’s very title—usually translated as Speech Grille, but more literally, spoke gate/lattice/mesh—is a preliminary site of this struggle, evoking the medium, the barriers, the shibboleths, the passages, the tests, the blockings and blockages, and the limits of language at the verge of arrest. It is also the array of the poem itself, its form printing a gate against the white of the page, the place prior to, or beyond language, toward which form points its extinction. Against this grille, Perloff finds a post-war, pan-European mode, dislocated and relocated into a startlingly precise commitment to naming, positing, measuring, insisting on the poem as a presence in the world—a performance of Zukofsky’s objectivism not in theoretical manifesto, but in manifest practice.

All these readings for form are theoretically nuanced; yet their force is in practical readings—of Celan and Zukofsky, of Pope, Pomfret, Dryden, Chudleigh, Jonson, Carew, Milton, Blake, Ginsberg, Moriarty, Austen, Shelley, Pater, Woolf, Dickens, Forster, Conan Doyle. What happens, then, if theory becomes the subject for form-reading? Virgil Nemoianu and Ellen Rooney, for whom this is a disciplinary and professional devotion, take up the question for sustained meditation. If theory is always in dialectic with practice, they focus on the dialectics (or warfare) in the critical arena and assess the stakes. Nemoianu iterates our common starting point, the aggressive anti-formalism, the demonizing of aesthetic form, that started to emerge in the 1980s and achieved force in the early 1990s. Challenging the condemnation of aesthetic form and formalism, wielding an impressive range of international

and interdisciplinary reference, and refusing pat political explications of mid-century formalisms, Nemoianu argues (in terms that may recall Hartman) that better accounts of form are necessary not only for our profession but also for human self-understanding. The sweeping indictment of formalism is inconvenienced by far more various alliances—ones that link formalist practices (and form-attentive criticism) with opposition culture, with liberal, subversive, or radical actions. The most compelling events of form, moreover, involve complexities, multiplicities, and over-determinations that baffle partisan assignment. A theory of form, Nemoianu contends, needs to acknowledge that politics and aesthetic form rarely line up in easy correspondences, and needs to give a fuller, non-utilitarian measure to “delight, love, play, gift, leisure.”

The agency of form that is the argument of every essay in Reading for Form—the way form shapes perceptions and critical thinking—Ellen Rooney embraces the working pleasure of reading. Like Nemoianu, she addresses a debate always in oscillation: for him, “hating and loving” formalism; for her, the implied discontent that ghosts her very title, “Form and Contentment.” Rooney’s essay opens with unabashed purpose: “My polemical aim is unambiguously to defend the problematic of form as essential to both literary and cultural studies and to tie that defense intimately to the figure of reading.” Close-reading the recent critical polemics, Rooney welcomes a reinvigorated formalism, not only to enrich literary studies but also to open better commerce with cultural studies, and even to propel cultural theory out of its thematic ruts. Form, she argues, is not the naive counterpart of theory but its interlocutor, its dark interpreter, its illuminating ally. Her motivation is her sense that the pervasive turn against the category of form has wrought an erosion of reading that “has left literary studies methodologically impoverished, cultural studies at sea, and theoretical practice stalled.” Rooney’s “reading for form” is more than an advocacy for form. It is also advocacy for reading.

Whatever we do as readers in Reading for Form, we are not arguing for any totalizing agency. To treat form as an aesthetic autonomy or to treat form as a determinate cultural formation is to tell a limited

story, to render a limited history. The play of form in cultures of reading is nothing if not mobile, variable, unpredictable. Readers for form are joined only, but vitally, by a care for this, and our conviction that the forms of our attention will persist in ceaseless, lively transformations.
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polemic: [Gr. war]

A. adj. of or pertaining to controversy; controversial; disputatious

B. sb.

1. A controversial argument or discussion; argumentation against some opinion, doctrine, etc.; aggressive controversy; in pl.

the practice of this, especially as a method of conducting theological controversy; opposed to irenics.

1638 Drumm. of Hawth. Irene Wks. (1711) 172 Unhappy we, amidst our many and diverse contentions, furious polemicks, endless variances, . . . debates and quarrels!—Oxford English Dictionary

The form of what follows is polemic. While its content falls short of the warlike and its tone is admittedly less than “furious,” it does represent an effort to distinguish among the contending forces at work around the category of form at the present time. My polemical aim is unambiguously to defend the problematic of form as essential to both literary and cultural studies and to tie that defense intimately to the figure of reading. But this almost painfully straightforward project is immediately complicated by its awkward relation to the contradictory understandings of form and formalism now at play in cultural criticism.


Myriad constituencies have rallied in recent years in defense or defiance of the figure of form; even in what appear to be allied camps, the definitions, justifications, and hopes linked to the fortunes of formalism are often at odds. These pages cannot hope to reconcile the warring forces. Nor do they propose a singular theory of form, a definition that reorganizes the field in its own image. My more modest aim is to give an account of the critical consequences of the assumption that either literary or cultural studies might somehow evade or dismiss formalism. This effort necessarily puts into question certain investments in and fears of what is entailed by formalism: the too hasty identification of form with literature or the aesthetic, on one side, and the dismissive association of form with abstraction or the “merely textual,” on the other.

I argue that the return to formalism is a development of the very trends that some of the “New Formalists” currently at work seem intent on reversing.1 To recover the category and the work of form in literary and cultural studies is thus not to transcend the New Historicism, poststructuralism, cultural materialism, feminism, semiotics, postcolonialism, or any of the other critical interventions marking literary studies in the late twentieth century. Rather, the renewal of form as an operation intrinsic to reading enables literary and cultural studies fully to take the pressure of those interventions. On this account, form is both the enabling condition and the product of reading, a paradox in the sense that Michel Foucault applied to the notion of discontinuity: form is “both an instrument and an object of research. . . . it divides up the field of which it is an effect.”2 The problem of form encompasses our efforts to resolve it.

Formalism is an unavoidable moment in the projects of both literary and cultural studies, fields that remain sufficiently entwined to engage one another’s serious attention and sufficiently distinct to yield

autonomous scholarship and rival disciplinary formations. For a critical reader bereft of the category of form, the subject matter of literary and cultural analysis loses all standing as a theoretical object, an object situated and at work in a critical or disciplinary field. But the champions and the denigrators of form hold significantly different assumptions about what counts as a formal analysis and about the benefits (or dangers) that flow from the reemergence of formalism.3 In some respects, these disagreements are neither new nor surprising. When Raymond Williams takes up the keyword formalist, he points out that it is “quite an old English word” and bears two senses from the early seventeenth century: “an adherent of the ‘mere forms’ or ‘outward shows’ of religion” and “one who explains a matter from its superficial rather than its substantial qualities.”4 Williams traces what he calls “the intricate confusions of more recent usage,” which have only become more convoluted in the passing years, to the “complicated development of form itself,” which in English (as in Latin) embraces two conflicting meanings: “a visible or outward shape, with a strong sense of the physical body,” and “an essential shaping principle, making indeterminate material into a determinate or specific being or thing: ‘the body was only mater of which (the soul) were the fourme’ (1413 CE)” (113).

As Williams observes, “In these extreme senses form spanned the

whole range from the external and superficial to the inherent and determining” (113–14). With these incompatible senses still very much alive, it was almost inevitable that the categories of form and formalism would be taken up by diverse antagonists in “aggressive controversy” and that radically opposed effects would be sought by advocates for form who only seemed to be speaking the same language.5 The forms of contentment that these partisans attach to the possibility of formalism or its overthrow are intimidating in their heterogeneity, straining the form of polemic precisely by dividing its audience from within. Such “endless variances, . . . debates and quarrels” are commonly aligned with forms of discontent, and it is with the discontented that my argument begins.

Bad Form; or, Reading Loses Its Place

A few of the fallen were punished by being deprived of form.

—Fallen (1998)

The loss of form threatens both literary and cultural studies, not only at the level of methodology, where reading becomes impossible without it, but also at the level of disciplinarity or (in the case of a cultural studies that resists the merely disciplinary) at the level of intellectual specificity and political coherence. This threat has been widely acknowledged, though in distinct, sometimes conflicting idioms. Briefly and schematically, the situation is as follows: on the side of literature, we everywhere find concern that the form of the disciplinary object, the formal procedures that make up defensible critical methods, and the discrete form of the discipline as a field are in disarray.6 In this view,

the essential forms of literary-critical practice are either shattered or under intense pressure. The disciplinary distinctiveness of literary studies, its very form, is said to have dissolved, even as the form of its object, once clearly literature, is hopelessly indeterminate.

For cultural studies, the problems are shockingly similar: the rubric names no single project distinctive enough to identify its proper domain, but a panoply of objects and theories in conflict. Torn between its historical desire to be more than disciplinary and the unavoidable insight that “everything” cannot be cultural studies, the field is perhaps even more intractably caught than literary criticism in the dilemma of defining its own proper form. If the traditional defenders of literary studies are disturbed by the displacement of the literary object, contempt for aesthetic value, and the loss of the canon, the authors of cultural studies are equally dismayed by their own elusive objects, a welter of competing (and even incompatible) methods, and a (quasi-) disciplinary form increasingly difficult to defend, intellectually or politically, from intruders or detractors.7


Of course, despite these formal parallels, there are radical differences between these two discursive crises, not the least being that advocates on each side name the other as the primary enemy or threat: thus the familiar claim that literary criticism and literature departments have “hijacked” cultural studies and summarily reduced everything to a text.8 Similar criticisms abound in a wide range of disciplines—everywhere, in fact, where certain theoretical approaches have recently been imported (or perhaps have invaded). For some of the disgruntled disciplinary observers, it appears that any move toward the problematics of textuality, discourse, or even ideology can first be condemned as “cultural studies,” which is then glossed as little more than warmed-over literary criticism, itself a project hopelessly condemned to triviality by its “textualism,” that is to say, its “formalism.” While the rapid translations and bizarre logical leaps of these sorts of attacks are themselves muddled at best, their polemic is clear: literary criticism dominates cultural studies (and through it a range of other disciplines) by virtue of having exported its shameless “formalism” in the guise of theories of textuality that imagine all the world as “merely” language.

One striking feature of this charge is that it conflates cultural and literary studies in order to accuse the amalgamated monstrosity of a commitment to textuality and/as form that is today palpably absent in either field. The charge is not true in any rigorous sense. Indeed, the categories of form, textuality, and reading are precisely those that literary studies needs to rearticulate for itself if it is to contribute its specifically formal methods to the projects of cultural studies or even to defend them as a basis of literary analysis. Nevertheless, this perception

of the institutional power of literary studies in its relationship to cultural studies (and thus to other disciplines), and of its insidious critical contagion, is widespread. A parallel discourse on the dangers of literary studies’ attachment to textuality thrives within cultural studies itself. In this related idiom, textuality as a concept and the privileging of the signifier in the practice of reading are particular threats to cultural studies, the avatars of a suspect “formalization” seen as contributing to cultural studies’ commodification in U.S. academic markets.

For example, Stuart Hall links cultural studies’ stunning rise to institutional prominence in the United States to the problem of textuality. In an essay in which he warns against the dangers of too rapid institutionalization, Hall comments on his “astonishment” at the “theoretical fluency” of U.S. cultural studies and voices his concern that cultural studies might be institutionalized in the United States in a fashion that would “formalize out of existence the critical questions of power, history and politics.”9 While Hall’s formulation of these issues is supremely measured and polite, it clearly locates institutional danger in an overly textual conception of power that is insidiously “easy” and in some sense a problem of form or “formalization.”

Of course, cultural studies’ “terror of formalism,” as Richard Johnson dubs it, is not solely a matter of rejecting the “textualist” theories of literary studies.10 It is provoked by the now commonplace practice in which scholars trained in literature address materials outside the once

conventional categories of fiction and poetry (whether canonical or popular), writing about presidential speeches, television commercials, film, fascism, and femininity.11 Ironically, this reading practice is the main culprit in the literary-critical polemic that seeks to demonize cultural studies as its undoing. As Michael Bérubé notes: “The most striking feature of cultural studies in the contemporary landscape is the role it has played in the collective disciplinary imaginary of literary studies. . . . the project called cultural studies has come to name not only a desire but also, and to the same extent, a pervasive fear” (3). Literary and cultural studies are both divided and joined by their histories, their constituencies, and their ambitions. One fears disciplinary dissolution and the other institutional commodification, one the loss of literature and the other its hegemony. But both are caught up in scenarios of disciplinary breakdown and crisis, crisis structured by the problem of the object, of the form of the proper object.

Literary criticism is not a demonically successful hegemon, ruling by the sheer power of its “textualizations” over an abject population of critics and scholars dreaming of the real cultural studies. Cultural studies is not an unscrupulous invader of literature departments, insinuating indifference to form and a dull round of ideology-speak. And yet the crisis of disciplinary form—or, as cultural studies might have it, of interdisciplinary specificity—is so generally bewailed as to require us to concede that it is real. What is the nature of the anxiety of form that we can read across even the sharpest critical divisions? What is the current practice of form in the field of cultural analysis? And what new formalism could dispatch these aggrieved imaginaries? The answer to these questions is not primarily an empirical matter—it is not, in other words, a matter of literary versus nonliterary texts, the canon versus the popular. It is a reading matter: the real terror is the terror of formlessness, and it has erupted because reading has lost its place.


Formalism without Guarantees

History is therefore the experience of Necessity, and it is this alone which can forestall its thematization or reification as a mere object of representation. . . . Necessity is not in that sense a type of content, but rather the inexorable form of events.—Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious

Given the depth of the nearly universal dismay we so readily observe around us, it is hardly surprising that in certain quarters the call goes up for a return to literary values, a shared literary culture, or to aesthetic experience and an appreciation of literature’s specialness. One might well expect to find in certain precincts of literary studies an interest in a new formalism to serve as an antidote to all too much postmodernity, deconstruction, or cultural studies. Concepts that are not assimilable to one another—literature, the canon, disinterestedness, aesthetics, form—merge in a general defense of form as it was once known through literary canons. A call to honor form thus serves as the vehicle for a narrower project, a defense of the literary or of a canonical content last seen in the company of formalism when the latter occupied a central place in literary studies.

From the side of cultural studies, the yearning is for an antidote to all too much postmodernity, deconstruction, and quietism. Cultural studies scholars are discontented insofar as their critical practices, fundamentally grounded in disciplinary openness and historical specificity, are vulnerable, especially in the United States, to a pluralism that betrays the field’s traditions of engagement and its intellectual canons. Here, too, contentment is figured as a series of returns: to shared political commitments; to what is recalled, if not revered, primarily as the institutional forms of Birmingham (rather than any fixed method or theory, which is eschewed); and to a social space beyond the text, however that “larger” space is conceived.

But if a longing for the lost unities of bygone forms, or for the familiar harbor of a particular canon and its image of human order, home to fondly imagined contentments, is the impetus of a new formalism,

the chances are not good for what is already an intricate, difficult, and urgent project: the revision and reanimation of form in the age of interdisciplinarity, amid the crosscurrents of high theory and cultural studies. Neither formalist nostalgia nor cultural studies angst presents a viable account of form—positive or negative—to answer to the dilemmas of literary and cultural criticism.

In my argument, form is not a coded reference to literature as such or to the great books canon(s) that have been expanded and revised by both literary critics and cultural studies scholars; a renewed attentiveness to form implies neither a backlash against theory nor a retreat from politics and ideology critique into a contemplative aesthetics. But if form is not a synecdoche for literature or aesthetic experience, neither is literature—whether in the guise of textualist ideology or “formalization”—the fundamental source of cultural studies’ hesitancy, missteps, or confusion. As we reassess the rhetoric of crisis and unease in cultural criticism, neither the historical displacement of literature, nor the critique of the aesthetic, nor the erosion of an institutional margin insulated from the danger of textualization, but the loss of the work of form should be the focus of our concern. The widespread disavowal, in literary and cultural studies, of a panoply of formal approaches, and of the category of the formal itself, has left literary studies methodologically impoverished, cultural studies at sea, and theoretical practice stalled—all three robbed of authority, influence, and innovation.

The effects of the attenuation of the category of form include the reduction of every text to its ideological or historical context, or to an exemplar of a prior theory (content)—form reduced to an epiphenomenon; the rapid exhaustion of the entire roster of political and theoretical problematics “applied” in this manner, with the attendant miasma of theoretical incoherence; the trivialization of the concept of textuality, a process that has quite possibly advanced to the point of no return; and the generalization of reading-as-paraphrase, which robs cultural and literary studies of the power to make any essential contribution to critical work already moving confidently ahead in history, sociology, anthropology, and communications. These are all disciplines that have long since mastered the art of reading-as-summary, reading sans form; cultural studies and literary studies must offer them something more.


The extinction of an entire range of modes of formal analysis has eroded our ability to read every genre of text—literary texts, nonliterary texts, aural and visual texts, and the social text itself. The cost is a loss of power for the politicized readings we eagerly seek to project beyond the boundaries of mere texts or disciplines, including readings of cultural forms that are not in any sense literary or (narrowly) linguistic, such as race, the market, the immune system, democracy, virtuality.

My invocation of the vicissitudes of form is not intended to echo those who see in our present practice only crisis approaching catastrophe. But the peculiar fact that the “death of theory”—allegedly at the hands of a historicist, if not fully materialist, cultural studies—has been closely followed by the paralysis of cultural studies itself loses some of its disorienting strangeness if we consider carefully the role that the attenuation of form has played in both cases. The weird convergence of rhetorics of crisis from far-flung points in the cultural-critical field is explained in part by this coincidence. Disciplinary conservatives may be distressed by the apparent dissolution of literature, by the devaluation of the aesthetic, by the incursion of theory and politics into humane letters; some of them, at least, have interpreted these losses as a loss of form. At the same time, cultural studies scholars have stumbled in part because they too have disavowed their interest in the powers and effectivity of forms.12 They are thus vulnerable to charges that their work is journalistic, merely reportage; that it is based solely on advancing new empirical objects in the naturalized idioms of common

sense; that it is everything and nothing, with its theoretical problematics in disarray; even that it lacks historical and political seriousness. The irony of my polemic lies in its proposition that a reinvigorated formalism speaks to what is common to the crises in cultural and literary studies, strengthening both, as well as the by now venerable, yet still strangely indefinite, domain of “theory,” even as these three intellectual and political projects remain fruitfully at odds.

Those critics who have only recently begun to express dissatisfaction with their disciplinary states are, I would argue, disoriented by the loss or collapse of theory, of what Angela McRobbie calls (in the cultural studies context) “intellectual frames of reference” (719). This is not nostalgia for theory as a master discourse but anxiety over the status of theoretical debate as a moving force that articulates disciplinary forms. These forms are themselves inevitably heterogeneous and contentious, but they in turn provide a site for renewed polemic, debate, and the production of alternative theoretical objects. Neither literary nor cultural studies can proceed in the absence of such an arena: it is a necessary disciplinary effect, even as it fosters the transformation and denaturalization of disciplinary practices. For example, as long as a heated discussion is under way on the nature of the theoretical object that grounds literary studies as a field—literature or literariness—the absence of any agreement as to the absolute nature of that object is irrelevant, even a boon. For critics who came of age in the midst of such disputes, the recent indeterminacy of this discursive site above all signifies the dissolution of disciplinary specificity—a form for disciplinary practice, including the practice of bitter quarrels.

Literary studies has diluted the will to form over perhaps the last forty years.13 One result is that thematic analysis has become virtually

the sole mode of “formal” analysis effectively at work in literary and cultural studies.14 Theme, of course, is itself a formal category, and one that I do not intend to disparage as such. But in the current context, reading has been displaced by a project of sorting by theme, an echo of the earliest epoch of literary studies and essays like “The Theme of Music in Paradise Lost.”

This exorbitant emphasis on theme is related to politics, ideology, and, perhaps less obviously, theory. To begin with the problematic of theory: the “death of theory” is now a critical commonplace. While this figure betrays a wish rather than an event, readers of both literary and cultural studies are frequently witness to theory’s exhaustion (or to the exhaustion of theories) at the hands of readers. As theoretical problematics arise, they are disseminated across literary periods in thematic readings of the most disparate texts. This is not in itself a recent phenomenon. One can easily track it across the history of twentieth-century literary theory and criticism: the march of the New Criticism from the short poems of the metaphysicals and the modernists into the study of the novel, the flood of myth criticism in the wake of Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism, the migration of deconstruction from Romanticism into the Renaissance and medieval periods, the New Historicism’s meanderings as it travels from the early modern into American literature. This critical labor of thematization has positive effects, beyond dissemination itself, which offers scholars unwilling or unable to read theorists or critics working in other fields an intimation of the arguments available elsewhere and the reading effects they engender. The links that this process forges across genres and traditions enable scholars in different fields, across literary histories, national languages, and continents, to feel that they are working together, as indeed they are. These kinds of thematizations create discursive continuities, radically enlarging the audiences for and the impact of individual work, lending one mode of

coherence to the always unwieldy project of literary studies. (This critical mass allows “political” readings of cultural texts to have genuinely “political” significance beyond the profession of literary critics, though that is part of another argument.)

The thematization of critical problematics in this fashion has driven virtually every other formal category from the arsenal of readers in literary and cultural studies. Formalism is a matter not of barring thematizations but of refusing to reduce reading entirely to the elucidation, essentially the paraphrase, of themes—theoretical, ideological, or humanistic. The various modes of thematization that currently dominate critical readings of both the literary and the extraliterary kind are no longer simply inescapable; they are the only game in town. When the text-to-be-read (whatever its genre) is engaged only to confirm the prior insights of a theoretical problematic, reading is reduced to reiteration and becomes quite literally beside the point. One might say that we overlook most of the work of any text if the only formal feature we can discern in it is a reflected theme, the mirror image of a theory that is, by comparison to the belated and all-too-predictable text, seen as all-knowing and, just as important, as complete. Ironically, the abjection of a host of formal possibilities for reading in favor of thematic reiterations of theory drains specific theoretical problematics of intellectual and political energy even as it implies the necessity, if not the inescapability, of theory for any reading whatsoever. In this sense, theory is dead in the peculiar way that Stanley Fish once remarked also applied to deconstruction: it is everywhere. But it is everywhere at risk.

Risking theory is the unintended effect of assigning it the supposedly discredited role of master narrative; this assignment is by now a default position in much critical work, the consequence of the entrenched resistance to formalism. When the forms of textuality are entirely prefigured by the prescriptions of theoretical problematics, the loss is not only of a particular “experience” of the literary text or of an “aesthetic value.” Theory itself cannot long survive this sterile reading practice, which extends to our reading of theory as well. Successive theoretical problematics rapidly burn out before our eyes. Theoretical objects that were once strikingly powerful (e.g., “femininity as nature to masculinity’s culture,” “hybridity,” “performativity,” “the feminization

of the racialized other,” “the closet”) echo across the canon, but they seem worn and predictable long before their nuances and historical contradictions, their political valences and complicities with power, have been explored. The very loyalty of specific readings to their theoretical paradigms, their sheer repetitiveness, inscribes indifference to form. Even as the theoretical problematics themselves are diluted or trivialized, the work that only reading can do to register the dialectic of form and political history is diminished, ultimately forsaken. Our theories are exhausted by their repeated illustration in thematic readings; ironically, our arguments are familiar before they have even developed, yet they remain unpersuasive to the skeptical (students, colleagues, the addressees of our polemics) precisely because they fail to uncover formal features not known in advance. Reading-as-paraphrase is the signature of this mode of “textual” analysis, so-called.15

Speaking from the perspective of critical (literary and cultural) theory for the moment, the work of formalism is to resist the application of “theoretical themes” as master codes that reduce every text (whatever its provenance) to an illustration of theory itself. But if this notion of resistance is to avoid merely reinstating an account of the text as an occult object dictating its own reading, we are bound to renegotiate the relations among theory, reading, and form from the ground up. I considered the problem of thematizing theory before the problem of thematizing ideology to avoid the suggestion that the loss of form is primarily a political problem, the problem of readings that are too political. I am not deaf to this possibility. As Bérubé mildly observes, the argument that contemporary literary criticism stresses the entanglement of literature in “social, historical and ideological commitments . . . too

strongly, just as an earlier generation of critics failed to stress it strongly enough,” is “quite plausible” (14). But the flight from form and the triumph of thematic analysis are more widespread than the practice of a genuinely political criticism; the evasion of form is not primarily a result of overpoliticization. Rather, the modes of reading that certain political critics have adopted, in step with their peers, and the evasions of form that mark our theoretical eclecticism are at issue. Finally, my interest here is not in the stress placed on social or ideological commitment or content, much less on the political nature of critical discourse. I am interested in the role that form plays in the reading itself, in the way form emerges under the pressure of a reading or, too often, fails to emerge.

Ideology critique in the mode of thematics uncritically aligns form with ideological contentments or interpellation,16 hunting its enemies across an otherwise barren textual terrain, much as the earliest literary critics hunted images or allusions. Such “readings” are pursued in literature departments and in cultural studies programs. Such “readings,” as they proliferate and even dominate our discourses, draw less and less on the particular disciplinary practices developed under the sign of literary criticism as “reading.” They are not formalist, because they are adamantly indifferent to form. They are not “textualist,” if by that term one means to invoke any of the theorists of textuality, from Kristeva to Barthes to Derrida, because they are equally stubborn in their indifference to the operation of textuality.17 This scholarship—despite its dependence on written materials, literary and nonliterary, and despite what may even be a dramatic indifference to economic, political, and historical questions and determinations—is not “textual” in any critical-theoretical

sense. In its systematic refusal to see in form a necessary departure—for good or ill—from its ideological themes, it entirely fails to constitute a form (I choose that word advisedly) of “reading.”

One significant consequence of this retreat from reading and thus from form within literary studies is that literary critics have largely failed to polemicize on behalf of formalism’s insights within cultural studies. This failure has contributed to the diminished power of cultural studies, and responsibility for it belongs squarely with literary critics themselves and not with some vaguely threatening other of literature, be it mass culture or media studies or queer theory or feminism or ideology tout court. Insofar as cultural studies addresses itself to popular and mass culture, to visual media, to music, dance, and advertising, it obviously confronts an enormous task of formal analysis. None of these forms—visual, textual, or oral—demands to be “read” in reductively thematizing ways. Indeed, it has been persuasively argued that they demand the very opposite, an “appreciation” of the specificity of their formal appeal(s) to readers, which are never identical to any fixed ideological content, no matter how lurid and excessive it may be. A sharper polemic by literary critics on behalf of the category of form—not literature, not a canon, not an easily “floating” signifier, but form—would lend invaluable support to cultural studies scholars who address themselves to linguistic as well as nonlinguistic cultural forms. One could argue that, along with its other burdens, cultural studies suffers the almost unrelievedly negative consequences of literary criticism’s timidity.

Reading and textuality, as terms of art in literary studies, refer to a range of quite specific theoretical practices; these practices are admittedly heterogeneous, perhaps even to the point of the incoherence some observers discern. But none of them provides a warrant to credit the bare paraphrasing of the content of a document as a “reading.” (This lesson is the work of the first paper assignment in any introductory literature course; this disciplinary bias is a regular topic of debate and conflict in any interdisciplinary course in which literary critics form a bloc.) The disavowal of the reading practices that attend to form, practices that constitute form itself as a meaningful content and that animate textual forms in order to bring them into significant conflict with the theoretical, ideological, and historical problematics that

inevitably set reading in motion, motivates the current interest in a new formalism.

Form is an obvious feature of every literary text—as metaphor or genre, meter or style. But the polemic that would recommend a new formalism to both literary and cultural studies must insist that form is also a feature of every (other kind of) text; even formlessness is in some special sense a case of form.18 I have already noted that the expansion of the category of the literary to encompass every kind of text, as well as social practices not heretofore conceived of as texts, is widely seen as part of the problem we all now confront. One obvious objection to the purveyor of form might thus be: Isn’t this where we came in? Isn’t textuality, or literariness, or form (by any other name) defined as a feature of every social practice the source of our problem (“reducing the world to a text” or “dissolving the literary object”), not a possible route out of recent conundrums? I disagree with this view for two reasons: first, this disdained “textualization” has occurred only through the reductive prism of theme, as an evasion of form; second, and more important,

form is not a category that necessarily effects an easy depoliticization, as the remarkable history of Marxist aesthetics in the twentieth century testifies. The debilitating aspect of the “textualization” of the world has not been the proliferation of texts. It has been the mode of textual analysis that this insight into the social as text has authorized. If form is understood as the enabling condition and the product of reading, as I suggested many pages ago, it becomes both theory’s/ideology’s/ history’s shadow and the force that permits the text to emerge as ideology’s or theory’s interlocutor, rather than as its example. In a thematizing reading, the content of the text establishes theory’s perspicuity: content is what theory or ideology critique has always already anticipated, its themes or ideologemes.19 Form is the contrariness of the text insofar as it is the moment at which the reading both blocks and engages with any theory and thus exposes the formality of theory itself.

If the formalism we need now is ill suited as a vehicle to renew respect for the uniqueness of literature, or to return us to the “aesthetic,” neither does it entail a retreat from history or politics, a dulling of ideology critique or anything else that is constitutively “easy.” Rather than confine or contain the concept of form, as a high modernist Marxist aesthetics arguably once did, we should set it rigorously to work in every interpretive practice that claims the name of reading and thus rethink, reread, its complex effectivity across social life. On this account, the sonnet is a form, as is kinship, the market, the nouveau roman, and the television sitcom. Literature or any particular canon can be conceived as a subset of the category of form, so that one might analyze the form of the canon of seventeenth-century poetry or of the neoslave narrative or explore the concept of “literary form” or the “popular” itself as a historically specific and shifting structure, which is of course not the same thing as suggesting that it does not “really” exist. The acknowledgment of the formal reality of these various texts is not in itself a reading;

such an acknowledgment will inevitably take place within a polemical frame, and in the process of framing, textual forms and the varied forms of cultural and literary criticism will emerge in all their incommensurability and conflict.

Insofar as form’s operation in the practice of reading is not limited to literary avatars, formalism no longer guarantees the peculiar contentments of literature. It is no longer necessarily aligned with many of the meanings that have been attached to the aesthetic and particularly not to those senses of the aesthetic that are strictly assigned to artworks. (This point is a subject for extended analysis in its own right.) “Aesthetic form”—which may seem a redundancy—is a genre or subset of the formal as such. A new formalism would include but not be limited to discussions centered on the operations or value of the aesthetic, but it necessarily would place the formal skills that readers of aesthetic texts have long honed in the service of readings of every stripe.20 The methodological range of readers interested in (reading) any kind of text whatsoever, including the social text, would expand dramatically.

A renewal of the category of form can thus lend a new impetus and cogency to the critical work of reading beyond and between the disciplines and their privileged texts. This means not reading form “for its

own sake” (a nonsensical formula) but acknowledging the work that form does in every imaginable text: literary, cultural, social, material. To read past or through this formal work is not to misread but to dismiss reading as such. In such a process, all of our texts are reduced to banalities, that is, to the already known. Finally, even our ideology critique misses its mark, because we have forgotten the critical fact that ideology too is a matter of form.

Form understood as a product of reading entails a revaluation of value whose results can never be known in advance. This impossibility itself makes reading essential even as it marks it as a practice without guarantees. I am not reasserting the subversiveness of literary form, the irreducibility of aporia, or the universality of linguistic defamiliarization. Form is no longer really strange; only our ability to disavow it as we seem to be reading strikes me as peculiar, even eerie. Form is the everyday insofar as representation enables and constrains all our commonplaces, in every medium, and its forms are ineluctable. The fine grain of both the reproduction and the revolution of social life is thus always a matter of its myriad and incomplete forms. To disavow form not only guarantees a kind of boredom, a familiarity that makes the everyday unbearable, but it is also ideological in the most profound sense, as Althusser observed, the absolute form of ideology: fetishism.21

Fetishism naturalizes reading by disavowing form; what Althusser calls the guilty complexities of reading and writing are rendered transparent and all too predictable because their formal grounds are left unremarked as that which goes without saying. In an antifetishizing reading, by contrast, the very articulation of form is part of the task of reading; form emerges from reading’s work, and it advances by means of the reader’s polemic. Recall Williams’s reflection on the contradictions of form: seen as the enabling condition and the product of reading, form is neither the external and superficial mold into which content is poured nor the inner truth of the text, expressed in its organic shape. It is neither an icon nor a fixed or static structure; it is in the most fundamental sense “not given.” Reading is thus corrosive of the facile opposition

between form and content, because it must reinvent their relation in every new context.22

Susan J. Wolfson has observed that Geoffrey H. Hartman, “having announced his decisive move ‘beyond formalism,’ . . . later found himself with a lingering addiction, and the first reason he gave was his inability to discover a ‘method to distinguish clearly what is formal and what is not’” (Formal Charges, 195). Hartman was puzzled by his own efforts to sort “what is figurative and what is not, or what is the reader’s and what the author’s share in ‘producing’ the complex understanding that surrounds a literary work.”23 I cannot claim to have advanced beyond this difficulty in any positive (positivist?) sense: the things that count as “what is formal and what is not” cannot be composed into a helpful appendix. When form is conceived as the effect of reading, the burden falls entirely on the reader/reading to produce the formal and to register its productive and contradictory relation to the social, including its relation to social thematics: this is what Althusser means when he calls on us “to abandon the mirror myths of immediate vision and reading and conceive knowledge as a production” (Althusser and Balibar, 24). A radical formulation of this proposition would insist that it is possible to analyze form in a sonnet without mentioning sonnet form. The work of form is revealed only in the act of reading, and just as no theory is ever fully adequate to a textual instance, no subjectivity ever fully realized in an individual, no formal feature stands as the full expression of a text before reading has set it in motion.

Mary Poovey has faulted literary criticism for its tautological structure, its skill at finding in its texts the evidence its theories predict.24 Although she does not say so explicitly, I suspect that this is connected to her doubts about a reinvigorated formalism. But Wolfson urges us

so effectively to form precisely because she demonstrates the ways in which it allows us to see how “the actions of texts elude and resist the critical arguments imposed upon them.”25 Reading is the disclosure of this action—and the resulting revision of our arguments—not the concealment of form beneath the preformulated themes of theory or ideology. This elusiveness is not, however, a matter of aesthetic complexity or even of linguistic subversion; it is what the reading seeks in the text, what reading produces in the text, the reason it is necessary to read texts at all, long after one has acquired theoretical assumptions and ideological commitments. When the text bites back, it rewrites those assumptions and commitments, it theorizes and reads theory, history, ideology as it is being read and theorized. Form is its sharpened tooth.

But will a renewed interest in exploiting the revisionary force of form enable literary studies to regroup or cultural studies to recover its oppositional traditions? Is there any hope for an end to the dissatisfaction and disarray that so disconcert the practitioners in these fields? I find in Althusser’s account of ideology as form and reading as production a warrant for the view that reading figures a relation (often a conflict), both rhetorical and political, between a text and its reader, among readers, between disciplines. To read is to give form to this conflict among readers and readings, to enter a polemic (Rooney, 187). Catherine Gallagher notes that

 

from 1987—the year that it was discovered that Paul de Man’s early publications had appeared in a fascist journal—to the present, there has been a general lessening of polemical fervor. . . . Younger scholars seem more interested in carrying out research programs than in debating theories. . . . The nineties, one might say, resemble the fifties in that new kinds of “practical criticism” are once again gaining ground after a period of intense debate and reorganization. (168–69)

 

This description rings true; at the same time, the research programs Gallagher observes are frequently defined with great theoretical care and

just as often are politically astute. As she argues, they are by no means a retreat from the discipline’s recent insights.

What is more, the theoretical and political questions these essays in practical criticism raise are often articulated with the problematic of form. They announce problems and topics that require formal as well as political and theoretical responses, even as the texts they examine extend across the entire range of social practices. “Practical criticism” is simultaneously a field of formal engagement, where the wielding of form in close argument over a body of texts is an essential skill, and the domain of polemic, of a direct address to the conflict among readers. Perhaps in this new terrain, these conflicts, whose forms are still emerging, will revive something like a discipline, though its contents are impossible to predict.

Formalism is any and every exploitation of the text’s opacity as it appears in our theoretical fields. The precise work it does in any given disciplinary frame cannot be foreseen from the outside, or from the moment before reading begins. Without such a guarantee, many readers—in cultural and in literary studies—are content to reiterate their convictions, to write them across, over, or into the texts they use as illustrations. The price we pay to maintain this cautious path is steep and growing. But the possibility of form returns; it may help us revise our theories, restore all of our texts to an active place in our thought and our politics, and even, if we can be content with this, give us pleasure.
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HATING AND LOVING AESTHETIC FORMALISM

Some Reasons

VIRGIL NEMOIANU

The present essay starts from deeply felt concerns and deals with matters that are of the highest importance not only for the profession of humane studies but for human self-understanding in general. It tries to draw the reader’s attention to gaping rifts in the studium generale, to define oppositions, and—in a way that may be less than usual—to take sides and vindicate one set of propositions against the other. This “judgmental” kind of argument has been imposed on me by the very state of affairs in the surrounding intellectual world: the open displeasure with and condemnation of aesthetic form, of the beautiful, seem to me frequent and categorical and deserve a forthright answer. A similarly clear-cut response should be given to widely expressed prejudices and severities. The discussion can start from a few specific questions: Why is René Girard the enemy of literary critics (even before he loudly declares himself to be)?1 Why is an innocent and peaceful scholar like the late René Wellek nowadays the object of such widespread adversariness (as he was in the last years of his life)? Why is a movement like “New Criticism” (as serene, quiet, and centrist as one

could imagine) perceived as a dangerous foe by so many critical communities?2 These and many similarly enigmatic questions deserve more examination than they have received so far. They all have to do with the relentless hostility toward and fear of art and literature that pervade our societies even as these societies seem unable to exist without some aesthetic dimension.

First, we are struck by the very oddness of the contentiousness. A relatively minor issue produces an enormously overblown reaction. A few eccentrics choose to play with form rather than deal with the “serious matters” of life, as everybody else does, and this causes harsh anger. Huge machineries are set up to smash harmless butterflies.

Such issues must have bothered some of the principals themselves, because they invented all kinds of outlandish responses. One of the most frequent was the following: Aesthetic formalism is a seedbed of reactionary forces; it is the source of pernicious ideologies and indeed of the politics of traditionalism and fascism. It is a cunningly devised mask behind which malignant forces prepare hideous stratagems to stunt the collective happiness and luminous progress of humanity. Are we not entitled, then, to declare that form and meaning are fascist? This argument was most famously put forward by Thomas Mann in his novel Doktor Faustus, in which a lonely, apolitical, quiet, alienated, sick composer becomes (symbolically) the driving force behind the monstrosities of National Socialist politics and warmongering simply because he does not—do what, exactly? Join the mainstream of banal commodified life? Abandon his efforts toward musical innovation? Or is it because he casts doubt on the perfection of socialized existence?

With less talent but more ruthlessness, this line of argument was repeated dozens of times.3 The trouble with the respective thinking is

rather obvious. More than once we can observe some alignment between conservative views and the critical methodology of aesthetic formalism. However, we can count cases at least as numerous when equally aesthetic formalists advanced views that, in the ideological environment of their time, were left-wing, radical-democratic, liberal. It is not difficult to trot out examples of either kind. After all, the New Critics themselves had clearly affirmed that, ultimately, communism was preferable to fascism. In his turn, Girard spoke more eloquently against anti-Semitism, and even against the enemies of recent critical trends (including structuralism and psychoanalysis), than many others. Likewise, it would be hard to describe Jean Paulhan, Henri Bremond, or Paul Valéry as a rightist. The “Russian formalists” had gone out of their way to explain how their methods could be applied fruitfully to political texts, specifically to those of Vladimir Lenin, a Russian Soviet leader famous in the 1920s.4

Nor is it at all clear that formalists or aestheticists of the previous decades ought to be described as conservative. Ernst Robert Curtius and Erich Auerbach were staunch anti-Fascists. William Empson was a man of the Left if ever there was one. The Romanian critic Eugen Lovinescu was a liberal not only in literary practice but also in ideological theory. Benedetto Croce was well known as an adversary of the Italian Fascist regime. Around 1900 or later the artistic groups of Munich, Berlin, Saint Petersburg, Chicago, and Bloomsbury tended to side with the Left. Yes, there were exceptions in France, Italy, England, and Germany—perhaps Maurras and Daudet, perhaps Stefan George

and his disciples, perhaps T. E. Hulme and W. B. Yeats—but they barely balance out the examples already given.

Therefore the question as to the causes of the critical communities’ systematic, staunch hostility to those who supported aesthetic autonomy remains unanswered.

Let us look instead to the roots of the situation; they may be easier to distinguish. Around World War I it became clear that the tripartite critical system (philosophical aesthetics, impressionist criticism, empirical philology) that was prevailing at the time was no longer a satisfactory mode of dealing with literature and that more and more scholars were willing to borrow from neighboring disciplines what seemed best and most useful: the theory of language, the insights of psychology, the severe rules of sociology, and other things. Let us remember, in particular, that “science” still enjoyed enormous prestige then, even though it slowly waned and fell subject to hostile interrogation by the end of the century. But in the early twentieth century at least a few academics were willing to believe that rules and laws did not have to be imported from the outside but might be deduced from inside literature itself. If every field had its own science, let literature spawn one also. The motives of formal aesthetics are therefore much more innocent or naive than is usually believed. They have to do with the scholarly effort to define a new field. There was, predictably, a certain desire for personal validation, as well as an ideological underpinning. Nobody can deny that the philosophies of universal aesthetic humanism of Kant, Schiller, Humboldt, and others were often tapped. But it is no less true that such theories were often overlooked by “aestheticist” critics or were brought in as ulterior motives, most obviously in the case of the American New Critics.5


Most frequently, however, the political and the aesthetic were not consequences of one another but were enmeshed in a complex dialectic of mutual relationships. Thus I can explain to myself, at least prima facie, the irritation aroused by aesthetic form. It may be understood as an intruding and confusing element that “doesn’t belong” and that cannot be fully reduced either to a causative factor or to a consequent and obedient result. The evidence comes from looking at all points along the political spectrum, for they were disturbed in similar ways by the interference of aesthetic formalism inside the society desired by them.

Let us confine ourselves to the state of affairs that we can observe during the twentieth century.

The Fascist and National Socialist regimes of the early century were by no means favorable to formalist aesthetics. The ideological authorities considered such positions static, not dynamic,6 adversarial to the vitality of the conquest-directed future that was thought of in constructive or, more often, destructive ways. The bannings and burnings of “degenerate art” are all too well known. They clearly indicate that the apolitical nature of formalism was undesirable under the given regimes. In both Germany and Italy the artists more likely to think of themselves as allied with the regimes were turbulent expressionists or futurists, not neoclassical formalists. Even under the less ideological system managed by the military dictatorship of Romania in the 1940s, it was made quite clear to writers and artists that formalism was undesirable, if it was not forbidden outright, and that the authorities were not disposed to provide

financial support for it. In Germany “neutral” studies (even of the most innocuous kind) were frowned on. This attitude was not confined to contemporary creations but was extended to the canonical past.7

However, Fascist authorities were inconsistent: on occasion they made justifications or excuses for “great authors” of the past. Moreover, these authorities, like their Communist relatives at different points in time, sometimes condoned formalism as the lesser evil when allusional or allegorical opposition tended to emerge. It would take a great deal of empirical and statistical analysis to demonstrate it, but I am convinced that we are not far from the truth when we say that leniency toward formalism (certainly not approval of it!) was the exception rather than the rule under regimes of the far Right.

In any case, Soviet and Communist hostility was much more systematic against and punitive of formalism; it developed a full-fledged theory of its dangers to the happy future of humanity. The critical school of Russian formalism, perhaps one of the most typical cases, had been by 1930 virtually disbanded and erased from the country’s intellectual map.8 Some of its members (Jakobson) chose exile; others abandoned criticism for archives and library science (Tomashevsky); others turned to writing “consumer” historical novels (Shklovsky). The tragic irony is that most of these individuals had tried to collaborate with the Soviet regime, as can be seen particularly in Fritz Mierau’s collected volume on Lenin’s style—the counterpart to I’ll Take My Stand, by their southern U.S. formalist colleagues, if you will. Theirs was not, of course, an isolated case. Akhmatova, Tsvetayeva, and (in another field) Shostakovich had tried hard to strike a balance between formal beauty and “acceptable” content. The group of fiction writers (the “Serapion Brothers”) that included Zamyatin, Pilnyak, Kaverin, Lunts, Zoshchenko, Pozner, and Slonimsky

was disbanded with similar ruthlessness. (Zamyatin, like Jakobson, defected to the West.) Nabokov had weighty sociopolitical reasons for fleeing his native country, and yet behind them always loomed a yearning for aesthetic purity and classical, serene beauty, the attainment of which Nabokov could not imagine under the Communist regime.

Such actions were replicated in dozens of small countries that had to take the Soviet Union as their model. One example among many is offered by the work of Robert Weimann, who tended to identify formalism with the advent and the aims of the extreme Right in the West.9 Weimann dealt mostly with Anglo-American and to some extent with German and French authors. Czech cultural authorities were no less leery of formalism, and in Romania short periods of permissiveness alternated with furious recriminations.10 It is interesting to bring up here, as a parenthesis, the case of Bakhtin, who, it is increasingly clear, was ideologically much closer to a conservative attitude. But precisely because he “felt himself guilty,” he was more cautious than some of the formalists. Of course, in the long run he was silenced like all the others who did not slavishly follow “orthodox” Marxism-Leninism. The acrobatic game Bakhtin played between sociological criticism and formalism may well serve as a parallel to the behaviors of some recent Western intellectuals. Although we naturally tend to accuse dictatorial regimes of cruelly manipulating intellectual and literary study, the same is true (in subtler but no less effective ways) of Western and democratic societies. The important difference is that in these societies there are fewer tools of violence with which to punish ideological transgressions. Nevertheless, the examples come thick and fast, from the principles enunciated, and, ironically, the trials endured, by Plato and

some medieval and Protestant theologians to the “bourgeois” persecutions against Flaubert, Baudelaire, and Wilde. In the twentieth century this tradition is recognized in the repeated critical warnings and the huge pedagogical machineries used to blame, “explain,” or “vindicate” artists who, in the past as well as in the present, have not demonstrated an obvious social and political utility.

Thus if we were to choose a particularly aggressive “antiformalism” inside Western or democratic societies, we could turn to no better example than “New Historicism” or “cultural materialism,” a relatively recent invention, which incongruously combines the teachings of some post-Marxists (Gramsci, Raymond Williams, and, to a slightly smaller extent, the Frankfurt School neo-Marxists) with the tenets of an outspoken rightist such as Nietzsche. New Historicism denies the existence of a human nature and essence and replaces them with negativity, conflict, adversariness, and, at bottom, hatred as the central value and ultimate motivation of human behavior. Any suggestion that serenity, graciousness, the gratuitous, leisure, or celebration might be part of human action or of the human soul (even an individual one) is angrily rejected. In this context, even progress is doubtful.

A serious examination of New Historicism and related movements, not to be undertaken here, would bring us closer to an answer to the question that started our essay. However, it is already clear that the dislike and fear of aesthetic formalism derive in all of these cases from a dislike and fear of complexity. Antireductionism is the great enemy of those who persecute aesthetic formalism, a topic to which I will return soon. By its nature, aesthetic writing incorporates complexity and multiplicity, “overdetermination,” multidimensionality, the dialectics of harmony and contradictoriness, the coexistence of displeasure with the pleasures and hopes of beauty. Monolithic integrality, rigid logic, absolute consistency, homogeneity, and all their kin can never admit the manner in which aesthetic formalism challenges them by its very existence.

Even without enumerating or examining further cases, it is therefore obvious that such antiformalist actions are indeed encountered on the right, on the left, and in the center. The common denominator seems

to be the principle of utilitarianism, perhaps because it was a mode that easily grew inside societies that otherwise prided themselves on freedom and plurality, as well as in societies that openly proclaimed their “regenerating” purposes.

Once we admit that throughout even mainstream Western cultural history there have been numerous conflicts and alternating balances of power between aesthetic and anti-aesthetic forces (“iconoclasm,” Renaissance and Reformation frictions, and battles over the “morality” of the theater in the past and of the cinema in the present, to mention a few), we can look to our own century to find some key centers of gravity.

One of the best illustrations of the complex love-hate relationship between aesthetic formalism and the hegemonic critical or ideological community is the opposition between Nietzsche and Dilthey—naturally, not between the two personally but between the options or positions that Western intellectuals have taken toward them. Nietzsche is often seen (and not absurdly) as a “radical aesthete”—a philosopher who justified his relativism and antirationalism by a choice in favor of the beautiful. Even the exercise of power (which, as I have said, connects him in the minds of cultural materialists with a variant of Marxism) was for Nietzsche an expression of beauty. We do not have to go all the way to the (in)famous “blond beast” or to the oracular ramblings of “Zarathustra.” In more moderate and peaceful texts, such as Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, the suggestion of the passionate beautiful is already present; in the early philological work of Nietzsche the inclination toward the “Dionysian,” as opposed to the “Apollonian,” can be readily distinguished. Dogmatic skepticism likewise can be, he suggests, a kind of aesthetic freedom; in any case, the two proclivities help and strengthen each other.

On the basis of these and other principles, Nietzsche dismissed the strenuous efforts of the German idealists and their followers to reconcile rationalist and irrationalist bodies of concepts. His views were enthusiastically embraced by many adherents of artistic revolution, for example, expressionism and slightly preceding movements, some of which became truth and guideline for the extreme Right in Germany

and elsewhere during the 1930s and 1940s. Yet soon we see a Nietzsche appropriated by the European Left (“the French Nietzsche” was the term coined for this unexpected chain of events). In these two opposite political adoptions he was perceived as and declared the adversary of aesthetic formalism and the most eloquent spokesman for free experimentation with either artistic or political forms. Thus (as a reception phenomenon) Nietzsche can be fairly described as a major enemy of tradition, harmony, and “high-cultural canonicism.” His aesthetic dimension is real, but so is his aversion to formalism.

The philosopher and art critic Wilhelm Dilthey, Nietzsche’s much less glamorous contemporary, is for me an excellent example of a counterweight to the antiformalism of Western intellectuals. Dilthey drew on admirably rationalist traditions (the Kantian, for instance) along with a pragmatic use of imagination and empathy in his approach to any cultural phenomenon of the past. He advocated plunging into the historical circumstances of the past and understanding through all of one’s faculties the features surrounding and explaining the artistic work or the event. We encounter no passionate or aggressive aestheticism in Dilthey’s writings; his very serenity is a vote cast for the order of formalism and decorum. The great difference between Dilthey and Nietzsche is that the former refused high-handed arbitrariness and insisted on a meticulous examination of the historical details, an examination impelled by the effort to achieve mental symbiosis with the object of research. Dilthey said repeatedly that philological and other sources were indispensable to a recapturing of history.

It ought to be clear from these cursory sentences that for Dilthey the form of the cultural product is overwhelmingly important in our access to temporality.

It is old news that Dilthey exerted some influence on authors as different as Max Weber and Heidegger, Ortega y Gasset and Eduard Spranger, along with a host of others, particularly philologists. It is also interesting to note the slow recovery or rediscovery of his work and worldview in the last ten to twenty years. (Would it be outrageous to describe Jerome McGann as a “materialist Diltheyan”?) Nevertheless, it remains for me a source of regret, not to say resentment, that Nietzsche, rather than Dilthey, was adopted as a sociohistorical guide and

that antiformalism, with all its refusal of moderate rationalism, was powerfully boosted in this manner.

Other foci in the recent history of hostility to aesthetic formalism fit in with my narrative. One of them has to do with the parallel movements of New Criticism in America and T. S. Eliot’s impact in England and on the Continent. Few who are in a hurry to blame both of them look either at the sources or (attentively) at the practices of the main characters in these movements and historical circumstances. Few are aware that the earliest New Critics (and to some extent Eliot also, but certainly I. A. Richards) resorted to formalism out of a desire to emulate the accomplishments and the methods of the sciences. Their political and even their religious motives came in a remote second. They (like the Russian formalists and the proponents of related movements in Germany, France, Italy, and other European countries) simply tried to do in literature what was being done, to general praise, in other branches of human knowledge and activity. At the same time, their formalism was extremely moderate. Any honest reader of Brooks and Warren or of Wellek and Warren would have to admit that the priority they grant to literariness is constantly qualified by reminders of the auxiliary need for historical and linguistic knowledge.

A second focus that might be adduced here has to do with writers condemned as formalist, such as Willa Cather and Thornton Wilder. There is in their novels, no less than in many others’, an earnest concern for existential issues: philosophy under the pressure of the concrete, the religious tenet surrounded by specific circumstances. This sustains a certain formalist discipline in their work insofar as the “bone structure” of their novels is the more readily recognized, but only a superficial reader would overlook their substantial concerns.

A third, highly ironic one has to do with the “extreme-left aestheticism” that emerged at the end of the twentieth century. As the construction of Marxism-Leninism revealed itself gradually as untenable and usually supportive of criminal practices, its theoretical apologists withdrew into an ivory tower. Increasingly, critical exercises of this kind became abstract and gained a gratuitous beauty as their practitioners separated themselves from a world that, all around them, was moving

in ways that were opposite to their utopian vision or, even worse, had nothing to do with it at all. Similarly, a good many “neohistorical” exercises are capricious, ingenious associations of quite different matters that do not contribute much to our knowledge but instead may provide intellectual delight.11

A fourth state of affairs—perhaps, in the long run, the most dangerous for the adversaries of formalism—is the substantial philosophical defense of art set in motion by Pater and Wilde and continued by others, not least by Harold Bloom a hundred years later (Bloom has referred several times to the “divine Oscar”). Despite their playful, sarcastic, “comedic” style of expression, Wilde and related writers were quite serious in proclaiming “Art” superior to “Life.” The sacrality they invested in art and its forms derived from Schopenhauer and Arnold (and from the Romantics earlier), but it was now proclaimed with earnestness and tenacity; it also evinced genuine opposition to certain aspects of social modernization (like capitalism). To the extent that hostility to aesthetic formalism is justified at all, it is primarily this (“armored”) mode that merits it.

The fifth case that I would like to bring up deals with “moderate formalists,” theoreticians as different as Mikhail Bakhtin, Umberto Eco, Wolfgang Iser, Kenneth Burke, Frederick Turner, and, of course, others.12 All of these critics were aware of the fundamental importance of form, but for various reasons they avoided both the radical aestheticism of Wilde and a commitment to the nonfigurative and non-harmonic

position of twentieth-century high-cultural modernism. In some cases (Bakhtin) the reasons were political persecution and wholly justified fear; in others (Iser) philosophical prudence might have played a role; Burke and Eco (if some judicious speculation may be allowed) probably did not want to separate themselves from the “interpretive communities” to which they prominently belonged. However, each critic spoke strongly in favor of the need for aesthetics, the need for form, and the role of literary-artistic endeavor as “equipment for living.” Each believed that it was precisely the gratuitous (or asocial) character of aesthetic formalism that made it useful and, ultimately, indispensable to a fully realized human existence. The moderate formalists tried to act as a bridge between social utilitarianism and aesthetic formalism. Their project had only limited success, however, since the enemies of formal art could not be easily appeased: ideological purity remained their intense concern, and they could not make concessions.

I find some of the theories of the political philosopher Michael Oakeshott useful in explaining to myself the tenacity of opposition to aesthetic formalism. I refer primarily to a posthumously published work, written after World War II and finished, apparently, in 1952, in which Oakeshott offers formulations about the “politics of faith” and the “politics of scepticism” that guided his thinking from the 1930s to the 1980s.13 He has reservations concerning “rationalistic” policy that has been turned into ideology (as he recognized it in the work of Friedrich von Hayek),14 and he devotes many pages to the dangers of the “politics of scepticism” (e.g., 68–116). Nevertheless, it is clear, here as elsewhere, that Oakeshott’s sympathies lie on the other side, and his argument is a serious warning against the “politics of faith,” which he sees spreading in the twentieth century,

at almost every point of the political spectrum, from left to right. “In the politics of faith,” Oakeshott says, “governing is the minute and comprehensive control of all activities” (92), and he envisions “a community organized expressly for the exclusion of vicissitude,” in which “the most minute and relentless control of all activities will be called for” (100). More specifically, “the enterprise of communism is to simplify not merely political activity, but all activity whatsoever; all problems are reduced to one problem. . . . It is the ideal model of all simple styles of politics, and its pedigree may be traced back to the early projects of escape from complexity in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” (120). By way of contrast, Oakeshott sets up and praises “the great sceptical tradition” (even as he admits that not all of those cited were “unabated sceptics”: Augustine, Pascal, Hobbes, Locke, Halifax, Hume, Burke, Paine, Bentham, Coleridge, Burckhardt, Tocqueville, Acton [129]).

The reason that Oakeshott’s model of political analysis is attractive to me, and the reason that I find it applicable to an examination of the synchronic aesthetic debates, lies in such key words as “escape from complexity” and “minute and relentless control.” It seems to me that hostility to the subtleties of formalist literary practice and critical analysis derives from this desperate yearning for simplicity. The hosts of form haters seek not to protect us from an excess of order, as they would have us believe, but to put all sectors of human activity and behavior, down to our smallest gestures, glances, and innermost thoughts, under the control of a single purpose: a “perfection” that I, like Oakeshott, think ought to be placed between quotation marks. By contrast, the “perfection” pursued by aesthetic formalism is one of openness, a restoration of “the understanding of . . . complexity” (128), “the faculty of not taking the words of our political vocabulary in their utmost extent” (123). In this context aesthetic formalism would be a minimum of ruling necessary for the smooth functioning of a community.

It is interesting to note that this minority view in aesthetics finds support not only in some political modes of scrutiny (themselves minority and marginal) but also in religion and science.

In the “cutting-edge” sciences recently, strict logic and rigid determinism have fallen from once absolute power. The laws and principles

of Laplace and Newton, of Euclid and even Darwin, are nowadays regarded as governing specialized or local areas inside wider, “fuzzier” wholes. Microphysics speaks of the “freedom of will” of the tiniest units. Relativism and indeterminacy as formulated by Gödel, Heisenberg, Einstein, and Poincaré are given pride of place. The theories of chaos and complexity push things even farther. Studies on the “aesthetics of science” are frequent.15 The spiritual implications of “big bang” and other astrophysical theories have often been commented on.

It is appropriate to compare such renewed theories with trains of thought derived from religion. Major theologians find in aesthetic form sturdy allies and useful analogies. The names of Hans Urs von Balthasar in Catholicism and Emmanuel Lévinas in Judaism come to mind, but there are many others.16 The principle of subsidiarity, carefully shaped in papal encyclicals for almost one hundred years, is becoming a cornerstone of secular political theory and institution building.

Such analogies ought to give us pause: they are too striking to be dismissed as mere coincidences. On the contrary, they indicate mutually confirmatory patterns. Aesthetic forms appear spontaneously, not as a result of intentional rational-utilitarian maneuvers, in many parts of the universe and human society. That they can be subsequently used in one practical way or another is certain. Nevertheless, it is an error to regard them as deliberate, rather than as unanticipated expressions of natural and social productivities, as ways in which things function ineluctably.


The ultimate question in connection with aesthetic formalism is probably the following: Is this mode of thinking similar to “the prison-house of language”? More clearly: Must any vindication of it resort to some sort of utilitarianism? Is aesthetic formalism obliged to be socially useful? The question is more philosophical than literary-critical, and therefore it has to look back to its roots. I can think of two answers.

The first is a paradox. The attraction for coherence that makes formalism so suspect is recognizable more often among the adversaries of formalism. Indeed, formalism is a behavior that can be detected either among highly pluralistic forms of organization or among those that assume a level of (an opening toward) transcendence. In both cases, coherence is shaky, even absent. In pluralistic or “multicentered” groupings of matter or ideas, we can and should find room for various structures that provide form(s) and virtualities, even when they coexist with utilitarian, consumerist, purpose-oriented shapes. In a philosophical vision that will admit some (any!) kind of transcendence, aesthetic formalism might act as a link between the immanent and the transcendent. It might be, for instance, a substitute for the latter; it might be one of its foreshadowings; it might mirror it (albeit in a cloudy way). But in any event the coherence sought by societies and their favorite (social) sciences diminishes or disappears.

My second answer has to do with the vexed question of “human nature.” I will not presume to “solve” it here. I can only say that we are in an either-or situation. Either something such as a human nature (or essence) exists, in which case aesthetic formalism is fully justified as the area in which exploration of and experimentation with human nature can take place; or human nature is a mere concoction (with ulterior motives), in which case aesthetic formalism is indeed undesirable, maleficient, intolerable. Yet we may wonder if the evidence, such as we can deduce it from the history of literature, does not tend to justify the persistence of aesthetic formalism in one shape or the other: narrativity, delight, love, play, gift, leisure.17 A purely fluid view of the human species has to accommodate experimentation; more, it is founded on

experimentation (self-interested or not). Inside this multitude of efforts formalism elbows its way, willy-nilly, as a major “constructor” of social forms.

In sum, both the emergence of and the attraction for aesthetic form are continuous presences in literary and cultural history. The unyielding hostility to them is equally permanent: only its justification varies over the centuries: it may be religious, philosophical, ideological, socioeconomic, or otherwise. Almost inevitably, students of literature are obliged to choose one side or the other. The reasons that I am inclined to the first, rather than the second, are the following: (1) I believe that it is a matter of fair observation for the scientist, the philosopher, and the scholar in the humane sciences that form is a natural phenomenon, inscribed in the founding codes of all kinds of existence. (2) I believe that I can see in human history considerably more harm done by the attempt to erase form(s) than by their free flourishing. (3) Contrary to superficial impressions, the growth of form is compatible with, perhaps necessary to, plurality, skepticism, and the general freedom of existence, while its adversaries seek by all means simplification, reduction, limitation, and control. The condition they promote tends to diminish the potentialities of human society and growth. (4) The beautiful, in general, is not opposed to the true and the good; it is their indispensable companion.

Given the size of the issue, I am convinced that it is more practical to resort to a fragmentary approach, to find points of reference, discontinuous examples, to leave gaps that the reader, when in agreement with me, can fill better than I could myself. The outline, however, remains as a statement that tries to persuade and to clarify what has been obscured in strange or regrettable ways.
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MEDIEVAL FORMA

The Logic of the Work

D. VANCE SMITH

There has traditionally been little room for the contemplation of form in medieval poetry, in the specialized literary sense in which we now understand it. In the United States, things may have got off to a bad start with the publication in 1951 of Chaucer the Maker, John Speirs’s admittedly polemic attempt to place Chaucer at the beginning of the Leavisite “great tradition.” Speirs’s somewhat cranky rejection of historicist scruples, what contemporary reviews identified as “scholarship,” was driven by a purely formalist desire to make “our object,” as he says, “the poetry of Chaucer—the object which alone may be said to exist in the present.”1

Speirs’s widely read book at once introduced medievalist studies to a popular mode of formalism, and paradoxically canceled its professional effect: “another study of Chaucer that one wishes were kept from the general reader, to whom it is addressed,” was the judgment of Speculum.2 A. C. Spearing’s far more intellectually capacious, historically interested Criticism and Medieval Poetry (1964) still provoked an unsympathetic, though more judicious, response from Speculum. While complaining of a narrowness of critical method (“New Critical”) and the narrow terrain of “poetry” in this 148-page book, the reviewer concedes

that it concerns a range of late fourteenth- and fifteenth-century poetry and includes studies of the usefulness of the ars poetica and ars predicandi.3 Modern formalist criticism influenced medieval study in Britain more extensively than in the United States; yet apart from Spearing and a few others, British scholars with formalist interests ventured only cautiously from a traditional belles-lettrist mode into the close reading practices of American New Criticism.

Meanwhile, in the United States, D. W. Robertson was developing an allegorical mode of reading that, while not inimical to questions of form, tended to treat these as a superficial matter, even vulnerable to ironic exposure. The vital allegory would be missed by reading aesthetic integument instead of interior sense. If this was formalism, it was the larger forms, rather than the particular and local effects, that were at stake. The most visible alternative was proposed in the 1970s by E. Talbot Donaldson, whose literate and humane readings (chiefly of Chaucer) asked, in an almost phenomenological mode: what was the effect on the reader? But this mode was no less problematic: not only did it rest on individual sensibility but it also (as Caroline Dinshaw argued in Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics [1989]) assumed distinctly masculine privileges and pleasures. Dinshaw thus saw both Robertson and Donaldson at the same formalist impasse. For both (she put it more recently), “the Canterbury Tales is understood uncritically to have featured heterosexuality as its major organizational category. . . . formalism and heterosexuality are mutually necessary and supportive.”4 This impasse was not really challenged until the work of Anne Middleton, Lee Patterson, and Paul Strohm began to draw attention to the historicity of texts and the textual formations of historical knowledge. Yet their work did not quite demonstrate how a text might be informed, shaped as a whole, by history. Reviews of Patterson’s Chaucer and the Subject of History (1991), several of Strohm’s books, and responses to Middleton’s influential essays complain that they neglect literary histories: their readings

remain partial to unarticulated or unexpressed events, actions, or initiatives and to metonymy rather than total form. Yet, as Seth Lerer has argued, any totalizing account risks a neglect of contingency and of resonant silence.5 In the totalizing mode, formalism tends to be relegated to arcane science, disengaged from the world although capable of mustering elaborate and difficult theories about it.

More recently, medievalists have returned to literary form by treating it as a homology of social form.6 They have been particularly drawn to works in which form is famously incomplete, even incoherent: The Canterbury Tales and Piers Plowman.7 The incomplete and problematic form aspect invites correlation with social fissures, failures, and dissonances. It is a formalism enabled by exclusions and exceptions in the critical study no less than in the literary adventures. If a previous school of formalism could not account for, or was not interested in, social formation, we can open up a new reading for form to understand the initiative of both literary and social work in aspiring to a wholeness that has never arrived and never will. Far from any closed

compass of aesthetic form or structure, this reading for form investigates the very problemata that at once enable and disrupt the perfectibility of a work.8

Middle English poems present special challenges to formalist inquiry, in no small part because medieval poets like to describe their forms and genres in frustratingly vague, baggy, and imprecise ways. The well-known prologue to the Lay le Freine describes numerous topics for “layes,” but says little about their poetic shapes and sounds beyond that they “ben in harping” (“are set to music”).9 A “romance” might be an interlaced narrative of amatory and chivalric action, or it could simply be a narrative in the vernacular; its formal commitments are unidentified. This is not to say, however, that medieval readers and writers didn’t think about poems in abstract, almost purely formal ways. Literature was the province of an educated elite, for whom “form” usually denoted the material shape of a text, including orthographic practice: in Piers Plowman, one figure complains about the “newe clerkes” who cannot “versifye faire ne formaliche enditen, / Ne naught oon among an hundred that an auctour kan construwe.”10 Yet both Pearl and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight display real formal deliberation: a circular

structure of 101 stanzas and numbered divisions corresponding to important thematic and narrative points.11 Scribes often identified the formal schemes of lyrics by bracketing rhymed lines.12 Especially in Latin, where inflectional endings produce similiter cadens rather than rhyme, the final morphological element may be written just once, to the side of the poem, and lines drawn from it to the relevant words. We now recognize the arrangement as a compression code that translates temporal audition into a visual and pictorial register.

This was not how medieval readers addressed form, even if their practices were drawn to the possibility. Poetic practices do the critical work, even in the absence of programmatic articulation. In the thirteenth century a highly abstract conception of literary form organized along numerical relationships started to yield to shaping by the four Aristotelian causes: the material cause (the plot, narrative, topic), the final cause (its purpose), the efficient cause (the author), and the formal cause.13 The formal cause is divided into two parts: the forma tractatus, the work’s structure (ordinatio: chapters, prologue, and so forth), and the forma tractandi, its mode of proceeding (modus procedendi). The forma tractandi gradually came to include matters of style, rhetorical tropes, rationales for textual faults or disjunctions, and assignments of genre (comedic, lamentational, exhortative, songlike).14 It even extended to mimetic play: Hugh of St. Cher summons “See how he comes leaping

on the mountains, bounding over the hills” (Song of Songs) to gloss the fitful style of the book of Isaiah.15 Forma tractandi was an elementary practical criticism, attending to style for its power to engage the emotions, and then the intellect. It was not discontinuous with forma tractatus. For readers such as Giles of Rome, the “literal ordering of Song of Songs corresponds exactly to the order of that mental process whereby . . . material was invented and made significant. The result of this equation of the modus agendi and the forma tractatus is that the modus agendi becomes itself the subject, rather than or in addition to, the agent, of the book. The book is about its own making.”16 So, too, the grammatical theorist Boethius of Dacia contended that “the forma tractandi or the mode of doing causes and induces a formal dispositio in the matter that has been handled, as is evident in hammering.”17 This equation of the two formae holds another connection, that between action and potentiality, Ordnung and Ortung—or, in our readings today, between historicism and formalism. Form in medieval texts is neither merely aesthetic nor aesthetically disinterested; it is always tuned to purpose.

I would like to suggest, then, how medieval texts might be illuminated by reading that brings our apprehension of textual form in relation to our living in a world of forms. I take my cue from William of Ockham’s late work on knowledge from around 1320, which argues that “intentionality and signification” are “genetic rather than intrinsic features of concepts.”18 To be sure, Ockham is often thought of as a subjectivist prone to “ontological reduction”19 in which knowledge is dependent on our capacity for propositions. But the concern of predication

is then precisely with the form of an utterance. And predication is what brings Ockham’s medieval formalism in relation to our own.

Propositional form has an analytic quality itself, generated by the complex of relations between the different elements of the predicate, terms, and proposition. These relations were described in such precise and abstract ways that they were sometimes indistinguishable from mathematics, and were a “kind of theoretical formalism that enables us to resolve thorny questions about qualitative contraries, time, place, and the like.”20 Propositions are read not just for what they say but also for how they signify. The work of logic after Ockham, in the form that came to be called “supposition theory,” submits formal initiatives to rigorous analysis—a practice twentieth-century formalisms call close reading.

Supposition theory focuses on structure, how (setting aside context, origin, or instrumentality) the terms of a proposition are modified, restricted, or expanded in a given sentence. Homo, for example, could designate the word itself, or could signify, variously, the universal concept “man,” a particular man, or every particular man. Supposition focuses on shades of meaning and sense, how a word functions in context and in relation to a predicate, and how the predicate functions. Particularly when a sentence deals with the past or with the dead, supposition amounts to a philosophy of being that springs out of close reading. We can see the stakes in a sophisma, a genre of forming a logical fallacy, to clarify logic. The case here bears, as will another case of interest to me, on being and nonbeing.

 

Homo est in sepulcro

Sed omnis homo est animal rationale

Ergo animal rationale est in sepulcro.

 

Sophisma est secundum figuram dictionis, quia interpretatus sum genitivum casum nominativum. Cum enim dico: “homo est in sepulcro,” idest pars hominis, et ita “homo” genitivi casus est ibi secundum intellectum. Sed cum

assumo ‘omnis homo est animal rationale,’ ibi accipitur ‘homo’ pro nominativo. Et ideo non sequitur, quia interpretatus sum genitivum nominativum.

 

[The man is in the sepulcher.

But every man is a rational animal.

Therefore a rational animal is in the sepulcher.

 

This sophisma works according to the figure, or the fallacy, of dictio, because the genitive is interpreted as the nominative. When I say “the man is in the sepulcher,” I mean a part of the man, and therefore ‘man’ is in the genitive case there according to understanding. But when I assert that “every man is a rational animal,” there “man” is taken, accepted, for the nominative.]21

 

In the sophisma that shows how variously we can, or must, construe homo, we are also required to think about the suppositions and functions of all the words. Omnis can mean “every” or “each,” and so much depends (as Bill Clinton told us) on what the meaning of is (est) is: what do we say about a man who “is” dead in the present tense? Because he “is” not, is is illogical. But is shifts: first, homo est is the cadaver; then it’s a human being. The Ergo forces us to see that the grammatical function is different, even if the grammatical morpheme is absent.22 When we try to say things about death and the human, or a human, we discover a predicate with multiple significations, or none at all, either a series of things we can never fully say, or a predicate that cannot be divided further, a supposition with no further horizon of reference. This may be where our desire for pure form always takes shape and is always prohibited by logical sense.

Nowhere is the complexity of predication more striking than in the early fourteenth-century poem, Erthe.23 In the pungent four lines of its

original version, the cryptic form of the word earth remains an irresolvable and totalizing enigma:

 

Erthe toc of erthe erthe wyth woh.

Erthe other erthe to the erthe droh.

Erthe leyde erthe in erthene throh.

Tho heuede erthe of erthe erthe ynoh.

 

[Earth took earth from earth, with woe.

Earth dragged other earth to the earth.

Earth laid earth in an earthen place.

Then earth had earth enough of earth.]24

 

The form is part of its force, verging on the unintelligible purity of form itself. The quatrain seems almost to shape a formal exercise, arrayed on a single rhyme and laden with the word erthe. Yet the syntax and grammar matter: bearing erthe, the sentences register the impossibility of transcendence. In “Tho heuede erthe of erthe erthe ynoh,” the question remains of whether we are too much made of dust or whether we simply have too much of the word erthe. Moreover, what is the proposition of the very first line? Is it about the incarnation, the curse of labor, human birth, the beginning of the burial service? Is the second line about our common fall to earth, our lives as the event of dying? The mortal lure of wealth? The “kyndely enclyning” of the body to its primal matter?25 The most arresting effect, and meaning, of these lines is just this production of multiple possibilities, without resolution.

The lines seem to use up language, stressing a single word until it becomes virtually nonsensical precisely because it is coming to mean so much. The clamor of erthe is the meaning-making argument: erthe is what we are becoming. Medieval philosophers were intrigued by the mystery of death, namely, that it does not ever happen: there is no transitional knowledge, no last instant of being. We know death only by

the word. That’s the work of this poem. It operates as a kind of sophisma, a logical problem that can be resolved, or understood, only by registering how words do not just signify but enact experience. Couched in the rhythms and repetitions of medieval memorial, these lines compound words with form and make meaning out of the density of concentration.

Reminding us that we are formed of erthe, the quatrain couches the question of our being, and its termination, in terms of form: is our form the form of the earth, the form that the earth takes? If so, then what form does earth take to accommodate—literally form itself to—our earth? The haunting brilliance and morbid wit of this poem abides in its presentation of erthe as a formal problem: the conventional rituals that mark transitions into and out of life are usurped by their forms of enactment. The lines evacuate terms we have heard often, but perhaps have not thought about often. The verses turn to, turn up, turn over erthe, not just as the subject of our thought, but as the end of thought, the end of the subject: Adam (named for erthe) is less than what he was because of the curse of earth; Job is reduced to mere earth. Earth is the end, and centuries before Wallace Stevens the quatrain imagines the end of imagination. Earth, as substance, does not depend on time, and is all encompassing. It is both subject and predicate. Erthe taking erthe from erthe is at once severely restrictive (we are only always erthe after all), and astoundingly capacious (erthe is all there is).

The poem itself is partly about the complexity of the propositions. It moves toward greater equivocation, less and less grounded in everyday sense. Erthe toc of erthe erthe works both a physical and a semantic movement. Erthe becomes an inescapable presence not just in the world but in our thinking about the world. If to be mere earth is to have the senses dulled to earth, our resistance, our defining difference, is to parse the word itself. But to do that fully is to risk killing the lively poetry, even if we succeed in making life tolerable by imagining our exemption from erthe: we, too, may have had of erthe erthe ynoh. But is this termination in ynoh despair before the unutterable, or is it the exuberance of language in the face of death?

If this is the conceptual form of the end, wrought by aesthetic form, what is the genealogical formation? No comparable poems appear in

Latin or French, except for versions based on the English one.26 The poem shows up virtually unoriginated, in a copy long after its composition. The poems around it date from twenty to fifty years earlier, and don’t share that same inscrutability. Still, they do cast some light on the thematics and its placement in the scribal imaginary. One illumination is a similar poem, also from the 1320s or 1330s. While it is longer, the first four lines of the first stanza are similar:

 

Whan erth hath erth iwonne with wow,

Than erth mai of erth nim hir inow.

Erth vp erth fallith fol frow;

Erth toward erth delful him drow.

Of erth thou were makid, and mon thou art ilich;

In on erth awaked the pore and the riche.27

 

[When earth has won earth with woe

Then earth may take enough earth.

Earth falls on earth too quickly;

Earth drew him to earth dolefully.

You were made of earth, and you are like every man:

The poor and the rich awoke in one earth.]

 

The obvious difference is the last hexameter couplet, which moves toward a moralitas, even a solution. Subsequent stanzas (like most later versions) unriddle what is so enigmatically compact, so unsparing in the original. One version, copied around 1440, ends with the rubric, Mors Soluit Omnia,28 which reveals the verse’s affiliation with the genre of riddle. Death solves everything, like the games-master in The Seventh Seal, or the Riddler in Batman.

This is, to borrow from Maurice Blanchot’s work on death and writing,

an infinite conversation, one we did not begin and one we will not end. The originary repetition of the poem, earth returning to earth, is our perdurable existential conversation. It is a conversation because we are part of it, no longer just earth but beings addressed—in particular and in the moment. The version of Erthe in Harley 913 is the one most pointed toward this powerful effect:

 

Of erth thou were makid, and mon thou art ilich;

In on erth awaked the pore and the riche.

 

In death we become universal, but also empty of social and temporal particularity. The couplet intensifies this loss by speaking to us, yet the address is far from intimate: thou art ilich, that is, you might as well be anyone else.

Deixis is the here-and-now that evades annihilating particularity.29 This couplet asks “you” to think about your own death, but the “you” turns out to be all of us, a universal humanity to whom death happens indiscriminately and unthinkingly. The rhyme reinforces this contradiction, linking together “like,” which refers literally to the similitude of man and earth, and of man to humanity, and formally, by rhyme, to the “wealth” that is rendered meaningless by death. That contradiction must be what Heidegger explored in his reading of a fragment by Parmenides which says that thinking and being are the same.30 Pointing out that the same is the grammatical subject of that sentence, Heidegger argues that merely uttering the sentence doesn’t exhaust its meaning, because (to use the terms of medieval logic) its supposition would merely be discrete, not common; to demonstrate the truth of the proposition would require a continuous thinking of it at the level of utterance or discrete supposition. The words would be exhausted, not the terms to which they point.


As long as erthe remains the possibility of thinking, of being, it will be enough for now. But it will be too much for us in the dead future, when we become the earth, even as we come from it. The lines point beyond thinking, beyond being, in the suffocation of erthe itself. In this repetition without difference, the poem terminates: Tho heuede erthe of erthe erthe ynoh. It is a line that has one more “erthe” than it needs to make sense. It seems to mean “Earth then had enough of earth,” but the extra “earth” makes the line apparently tautologous or meaningless. The meaning of the line seems to be ruined by the very repetition that had been a formal principle until then—a four-stress line with three alliterating words—and ruined by the poem’s own primary term, erthe. The very boundedness of what had been, in the first three lines, unbounded, certain to return, points toward a more affirmative, even transcendent, understanding of earthly termination. At the same time, this poem brilliantly figures what Heidegger calls the “undisclosable” by bringing erthe before us, again and again.31 Because we can treat it, in Heidegger’s sense, as a work, it survives as a reading for form that uncovers and refuses to cover up the grounds of our life on earth.

The poem Erthe is, of course, informed by devotional and moral assumptions that are no longer universally assumed. It is a poem built on a set of associations that demands more than a passing acquaintance with the texts of the Bible, the Office of the Dead, and the metaphors of medieval memorial culture. Within the frame of that culture, the poem would have been seen as urging a particular moral action: to turn to penitence in order to prepare for death. Superficially, its form and its message are simple, even banal. It would seem to be a poem that typifies the unexceptional poetry that bubbles below the surface of the Middle English canon, which is still centered on Chaucer and Langland, and of a moralizing mode of reading that seems uninterested in formal effects.

The poem’s apparent simplicity allows us to see clearly, however, how medieval readers and writers read for form in complex ways even against, and within, poems whose forms could seem monolithic. The multum in parvo of this poem’s play on terms points to a larger possibility for

the reading of thirteenth-and fourteenth-century English literature. The play of terms and references, the forms that supposition theory trained readers to parse, suggest a mode like that of close reading. But its rules were even more elaborate and intricate, themselves often the focus of aesthetic attention in the popular form of the sophisma. The rigorous order in which these rules were to be applied, and their centrality in the curriculum, meant that every educated reader could be expected to read in the same manner. Reading in such complex and intricate fashion may seem like mere virtuosity, the demonstration of individual skill, talent, or genius. But such rules were a part of the communal experience of educated reading in the English Middle Ages, a reading for form that proceeded out of a common discipline and that ultimately formed the community of readers.
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GUESS WHO’S COMING TO DINNER?

Reinterpreting Formalism and the Country House Poem

HEATHER DUBROW



I am indebted to Marshall Brown, Noël Carroll, Donald Rowe, and Susan J. Wolfson for extensive help with this essay.



 

In the current critical climate, many scholars are far more comfortable detailing their sexual histories in print than confessing to an interest in literary form. Indeed, in such circles the study of form is regarded as the irascible father who, unlike the obediently cheerful guests in the country house poems I will examine shortly, shows up uninvited at dinner parties at his children’s newly and proudly built poststructuralist house. After insisting that they replace Gehry’s dramatic entranceway of diagonal strips of sharp glass with some of those nice Corinthian columns, he attempts to dominate the dinner conversation with his unenlightening but unmistakably Enlightened pronouncements on Truth and Beauty despite—and, more to the point, because of—everyone else’s desire to talk about those subjects once unmentionable at dinner parties: sex, religion, and of course, above all, politics.

Even more striking than the virulence formalism often evokes are the inconsistency and even illogicality that that subject engenders in any number of otherwise acute academics. Ralph Cohen has flagged the irony of poststructuralist critics who dismiss genre nonetheless writing on it; similarly, as John Guillory observes, many Marxist critics assume the incompatibility of aesthetics with their enterprise despite considerable

evidence to the contrary in the writings of Marx and some of his distinguished followers.1 Such patterns are writ large in the paradoxical relationship between most of the critical practices in vogue at the end of the twentieth century and literary form. Interest in that subject is variously demonized and demonstrated by people committed to the same methodologies, and sometimes by the same critic. Or discomfort with form may manifest itself in cursoriness: Stephen Greenblatt’s trenchant introduction to a special issue of Genre titled “The Forms of Power and the Power of Forms in the Renaissance,” like that chiasmic title, might have been realized as forms embracing power but in fact can be more accurately described as putting power at the center and forms at the margins.2 How and why, then, does formalism provoke such reactions in some of the best and the brightest of today’s critics? And how should one’s responses to the critical approach that is variously and simultaneously an unwelcome and an honored guest in critical circles shape interpretations of the subgenre that enacts and thematizes hospitality, the country house poem?

From certain perspectives the hostility to formalism is, like contemporaneous attacks on Freud, not only understandable but also overdetermined: both in its overt manifestations and in its subterranean implications the study of form is antithetical to a host of values and practices currently celebrated in the academy. According to a widely accepted and often rehearsed narrative, the Enlightenment, responsible for the celebration of so many other politically suspect principles, witnessed the development of the Kantian concept of the aesthetic, which, in its emphasis on a delight wholly unrelated to the conceptual, the moral, or the material world outside the object of art, not only denies but also disguises the relationship between art and the political. Hence this determinedly apolitical version of the aesthetic impulse is itself complicitly political and ideological. The Kantian concept of the aesthetic is freighted

with assumptions that further explain both its implications for the study of form and the contempt it attracts in many circles. Its frequent though not inevitable focus on the beauty of the object of art (philosophers continue to debate how natural beauty relates to aesthetics) helps establish the singularity of high art, one of the targets of the poststructuralist attack on the aesthetic. Its emphasis on the subjective and immediate response to art plays up the individual; its suggestion that all will share that response when confronted with true beauty denies historical contingencies, social conditioning, and identity politics, while the very concept of beauty is determinedly essentialist in the sense of that term used by literary critics.3 Its description of the rapture that beauty excites implicitly celebrates the power of art and the artist at a point when admiration, let alone excitement, is seen as a suspect reaction to texts. The tensions resulting from these positions are evident in the defensiveness with which George Levine, editor of the thought-provoking collection Aesthetics and Ideology, justifies the collection.4

An emphasis on form is rightly seen as central to this nexus of values and hence is also subject to the contempt and suspicion it evokes in so many contemporary critics. Kant, after all, insists in his Critique of Judgment that design is crucial to the aesthetic response; he distinguishes the true impression of beauty it provokes from the mere charm created by a particular color. Many of his heirs and assigns have pursued his focus on form. Thus both their analyses of formal characteristics and his are open to the accusation of, as it were, privileging privilege: the poet who spends hours polishing the rhyme scheme of his sestina is viewed as analogous to and even dependent on a society where some in turn have the obligation to polish well-wrought urns for minimal wages and others the leisure to admire them or the cultural capital to publish articles on them.

The first reason for distrusting these overviews of aesthetics in general and its pronouncements on form in particular is that they simplify

the texts they purport to summarize. Kant does devote most of his attention to the aesthetic response to a type of beauty that can be largely though not completely summarized in the terms outlined above, but he contrasts that so-called free beauty with what he terms “dependent beauty.” The latter is indeed conceptual, based as it is on how a given object fits into a category. Thus Kant distinguishes the reaction to free beauty, which would involve a response to a beautiful object that happened to be a rose, from that to dependent beauty, a response to a lovely American Beauty rose. Admittedly, his discussion of this second category is brief, ambiguous, and, according to some students of his work, inconsistent.5 But it introduces an aesthetic category that is germane to formalist inquiry in literature—and in so doing it warns literary critics and cultural historians against oversimplifying the Kantian aesthetic.

Moreover, even if one brackets the issue of dependent beauty, a reading of the Critique of Judgment and of the criticism it has provoked intensifies that warning, demonstrating that some generalizations that literary critics regularly proffer about Kant are more tendentious than they acknowledge. As subtle and learned a student of aesthetic theory as Guillory assumes at one point that the concept of the aesthetic necessarily involves the disinterested and autonomous (327), but students of Kant have persuasively called this into question. Others emphasize that Kant’s category of free beauty, unlike that of dependent beauty, does not presuppose perfection;6 thus the position that the author of the Critique of Judgment encourages the study of only well-wrought urns becomes debatable. The notion that Kant’s concept of beauty is unrepresentational, uninstrumental, and amoral has been challenged by philosophers who find in it, as Donald W. Crawford does, the potential for cognitive or logical judgments or who argue, as Noël Carroll does, that the moral and aesthetic dimensions of a work of art are connected because a negative judgment on the former may interfere with

responses to the latter.7 Carroll’s argument therefore reverses the often repeated assumption that the aesthetic performs the cultural work of concealing and hence rendering acceptable repressive social practices.

However one adjudicates the interpretive dilemmas surrounding Kant and his followers, subsequent philosophers and other theorists have offered a range of alternative models for the aesthetic, many of which invite an expanded sense of the potentialities of form.8 Theodor W. Adorno emphasizes the impossibility of separating form and content: “The unsolved antagonisms of reality return in artworks as immanent problems of form.”9 More recently, a number of philosophers have argued for conceptual reactions to form.10 The controversial relationship between aesthetics and ethics continues to be debated; several theorists, such as Berys Gaut, maintain that they are indeed connected, a position with obvious implications for the political and other instrumentality of texts.11

Often the dismissal of formalism is connected not only to how the academy reads Kant but also to how it writes its own history. Gerald Graff has acutely identified repeated patterns through which established literary movements attempt to condemn the new kid on the block;12 related patterns are evident in narratives of the development of literary criticism. I have argued elsewhere that Marxist models of ruptural change, as opposed to liberal paradigms of gradual shifts and incorporation, have long characterized our narratives about our own professional

development, manifesting themselves even in critics with no sympathy for radical critique.13 In scripting this scenario, it is convenient to adduce formalism as a synecdochal representative of criticism before the 1970s. In addition, I suggest, those who favor changes in critical methods are prone to cast such ruptural narratives in the comedic mode, while, not surprisingly, those who view the metamorphoses as corruption favor tragic paradigms. That is, according to this model, which has been deployed by successive generations of younger critics, the youthful and vigorous disdain the prevailing regime of rigid rules; they run off to a forest that is its antithesis (in recent versions of the narrative, laying in a supply of French currency before doing so). This comedic pattern may be discerned in the relationship between philologists and literary historians, literary historians and New Critics, old historicists and New Historicists, and so on. When the monarch in that putative court of rigid rules is genre or form, the plot I am outlining justifies seeing the study of literary types as inflexible and sterile, while the preexisting attribution of those qualities to the analysis of genre activates and justifies the comedic narrative.

Gender also figures in the academic misinterpretations of formalism, playing a role more subterranean but no less significant than that of other patterns posited here. Surely it is relevant that the formal as it is generally conceived has characteristics often gendered female and associated with a female subject position, though it is at once intriguing to speculate and impossible to determine to what extent formalism is demonized because it is feminized as opposed to vice versa.14 Many philosophical descriptions of responses to form borrow the language of seduction: the formal transports, creates a rapture, and so on. And, of course, the formal is widely seen as nonconceptual, again invoking

stereotypes about gender. Our professional dismissal of formalism coincided chronologically with the increasing presence and power of women in the profession. This was no accident—not because the female scholars in question typically practiced formalist criticism themselves (indeed, many women led the attacks on it that characterized the 1970s and 1980s) but because deflected resentment of visible female colleagues arguably intensified the rejection of the putatively feminized formal mode. Is it not possible as well that formalism’s association with the fluid sexualities of Bloomsbury and other writers associated with art for art’s sake further encouraged the rejection of it in some quarters? Real men don’t eat villanelles.

The demonization of formalism is particularly evident in discussions of a subject very germane to the country house poem tradition, generic norms. Indeed, genre has come to serve as a prototype for form in the sense of prototypes explored by the cognitive sciences, which helps explain the immediate, almost visceral reactions the concept can evoke. (This deployment of genre is all the more striking given that students of communications and rhetoric, as well as certain literary critics, often stress function more than form when discussing generic types.) In any event, despite the historicizing of literary kinds by the critics enumerated immediately above and by many others, generic norms are often represented as ahistorical, much as form is seen as divorced from material and political realities. Despite the work on genre and communication to which I will shortly turn, genre is sometimes seen as distinctly, even uniquely, literary: “Few concepts of literary criticism are quite as ‘literary’ as the concept of genre.”15 And despite the way what the Renaissance terms genera mista or “mixed genre” challenges classification, genre is of course also associated with taxonomy, which, as Harriet Ritvo for one has trenchantly shown, can lend itself to racism; hence the attack on the concept of generic purity by Derrida and others.16 The study of genre also lends itself to a comedic scenario similar to the one told about formalism:

many still contrast the bad old days of a belief in generic norms (a literary decorum sometimes associated with the social decorum of suppressing argumentation) with the poststructuralist forest of formless forms. This narrative pivots on the largest and most telling misconception in discussions of genre, that strict rules were the norm until the advent of poststructuralism.17 But witness even neoclassical pronouncements such as Johnson’s comments on the unities in his Preface to Shakespeare and Rambler 125, and witness too the sixteen-line poems by George Meredith that he, like many later critics, labels “sonnets.”

As I have observed, since about 1980 the reductive assertions I am analyzing have coexisted with repeated efforts to find new, or apparently new, ways of justifying the discussion of literary form. Academics committed to radical cultural critique variously (but usually not simultaneously) study form to reveal how it hides a conservative agenda or, alternatively, how it reflects and even encourages social change.18 Similarly, Thomas O. Beebee stresses the uneasy and often unresolved struggles among genres, thus exemplifying the drive to recuperate formalism for poststructuralism.19 Formalism has also been made safe for cultural studies by tracing analogues to and even instances of literary types in “low” or popular culture, calling into question whether or not they are in fact literary.20 Finally, the critical trend to reconceptualize texts as rhetorical rather than literary, hence building in assumptions about power, is another route toward discussing literary form without the putatively conservative assumptions associated with that enterprise. An early

instance of this agenda, Jane P. Tompkins’s reading of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, looks at techniques that might well be described in aesthetic terms, such as mirroring of episodes and other forms of repetition, from the point of view of rhetorical instrumentality; the work on genre and rhetoric in the field of communications buttresses such undertakings.21

My own discussion of the current status of the formal, then, might appear to stage another comedic narrative: the potential fissures created by misreadings and misrepresentations can be prevented by approaching the texts in question more judiciously and by adopting the strategies for recuperating formalism that I have just listed. A reading of the country house poem does indeed demonstrate the feasibility of reconciling a discussion of form with contemporary literary concerns: they can dine at the same table. Yet comedy includes Marcade and Jacques, and an examination of country house poems also demonstrates the prices that can be exacted for that seemingly harmonious dinner party.

The country house poem offers an ideal test case for studying the potentialities and problems of formalist criticism. Engaging as it does with questions about orderly edifices, social and architectural, it figures many issues that I have been examining, and its indisputable embeddedness in contemporary political and social tensions clearly invites an exploration of the relationship between literary forms and social formations. That exploration is, however, complicated by how this subgenre both encourages and resists generalizations. The verbal echoes among some of the poems, most marked in the indebtedness of Carew’s “To Saxham” to Jonson’s “To Penshurst,” may discourage an adequate acknowledgment of important distinctions.22

Despite such distinctions, these poems are rooted in the same rocky

and mined soil, the tensions surrounding the responsibilities of landlords and the ownership of land and homes in early modern England.23 The so-called prodigy houses were prodigiously—and often ruinously—expensive to build and maintain; their owners frequently spent long periods in London, neglecting hospitality and other responsibilities at home, as James I passionately reminded them. Moreover, anxieties about invasion, studied by Richard Helgerson and Linda Woodbridge, among many others, in terms of foreign powers, also involved the domestic arena.24 The permeable daub-and-wattle walls of many early modern homes troped their permeability in other respects: their vulnerability to the interrelated threats from burglars, fire, stepparents, rivals in land disputes, and would-be adulterers.

Through both content and form, country house poems engage with the pressures I have been cataloging, attempting in particular to control the relationship between inside and outside. Those who do not live in the house are welcomed within, guests at its table and participants in its vision; and the poor, rather than sneaking through the door to steal, receive charity at it:

 

And though thy walls be of the countrey stone,

    They’are rear’d with no mans ruine, no mans grone,

There’s none, that dwell about them, wish them downe;

    But all come in, the farmer, and the clowne.

                                       (“To Penshurst,” 45–48)25

 


The tensions latent in such practices emerge in anthropological studies of hospitality, which stress that strangers are potential menaces who can and must be controlled through its laws.26 Appearing repeatedly in classical discussions of hospitality, that assumption finds its early modern equivalent in the concluding lines of “To Saxham,” which finesse the intense anxieties about burglary to which I referred: “And as for thieves, thy bounty’s such / They cannot steale, thou giv’st so much” (57–58).27 Here form mimes content as neatly as it does anywhere in this tradition. The final line opens on a phrase whose syntax might well lead us to believe that the thieves will become the primary grammatical subject. Yet much as semantically their subjectivity is compromised by the denial of the agency to do what makes them what they are (“They cannot steale”), so grammatically by the end of the couplet the house itself steals from them the position of subject and the role of agent. From another perspective, the lines swerve between an implied version in which the thieves are the subject of an independent clause (“Thieves cannot steale because thy bounty’s such”) and an alternative that relegates them to a relative clause (“Thou giv’st so much that thieves cannot steale”). Indeed, the syntactical struggle between Saxham and its transgressors synecdochally stages the praxis of the subgenre. The formal closure that this couplet effects in the poem, the closural potentiality of a couplet, and the syntactical containment and erasure in the privative “cannot” all enact the ways the house itself is sealed up, protected from thievery.

The regulated hospitality of country house poems is played out on many other formal levels as well: this subgenre invites certain potential rivals and enemies, in the form of other literary types, to dine at its table. Thus, as epistles addressed to the house rather than to its owners, Carew’s “To Saxham” and Jonson’s “To Penshurst” celebrate the friendly interaction between house and guests while avoiding the sycophancy common in epistles addressed to aristocrats. Similarly, many

country house poems attempt to include, but in delimited and contained form, the acerbic notes of formal verse satire.

Although country house poems generally negotiate tensions with threatening forces just beyond the pale by inviting them in, a pattern exemplified generically as we have seen, on occasion they determinedly exclude would-be enemies. Genres, as many have observed, are typically relational in that they define themselves against other genres; in the country house poem, this relationality is often manifest in the significance of what is not written, the alternative genre toward which the text gestures. In particular, as James Grantham Turner and Raymond Williams, among others, have observed, it is by avoiding the realistic details of the georgic tradition to which they allude that these texts slide away from direct confrontation with social tensions.28

Hospitality is the mirror image and the devices I have been exploring are the formal analogues to the signature trait of the subgenre, the linguistic mannerism known as the negative formula. Words of negation deny the presence of something even while introducing it in the doorway of the poem, as it were. “Thou art not, Penshurst, built to envious show,” Jonson famously observes (1), and in “To Saxham” Carew boasts, “Thou hast no porter at the door / T’examine or keep back the poor” (49–50). “Nor has the darknesse power to usher in / Feare to those sheets,” Herrick writes in a cognate formulation that itself mimetically almost ushers in darkness and fear yet fixes them at the threshold (“A Country Life: To His Brother, M. Thomas Herrick,” 39–40)—much as the poor are firmly located at the doorway of Appleton House in a passage to which I will turn shortly.29

Not the least role of the couplets in country house poems is to trope their vision of social harmony: the tenant and the lord rhyme with each other, as it were. These poems typically do not erase social distinctions but conceal their injustices by stressing harmony: Carew’s “To My Friend G. N. from Wrest,” for example, devotes six lines to the different dining

arrangements for those of different ranks. Similarly, the couplet unites two words whose difference as well as similarity is emphasized through that union. Our pleasure in rhyme is indeed sensuous, immediate, and nonconceptual and hence is an instance of an aesthetic experience in the narrow sense often cited by the literary critics who demonize it. Yet the rhymes in this tradition demonstrate the interaction between that type of aesthetic experience and the more capacious version that includes a ratiocinative element—or, to put it another way, they demonstrate how the sensuous pleasure of the rhyme may reinforce the political agenda it expresses in this case.

Moreover, the genre tropes the social conservatism to which it is committed through a version of literary conservatism. The respectful imitation that so often characterizes the Tribe of Ben has been cited to explain how closely several other poems echo “To Penshurst.” Fair enough, yet the affinities between the work of Carew and Herrick, on the one hand, and their master, on the other, also mime and endorse the orderly succession of generations that Jonson and other writers in the tradition stress; further, poems that laud the continuity of values and buildings themselves manifest a literary continuity. Arguably, we might even read the final line of “To Saxham”—“They cannot steale, thou giv’st so much”—as a gracious allusion to the relationship between the author and Jonson and thus, of course, as an apologia for what might otherwise have seemed to be stealing.

Many of the patterns I have been exploring are crystallized in the troubled and troubling description of the poor in Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House”: “A Stately Frontispice of Poor / Adorns without [outside] the open Door” (65–66).30 This aestheticizing of the impoverished reminds one again why the concept of the aesthetic is so often distrusted. Marvell’s language is—and should be—offensive to us, as it probably was to many of its original readers, but its strategies are telling. First, the poor are fixed in a carefully defined location: in contrast to displaced and potentially displacing burglars and stepparents, they know their place and are firmly kept at the door rather than wandering as rogues

and vagabonds do or pushing their way in. Social place is established and represented through decisive spatial placement. The door is at once open, suggesting hospitality, and yet closed to the indigent in that they remain at the threshold, suggesting the careful regulation and delimiting of the charity that is the analogue to hospitality. “Stately,” of course, also suggests that the poor have acquired some of the values of the house; they rhyme with it. They have been turned from a threat to the house into an adornment—and from agents into adjuncts, in several senses, as their grammatical role in the prepositional phrase tacked on to “Stately Frontispice” would indicate.

Yet to recognize that a range of formal strategies negotiates the ever-present threats associated with invasion and temporality is not to endorse the equation of form with conservative ideological agendas, whether in the instance of this literary type or of others. Country house poems also use formal and other devices to remind us of what cannot be contained. Discordant elements, cracks in a putatively well-wrought urn, interrupt the poems in question. In particular, when Jonson refers to his “gluttony” (68) in a text celebrating moderation and order, his corpulent body both deflects and represents other types of excess that threaten the poem, notably flattery.31 Sycophantic exaggeration is mirrored rhetorically in hyperbole and copia and structurally in lists such as the descriptions of the bounty of the house in “To Penshurst” or of its natural delights in Lanyer’s “Description of Cooke-ham.” While lists in other subgenres may suggest order and control, here the parataxis seems anticlosural, hence resembling gluttony more than a well-balanced diet. Much as Penshurst itself today strikes the viewer as built for envious show, so Jonson’s poem and cognate texts do not uniformly achieve the modesty they advocate. Given the length of other country house poems and Marvell’s own condemnation, in a pivotal early stanza, of “superfluously spread” men and their “unproportion’d dwellings” (17, 10), might not the ninety-seven stanzas of “Upon Appleton House” at the very least introduce uneasy questions? From one perspective, the poem’s intellectual and moral complexity fully justifies its length; from

another, its square footage raises doubts about the self-aggrandizement of the speaker and possibly the poet who characteristically attempts with only partial success to distance himself from his personas.

Similarly, if the control or exclusion of certain generic alternatives mimes the suppression of certain threats that wish to invade the house, so too the ghosts of other genres mime the discord that cannot be wholly excluded. While celebrating the irenic, poems in this genre are pulled toward the satiric in their description of less worthy houses; the genre’s bitterness is partly but not completely contained by the negative formula.32 Thus the tension between the drive to incorporate would-be enemies within and the impulse to wall them out is realized as well on the level of literary form. The decidedly postlapsarian bitterness of formal verse satire is an unwelcome guest that dines at the table, partly though not completely controlled by the laws of hospitality, when “To Penshurst” and “Upon Appleton House” describe the edifices they reject; in other texts in the genre it lurks by the gates, reminding us of its presence in the hints of acerbity that arise.

Gender generates other cracks in these urns. As Hugh Jenkins has emphasized, the women in these poems are at once emblems of their central values and at least potential embodiments of what threatens and interrupts those values, notably the invasion of adultery.33 In one of the most extraordinary passages in these extraordinary poems, Herrick assures his brother:

 

Nor has the darknesse power to usher in

     Feare to those sheets, that know no sin.

But still thy wife, by chast intentions led,

     Gives thee each night a Maidenhead.

                                                      (39–42)

 


The enjambment between lines 39 and 40 contrasts its own formal openness with the house that excludes that would-be invader fear inasmuch as the female body within it excludes other invaders.34 On one level this body is simply the corporeal equivalent of the unchanging timelessness of her world, with her ever-renewed virginity providing a physiological analogue to the restoration of Eden that is the aim of these poems. Yet this virginity conflicts with the fruitfulness that is another value of the poems, and the urge for untouched purity is surely a product of the fear that the sheets may indeed know sin. Might not Jonson’s characteristic reminder of limitations, “And if the high-swolne Medway faile thy dish” (31), deflect and express fears of a cognate failure, the miscarriage by a swollen female body? Liable to the blandishments of nuns and strangers, the bodies of the women in these poems are not necessarily impermeable, any more than their houses or their genre is.

Thestylis’s extraordinary interruption of Marvell’s narrative in “Upon Appleton House,” then, performs and figures what is present more implicitly in other country house poems: her breaking into and breaking up of narrativity, Marvell’s version of hyperbaton, represent the ever-present possibility of an invasion of the poem and its genre by wandering, roguish values, alien literary types, and rival narratives and narrators:

 

But bloody Thestylis, that waites

To bring the moving Camp their Cates,

Greedy as Kites has trust it up,

And forthwith means on it to sup:

When on another quick She lights,

And cryes, he call’d us Israelites;

But now, to make his saying true,

Rails rain for Quails, for Manna Dew.

                                           (401–8)35

 


Seizing the narrative much as she seizes the bird, Thestylis represents the ways a vision can be countered by gendered threats (tellingly, her counterpart in Virgil is not female) or simply by an alternative critical viewpoint. The genre is always deeply concerned with representation (for example, the dream in Herrick’s “Country Life: To His Brother, M. Thomas Herrick” draws attention to the poem’s own status as a representation); here, by breaking out of the narrative, Thestylis draws attention to its constructedness.

Although texts that differ radically from earlier models of their genre are often described as markedly transgressive, in fact it is more precise to observe that they typically occupy an extreme position on the customary spectrum between close adherence to norms and wide divergence from them; most writing lies somewhere between those poles, often deviating sharply from certain norms while staying close to others. Indeed, the principal generic expectation of most readers of English literature, I suggest, is of a dynamic interplay between the ways a given text fits norms and the ways it deviates from them. Thus genre produces aesthetic effects, in the expanded senses of that concept, very like those of slant or off rhyme. Indeed, this prosodic technique not only illuminates genre but also provides a paradigm for reconciling certain poststructuralist reading strategies and the study of form. The tension that sometimes occurs in slant rhyme between visual conformity and aural deviation tropes the ways a text may fence with generic expectations. And this prosodic technique encourages us to predict some measure of unpredictability, thus demonstrating how genre and many other types of form may achieve structure without rigidity or, to put it another way, instability without total amorphousness or formlessness.

The country house poem is, then, hospitable to the critical approaches that recuperate formalism. Its ruptures and evasions, notably those connected with the appearance of Thestylis, offer yet more proof that the study of literary form can be reconciled with poststructuralist paradigms. And, as we have seen, some critics justify the study of genre by showing that social forms may mime and even encourage radical social change, while others justify it as a way of uncovering conservative social agendas; the country house poem demonstrates how and why the same form

may do both, thus demonstrating as well the intimacy between form and content. Yet this literary type resists mere citation as an apt instance of how form can serve the ends of the critical approaches that have flourished during the final decades of the twentieth century: aesthetic pleasure certainly serves political ends, but it functions in many other ways, too, and to assume simply that they mystify its political workings is to flatten both the experience of writing these poems and that of reading them. One might make a case that Jonson’s “painted partrich” (29) gestures toward the concerns about representation and misrepresentation that, as I have suggested, recur throughout the genre, but Jonson’s primary pleasure in fashioning this adaptation of his classical source and ours in reading it lie in the sensual appeal and the cleverness of the image, and these levels should not be ignored. Similarly, whereas Marvell’s final trope of the canoers is the culmination of his references to inside and outside and all their political valences, the creation of a visually engaging and witty image is central to the aims and effects of the poem.

But even inviting in the formal only as a guest of the concerns of contemporary criticism is dangerous. Rather than reconciling tensions, it can mask them, allowing them to return in more virulent form. Students of the traditions of hospitality remind us that one reason for the imputed Arab habit of leaving one’s host’s home in the middle of the night is that once one had stepped over its boundaries, one was liable to attack (Pitt-Rivers, 108). Similarly, if we need to realize that the study of form can be reconciled with a commitment to, say, the study of ideology or gender, the position to which this essay is passionately committed, we need as well to confront and argue about tensions that will remain: the representation of the artist struggling with the complexities of a villanelle’s rhyme, for example, implies an emphasis on authorial agency and autonomy that many critics would condemn, and these issues need to be fully addressed.

Second, reconciling form and contemporary criticism by turning the formal into a respectful guest, or, more to the point, the butler serving the guests, risks condescension (cf. Wolfson, 232). The guest-host relationship involves the walls of hierarchy as well as the open doors of conviviality, and the cheerful servants at country houses know their place and are firmly put in it by these texts (“He knowes, below, he shall finde

plentie of meate” [“To Penshurst,” 70]). Similarly, the assumption that formalism may once again become respectable simply because it can serve the needs of its host, historical and political criticism, relegates the formal to a secondary, supplementary role that potentially neglects the depth and the range of its contributions to style and meaning. Critics who deplore the self-serving power plays of colonialism risk a colonialist appropriation of formalism if they defend it merely for its ability to provide raw materials that can be manufactured into the goods of political analysis. Statecraft is one—and yet only one—of the central aims of literary craft; crafty manipulation is one—and yet only one—of its central agendas.
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The poem of course invites multiple perspectives.

—Barbara Kiefer Lewalski

There is . . . only one true interpretation of Paradise Lost.

—Stanley Fish

Its primum mobile has a hole in the top, for getting in and out.

—John Carey

Explaining the One and the many never did run smooth. In poetics as in metaphysics, representations of plurality proceeding from, participating in, or returning to a unifying Principle often place us between competing forces—a unified, absolute, ineffable Source and a fecund, various creation—that require trajectories of understanding more oblique than those of ascending ladders and spiritual circuits.1 Paradise Lost broods over this relation thematically and thematizes it formally. If for some readers the epic achieves a rare harmony, affirming “change, variety, movement, the mark of vitality and joy” through “an all-embracing order which proceeds from God,” for others the prospect

of an “illimitable universe” within a “perfection of form” only restates the problem whenever we try to specify that perfection.2

The problem is reflected in equivocations about form itself, which promises an ascent from multiplicity to archetype while serving, for Milton and others, as the ground of individuation, “the source of all difference”: “Singular things, or individuals . . . have their own singular and proper forms”; “the soul of Socrates is the proper form of Socrates” (Art of Logic, in CPW, 8:233–34).3 The expressive potency of this bivalent metaphysic will assume crushing ethical force when Adam feels that he must choose between the promised sublimation up Raphael’s scale of nature and the concrete specificity, and irreplaceability, of Eve. Some of the most valuable attempts to sort out the poem’s challenges have traced its massive yet meticulous patterns—local syntaxes, narrative framings and sequences, perspectival shifts, analogies, parodies, prefigurations, allusive myths, tropes, modes, genres—all of them shaping and reshaping complementary, conflicting, and embedded relations.4 These formalisms, however, are never independent of a critic’s ethical investments, which shape and are shaped by assumptions about Milton’s cultural context and by a history of prior readings. The intersection of ethics and form has found expression in a fundamental critical debate: whether the poem directs us to higher unities, even a monistic Form to end all forms, or to a “form of the unfinished,” a “narrative design [that] builds up a texture of overlapping viewpoints” and “incongruent discourses”: “dynamic,” “open-ended,” and “indeterminate.”5 This debate becomes most explicit whenever the desire to privilege the

outcome finds itself at odds with the human drama leading to it, a drama that seems to work against even as it celebrates its iconic promises. Milton repeatedly crosses unfolding doctrine with disruptive contingencies, a dynamic he uses to shape the relation of Adam and Eve. Imagined from above to be a constant, variously embodied and anatomized, this relation proves, from the point of view of those living it—readers as well as protagonists—to be dynamic, contradictory, radically in transition.

In this essay I am concerned with the ways in which Milton sets in motion the poem’s conflicting formal and ethical senses by testing intimacy and its constitutive role in human identity. Represented as both the finishing touch and the complicating factor of a circular cosmos, humanity lives in an elliptical world with two foci, male and female. Indispensable to Milton and the poem is the discreteness of particular selves, minds, and agencies, a formal plurality seeking harmonious interrelation and first enacted in Edenic marriage. The difficulty of this search stems from several widely discussed causes, among them Milton’s personal crises, the culture of early modern individualism, and the Genesis narrative itself, in which the closure of ritual opens to “the wayward paths of human freedom, the quirks and contradictions of men and women seen as moral agents and complex centers of motive and feeling.”6 Milton represents these quirks and contradictions, I argue, through the drama of human identity seeking to complete itself simultaneously in two directions, vertically and horizontally. What is ideally a complementary task shaped by hierarchical and chiastic relations is confronted throughout the poem by the density of lived, ethical experience. This density is felt in several ways, not the least of which is the

problematic and volatile nature of horizontal connection. While the poem takes Adam as its primary focus, it insists on Eve’s presence and agency as alternately harmonious and disorienting, yet always essential. To regard her distinctive subjectivity as invented only to serve a larger, asymmetrical agenda (as some have done) is to deny the force of Milton’s placement of her in the larger drama, at once outside and within prescribed agenda. She is a second, Archimedean point that allows intimacy to redefine even as it ministers to the self. The consequences of this paradox are felt throughout the poem, as guiding assumptions gather complications in their very repetition: hierarchy jostles with egalitarianism, symmetry with asymmetry, precision with imprecision, and promises of formal completion with discoveries of incompletion.

When Raphael imparts to Adam whatever it may “avail [him] to know” (argument of book 5), the curriculum includes Adam’s birth. Genesis offers a ritualized account—“And God said . . . And God made . . . And God said”—in which man is the last, special moment. Raphael accentuates this specialness by summarizing the first five days of creation as if it had reached formal completion before human presence:

 

Now Heav’n in all her Glory shone, and roll’d

Her motions, as the great first-Mover’s hand

First wheel’d thir course; Earth in her rich attire

Consummate lovely smil’d; Air, Water, Earth,

By Fowl, Fish, Beast, was flown, was swum, was walkt

Frequent. (7.499–504)

 

The big wheel turns, and the correlative verse interweaving medium, creature, and motion also turns in decorous compliance with the Artificer’s intention.7 Consummate loveliness, however, proves incomplete:

 

There wanted yet the Master work, the end

Of all yet done; a Creature who not prone


And Brute as other Creatures, but endu’d

With Sanctity of Reason, might erect

His Stature, and with Front serene

Govern the rest, self-knowing, and from thence

Magnanimous to correspond with Heav’n,

But grateful to acknowledge whence his good

Descends. (7.505–13)

 

Raphael serenely aligns potentially conflicting anthropologies. The prospectus of a self-knowing creature both a part of and apart from other things recalls the creation narrative that opens Pico’s Oration: wanting a witness to value a creation already full on its own terms, God pauses, then produces a marvel of boundless intellectual vigor that the young Milton would have recognized: “Let not your mind rest content to be bounded and cabined by the limits which compass the earth, but let it wander beyond the confines of the world” (Prolusion 3, in CPW, 1:247; cf. Pro. 7). But the angel has come to warn Adam, not to praise him, and he calls to Adam “to adore / And worship God supreme” (7.514–15), reminding this masterwork, the end of all else, of his own end: free and rational consent to hierarchy, proper limit, and devotion.

Adam’s very shape is to the manner born, his upright stance, as medieval humanists would read it, its symbol. Great yet grateful, governor and subject, he is worthy of Raphael’s grand teleology, whose promise includes Eve but which, significantly, seems scarcely addressed to her: “One Almighty is, from whom / All things proceed, and up to him return. . . . Your bodies may at last turn all to spirit . . . If ye be found obedient” (5.469–500). Eve’s complicating presence has already emerged in book 4 and will return with Adam’s autobiographical narrative in book 8, but even without her, consummate form shows a tendency to open toward contingency. Adam joyously accepts the Hierarch’s direction up the “scale of Nature” yet seizes on his “if”: incredulous at the idea of ingratitude, he is also fascinated by its hint of anomaly, confessing his “desire” to hear a “full relation, which must needs be strange” (5.507–14, 550–58). The request in turn provokes Raphael’s odd hesitation—“perhaps / Not lawful to reveal? yet for thy good / This is dispens’t” (5.569–71)—a fleeting glimpse of a theoretically impossible

conflict of goods, the unexpected consequence of God’s command to the dutiful, “sociable spirit” to speak with Adam “as friend with friend” (5.221, 229). The didactic and affective end heals all when Adam, after Raphael’s instruction, proclaims himself “fully . . . satisfied,” “freed from intricacies, taught to live / The easiest way” (8.180–83).

But again fullness and ease prove to be neither as Adam’s supplementary autobiography, offered as his own social gesture, ends by competing with as well as completing his tutor’s message. As much as Adam embraces Raphael’s directives, his perspective originates with a life that Raphael still barely grasps, evident in the angel’s easy alternation between man as singular and double:

 

Let us make now Man in our image, Man

In our similitude, and let them rule

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

   . . . he form’d thee, Adam, thee O Man

Dust of the ground . . .

                                   . . . in his own Image hee

Created thee . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Male he created thee, but thy consort

Female for Race.

                                                (7.519–30)

 

Raphael’s brief postscript on sexual difference (if looked at broadly) is a sympathetic one, an extension of his creation narrative in which a cosmic, feminine principle multiplies agency throughout the universe (7.276, 454).8 But he is oblivious, despite blushing claims to the contrary (8.618–29), to the complications of human intimacy and happiness.


Milton, by contrast, writes these complications into the first moments of Adam’s autobiography, which is shaped by a sense of being a part of and apart from the rest of creation. He wakes in “Balmy Sweat . . . about me round . . . all things smiled, / With fragrance and with joy my heart o’erflowed.” From the “liquid lapse” without to his “supple joints” within, a fluid syntax represents his perceptual body as permeable, flowed into by and overflowing with “fragrance and . . . joy” (8.255–70). Connectedness underwrites his existence. But even as a pious inference—“How came I thus, how here? / Not of myself; by some great Maker then” (8.277–78)—locates him within the poem’s moral design as an overt counterpoint to Satan’s fantasy of self-generation (5.857–64), Adam’s question discovers his isolation: nothing in nature responds. The power to name things (8.271–73) separates him from them, and having discovered self-reflexiveness, he retreats to a green shade: “Pensive I sat me down” (8.283–87), his syntax implying a cognitive self-division. He will soon be offered greater abundance and a more explicit connection to his Author, but at the cost of further “manifest[ing] / His single imperfection” (8.422–23). The discovery is more disorienting than Raphael’s warning that Adam is “perfet, not immutable” (5.524), because it reveals not a freely embraced obligation but an internal oscillation of fullness and incompletion, connection and isolation.9

Loneliness was not necessary to teach Adam obedience. As he recalls his postnatal interview with the Presence Divine, he was well instructed both in the blessing of abundance and in the threat of death, woe, and sorrow. But what looks like a series of rewards probes at an already intuited lack. Cumulative hints of “innumerable” offspring, “thy Race,” and then birds and beasts (8.297, 339, 350) force an awareness that “in these / I found not what methought I wanted still” (8.354–55). While Alastair Fowler rightly notes an anticipation and “grim reminder” of

Noah in Adam’s review of creatures “two and two” (Gen. 7.9), this array also harks back to the darkest phase of Milton’s pastoral elegy “Epitaphium Damonis,” where the facile gregariousness of beasts reveals human isolation to itself.10 Even amid Edenic plenitude and filial gratitude, Adam longs for a relation unlike his prostration at divine feet or the animals’ stooping to him and, in a bold departure from Genesis 2.18, is forced to argue at length:

 

                                       In solitude

What happiness, or who can enjoy alone,

Or all enjoying, what contentment find?

                                                  (8.364–66)

 

The debate proves to be a systems’ check, following the newborn Adam’s self-administered physical exam (8.267–69) with the outside resistance needed to test mental agility: “Thus far to try thee, Adam . . . / To see how thou couldst judge of fit and meet” (8.437–48). While divine wisdom all along “knew it not good for man to be alone,” Adam’s voicing his own need effects the next stage of self-consciousness: rising from self-ignorance (8.270–71), he distinguishes himself from “living creatures” below (8.370) and divine self-sufficiency above. Independent reasoning discovers its objective, hierarchical place (7.511). But the test also strains convergence. God’s “sublime risk,” remarks Charles Monroe Coffin, lies not only in creating this “degree of autonomy” but also in encouraging Adam’s need for “connection with something other than his Creator.” God declares, “Whom thou sought’st I am,” yet Adam soon seeks something else. This is not cupidinous weakness; it is a sign that “the relation with God is not coercive, but generous.”11 As Milton himself comments on Genesis 2.18: “Hitherto all things that have bin nam’d, were approv’d of God to be very good: lonelines is the first

thing which Gods eye nam’d not good. . . . And heer alone is meant alone without woman; otherwise Adam had the company of God himself” (Tetrachordon, in CPW, 2:595). Milton cannot have forgotten that God, in the preceding line of Genesis, made a different first exception (eating from a certain tree). But he puts on a close footing, an almost equiprimordial status, Adam’s two necessary connections: with his Creator and with a human companion. If the former by definition gives being and value to all else, it still does not satisfy the specific need fulfilled by the latter.

These two models—vertical obedience and a horizontal give-and-take—will come into conflict, because Adam, like the God in whose image he is made, also takes risks. By arguing for companionship against his maker’s feigned resistance—especially a maker who has just warned in no uncertain terms how quickly a loving God can become an angry one—an urgent but anxious Adam ventures a self-assertion that he hopes is (and that proves to be) allowable but that he fears is “presumptuous” (8.367; cf. 8.356).12 And while the creation of Eve increases Adam’s indebtedness, it also introduces a new vector: not the dependency of the part on the whole but a less certain interdependency of parts, the problematic drive by human beings for completion in each other.

If, as Milton claims in Tetrachordon, the form of marriage is definable despite its elusiveness, then its pure, Edenic origin ought to manifest a still clearer concurrence of defining causes, joining mutual delight and pious devotion.13 Readers across a wide political spectrum have turned to Milton’s explicit worrying over these matters to treat Adam and Eve’s relation to each other and their God as a precise and systematic hierarchy

of obligations. The “most salient formal features” of their marriage reveal the “maddening and motivated precision” of a “stridently masculinist” ideology, writes Mary Nyquist; Eve’s creation for Adam, “to remedy his loneliness,” renders her a “‘gift’ from one patriarch to another.” Issuing from the needful male soul, marriage is produced as male privilege. “Co-authored by Adam and the ‘Presence Divine,’ who work it out together,” the “very form of the colloquy” establishes Adam’s desire as “rational” and so legitimized, his “clever[ness]” rewarded by “the deity’s formal presentation to him of his bride.” “Precisely because these speeches are construed as a verbal exchange that is basically contractual,” Milton produces a “veiled but systematic insistence on the contractual form of the first institution [marriage], a Protestantism pressed into the service of a historically specific form of individualism” (“Gendered Subjectivity,” 117–18, 114–15). By turns overt and veiled, these forms demand rigorous interrogation. So, for example, if the discovery of loneliness seems to impel Adam’s presumption, it is really patriarchy, “communicated formally, by the extraordinary emphasis placed on Adam’s subjectivity.” If Eve is a complexly drawn figure whose narrative appears before Adam’s, this too is complicit in systematic oppression. Adam wants another self, and so one is invented for him, her apparent autonomy and interiority serving as his possession (119).14

This is the hardest-edged of Nyquist’s probing essays on Milton, and, though strenuously polemical, it is rightly suspicious about the uses to which “companionate” marriage may be put, especially in the divorce tracts, where Milton’s primary interest is with the husband, his fulfillment and his remedy. The language of mutuality is vulnerable to a grammar of inequality. Yet Nyquist’s detailed analysis is so determined to make inquiry an inquisition that its view of formalism becomes an antimonist’s monism, a project of scrutinizing local figures, “intricately plotted” exegetical priorities, and broad “narrative ordering of events” to reveal Milton as “English literature’s paradigmatic patriarch.” The poem’s pluralist energies can only be conspiratorial, never self-contesting or productive

in multiplying sympathies and perspectives (“Gendered Subjectivity,” 101).15

Even with his focus on Adam, however, Milton writes his account of Eve’s creation as a scene not of shrewd contractualism but of disorientation and transformation. He collapsed “dazzl’d and spent, sunk down,” and witnessed his “rib, with cordial spirits warm, / And Lifeblood streaming fresh,” extracted and shaped (8.457–67):

 

        what seem’d fair in all the World, seem’d now

    Mean, or in her summ’d up, in her contain’d

    And in her looks, which from that time infus’d

   Sweetness into my heart, unfelt before.

                                                (8.472–75)

 

Not only does the passage punningly connect Eve’s physical procession to her emotional return (“cordial spirits . . . infus’d / Sweetness into my heart”), but it implies, even in the face of God’s handiwork, an alternative logic. Adam and Eve help fashion each other, a conceit that Arnold Stein finds “troubling” for its echo of divine action for human affection: “The Eve who is part of him, whose creation he has shared in, seems . . . to be creating him in turn.”16 Maurits Corneille Escher’s print of two hands sketching each other is a modern version of the paradox; one more

relevant to and contemporary with Milton is the 1654 double portrait of almost identical friends, the painters Nicholas de Platte-Montagne and Jean-Baptiste de Champaigne, each of whom holds or is positioned by an inscription crediting the other for having formed his image.17

The logic of reciprocal creation encourages Adam’s dream of perfectible form through perfect mutuality. Adam’s cry of recognition embeds the language of Genesis—“Bone of my bone, Flesh of my Flesh”—in the anagnorisis of a Plautine twin comedy: “I now see / . . . my Self / Before me” (8.494–96).18 The meeting of self and other is ironically enacted in the ambiguous character of the erotic charge itself, interweaving narcissism with outward desire. If Adam stumbles over an “addition strange” in Eve’s nightmare, he assumes their legibility to each other to anatomize their common dream psychology (5.95–121). His assumption is perhaps induced by his having determined that “Woman is her Name,” another instance in which Adamic language names things through an “apprehension” of “thir Nature” (8.352–54, 496), and even more so by the Creator’s introduction of Eve as “thy other self,” recalling Milton’s reading of Genesis 2.18, “I will make a help meet for him,” as the promise of “another self, a second self, a very self it self” (Tetrachordon, in CPW, 2:600; see also Alter, 31). Extrapolated from Milton’s lifelong concern with friendship, companionate marriage offers a heightened intersubjectivity. As Montaigne said elegiacally of his late friend, Etienne de La Boétie, “Not one of his actions could be presented to me . . . that I could not immediately find the motive for it,” so Adam would dearly love to be able to say of the living Eve.19

Crucially, he never can. Twoness never merely replicates oneness, and

the play of likeness and difference can be unpredictable, the divergence frustrating pure understanding at one moment and grounding another kind of likeness the next. Adam and Eve’s first memories are a notorious instance. Eve bends to “another Sky” in a lake rather than look up as Adam did to the “ample sky” (4.449–76)—a difference easily polarized but less easily moralized. Modeling Eve’s “vain desire” for her reflection on Ovid’s Narcissus “vainly [frustra] seek[ing] to clasp a fleeting image,”20 Milton makes important revisions: what had been a third-person account becomes a first-person memory, and the Ovidian narrator’s futile warning to his fictive character becomes a divine intervention. Milton’s scene is of a hauntingly imaginative (if inexperienced) subjectivity corrected and instructed. But while Eve may lack Adam’s immediate instincts (though he, too, is susceptible to early “wand’ring” [cf. 8.312]), her error is as much an accident of physics as the sign of self-absorption, a circumstantial misfiring of genuine ethical feeling. Formed as objectively irresistible (5.446–48, 8.60–63), she unwittingly crosses her reflection. Even then her fascination, unlike Narcissus’s, is protracted less by her beauty (she is more startled than charmed) than by seeing in the illusion, and in her response to it, a capacity for “answering looks / Of sympathy and love” (4.464–65). Though she will need further prompting, she sees herself from the start as other, even as Adam would see his other as himself, their bilateral longings reflected symmetrically across the poem in books 4 and 7 of the first, ten-book version of the epic. It is a symmetry, in other words, that does several things at once: highlight a gap between them, link both to the darker potentialities of narcissism, yet also underlie the formal congruence the pair displays in song and prayers “said unanimous” (4.736).21


The chiasmus of pleasing variety in Tetrachordon, “resembling unlikeness and unlike resemblance” (CPW, 2:595), is put under stress in the epic, opening the way to a host of instabilities plaguing the friendship tradition itself. As in classical and Renaissance thought, the relation of alter egos emerges as both socially fundamental and improbably rare, emotionally and intellectually fulfilling yet dangerously fragile and elegiac.22 In his autobiography Adam recalls waking three times, first to life, then to the Garden of Eden, and then to Eve. But progressive focus nets a surprise, for the third time he rises to find his happiness gone:

 

She disappear’d, and left me dark, I wak’d

To find her, or for ever to deplore

Her loss. (8.478–80)

 

The loss of Eve has been compared to Milton’s bereavement at the end of sonnet 23 (“I wak’d, she fled, and day brought back my night”) and may be Milton’s way of repeating in order to undo the heartbreak of that earlier poem. But his narrative also produces an opposite effect, prefacing Adam’s wedded bliss with the proleptic pathos of the widower. Forced at birth to experience the defect of loneliness, even to define his species in terms of its need for remedy, Adam finds an elegiac shadow cast over the birth of the mutuality he has yet to enjoy. The moment inverts Freud’s fort-da game: not a willed, symbolic mastery of absence, the recuperation of formal wholeness, but a demonstration of the a priori alienability of whatever is closest to the heart.

This alienability and the consequent threat of irremediable fragmentation and loss will be recalled at the Fall; here it explains Adam’s vehemence when Eve returns: “I overjoy’d could not forbear aloud”

(8.490). Adam’s impulsiveness displays a risky, human devotion extended, oddly enough, by his anticipation of Genesis 2.24: “For this cause he [man] shall forgo / Father and Mother, and to his Wife adhere” (8.497–98). The poem’s context renders his outcry both orthodox and ominous; it has little personal relevance to the autochthonous Adam, whose only father and mother are his Creator and the fecund earth (9.273, 10.778), but it passes without a discouraging word from Father or narrator, neither of whom should have missed the foreshadowing of Adam’s fatal adherence to Eve.23

Milton’s formal manipulations, large and small, stress the awkwardness as well as the joy of the moment. Their nuptial is now a twice-told tale, and their perspectives are about to overlap (and significantly contradict each other) for the first time. We know from Eve’s account in book 4 that she found Adam “less fair . . . / Than that smooth wat’ry image” (4.478–80):

 

                                                    back I turn’d,

Thou following cri’d’st aloud, Return fair Eve

Whom fli’st thou? whom thou fli’st, of him thou art,

His flesh, his bone; to give thee being I lent

Out of my side to thee, nearest my heart

Substantial Life, to have thee by my side

Henceforth an individual solace dear;

Part of my Soul I seek thee, and thee claim

My other half: with that thy gentle hand

Seiz’d mine, I yielded, and from that time see

How beauty is excell’d by manly grace

And wisdom, which alone is truly fair.

                                             (4.480–91)

 


Eve’s retrospect may be good-humored in its new sophistication, but it is still complicated by a swirl of ambivalence, evident in the sheer number of sensuous and hauntingly echoic lines devoted to a moment “oft remember[ed]” (4.449). As she returns in thought to that dreamlike error, she joins her resisting nostalgia to Adam’s passionate calls to return to him, a drama of divergence and return Milton enhances through repetition (“I turn’d,” “Return”), chiasmus (“Whom fli’st thou?, whom thou fli’st”), and Adam’s rare and poignant rhyme of “art” and “heart.”

Furthermore, Eve’s memory of his “claim” (his “gentle hand / Seiz’d mine”) alertly notices Adam’s own ambivalence as he is forced to assume a hierarchical stance, his gesture less the sign of serene mastery, and still less of violent appropriation, than of self-division. The narrator does his part by echoing his simile for Satan (at this moment) like a tiger stalking “two gentle Fawns at play,” hoping to “seize them both” (4.402; my emphasis). Adam’s version told to Raphael in book 8, by contrast, overrides the complex, emotional contingencies of Eve’s by stacking a series of mediating, allegorical agents:

 

Yet innocence and virgin modesty,

Her virtue, and the conscience of her worth,

That would be wooed, and not unsought be won,

Not obvious, not obtrusive, but retired,

The more desirable, or to say all,

Nature herself though pure of sinful thought,

Wrought in her so, that seeing me, she turned.

                                                          (8.501–7)

 

Adam’s turning away from Eve’s explanation is as striking as Eve’s turning away from him, less as male co-optation or a desire to shield Eve from angelic disapproval than as the sign of Adam’s laboring to preserve a reiterated ideal: that they are about to become “one flesh, one heart, one soul” (8.499). Eve, inexplicably to him, has turned away after hearing it pronounced: “She heard me thus . . . Yet . . . she turn’d” (8.500–507; my emphasis). The two accounts reveal Adam’s tragicomic pathos, his stunned disbelief as he trails after her, struggling to stage their mutual recognition by exclaiming yet again that she is his flesh

and bone (4.481–85). Even the terms of submission with which Eve brackets her narrative may unsettle him: “thou / Like consort to thyself canst nowhere find”; “beauty is excell’d by manly grace / And wisdom, which alone is truly fair” (4.447–48, 490–91). The formal compromise of Adam’s account shows him still at work even after her compliance:

 

I followed her, she what was honor knew,

And with obsequious majesty approved

My pleaded reason. (8.508–10)

 

Adam wants to imagine her acquiescence as a victory for their united knowledge and reason, not merely for his authority, and his syntax distributes power chiastically: her “obsequious majesty” balancing his “pleaded reason.” But pleaded suggests more than rational, legal argument. We also hear his emotional alarm, voiced as begging or imploring.

Adam’s chiasmus would bridge the gap that inevitably confronts one whose companion is “an individual solace dear,” the double sense of individual casting her as inseparable from and independent of him.24 But the problem recurs as Adam attempts to end his autobiography with a hymn to cosmic harmony linking him, his spouse, and all creation. Sensuous nature gives “sign” to nuptial sensuality to celebrate (and draw a decorous screen around) the first human act of sexual intercourse. But when Adam tries to use rhetorical closure to image perfection—“Thus I have told thee all my State, and brought / My Story to the sum of earthly bliss”—the formal completion implied by all and sum yields to a postscript about a “commotion strange” quite unlike other delights that “[work] in the mind no change” (8.525):

 

                                                but here

Far otherwise, transported I behold,

Transported touch; here passion first I felt,

Commotion strange, in all enjoyments else


Superior and unmov’d, here only weak

Against the charm of Beauty’s powerful glance.

Or Nature fail’d in mee, and left some part

Not proof enough such Object to sustain,

Or from my side subducting, took perhaps

More than enough; at least on her bestow’d

Too much of Ornament, in outward show

Elaborate, of inward less exact.

For well I understand in the prime end

Of Nature her th’inferior . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

     . . . yet when I approach

Her loveliness, so absolute she seems

And in herself complete, so well to know

Her own, that what she wills to do or say,

Seems wisest, virtuouest, discreetest, best;

All higher knowledge in her presence falls

Degraded, Wisdom in discourse with her

Loses discount’nanc’t, and like folly shows;

Authority and Reason on her wait,

As one intended first, not after made

Occasionally; and to consummate all,

Greatness of mind and nobleness thir seat

Build in her loveliest, and create an awe

About her, as a guard Angelic plac’t.

                                            (8.528–59)

 

The finishing touch complicates everything, glorifying and destabilizing (“all things else . . . but here / Far otherwise” [8.524, 537–8]), and while Adam demurs with a strategic seems (8.547, 550), his caution preserves rather than neutralizes a line of thought tending to extremes, evident in the dangerous conjecture of nature’s mismanagement.25 The fantasy of reversible priority (“As one intended first, not after made /

Occasionally”) recasts as disorientation the evenhanded concession of Tetrachordon (“The wiser should govern the lesse wise, whether male or female” [CPW, 2:589]). It is the mark of an equivocation, present throughout the poem and Milton’s culture at large, between egalitarian and hierarchical gender relations, concentrated in a mind amazed both by itself and by another. In Adam, James Grantham Turner argues, orthodox hierarchy collides with “the presence of his fellow-human,” an “autonomous and fully human counterpart to himself,” exciting an admiration at once passionate and aesthetic (273–74).26

Adam is sometimes said to have asked for an equal love only to have hierarchy thrust upon him. But when Milton has him answer his own key question—“Among unequals what society / Can sort, what harmony or true delight?”—with a plea for companionship, “Which must be mutual, in proportion due / Giv’n and receiv’d” (8.383–86), he echoes Aristotle’s treatment of unequal friendship (including marital amity as well as other instances) as “render[ing] what is in proportion to their superiority or inferiority.”27 The point is not to accuse Adam of bad faith or complicity but to note that Milton exploits an ambivalence in his own mind to dramatize an uncertainty in Adam’s, at odds with his sure self-placement between God and beasts. Adam’s surprisingly ungenerous conjecture about Eve’s disproportion, “too much of Ornament, in outward show / Elaborate, of inward less exact,” may predict the hard choral misogyny of Samson Agonistes (1025–30) or his own after the Fall. Here,

however, his oscillation between misogyny and idolatry—that Eve is “inward less exact” and that she is “in herself complete”—marks two forms of depersonalization exposing Adam’s difficulty when confronting an other he dearly wants to understand and enjoy as symmetrical with himself. His description of her—“to consummate all, / Greatness of mind and nobleness thir seat / Build in her loveliest”—would match Raphael’s terms for him as “the end / Of all yet done,” “magnanimous to correspond with Heav’n” (7.505–6, 511). But Adam’s culminating praise reveals a disquieting unknowability even in the face of his assurance that he can judge rightly her “mind / And inward Faculties” (8.541–42). The angelic guard about her recalls a favorite Miltonic trope about virtue’s resistance to pollution, but in the context of knowledge falling before her, the passage portrays the beloved as shielded not only from stain but from the lover’s full comprehension.

Adam is not expressing a skepticism of other minds, but the scene does stage Milton’s concern about multiple interiorities. As Adam “disclose[s] / What inward thence I feel” (8.607–8) to an increasingly distanced angelic auditor, he also negotiates the limits of the first human, intersubjective relation and discovers, with some discomfort, that the clear light of reason cannot fully illuminate even (and especially) this intense commitment. Raphael’s rebuke about proper weight and relative values ironically parallels this dilemma in its blunt disproportion to Adam’s terms.28 We are also entitled to suspect some wishful thinking as the “half abash’t” Adam defends his undying ideal of “union of Mind, or in us both one Soul” (7.604). But it is through this dramatization of moral earnestness, hurt feelings, and emotional need that Milton

probes two of his own most cherished formal and ethical assumptions: that the self can be a “true Poem,” “a composition, and patterne of the best and honourablest things” (Apology for Smectymnuus, in CPW, 1:890), and that such perfection ought to ensure its natural congruence with a virtuous other. The divorce tracts bitterly attribute the inaccessibility of the female other to her hollowness, perversity, or evil, seething at one who “hangs off in an unclosing disproportion” (Doctrine and Discipline, in CPW, 2:246). But in the epic Milton is able to imagine a self compelled beyond its own narcissistic perfectionism by a “commotion strange,” an alterity within that makes possible genuine novelty, the love for another without.29 Milton himself relies on this dynamic through the Muse, an otherness inspiring “things unattempted yet in Prose or Rhyme” (1.16); it becomes human in the otherness of Eve, infusing Adam with “sweetness into [his] heart, unfelt before,” deeply felt and endlessly renewable because it mingles fullness with incompletion. Milton in his prose may have laughed off the Aristophanic hermaphrodite in Plato’s Symposium, but he is drawn at the end of that work to Diotima’s myth, which he finds agreeing with Genesis: even as Diotima portrayed Love as “the Sonne of Penury, begot of Plenty,” so for Moses “Love was the Son of Lonelines, begot . . . by that sociable & helpfull aptitude which God implanted between man and woman toward each other” (Doctrine and Discipline, in CPW, 2:252). The genealogy of Love joins capacity with need, a divine gift that makes intimacy possible with a human craving that makes it essential.

The endless crossing of that gap has been imagined in several ways, by Milton as well as his readers: the formal “harmony . . . of sympathetic diversity”; the self-renewing excitement of “sweet reluctant amorous delay”; and, more darkly, the resistance necessary to manifest power and rivalry.30 Yet all are founded on a distinction between humans and the angels who are “united as one individual Soul” (5.610), dancing


 

                                      mazes intricate,

Eccentric, intervolv’d, yet regular

Then most, when most irregular they seem.

                                                       (5.622–24)

 

Irreducibly “eccentric,” human individuals cannot transcend their “unity defective,” but they can endeavor, through love, to make defect perfection.

This dynamic also drives the tragic reversal, which Milton shapes in terms of a difference whose widening intensifies the need to cross it. The shift in direction is highlighted by juxtaposition: a final, celebratory diapason, harmonizing creatures discursive and nondiscursive (9.197–99), that ends as discourses turn against each other in the “separation scene.” A plot contrivance constructed to provoke an interpretive crisis, the scene demands an answer to Adam’s question “What could I more?” (9.1170).

Critics’ answers often assume that Adam should have forbidden Eve’s separate gardening, then find a doctrinal reason why her freedom would remain uncompromised. Joan S. Bennett, in an important reconstruction of Milton’s antinomianism, argues that what is at stake is obedience within a temporal context, a progressive exercise of the inner light. Drawing on Aristotle’s phronesis, she reminds us that moral knowledge is not a specific detail or techne but an orientation and potential realized in rational free choice. Moreover, according to Hans Georg Gadamer’s reading of Aristotle, this potential is realized between self and other: “The reasoner is ‘united by a specific bond with the other, . . . thinks with the other and undergoes the situation with [the other].’” Adam ought to have persisted in correcting Eve until she finally saw the light. Instead, “want[ing] so fervently to be wanted by her,” he forgets his role as “governor,” failing Eve through permissiveness rather than liberating her through the right reason that only he, as yet, grasps (222 n. 14, 113–14).31

Bennett is sensitive to the way that “theoretical system building” needs

to read the poetry that “work[s] through, and understand[s] . . . human experiences,” but her study comes close at this point to violating its own caveat. Eve has not come to Adam about an unnecessary project; she perceives an objective problem in an Eden where fecundity runneth over, and she offers her own creative solution. Nor is it evident that Adam’s “axiomatic reasoning shows his quicker logical ability, closer to the angels,” while Eve’s “more tedious method of syllogism” shows her “not sharp enough” to grasp consequences. Their argumentative styles differ, but Adam’s recitation of axioms, like his allegorizing to explain Eve’s first turning away, does not mean that he thinks axiomatically or that he more closely approximates angelic intuition. Bennett, assuming that all contradiction in the poem must be “reconciled into a consistent hierarchy,” relies on emphatic subordination: “Surely, Adam’s human questionings and reasonings must be as tedious and exasperating for [Raphael] to bend his intuitive reason to as Eve’s imperfect understanding and discursive reasoning are for Adam’s quicker, axiomatic mind” (32, 110–17).32 An Adam who might find Eve “tedious” yet desirable seems un-Miltonic (see 8.386–89). Adam’s deepest hope has always been not to be the head of his wife (1 Cor. 11.3; Paradise Lost, 8.574) but to achieve reciprocity:

 

I from the influence of thy looks receive

Access in every virtue . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Why shouldst not thou like sense within thee feel

When I am present? . . .


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

                                      . . . tender love enjoins,

That I should mind thee oft, and mind thou me.

                                                          (9.309–58)

 

Furthermore, their tutorials have always been at her pleasure, not for her deficiency; she absents herself from the astronomy dialogue, not incapable “of what was high: such pleasure she reserv’d, / Adam relating” (8.49–51). Though Eve will prove (after the fact) to have been overconfident, the dramatic form of their debate deploys crucial concerns of love, freedom, and virtue as the contents of differently motivated, competing subjectivities.33 If Eve is reckless, Adam is anxious—understandably and justifiably so, given their stalking foe, but he is somewhat removed from objective right reason as he projects a paradise more akin to the epic narrator’s defensive sphere, “with dangers compast round” (7.27), than to abundant creation drawn with golden compasses.

Milton suggests, rather, that it is Adam’s moral intelligence, his developing grasp of his own mixed motives, that leads him to comply. Protracting the argument might eventually produce a scene of uncoerced instruction, but dramatically the debate has gone three rounds, with the temperature of Eve’s Areopagitican argument still rising. Persuasion would be a long time coming, and closure might resemble too closely the companionate marriage counseled by one of Tilney’s speakers in The Flower of Friendship: a wise man “little and little must gently . . . steale away [his wife’s] private will, and appetite, so that of two bodies there may be made one onelye hart” (112). “Thy stay, not free, absents thee more” (9.372): the uncertainty that motivated Adam’s first, gentle seizing of Eve’s hand now dictates that he risk her withdrawal of it.

When the pair rejoin, it is across the widest gap ever separating humans:

the pre- and postlapsarian. Adam’s insistence on crossing to Eve forces to the surface the potential subversiveness of all companionate traditions.34 As Renaissance writers understood, friendship, the supposedly originating cell of social organization, may also harbor an exclusive intimacy or “alternative moral universe” disastrous for broader duties and obligations.35 But Milton perplexes judgment through the enormity of the moment. Despite the insistence of some that Adam should have divorced Eve or run from her in holy terror—inviting us to chorus, ruefully or righteously, “too true”—his refusal to become a pastoral elegist or survivor of lost intimacy (a state Milton well knew, and one he made sure Adam experienced early) evokes a sympathy that no more exposes our fallen sentimentality than it tests a difficult honesty: our admission that Adam’s choice is one we might not have made. We might well have shrunk under the threat of incalculable Paternal wrath and slunk (to use that Miltonic word) behind the shelter of piety, hoping that if heartfelt motives could not excuse Adam’s disobedience, ignoble ones would not be held against us. Milton forces the question with a formal and thematic counterpoint: the Son’s offer of self-sacrifice in book 3. Anne Ferry rightly notes the difference: “His choice is to die with Eve, not for her.”36 But Adam’s choice is no unholy parody: it scarcely suffers

in comparison to the stunned angelic silence when God calls for volunteers in book 3. None “durst upon his own head draw / The deadly forfeiture,” none willing to assume mortality. Only the Son dares, but in confidence of (or while seeking reassurance about) a victorious outcome (3.246–50).

Adam’s tragic sacrifice is more than a mitigating circumstance; even as it enacts a sin more culpable than Eve’s, it sets the tone for their reconciliation. Locked in a perverse symmetry of “mutual accusation,” they receive the intervention of the Son, but their reconciliation is not achieved by divine fiat. After the Son reascends, we witness the struggle of two variable, human eccentricities that, for all their obsessive self-concern, find their way back to each other. Adam’s self-lacerating soliloquy (10.720–844), coursing through “evasions vain . . . through Mazes,” generates self-pity but also moral lucidity—a longing to die for rather than merely to die with (10.819–21). No less crucial is the Muse he names: “O Conscience.” Darkening what God promised would be man’s internal “guide” and “umpire” into an “abyss of fears / And horrors” (3.194–97, 10.842), Milton echoes Lutheran and Calvinist anxiety. More specifically, he alludes to Hamlet’s death-obsessed soliloquy, which ends “Thus conscience does make cowards of us all,” referring to consciousness as well as moral conscience, a complex, individual interiority. Shakespeare’s context clarifies Milton’s use of Hamlet. Hamlet’s soliloquy ends as Ophelia approaches her estranged lover and endures a misogynistic tirade. Adam’s ends with the approach of Eve, whose longing to restore their intimacy must endure his misogyny. By revealing herself as a congruent tangle of self-questioning and willing self-sacrifice (“Mee mee only just object of his ire” [10.936]), she (unlike Ophelia) can become an active force that “break[s] the hard shell of Adam’s self-centeredness,” a connection originating in, and reaching for, “human depth.”37

Eve’s initiative despite Adam’s rage not only highlights her agency

but restores mutuality. Her offer of self-sacrifice is only indirectly an imitatio Christi; dramatically it repeats and matches Adam’s choice, at which she cried:

 

O glorious trial of exceeding Love,

Illustrious evidence, example high!

Ingaging me to emulate.

     (9.961–63; my emphasis)

 

However misguided or self-regarding her praise or his choice, Adam’s is the only example of self-sacrifice she has ever known.38 And it is what she now emulates, redeeming the insecure rivalry intimated at her fall (9.817–25) as an ethical impulse. The two, who began their lives by reciprocally shaping each other, return to form amid the wreckage.

Paradise Lost views our first disobedience as both making redemption necessary and showing us worthy of it, and it involves us in this view by insisting simultaneously on the interior and the exterior of events. Balachandra Rajan and others have proposed a “two-poem theory,” a doubleness of form that generates a multiplicity of continually renegotiated readings. Similar approaches find Milton’s urgent moral concerns requiring a “Christian negative capability,” a “dialogic” form whose search for truth proceeds without leaping to “transcendental solutions.”39

Such views are, as we have already seen, antithetical to monist arguments, but each mode also draws its peculiar energy from the other. I conclude, therefore, by glancing at one more monist—one ultimately committed to the formalism (and ethics) of a singular overview.

The ingenuity and influence of Fish’s Surprised by Sin have so often been celebrated and decried that there is little need for summary.40 I am most struck by the rhetorical aggression with which the book internalizes poetic form as an event in “the reader’s” mind, teaching this singular figure the oneness of all value and casting ambiguity as a trap laid to expose his perversity. Fish deploys all-or-nothing arguments to inspire, even to ensure, controversy, for the critics who find the poem exceeding its “framework of . . . legalistic theology” can only prove his point. It is not the poem but “its readers [who] are ambiguous, and their ambiguities (crookednesses) are reflected in the interpretations they arrive at. There is, however, only one true interpretation of Paradise Lost” (272). As a term of deformation, crookednesses judges those who resist this truth as not merely sinful from a (supposedly) seventeenth-century perspective but sinful in fact. The pugnacity of Fish’s tone—as important, I think, as his rigorous (and rigorist) argument—returns in his performative 1998 preface, which fully indulges his taste for using mocking hyperbole and dichotomizing slogans to bait his critics

for their liberal humanist or “proto-postmodern” Miltons (232, 272, xli, xliii).41

Fish’s book is still engaging as a kind of weight machine, offering vigorous sets of resistance exercises to test ideas about unquestioned obedience. Its very remorselessness provides at least one angle on the Milton who would “form” or “pattern” a prose theology as a prosthetic memory or exoskeleton, a protection against uncertainty should he need to give an account of his beliefs (De Doctrina Christiana, in CPW, 6:128, 121). But for other concerns we need to leave the gym and go hiking. Fish has little to say about human intimacy other than to insist on the “hierarchical relationship” of Adam and Eve that is “the basis of their happiness” (224), or about why human freedom, happiness, and affection even matter other than to testify to our being “tethered” to our source (xxi). A disposition to find in the search for intelligibility occasions for exposure, humiliation, and discipline until reason learns to “police itself” has little to say about a Milton who is drawn to heretical ideas or who insists that God reveals the way “only to the individual faith of each man, and demands of us that any man who wishes to be saved should work out his beliefs for himself” (De Doctrina Christiana, in CPW, 6:118). Finally, despite an insistence that “all forms—except the ever-receding form of truth—hold out the temptation of idolatry” (“Driving from the Letter,” 249), Fish would sit astride the ever-receding apocalyptic truth, like Slim Pickens waving triumphantly at the end of Dr. Strangelove. The aftermath is not the promised plenitude transcending merely human artifacts (including the poem itself), a “unity, infused at every point with a single stable meaning,” when we’ll meet again and “God may be all in all” (1 Cor. 15.28). We are

left, rather, with a substitute, critical artifact whose “deep” circularity and explanatory power are still (Fish assures us) unsurpassed, still anticipating and discounting all objections “in advance” (lxv-lxvi). It avoids self-idolatry (and self-enclosure) by openly courting hostility, provoking the countering voices it needs to continue making its rounds.42

Paradise Lost, by contrast, shows us an author who, for all his contentiousness, confronts with real hunger a various world teeming with others’ thoughts and passions. The form of the poem is finally not circular, or, if it is, it has a hole in the top, as Carey says about its primum mobile, for getting in and out. It is a form to which readers keep returning, not for irrefutable arguments or periodic moral tune-ups but for continual rethinkings and reformations of the world all before them.
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FORMALISM AND HISTORY

Binarism and the Anglophone Couplet

J. PAUL HUNTER

Negotiating Plato is probably still the single highest intellectual hurdle for any attempt to study form in historicist terms. But there are other difficulties as well, some of them just as stubborn if not so ancient and venerable. And they are harder to discover and name, for they arise out of more recent critical controversies and methodological directions that are not yet fully played out, and they act more like shadows and ghosts than challenges. The legacy of the generation-old—but deep and lingering—revulsion against formalism means, for example, that the teaching of elemental prosodic skills has almost disappeared from the curriculum, leaving students with less knowledge than they need (and now want) to address basic formal questions in an informed and practiced way. Closely related is the tendency, still prevalent despite the theoretical and historical sophistication of recent versions of formalism, to regard formal work as somehow reactionary and politically or ideologically suspect.

The simplest manifestation of this tendency is relatively benign: ignoring or dismissing any kind of formal analysis as irrelevant to contextual, historical, or cultural issues. More insidious is the habitual assumption that formal strategies do have implications but that what they mean is always rigid, cumbersome, and bad—that form determines content and deters, discourages, or even prevents thinking beyond its

repressive governing limits.1 Because, according to this view, we know already what formal signals imply—which is about discipline, regulation, restraint, authority, and repression—we should distrust ideas and attitudes forced into or represented in this framework. Beyond the dogmatic assumptions about the powerful, even dictatorial, nature of formal determination, the difficulty here is that conclusions about the forms themselves tend to derive from old formalist analysis carried on without historicist intervention, so that the descriptions are essentialist and based on outdated and faulty attempts to define and defend forms as holding and reinforcing traditional values.2 Thus the methodology used to discredit formalism is itself based on the premises of older analysis that is untheorized and grounded on historical views that have since been abandoned.3 Whether the “New Formalism” is the right answer

to this double legacy—a product of rightist assumptions now engaged by leftist agendas—remains to be seen, but a lot of old brush needs to be cleared away before basic formal issues can be approached afresh.

Because couplets have been seriously out of fashion for two centuries,4 and because any kind of intensive rhyme leaves most modern readers reaching for their earplugs, the idea that carefully crafted two-line syntactic and aural units might be wrought together into long, complex, and rhetorically effective philosophical essays or argumentative poems seems utterly unlikely to the modern mind and ear: we have genuine trouble giving sustained attention to long rhymed verse.5 And most formal analysis of couplet poetry old and new, despite good interpretive work on individual poets and some brilliant, breakthrough essays, has been generally unsatisfying.6 Perhaps no poetic form has been more systematically

misunderstood and abused. The opposition began early (in the sixteenth century), growing out of distrust of the newfangledness of rhyme, its supposed Gothic origins and sympathies, and its lack of classical precedent; it turned into a persistent minority complaint during the two-century-long hegemonic rule of the couplet in England and France;7 and in the nineteenth century it became a dismissal that has remained the dominant (if not universal) critical view ever since. Thus we are stuck with the historical oddity that the verse form regarded as indispensable for serious poems for a full third of the entire tradition of modern English poetry has come to pose a deliberately constructed hurdle for modern readers, who have been taught to view it through post-Romantic assumptions and presentist habits.

Several persistent ghosts make it difficult now to read couplets and assess what they once accomplished. One is the Teleological Ghost, a Pope-centered assumption that the couplet gradually discovered its own “natural” or perfect form and therefore can be properly understood only in its developed and mature, but not overripe, state. Another is the Epigrammatic Ghost, which wants to discover pointed and easy sloganistic thoughts uncomplicated by paragraph development, argumentative discourse, and intellectual qualification; it regards couplet art as structurally related to bumper stickers and greeting-card sentimentality. A third is the Predictability Ghost, the view that rhyme expectation and the laws of syntax jointly prevent any innovative contribution within the form. A fourth is the Genre Ghost, the assumption that forms

marry genres and thus reinforce the several limits imposed by each, so that (for example) the expectations of public declamation make the couplet fit only for pronouncements tamed to already held societal and cultural positions that resist or inhibit change or revisionary thinking. This ghost belongs to the same family that, in criticism of prose genres, drives some novel critics to declare all novels radical, transgressive, and subversive and other critics—equally insistently, and relying on the same evidence—to decide that all novels are by definition conventional, complicitous, and coercive. And there are cousins in the ideology-rigid notions of genre after genre who ironically privilege form over substance while claiming to be innocent of formalist bias or even analysis.

Most of these ghosts are shades of presentism, and in a larger project on the cultural history of the couplet I will address more systematically the shifting historical grounds of analysis. I am especially concerned that some accounts of the Enlightenment, of developing nationalisms, and of early modern assumptions more generally continue to refuse to grapple with compelling historiographical analyses of the nature of institutions and discourses in the period and that they do not go beyond repeating older, outmoded assumptions about formal categories and how they work. Here, though, I want to consider just one historical issue. It concerns the Ghost of Binarism, which is usually thought to be a historical problem following hard on Enlightenment habits but which is actually another presentist difficulty brought on by historical misunderstanding, and its presence in contemporary critical discourse is not ghostly at all except in the sense of being everywhere at once.

“Everybody detests binarism these days,” John Richetti observed wryly in conversation a few months ago, after an unusually frustrating conference discussion in which binarism was seen to be everywhere in eighteenth-century texts and its presence viewed as a key to the simplistic tastes and colorless values of the age. Richetti’s observation was accurate about more than that one discussion: binarism has been a familiar topic at meetings for the past several years, one of the buzzwords of a moment when we are all trying to figure out how to think about rhetoric again within some kind of aspiring historical discourse. Someone

once said that the world is divided into two kinds of people, those who divide the world into two kinds of people and those who do not. I have nothing against antibinarists, whom I find less simplistic than run-of-the-mill black-and-white binarists, but historicists need to be sure that binarism is not just in the eye of the beholder.

But binary is an unfortunate choice of key word—or rather, an ill-considered application of a term imperfectly understood to begin with. Strictly speaking, binarism simply involves any division into, or combination of, two things or categories: the Oxford English Dictionary gives as a first meaning “of, pertaining to, characterized by, or compounded of, two” and as a second, “a combination of two things.” Historically, the term tends, because of its applications in chemistry and astronomy, to emphasize relatedness rather than distinction: in chemistry it applies to compounds with two elements, and in astronomy to pairs of stars that influence each other. More recently, the best-known application has been in computer technology, where the system of numerical notation with two as its base is used as a fundamental sorting device. Because the term is frequently (but incorrectly) used as a synonym for Manichaean—the idea of division thus being both emphasized and demonized—I suspect that its currency derives from an imperfect understanding of how sorting happens in digital computers, where a series of single choices can add up infinitely to great complexities of distinction. But ones and zeroes, and the process they stand for, send a lot of humanists spinning into numerological and technological incoherence. I suspect that the problem is with our own simplistic thinking in binary terms, not with historical ages that used oppositional thinking for gradual and patient clarification. In any case, the fear and loathing of binarism that now infect historical (and antihistorical) discourse seem largely inspired by the sense that it implies simplistic and too rigid distinctions rather than either the idea of connection or the idea of complex combinations in a series. It has become—in the sense that Richetti and those he was talking about used it—merely a convenient term of opprobrium for habits believed simplistic. Fair enough, in a way, for words become what we agree they are. But in this case the historical application is very misleading.

For binarism in this modern popular sense—while always under

examination in the eighteenth century—is precisely what much eighteenth-century discourse (and most notably couplet discourse) opposes, corrects, or modifies. Proving that the world is not “binary,” despite appearances and prevalent linguistic habit, is what much couplet poetry (and much eighteenth-century philosophical and political discourse) is about, as recent discussions of the private-public dichotomy dramatically suggest.8 Margaret Anne Doody’s historical representation of binary ways of thinking in the eighteenth century is correct insofar as she describes popular views that poets addressed: “One might say that the Augustans had binary minds, that they thought in twos. Presumably a series of historical events involving, first a Civil War (between two chief sides) and then a series of political disputes (involving the same sides as two national parties historically modified) all leading, however reluctantly, to the evolution of what we now know as the two-party system had something to do with this cast of thought” (233). But, I want to argue, it is to correct this simplistic popular thinking that discourses such as the couplet and the dialogue came to define their ways of working.

Early-eighteenth-century couplets do use lots of opposites, and they juxtapose them notably, playing them off against each other as alternative representations. Because by definition they comprise two lines of equal length held together by (among other things) chiming endings, couplets are unusually well positioned to exploit comparisons and contrasts, and it is not surprising that opposites are repeatedly set against one another in the paired lines or (almost as often) in the two halves of a single line divided by a caesura, whose pregnant pause typically signals a sharp contradistinction. Further, many of these oppositions involve abstractions or abstract formulations of qualities and categories such as life-death, male-female, dark-light, and simple-complex. In couplets from roughly the middle of the seventeenth century on, such oppositions are featured frequently and dramatically, poised against each other like philosophical

rivals or political parties. We associate the antithetical couplet especially with the later Waller, with Dryden, and with Pope and his contemporaries, and it is worth noting that this cultural and historical moment repeatedly saw the need to position representations that way.

But what does couplet discourse do with the binaries in the total text? How much does it trust them? The answer to such questions may be found by looking at some texts in detail, but we might begin prefatorily with an elementary reminder of intellectual history, what we might call the Hegelian Ghost, which hovers over antithetical structures for modern readers as it did not for Dryden, Rochester, Behn, and the generations that immediately followed them. Not Necessarily Synthesis might be our mantra when we hit these antitheses. I do not mean that eighteenth-century writers and readers never drew syntheses out of oppositions or that they did not sometimes anticipate Hegelian analysis, but they did not necessarily do so. Readers at the end of the seventeenth century seem to have often been able to suspend opposing viewpoints—to keep them both in play—without choosing between them, and couplet poets (like dialogue writers in prose) almost always asked them to do it. Perhaps it is something they learned from the disastrous binary choices that public institutions and political structures tended to enforce, but the antithetical discourse of the period—in poetry and prose—repeatedly and systematically breaks down and redefines easy oppositions, which is one reason that the dialogue was so popular a form. That process of redefinition and refinement is almost a description of what philosophical discourse was in the post-Hobbesian moment, and it is virtually the program assumed by the Anglophone pentameter couplet.

Take the way that Restoration and early-eighteenth-century poems concern themselves with definitions and focus on issues of terminology and its discontents. Notoriously in An Essay on Criticism (1711), Pope sets critics against poets, writing against reading, those who know against those who do not know, wit against judgment—all clear oppositions—and the poem is full of binary terminology. But its program is to merge categories and complicate the terms, showing how they overlap, interrelate, and imperfectly represent a reality that is abundant and complex. One project is the major definitional exercise that Pope undertakes with the slippery term wit. Readers have long noticed that wit is used

in a confusing variety of ways, some contradictory to others.9 One critic counts seven different ways that the poem employs the term,10 and finer distinctions could easily double the count, which means that Pope is either hopelessly incompetent or definitionally ambitious. Many of these uses are arguably revisionary, and some are brilliant. One of the most controversial occurs in a passage in which Pope seems to refuse the classic distinction between wit and judgment:

 

There are whom Heav’n has blest with store of Wit,

Yet want as much again to manage it.

                                                   (80–81)

 

John Dennis entertained himself at length in deconstructing this couplet, ridiculing Pope’s grammatical ineptitude in making wit itself manage wit rather than employing judgment as the manager, the usual formulation in distinguishing between traditionally separate faculties.11

Thirty-three years later Pope did revise his couplet, but instead of correcting the “mistake,” he affirmed his intention and retained the seemingly redundant but functionally definitional ambiguity:

 

Some to whom Heav’n in Wit has been profuse,

Want as much more, to turn it to its use.

 

Aubrey Williams, still perhaps the most thoughtful reader of the poem, astutely notes Pope’s refusal “to separate wit and judgment cleanly,” and he is suggestive about the larger definitional aims: Pope’s “insistence on the complications rather than the simplifications of artistic truth” (Audra and Williams, 212–13).12 An Essay on Criticism is largely about tradition, common knowledge, and received opinion, and it endorses much of the Western critical tradition as it has flowed through poetic veins from Horace to Boileau and Dryden, but it also repeatedly challenges its readers to see that both ideas and terms need clearer and more enlarged understandings rather than narrower and more precise definitions.

Pope, like many of his contemporaries apparently transparent when he is most deeply thoughtful and original, loves to test the mettle of his readers (and he found in Dennis the perfect naive foil). Here—typical of him, I think—he plays with our minds as he stirs and reapportions our usual definitions and categories, refusing especially the typical pairs considered to be binaries. The net effect is to make us see terms in far more complex ways than we are prepared to do. His treatment of nature (cosmic and textual), order, the sun that projects universal orderliness into visible earthly counterparts, and the many watches that subjectively and imperfectly track time and process is crucial to the multilayered view he offers of a stable metatextual universe perceived through faulty mechanical and textual measures, and his sense of how readers and viewers observe textual and physical signs in relation to their larger significance sets up his submerged, almost subliminal, metaphors. Judgment and wit, in Pope’s elaborated definitions, turn out to be different functions of the same faculty (though they are each also many other things), and so do the other

binary opposites the poem invokes: readers and writers turn out to have similar concerns, so that the creative and critical functions become virtually undifferentiated, and critics and writers (a little self-serving here, perhaps) are a lot less far apart than we imagined, just as self-love and social- turn out to have much the same motivation in An Essay on Man.

The route by which Pope blurs and reconfigures binaries and develops a rhetoric of complex redefinition is circuitous; it challenges the transparency of the apparent rhetoric and blurs and bleeds images of plain opposites into one another. The effect, though, is not to fog or muddy or obscure—much less to deconstruct meanings to nothing stable at all—but to use the easy opposition as a way of clarifying the process of deepening qualification and refinement. It is a demonstration of how to read as an exercise in how to think. The process is rather like that described by information theorists and cognitive scientists trying to explain how computers can work and reason complexly—not by facing a great variety of complicated choices simultaneously but by sorting things one by one into little yeses and nos, ones and zeroes.13 Refinement occurs progressively, step by step. Every choice is simple, but the process of choosing can be infinitely complex, neither a device of transparency nor of opacity but one of cumulative discovery, a rolling back of the clouds, but with the reader’s full and active participation. Passive readers may never notice, and what seems transparent to them is simply false.

The Rape of the Lock (1712, 1714) may well be Pope’s most accomplished and intricate poem and the most representative example of how eighteenth-century couplets tend to work. I do not know of any poem or prose passage of comparable length that sorts out more efficiently and with finer nuances what it means to play male or female roles, to be witty or witless, to be powerful or powerless, to negotiate between punishment and reward, to know the difference between metaphor and action. Nearly everything is set up in terms of polar oppositions: past and present, permanence and triviality, private and public, value and appearance, material and spiritual, temporality and eternity, grounded reality and heavenly

hopes. It is a world of contrasts and clear distinctions, one by one, but cumulatively, the sorting is complex and overlapping. All the world of sexual competition and global consumption here may be summed up in teapots, card games, pompous verbal posturings, parlor fisticuffs, and hairs displaced to another realm, but the summing up means something only when the mixing and matching are fully sorted out, something that readers are left to do once they have been stripped of their own binaries. The process of ones and zeroes adds up.

Almost everything about the process of definition and value is prepared in the opening couplet’s statement of theme:

 

What dire Offence from am’rous Causes springs,

What mighty Contests rise from trivial Things,

I sing—

 

The abstract statements of themes here accurately represent the stories the poem sings, and there are many things to admire about the intricate workings of this couplet: I could cheerfully go on at length in its praise structurally, aesthetically, metrically, tonally, psychologically, thematically, and even multiculturally. But what impresses me most about it is not the way it ultimately works to summarize both the action of this poem and the Homeric poem whose plot it redacts, but the way it works on a first reading, when our readerly categories are being introduced and set up. All the elements of opposition and redefinition, naming and sorting, are quickly invoked. Key antithetical terms are asserted at once: “dire Offence”/“am’rous Causes”// “mighty Contests”/ “trivial Things.” Agency is immediately established in all the varieties of direness and triviality. Important but terrible things happen because they result from human desires and needs; the verbs “springs” and “rise” are powerful in their insistence on causality—as if one thing automatically escalated to another with far greater implications than anyone could predict—and the agents individually do not need to be either important or self-conscious of their might to create results well beyond their intention or understanding.

At this early point in the poem the references can only be to Troy; not until later can we meaningfully gloss the actions at Hampton Court.

Key is the way that the categories of implication and triviality cross and mix; adjectives and nouns dance back and forth in their associations and contaminations. Is Homer about direness and Pope about triviality? How do “am’rous” and “mighty” relate, beyond cause and effect? How do we choose between ancient formulation and modern version, and how do we know which one is mightier, more dire, or more trivial? What is set up as initial expectation of categories, as the poem goes on and even more as one rereads it repeatedly, reverberates and blurs: cause and effect, value and disvalue, old and new move around rather than stay put. The poem becomes an investigation of the process of valuing rather than a standard by which to set a reader’s compass, and the very process of complication is engineered by the initial binaries (very much complicated by adjectival relations that border on the chiasmic and oxymoronic), which give the illusion of establishing firm ground. A few lines later the “gentle” and “bold” sexes are similarly polarized, teasingly reversed, then complicated.

The pattern repeats itself over and over: the poem greets us where we are in the land of apparent solidities of naming, categorizing, and assuming, but from the naive reality of binaries it carries us to another universe of meaning, where the ordered world of stars and planets is not in question but where the mazes of hairs apparent and the motivation and implication of human actions are. The “satisfactions” involved in the couplet here are hardly ones of neatness, closure, and transparency; they are of connection, overlap, and complication. But again and again the very process of complication is enabled by the simplicities of initial assertion and proposal of categories.

So much for how antithetical couplets work in context, drawing from and infecting larger passages of which they are a part. But even couplets that seem to stand alone—those praised for their discreteness of conception—often illustrate the point about binary implications while superficially appearing to do otherwise. The famous description of Queen Anne’s Hampton Court takings, for example, does far more than set a witty sylleptic or zeugmatic binary:

 

Here thou, Great Anna! Whom three Realms obey,

Dost sometimes Counsel take—and sometimes Tea.

 


Counsel and tea stand for the political and social sides of Queen Anne quite nicely, and the witty double “take” self-consciously puts the stress on observation and poetic formulation and language rather than on politics per se. The syntax and especially the verbs do a large job on oppositions: the three realms—themselves ambiguous as, on the one hand, the literal newly united England, Wales, and Scotland but, on the other, the mythical unity of England, Ireland, and France—have the active position in the line, but only to show obeisance, and Anne’s active stance involves taking (that is, receiving, being acted on) rather than seizing, possessing, imperializing.

Everything depends on the ability of “take” to be legitimately read to mean directly opposite things, to be active and passive at once. But more than a double “take” is implied in what Queen Anne receives. A queen can take many things besides and beyond counsel and tea; snuff, control, land, lovers, commodities, and power are just a few of the unnamed possibilities. However clever the construction of the opposition, the structure of the power of choice is the focus, because the oppositions chosen are so limited and inadequate to the place and the office. The binariness has clarified by omission far greater complexities not dreamed of in the couplet’s clever and self-conscious simple choice. Just as the ambiguity of “take” is controlled by the power of the subject of the clause (and ruler of the realm), so are the plentiful potential objects of the clause (and of royal desire) suggested by the powerful plenitude of the couplet’s principal subject, the queen. The rhetorical device here as Pope employs it involves much more than the classic rhetorical device of syllepsis. Royalty tends to complicate rhetoric, as Pope and many of his contemporaries repeatedly notice in their habitual rhyming of kings with things and rule with fool.

Using Pope’s couplets as my main examples has some built-in hazards. One is the common suspicion, held grudgingly even by Pope’s greatest detractors, that he is more clever than most other couplet poets, so that what he does may not be “typical” at all, especially the self-conscious employment of invasive and interventional strategies. Some features of his work are not typical because his work is more carefully crafted and polished than that of many poets. Another hazard is that there are a lot

of Pope haters out there, some driven by political or philosophical motivations, others by a dislike of his personality, his preoccupations, or even the fact of his craft skills, and they tend to turn off when his poetry is talked about at all. Too, the canon wars have cost Pope some of the pride of place he once had in anthologies and curricula and on research agendas, and the general retreat from both formalism and poetry have meant that he does not dominate the eighteenth-century critical scene as he once did.

But the fact that poems like An Essay on Criticism and The Rape of the Lock are still among the best-known poems of the period—plus the very fact of Pope’s self-consciousness, which overtly articulates formal features that even good readers of couplets often miss—persuades me that such examples are more powerful illustrations for most readers than more randomly chosen passages.14 Pope’s craftsmanship is not the central issue here: what the couplet can do—and what it tends to do with its central structural features—is. Pope may well be the cleverest and most subtle employer of couplet ramifications, but he is far from the only poet to understand the couplet’s structural abilities to invert, reverse, or complicate balance and antithesis as manifestations of binary strategies and understandings of the world. Most poets who work heavily and carefully in couplets—from the late sixteenth to the early nineteenth centuries—understand, explore, and exploit the numerical, syntactic, and structural possibilities. The tendency is strongest in philosophical and political poems, especially in long poems in which a significant argument is developed, but virtually every poem in which traditional oppositional terms are employed shows the refining and defining process at work.

For example, the retirement ideal that is the very subject of John Pomfret’s poem “The Choice” (1700) is constructed out of opposites and contradictions found to be too extreme and in need of moderation and compromise. As its title suggests, the poem is about choosing between the active and the contemplative life, between the public and the private. But it does not argue for the contemplative choice; rather, that “choice” is clear from the start, and the poem defines the chosen life

by finding ways to move between extremes so that the active and public is encompassed in the passive and private. The poem defines values by steering among all kinds of oppositions and extremes:

 

I’d have a Clear, and Competent Estate,

That I might Live Gentilely, but not Great:

As much as I cou’d moderately spent,

A little more, sometimes t’ Oblige a Friend. . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

A frugal Plenty shou’d my Table spread:

With Healthy, not Luxurious Dishes Fed:

Enough to Satisfy, and something more

To Feed the Stranger, and the Neighb’ring Poor

Strong Meat Indulges Vice, and pampering Food

Creates Diseases, and Inflames the Blood.

But what’s sufficient to make Nature strong,

And the bright Lamp of Life continue long,

I’d freely take, and as I did Possess,

The Bounteous Author of my Plenty Bless.

I’d have a little Vault, but always stor’d

With the Best Wines, each Vintage cou’d afford.

                                                     (37–40, 47–58)

 

Over and over the poet asserts the need to find a via media rather than making binary choices: in diet, wealth, show, socialization, and opinions. Every extreme evokes distrust; taste here involves finding a way to participate in the values of every place, status, or thought without surrendering to its attendant limitations and weaknesses. “The Choice,” which Samuel Johnson thought might have been the most-read poem in the eighteenth century, is virtually a paradigm of both-and and golden mean values, refusing the very ground of either-or binary thinking. The title is the first of a series of ironies about its method of guiding the reader to make choices, and the mode of the poem depends heavily on the structural possibilities of balance and antithesis in the couplet. To write such a poem, you have to be in a world in which a lot of people think in binary terms, but the poem, like An Essay on Criticism or The

Rape of the Lock, is a lesson in finding that such simplicities will not do—even in a poem in praise of simple values.

A nearly contemporary protofeminist poem, “To the Ladies” (1703), by Mary, Lady Chudleigh, employs terms and categories similarly. Its powerful opening almost blurts a cross-term corrective (which works very like the opening lines of The Rape of the Lock) to the usual master-servant, husband-wife pairings:

 

Wife and Servant are the same,

But only differ in the Name.

                                      (1–2)15

 

By implication, master and husband are, in practice, also synonymous, but the poem itself is an intervention in these received terms. The dissatisfaction here involves far more than terminology, for the poem takes on systematized oppositions and piles up a series of antithetical terms to suggest what goes wrong when gender is conceived in fully binary terms. Ultimately, the poem amasses a host of interchangeable terms for governance and oppression but attributes such thinking to alien cultures, implying that the English know better even when their actions fall short. When the poem turns to positive female values, it breaks notably out of the pattern of established binary terms, offering pride and wisdom as virtues with no visible masculine counterpart. Like Pope, Chudleigh does not deny that society often thinks and operates in terms of binaries, but she offers a better way: an exercise in definition and the breaking of received sets.

John Dryden, a full generation earlier, had worked against an even starker backdrop of political oppositions and simplifications. In MacFlecknoe (c. 1676), for example, he carefully creates a whole world of apparently clean oppositions to clarify the legitimacy of the “sons of Ben” label that both he and his nemesis, Thomas Shadwell, claim. But the easy, binary oppositions—Shadwell’s tribe is from the cold north and rules over vast wastelands from Ireland to Barbados (139–40), while

Dryden’s is a civilized urban crowd—are reckless, sloppy, even false: Flecknoe has to be made Irish, and whole hosts of other poets are scooped indiscriminately into the northern, barbaric, and mechanical tribe to make the oppositions work. The whole poem becomes an exercise in false (if witty) argumentative demonstration that heaviness, gravity, materiality, and waste inherit the stage and the world. The argument of the poem is wonderfully funny and rhetorically effective in getting us on Dryden’s side, but the “facts” and the false oppositions that the poem employs wittily undercut the oppositional argument, much as Marvell’s formal use of a faulty hypothetical syllogism in “To His Coy Mistress” (c. 1650) exposes the seams of a faulty argument.

Similarly, in Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel (1681) the force of the biblical parallel depends on the duplicity of the Davidic authority stemming from the tonal breakdown of binaries in the opening lines:

 

In pious times, e’r Priest-craft did begin,

Before Polygamy was made a sin;

When man, on many, multiply’d his kind,

E’r one to one was, cursedly, confind:

When Nature prompted, and no Law deny’d

Promiscuous Use of Concubine and Bride;

Then, Israel’s Monarch, after Heaven’s own heart,

His vigorous warmth did, variously, impart

To Wives and Slaves: And, wide as his Command,

Scatter’d his Maker’s Image through the Land.

                                                              (1–10)16

 

The clean distinction between old natural times, before the curse, and modernity, with its marital confinements, has to be suspended to make the Charles-David parallel work at all. Charles has to be David to get away comically with the problem progeny that is the poem’s main subject, but he is also not-David, and David is both historical and ahistorical: Dryden teases Charles mercilessly about his expansive sense of

morality and progeny at the same time that his “logic” (before the curse) seems to exonerate Charles as exceptional. Still, even the most casual reader must recognize the speciousness of time sense, a wonderful natural time free from confinement (whereas the historical King David lived precariously with his own infidelities because he did not live before the cursedliness of confinement).

Every reader can see that the clear distinction between “pious times” and present postlapsarian rebellion cannot be used as a reasonable basis for argument, even if allegorical history can be wrenched to support either political position. These tricky maneuvers by Dryden are, no more than in Pope, transparent arguments, and they depend on careful employment of false premises and systems that readers have actively to discover and sort out through careful reading practices.

Often, too, the forces of similarity and difference play blatantly with the crucial terms that set up a poem. The male-female axis at the heart of Mary Wortley Montagu’s “Epistle from Mrs. Yonge to Her Husband” (1724), for example, is constantly brought up against the similar conduct of the two principals. Montagu ventriloquizes the voice of Mary Yonge, who was convicted of adultery as charged by her husband (and stripped of most of her property), even though he was known to have committed adultery as well:

 

From whence is this unjust Distinction grown?

Are we not form’d with Passions like your own?

Nature with equal Fire our Souls endu’d,

Our Minds as Haughty, and as warm our blood,

O’re the wide World your pleasures you persue,

The Change is justify’d by something new;

But we must sigh in Silence—and be true.

                                                         (25–31)17

 

The poem is mainly about the injustices of a double standard (difference within similarity), and its emphases are on principles rather than

the specifics of behavior (though its mode is to develop personal and private sympathy for the woman whom the speaker represents). Montagu has Yonge submit her “cause” to “just heaven,” where presumably equality will be better understood than in this binary world. The poem, typically, makes full use of the clichés associated with the double standard and with male and female behavior (hard-soft, active-submissive, powerful-weak, command-dependence), adds others to highlight differences between what is and what ought to be (custom-justice, command-example), and makes the most of categorical ironies. William Yonge’s singularity involves both duplicity and twoness:

 

This wretched Out-cast, this abandon’d Wife,

Has yet this Joy to sweeten shamefull Life,

By your mean Conduct, infamously loose,

You are at once m’Accuser, and Excuse.

                                                     (59–62)

 

One textual reason (among many cultural reasons) that couplets in English in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are so devoted to complication and redefinition is that the poetry had such a significant argumentative, explanatory, and pragmatic function. This point, obvious to readers then who largely read longer texts published individually and looked to miscellanies for shorter occasional works, excerpts, and outlines of longer projects, is now not always so clear to readers, who are more apt to remember “representative” passages or to think of short, pithy verses that are atypically epigrammatic. Because their function was to build lengthy and thoughtful discourses, couplets usually depended on careful terminological distinctions and building-block explanations crucial to their central function; their job was not to provide quick summaries of complex ideas but to complicate easy takes, epigrams, headlines, and sound bites into serious and extended argument.

Opening lines of paragraphs, which typically offer a topic sentence as a way of giving the paragraph something to announce and refine, thus are often genuinely simplistic and misleading (just like the conclusions in the final couplets of a lot of Elizabethan sonnets that deliberately

simplify foolishly a more sensibly built twelve-line construction). Because the couplet was mainly the vehicle for long poems, especially those arguing complex political, philosophical, or social issues, it largely developed habits of continuity that linked and expanded on individual couplet units. Polarities or binaries could thus be useful as a means to clarification and refinement, but they nearly always represent a beginning rather than the ending point for the rhetoric of the poem. Because, as post-nineteenth-century readers, we tend to look to poems for lyrical, celebratory, or meditative functions (not for explanatory, discursive, or narrative ones), we are not as apt as we might be to notice shadings and subtleties, and we tend to look for points to be thickened or elaborated rather than modified or extended. Not all couplet poems work in the single way that I emphasize in this essay, of course, and one can readily find examples of intensification or amplification. But because other stanza and verse forms—“Pindaric” odes and quatrains, for example—were readily available for shorter poems and for longer poems with different aims, the couplet tended to focus on its habitual strengths, which by the Restoration had already come to be the ones accepted of couplet poetry.

My central aim here has been to show that the employment of binaries is almost never a simple matter and can be a very complicated one in a culture concerned to use texts not just to reflect common usage and assumptions but to represent and modify contemporary practice. Sometimes, in our zeal to find texts representative of a culture (a significant, and generally useful, emphasis over the past decade or so), we lose track of the cultural desire to instruct and modify not only individuals but the culture they are part of. Formal analysis, along with a consciousness of rhetorical strategies and an awareness of historical and cultural assumptions in textual habits and experiments, can be an important tool for baring historical practices that have become obscured or even invisible to us in later ages or other cultures, and there can be formalisms devoted to discovering erased or clouded textual practices rather than to prescribing them or looking for universal truths.
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THE SIGNATURE AND THE INITIAL IN ZUKOFSKY’S “A”

SUSAN STEWART

The more I learn about American modernism, the less I understand it and the more remote I find many of its tenets, though my regard for individual poems rarely wavers. Among those tenets that have moved toward opacity rather than transparency over time is Ezra Pound’s mandate to “make it new.” I’m not sure we have begun to grasp all the formal consequences such a mandate sought and perhaps produced. The modernists pursued a break with the past, but surely the “it” in Pound’s imperative is just as important as the verb and the adjective. Something preexisting was to be made new; nevertheless, when Pound invented or reinvented this aphorism as a translation of Confucius’s “New Day/Day New,” he didn’t say “renew it” or “make it anew.” Whether or not he had in mind starting over, or novelty for its own sake, or finding a new relation to tradition, or something else, is not at all clear.

In Pound’s own circle we see everywhere an erratic, but insistent, citation of classical Greek and Latin literature, classical Chinese and Japanese literature, Anglo-Saxon poetry, the troubadours, Dante and Cavalcanti, the metaphysicals, and the symbolists, among others.1 Pound’s didactic personality, in fact, insisted in many ways that his fellow

poets should “make it derivative”—that is, that they should follow his slate of ABC’s and not someone else’s, and indeed he was a genius at seeking and finding acolytes. His economic obsessions with borrowing and interest are in this regard on a continuum with his aesthetic obsessions. Yet, between the modernism of the early century and the modernism of the 1930s can be found both a generation gap and the denial of a generation gap—a situation that Marjorie Perloff has chronicled carefully in her 1995 essay entitled “Barbed Wire Entanglements.” As Perloff explains, Pound instructed Zukofsky at the time of his 1931 Objectivist issue of Poetry to look not to the past but to American poets of his own generation for compatriots. Nevertheless, it was just a year before, in December 1930, that Pound had written to Zukofsky: “your problem coming after T.S.E. me an’ Bill is very dif. from what ours was coming after Yeats and Bliss Carman. Praps best for you not to worry about it at all, and cease considering it as a problem.”2

Zukofsky did in fact continue to worry about this relation a great deal.3 In a letter to Pound in December 1931, he wrote “the difference between Cantos and ‘A’ aside from diction & quality of line is 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. We both partake of the cinematic principle, you to a greater & more progressive degree, tho’ it wd. be pretty hard to distinguish in either case where montage leaves off & narration begins & vice versa”

(Pound/Zukofsky, 112). Whereas Pound prescribes a completely dominating influence, Zukofsky tries to find some common principles in music and film technique that would let him evade borrowing any specific aspects of Pound’s poetics.

In this sense, a signature style rather paradoxically becomes tied to poetic movements and groups. American modernists signed on to such membership—and then, of course, struggled over whose signature would be dominant. With the important exceptions of Pound’s editing of Eliot and Zukofsky’s of Williams, these were not projects of collaborative artistic work, and even these intensely cooperative relations of editing were not announced as social projects from the outset. Rather, these writers, like members of avant-garde groups before and since, threw themselves into fervent and proleptic canon formation.

How did American poetry become so concerned with affiliation, and then proceed to invent aesthetic categories around which affiliations could be named? Such questions about the motivations and consequences of the modernist formation of aesthetic groups may be obvious, yet they cannot be answered simply by pointing to the creation of analogous movements in Europe—the Dadaists, Surrealists, Futurists, and others—for these movements did involve a great deal of collaborative artistic work and were at various times widely disparaged by the American modernists, particularly by Pound. Nor does the shift to political writing and various kinds of social realism in the 1930s obviate the drive toward aesthetic identifications.4

The birth of the name “objectivist” in 1931 tells a characteristic story. As Zukofsky explained in a 1969 interview with L. S. Dembo:

 

In the first place, objectivism . . . I never used the word; I used the word “objectivist,” and the only reason for using it was Harriet Monroe’s insistence when I edited the “objectivist” number of Poetry. Pound was after her; he thought the old rag, as he called it, was senile, and so on. He had his

fights with her. . . . In any case, Harriet was fond of Pound and after all she was enterprising. Well, she told me, “You must have a movement.” I said, “No, some of us are writing to say things simply so that they will affect us as new again.” “Well, give it a name.” Well, there were pre-Raphaelitism, and Dadaism, and expressionism, and futurism—I don’t like any of those isms. I mean, as soon as you do that you start becoming a balloon instead of a person. . . . Anyway, I told Harriet, “All right, let’s call it ‘Objectivists,’” and I wrote the essay on sincerity and objectification.5

 

Was Monroe unable to see the merits of poems by new poets beyond the affiliations they claimed? Were the forms of modernist poems unintelligible without such frames? And was this demand for a movement, a demand that Zukofsky resisted briefly and then eventually met, more generally a matter of the influence of the political climate of the 1920s and 1930s? Retrospectively, Zukofsky dismisses other movements because they are movements. Yet, this was not the only time he had been involved in collecting signatures.

The Pound/Moore and Zukofsky/Moore letters in the Marianne Moore archives at the Rosenbach Museum and Library show, among Zukofsky’s earliest correspondence with her, an undated letter about the founding, on April 26, 1935, of the first Congress of American Writers to Oppose War and Fascism in New York City. As he planned a literary quarterly to be called, not surprisingly, “American Writing,” Zukofsky wrote to Moore, asking:

 

—is the possibility of Fascism or Communism anything for an American writer to worry about?

 

—In view of your experience and observation of the contemporary American scene, does there seem to you to be any value in any organization of American writers, particularly an organization “for the defense of culture”?6

 


On January 27, 1936, Moore replied that she couldn’t respond to these questions because of illness in her family and “perplexities which hinder my writing.” She added:

 

I am in agreement with the implication in the inquiry sent me, that culture is fostered only by peace. I feel that the indifference of the individual to the political situation—national and international—is our greatest enemy. In being not publicly helpful myself, it is taking a liberty no doubt, to urge others to activity but as combating indifference if it accomplishes no better result, I feel that any kind of organizing or signing of mandates or concerted expressing of individual conviction is valuable.

 

It is striking that Moore responded to a query about the possibility of fascism or communism by declaring the “greatest enemy” to be the indifference of the individual to the political situation, while not mentioning its corollary—the indifference of the political situation to the individual.

The drive for affiliation reached into modernist stances on criticism as well. Among his earliest correspondence with her, in November of 1932, Pound asked Moore to sign a petition agreeing to his stance on the function of literary criticism, wanting it to bear the collective signature of Moore, Zukofsky, Bunting, and himself. Later, Pound wrote to her about the “factor represented by” “WCW, Eliot, you, me, Zuk.” He went on to urge her to meet Zukofsky. She answered that she didn’t see why she should, but then added she also didn’t see why she shouldn’t.

An ongoing list of “Who’s in and who’s out” underlies Moore’s correspondence during this period. For example, a letter to Pound asks why he hasn’t given due consideration to Wallace Stevens; they are still wrangling about the signatories in January of 1933, and she notes, “Louis Zukofsky does not write very well in prose and his verse is fluttered; but he has a heart for the things and in a measure profits by the experience of others, so I would think it right for him to sign.” Then, in March

of that year, Moore says she thinks Zukofsky “has talent but he has been forcing production and is unreduced and inexact. One avoids saying so lest the man’s feelings be hurt and he mistake critical disapproval for dislike.” Pound replies “I think it WRONG to avoid saying so on account of some blighters feelings. Also Zuk. not that kind of an imbecile. He has had harder than that from me, and has not mistaken it for dislike” and continues to sign Zukofsky’s name to the “factor.”7

In sum, a signature was often required to join the modernists. I mean by this both the signatures affixed to manifestos and petitions, and, of particular importance for Zukofsky, the signature that sets the terms of a musical composition, defining its key and meter. A signature gives over an individual’s name to the claims of a document, or shapes the parameters of a musical work. To make a polemical contrast to these notions of signature, I would suggest that the initial presents an emerging referent—it is its own initiating gesture, calling upon the reader to fill in its fuller terms. If a signature work exemplifies a doctrine, an initial work is a frame instantiating a process that isn’t yet completed.

Zukofsky’s 24–part “A”, his double-epic, is particularly important for the ways in which it records a poet’s life-long engagement with the respective aesthetic powers of the signature and the initial—“destined actual infinitely initial,” Zukofsky writes near the end of his nearly half-century project.8 This problem of derivation and origin cannot be answered merely by looking at Zukofsky’s relation to Pound, Moore, Williams, and other modernists, for it is also powerfully the problem of every “new world” writer—faced with establishing his or her historical and geographical relation to the civilizations of other continents on the one hand, and to the cultures of the local vernacular and aboriginal on the other.

We can review Pound’s proselytizing for a Mediterranean, and then world, legacy, as well as a certain patriarchal structure of poetic transmission,

alongside his efforts to create an American vernacular diction and orthography. Or we can consider ideas Pound put forward in The Spirit of Romance, as Eliot did in “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” arguing for the simultaneity of high culture traditions. Or we can take up Williams’s mandate to transcribe a syncretic American speech. Yet, to my mind, one of the most interesting questions here is the matter of “where the American poet should begin,” and neither modernist pronouncements nor psychological, sociological, or economic explanations present very satisfactory means for addressing this quandary. The contingencies affecting the problem of beginning are simply the case and still throw the poet, and ourselves as readers, back into the genuine formal problems that arise from the American social and historical predicament—the absence of a continuous poetic tradition in time, and the difficulty of finding an audience in contemporary space.

If this problem of beginnings affected all modernist artists and writers, Zukofsky was one who addressed it both seriously and consistently. As he says in “A”-22 (524–25):

 

                                                A

child learns on blank paper,

an old man rewrites palimpsest

 

and “why deny what you’ve not / tried: read, not into, it” (528). The issue is inseparable from a concern with coincidence and problems of origin, what he calls the “wide earth / of th’beginning” (556).9 “Happy new year / any time of year” (511), he writes, as he gives us some narrative of his genealogy, both personal and poetic, within his work.

Yet the difference between an art of the signature and an art of the

initial is even more significantly bound to Zukofsky’s relation to music. Although musical composition proceeds under set signatures in ways that even, shall we call it, non-free verse does not, finding a form and tuning content to it was Zukofsky’s predominant way of composing. When we think of the musicality of Zukofsky’s work and the commitment the entire Zukofsky family had to innovation in music, we must also remember the overwhelming historical force of classical music as a tradition to be performed by script. Classical music, by definition, requires that its devotees play, rather than invent, the material of their art. Zukofsky’s concern with “the initial” as instantiating, branding, or alluding to the maker reaches back to Bach’s practice of hiding the letters of his name in his last unfinished, and so also “infinitely initial” fugue.10

Zukofsky’s work is informed by universal and abstract notions of musical form, but we also find in it a materialism rooted in lived practices of mentation and remembering, as in the passages on family and cosmology in “A”-12, when the narrator says, “My father, where shall I begin?” (139), and

 

To begin a song:

If you cannot recall,

Forget.

     (140)

 

and a few pages later:

 

In Hebrew “In the beginning”

Means literally from the head.

A source creating

The heaven and the earth

And every plant in the field

Before it was in the earth.

Sweet shapes from a head


Whose thought must live forever—

(142)11

 

In the sky-watching at the start of “A”-22, the roving (both wandering and braiding) of the birds is described: “both initial together / rove into the blue initial” (509). Zukofsky writes of the circularity and recursiveness of forms of life:

 

yet in cells not vacuum

recórds as tho horses rushed

definite as an aching nerve

pleads feed and feed back—

spine follows path once born.

                                          (509)

 

There are many ways that we could approach the issue of Zukofsky’s beginning, but I would like to consider the abrupt start and open ending of “A” as related modes of this type of “feed” and “feed back,” of everlasting, unfinished beginning. First, there is the much-discussed problem of how to read the title. When Robert Duncan uses a title like “A Poem Beginning with a Line by Pindar,” he makes his allusion clear—he begins with the classical poet most famous for his own beginnings.12 Zukofsky himself wrote his early elegy “Poem beginning ‘The’” with a sense of the specificity the definite article would lend. Eventually, “A”-14 would become the first of ten sections beginning “An”—which is linked to one and anno. Yet at the start of “A”, where Zukofsky begins abstractly and universally, the “A” that opens “A”-1 initiates a principle of composition by numbers and alphabet that it shares with the Psalms

and the tuning of strings—initial and word are one.13 The “A” indicates the typical rather than the definite article’s particular. The “A” is first in other ways as well—it is Adamic, triangular, the sign of struggle or dialectic joined in its slanted and horizontal lines, a plan and section of a cone and hence an inside and outside view at once: “two legs stand A, four together M” (39), Zukofsky writes in “A”-7. The “A” eventually becomes the destructive capacity of the A-bomb, yet it remains throughout the “three-fingered chord”’s sweet treble—the held lovely initial (511).14

The violinist begins to tune up by playing the A string against a reference A; at each start the sound is adjusted to a prior sound in an effort toward resonance. At “A”-1’s initiation the A is tuned up specifically for Bach’s Passion according to Saint Matthew, performed at Carnegie Hall in 1928: “one air then a host,” Zukofsky writes, “an air not my own” (509). An air that shapes an era and an ear, the oratorio’s round of fiddles function independently of the dual choruses of adults and children (in Bach’s time men and boys)—a structure, as “A”-23 puts it:

 

profiting children with song whose

laws are another time veiled

timeless, consoling the aged reading

of a past meeting sorrow

                                  (551)

 

The circular motion of the strings is designed by Bach to create a nimbus or halo effect for the Christ figure, to “bediamond the passion of our Lord” (1), writes Zukofsky. What does it mean to “bediamond” something? “Bedeck,” “bedim,” “bedew,” “bedight,” “bedizen”—these words all imply ways of adorning, decorating, or ornamenting a figure, of turning up or down its light. In the last lines of “A”-23, Zukofsky speaks of “Bach quieted bothered” and “doubts’ / passionate Judgment,

passion the task” and the “immaterial Nimbus” (563), so completing the round, the nought, the cell, the zero that transfers this effect, as he says, decalcomaniacally (541), making it stick to his own poem.

A great deal has been written about Zukofsky’s use of fugue technique, especially in the first five parts of “A”. Remember his argument to Pound, that “A” was more fugal than The Cantos. In “A”-6 (38), Zukofsky writes:

 

Forgetting

    I said:

                 Can

                 The design

                 of the fugue

                 Be transferred

                 To poetry?

 

In his contributor’s note for the 1931 Objectivist issue, he speaks of himself in the third person, describing his poem as follows:

 

His poem “A”—in process—includes two themes: I—desire for the poetically perfect finding its direction inextricably the direction of historic and contemporary particulars; and II—approximate attainment of this perfection in the feeling of the contrapuntal design of the figure transferred to poetry; both themes related to the text of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion.15

 

Some scholars believe that this note has a misprint and that it should say “fugue” for “figure” (the design of the figure transferred to poetry).16 But perhaps it is not an error, for Zukofsky specifically speaks of the text of the Passion according to Matthew and not the music. The aged are reading, we might say sight reading and so animating into song, this chorale whose laws are “another time veiled.” And Zukofsky quotes directly the urgent, instantiating expressions of figuration chosen by Bach’s librettist, Picander (Christian Friedrich Henrici): “See Him!

Whom? . . . See him! How?”17 This is sight reading taken to another level; Zukofsky would find a special significance in the text of Bach’s work. The 1736 autograph is one of the most famous musical manuscripts in history, revered for the care with which Bach transcribed it. He used two different colors of ink—blackish brown for most of it, red for the opening and recurring chorale melody. He also added rubrication for all other uses of words from the Gospels. This text, with its particular role for the Evangelist as narrator and the special function of children’s choral voices, provides a model for graphically arranging a page so that individual and social voices are clearly delineated from one another. Effects of narration, rooted in past experience, are thereby countered and encountered by male and female voices in the present and children’s voices speaking from futurity. Bach’s scoring clearly presages Zukofsky’s own use of pens and inks of different colors.18

Bach’s Passion according to Matthew has significance for Zukofsky’s project in other ways as well. It was always performed after a season of mandated silence in the church year. Although scholars now think the first performance was probably in 1727, Zukofsky writes that the work was composed in 1729, the date of what was perhaps its second performance in the Thomaskirche in Leipzig. After lapsing into obscurity, it was famously revived by Felix Mendelssohn in 1829. Mendelssohn called it “the greatest of Christian works,” but it was in fact his revival that secured the oratorio’s place in history. Rather than simply following modernist practices of collaging and quotation, Zukofsky is thus taking up the

hundred-year task of making the Passion according to St. Matthew new, following a composer of mixed Jewish and Christian heritage in drawing forward and renewing the universal implications of a logic of sacrifice and suffering. In Zukofsky’s case, this logic is explored in his discussion of the class struggle and the suicide of Whittaker Chambers’s brother, Ricky. The opening of “A” dismisses what Zukofsky saw as the false devotion of bourgeois culture and claims the Matthew Passion for broadly political and specifically personal ends. Thus, “A” begins with a New Testament gospel revived by a Baroque composer revived by a nineteenth century composer revived by a twentieth century poet. As Zukofsky notes in “A”-23, Bach is an apostrophe for back (550). The remainder of “A” reels back in time to another place of beginning and perhaps the initiation of “A” becomes, in its recursive way, most clear in “A”-22 and “A”-23, the poem’s famously obscure antepenultimate and penultimate sections.

Many of the most distinguished Zukofsky critics begin their discussions of these sections by expressing bewilderment, and there’s no reason why I shouldn’t begin with a similar disclaimer, since I can’t account for most of the language of these last sections.19 Zukofsky wrote, in a letter to Lorine Niedecker on November 9, 1935, “it must be music of the statements, but not explanation ever, that’s why I seem to leave out—but the reader will have to learn to read statement, juxtaposed constructs, as music.”20 Among such juxtapositions, several literally informing allusions or background texts speak repeatedly to the poem’s relation to time—the Timaeus in “A”-22 and Gilgamesh in “A”-23 particularly—and Zukofsky here seems to be truly making it old, going behind the Hebrew Scriptures to Greek and Babylonian analogues.


Zukofsky constantly invites us to read on a close level, to read and not “read into”—but reading “musically” also means reading for refrains and themes with variations, listening to the poem’s larger patterns of allusion. For example, what are we to make of the patterned allusions to horses throughout “A” and particularly in these closing passages? Just to name a few of these references, consider: “as tho’ horses rushed” (509); “chlamys, / street for men on horse [a reference to the famous horse race, the pallio of Siena around the city’s scallop-shaped central piazza]” (523); “horses draw from / the isles new earth” (549); “night horse, roan” and “dawn, snow; hilt bone sea-horse” (555); or “redder than reddest stallion” (559). Tim Woods has noted of these and other horse allusions, and of Zukofsky’s phrase “me ridden by words,” that “words ride people like horses, that is, people are carriers or bearers of words”21 In “A”-12 (175), Zukofsky writes:

 

The horse sees he is repeating

All known cultures

And suspects repeating

Others unknown to him

 

and earlier, “A”-7 (39) had begun with an elaborate pun on manes:

 

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

 

These are the wooden sawhorses that mark that the street is closed—the A-shaped sawhorses from the sonnet sequence at “A”-7 that reappear in “A”-23 as “sawhorses silver / all these fruit-tree tops” (563). And they are as well the carousel horses that appear throughout “A”, perpetually indicating another round of time where manes and names move backwards and forwards.


But manes are also manes, the spirits of departed ancestors, and the stubble of grass left after a field is cleared.22 The manes are benevolent spirits of the upper world; they are “out of airs.” Horsehair, mare’s tails, is what is used for violin bows, so living horses, unlike wooden horses (whether saw or carousel), do touch upon the singing guts of the stringed instruments, the round of fiddles. And those guts sing because they are wound about by metal tapes or strings of copper and silver—“entombed coppers” in “A”-23 (538), the copper ornamentation on the temple and walls of Sumer, and the three pennies (521) found elsewhere in “A”. Here again, Zukofsky’s pun on roving as braiding and wandering link the motion of horses to that of the violin bow made of their tails. In “A”-22, the evergreen Australian pine, casuarina, is linked to the search for an everlasting plant or heal-all, as well as to its common name, the “horse-tail” tree—a name it shares with another plant invoked in “A”-23: “equisetum—horse + bristle / (field horsetail)” (533, 537). Similarly, Zukofsky mentions poley (520), a plant that causes abortions in mares, calling forth its opposite moly, the magical herb sought by Odysseus that is akin to the magical herb of immortality that Gilgamesh finds and later loses to the serpent.

Some of “A”’s allusions to horses are thereby drawn from the chorales/corrals of Bach; others seem to arrive by way of Plato’s dialogues.23 In Phaedrus, one horse represents the spirit and is noble, well-formed and handsome; the other represents the appetites and runs crookedly with bloodshot eyes (the “dazed eyes,” “day’s eyes,” “ox-eyed daisies” sprinkled through “A”). Both horses are controlled by a

charioteer who represents the reason. In Critias, a golden statue of six winged horses led by a charioteer is described as adorning Poseidon’s palace. Poseidon’s trident itself appears in “A”-22: it is, like “A” as note and letter, three-fingered. And we remember that Poseidon was the founder of Atlantis where, according to Plato, horses originated: “horses draw from / the isles new earth,” we read in “A”-23 (549). Zukofsky wrote “A”-22 on Long Island Sound, near the hamlet of Old Field, and like other poets in the Western tradition, he is plowing his lines in “A”-23 (556):

 

      rewarding the horses who

rear him unnumbered years and

three river-rods blossom; wide earth

of th’beginning.

 

“A”-22 has been described as depicting the geological history of 6,000 years, and “A”-23 (508) as depicting literary history (Woods, 208–12; Scroggins, 237–38):

 

AN    ERA

ANY TIME

OF  YEAR

 

The starting pun-filled palimpsest for “A”-22 beautifully exemplifies the transitional line bridging the first and second stanzas: “initial / transmutes itself.”24 Yet, what does “an era any time of year” mean, and from what stance could we see or speak of such a transmutation of ages? Does it not indicate the relation between the annual and the perennial (two kinds of flowers, two kinds of organization of time) that

is a recurring theme of “A” as a whole? Doesn’t it also indicate that what is local and global in the poem cannot be separated? As the horse repeats what is known and, unwittingly, unknown, the individual who sees the pattern is also part of the pattern—even if, or especially because, as “A”-22 states, “history’s best emptied of names’ / impertinence met on the ways” (511).

Nevertheless, one name that does recur is that of Pythagoras. Zukofsky’s many allusions to the sixth-century philosopher of time, music, and numbers culminate on page 517:

 

Pith or gore has 4

seasons, 20 yet boy, 40

young, 60 ripe, 80 aged

 

These passages invite us to read retrospectively the account of geological transformation, given earlier in the section, as an echo of the Pythagorean discourse on time at the close of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Where water meets land, where mud reigns, is the place of creation in Ovid and in Ovid’s Pythagorean myth. Zukofsky as well indicates ancient ideas about lifespans, metempsychosis, musical harmonies and numbers, and registers the pebble-counting practices of Pythagoras’s circle, writing:

 

           weird’s lettered pebble

a pan plinth table of

law

(510)25

 

When Zukofsky writes, after his lines on pith and gore,


 

For now it is: not

is the same and can

be thought and thought is

now.

 

he is also reminding us that our now is not the same as Pythagoras’s now. The Pythagorean system had only positive numbers. Yet, just as we can think the significance of silence, we also can think the not of zero and non-numbers:

 

              Truth’s way all one

where it begins and shall

come back again thru traceless

now the moving body’s sphere.

                                          (517)

 

continues Zukofsky, indicating a perpetual orbiting out of the conditions of truth through determinations generated by the passing nows of experience. For Zukofsky, the moving body is the eye of the poet, the eye-land, and not a stable point of vision watching the motion of what is outside of it.

Among the ages of man unmarked by the Pythagorean system is the age of 30, that birthday Paul Zukofsky would have celebrated in the year of the composition of “A”-22. Paul’s birthday is indicated by the “thirty trees” that appear as candles on a cake, to be celebrated by the three trees that are the three Z’s—Louis, Celia, and Paul—and, once more, the three-fingered chord with its sweet initial treble “A.” In the background stand the cedars of Gilgamesh, the great stone letters of Stonehenge and other graywether blocks (512): the signs of solar calendars,

the trident of Poseidon with his gilded temple, a happy new year any time of year that, like a birthday and an era, represents a new start, and, perhaps, the “T” of the Timaeus as a treatise on time (“gone timorous” on page 528). For the intuition we have of a Pythagorean account of time here extends to that dialogue, with its attempt to link Empedoclean biology and Pythagorean mathematics—its claim that the souls of persons are the counterparts to the soul of the world.

The Timaeus embraces a range of topics. The beginning explains how the Demiurge created the movement of the world’s soul and body, then created the gods of the stars, planets, and earth, and then fashioned mankind and other animals, before creating the mechanisms of sense perception. In Plato’s account, a form for the world was found in a figure that comprehends in itself all the figures there are—“the moving body’s sphere,” equidistant from center to extremity (23).26 Zukofsky makes a direct allusion to this passage on page 517, where he claims its perpetual relevance to the “now”s of time:

 

              Truth’s way all one

where it begins and shall

come back again thru traceless

now the moving body’s sphere.

 

Yet, Zukofsky says, on page 525:

 

Do you come teaching from

your cave to destroy My

Earth’s Fullness, return to your

tomb, who leads must run

there. Remember faith seeds, four

seasons celebrate [. . . .]

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

How to write history, policy

an unteachable gift of nature:

farmer prophesies better than poet


two diapasons cleared mutes wrong

nameless

 

Of course, Plato and Christ came teaching from caves. But, whereas Plato describes the destruction of Atlantis by volcanic eruption and earthquake, Zukofsky describes the emergence of Surtsey, a volcanic island, out of the sea in 1963 near Iceland (Leggott, 58). Is Zukofsky spinning Plato’s moving image of eternity in such a way that one sphere occludes another, or in such a way that it supplements another? The ecliptic is the great circle formed by the intersection of the plane of the earth’s orbit with the celestial sphere, as it also indicates an analogous great circle on a terrestrial globe. The angle of the ecliptic of the earth is 24 degrees, and “A” itself—the letter, as I mentioned earlier, indicating a conic form intersected by a plane—draws on the Greek sense of ékleip-tikos, a leaving out or failing to appear, just as the many uses of ellipses indicate an élleipsis, a falling short. Zukofsky uses these allusions to indicate both what intersects the whole and what is omitted and nameless. He also indicates what is there—the diapason as the whole octave or concord running through all the notes of the scale.

The mutually determined relation between lines and spaces is further pursued in imagery of nets and netting. As the Timaeus describes the breathing human body in terms of a weel or fish-trap where the lungs are a kind of funnel and vessel of air like the funnels used to channel fish into a net’s interior (Timaeus, 96–97), Zukofsky writes of how

 

fish purl in the weir:

we are caught by our

own knowing, barb yellow hard

every yet—oink little jangler

thrums—sigh, prattle sea flood—

                                             (510)

 

In the Gospel of Matthew, the Kingdom of Heaven is described as “like a net which was thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every kind; when it was full, men drew it ashore and sat down and sorted the good into vessels but threw away the bad. So it will be at the close of the age.

The angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash their teeth” (13:47). Plato describes the periodic destruction of the earth, the ways the Greeks, who have little knowledge of Egyptian culture, remain children since volcanoes, earthquakes, and flooding frequently remove from the earth everyone but a few rude and unlettered inhabitants, and those men must start again without the benefit of written memories (Timaeus, 10–11). “Well-carved does not niggle,” Zukofsky writes of inscriptions on stones, but:

 

Callous stone men great names

are too late if ties

are no ties cities feed ruins.

                                   (516)

 

Zukofsky writes of the graywether calendar stones:

 

Where stone pillars leaned together

a smaller stone topped them

on furrowed plain—how plowed?

no iron, tawny-skin storied a

stick thrown to man, ‘here’s

an animal to follow you’—

this turned into a dog.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

dog’s letter growled dog-ear marked.

                                                  (514)

 

From the domestication of animals and development of agriculture, the dog-eared page is made possible—an enduring form of memory that can survive natural disasters. But these stones also depend on human ties for their meaning, without which they are indistinguishable from aerolites and meteorites—stones arriving out of the blue from distant space. Gilgamesh is written on clay tablets that are described in the epic itself as lapis lazuli. Zukofsky describes “years on ivory leaves” (519). In Gilgamesh, a meteorite arrives and the hero is inescapably drawn to

it, “as if it were a woman,” he says.27 His mother explains that the flying stone is a sign that he will have a great companion, that the wild man Enkidu will be a twin to him. In “A”-22 as well “twins / both equally lovely” appear, and “Annals moon’s summer midnight aerolite” (515). In “A”-23, a “fallen meteor” is “lost in azalea” (550). Zukofsky writes:

 

Time vague gods intervals worlds

everlastingly themselves eidolons intellect garden

reading an old epic, cure

                                    (522)

 

—forecasting an epic of forecasting. After his re-telling of Gilgamesh’s story of the old gods of metal and wood in “A”-23, Zukofsky transcribes Psalm 115’s critique of idols of silver and gold: they have eyes but they see not, they have ears but they hear not. Zukofsky makes this an imperative:


 

                        Seeing, see not; hearing,

hear not: and—if you

have understanding, understand.

                                        (546)

 

In Canto 53, Pound wrote:

 

               Day by day make it new

cut underbrush,

pile the logs

keep it growing.

 

Gilgamesh, destroyer of cedar forests and builder of walls and gates, turns out to be the G, or bass string, of the round of fiddles playing Bach with which “A” begins. We can read Zukofsky’s “Praise! gill . . gam . . mesh” (540) as “Praise Gilgamesh,” but we also must read it as an evolution from gills to gams to mesh. I have already mentioned the breathing lungs of the Timaeus: a gam can refer to a herd of whales or, growing out of this meaning, to the calls or communication between ships that pass each other at sea. A gam is also a knee. Perhaps these are the “knees” of cypresses, used, like cedars, for ship-building. Or perhaps they are a decal for the transliteration of Arapaho speech in “A”-23 (539):

 

            we see knee

hay io wé see knee

hay io we hów we

see hay io we see,

no wee knee no wa—.

 

which, in turn, echoes the seeing “we” of Bach’s opening chorus: “see him whom” “see him how.” As Zukofsky explains, “west redskins’ talk grammars older / than East’s” (561).

And then mesh, the contradictory word indicating interstices of spaces between lines and the lines themselves. We can read mesh as an imperative, but the appositive in the next lines, “excellent body sunned whose world / journey wore out His wisdom,” returns us to Gilgamesh the proper

name and manes—Gilgamesh, the figure who kills a monster on behalf of the sun and then travels the sun’s own journey through darkness, whose world journey ends in despair as he fails in his search for renewed life. Gilgamesh is a body “sunned” in every way, and the relation between fathering and sonning permeates “A” as a whole, including its heliotropic (526) and familial themes. Nevertheless, if we are returned to Gilgamesh proper as the meaning of the phrase, what does the pun gain us?

And what should we do with the concomitant puns of allusion here? When we find doves and cedars in “A”-23, we remember the prominence of this imagery in Gilgamesh—Utnapishtim, the Noah figure of the epic, releases a dove after a flood (“sight prattle sea flood”). This imagery also appears in the Hebrew Scriptures, in the Song of Songs—particularly where the woman has “dove’s eyes,” and the man is “excellent as the cedars.” Zukofsky translates Enkidu as “one kid” when he writes, toward the end of “A”-23 (558):

 

betrayed and sold hod, god-yowl—

One Kid a gad 2 sou

sloughed Death.

 

It is Enkidu who sloughs death and is one kid, but Zukofsky of course is also citing the Passover song “Chad Gadya” with its line about the sacrificial animal “that my father bought for two zuzim.” Louis and Celia Zukofsky themselves had “one kid”—Paul, referred to constantly in the Williams correspondence with the Zukofsky family as “the kid.” And the sacrifice of a kid necessarily connects to the role of Mallarmé and a tomb for Anatole in these last sections of “A”: “poet living tomb of his games” (531).

In Hebrew tradition a cedar is often planted in honor of the birth of a son, and this return to Gilgamesh reminds us of yet another way that the initial transmutes itself. The sun god Shamash from Gilgamesh is the source of the name of the Biblical strong man Samson. The Hebrew word for cedar, erez, is a general term for might or strength and the repeating “stronger/strongest” adjectives relating to Enkidu and Gilgamesh in the Sumerian epic are taken up by Zukofsky as proper names in his retelling. Gilgamesh has, among his many dreams, one that resembles a

nuclear catastrophe—he describes to Enkidu how the earth and sky shook and a white glare filled all the sky, followed by silence and darkness.

The extraordinary and universal array of mythic allusions to cedar can be organized around a central fact: cedar does not rot. It is thereby another everlasting plant, one that is ideal for boats and arks in the antediluvian accounts of Gilgamesh and the Hebrew Scriptures. Its everlasting strength complements the flower imagery of “A” that emphasizes the five-part flower structure and its relation to fractals. The quincunxial structure of “A”-22 and “A”-23, with their five-word lines and five-line stanzas, recurs first of all to the fives that dominate Bach’s biography and works: five sets of Church cantatas, five masses, five passions, the five Leipzig churches that he served, and the five appearances of the Passion chorale in different keys.28 Yet, Zukofsky here turns to Thomas Browne’s Garden of Cyrus, the five sides of cell structure, and Gertrude Stein’s “Five Words in a Line.” Such allusions are strung together near the end of “A”-22 and conclude:

 

                the emphatical decussation

quincunx chiasma of 5-leafed, 5-

blossom, and of olive orchards

5 fingers of a hand

crossed X of bird merrythought:

conjugal or wedding number: all

things began in Order to

end in Ordainer, yet always

few genera rule without exception

                                             (531)

 

The initial “A”, the scene of the Passion according to Matthew according to Bach according to Mendelssohn according to Zukofsky, must be read against this retelling of a Sumerian epic. Remember that the Gospel of Matthew is the first of the New Testament gospels, and that Celia Zukofsky made a point of telling an interviewer that Zukofsky’s copy of the King James New Testament had been read word by word and

was replete with the poet’s marginalia.29 At the beginning of Matthew, we find the announcement that this will be a book of genealogy—the genealogy of the relations of fathers and sons that leads to Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham. This narrative genealogy is broken between Jechoniah and his brothers and the birth of Shealtiel at the story of the deportation to Babylon. Fathers and sons and brothers and twins are part of this genealogical line from Matthew back to the Hebrew Scriptures and from the Hebrew Scriptures back to Gilgamesh. John the Baptist is, like Enkidu, a wild man who wears the skins of beasts: he “wore a garment of camel’s hair and a leather girdle around his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey” (Matthew 3:4). The sacrificial death of the brother recurs in turn to Whittaker Chambers’s “Ricky” and the questions of sacrifice with which “A” began.

Like Gilgamesh, the Passion according to Matthew ends with the acceptance of death and lamentation. There is no resurrection. Zukofsky’s search for the everlasting flower, the perennial that outlasts the annual, finds in Gilgamesh no compensatory story. It would be difficult to say where in “A”-23 the Gilgamesh re-telling ends. When we arrive at the Hymn of Creation from Beowulf (586) we seem to be somewhere else, at least for a time. But Zukofsky later quotes the Picander libretto for the Passion according to Matthew at the moment of “Come ye daughters, share my anguish,” and in these last parts of “A”, an extended allusion to Chaucer’s abecedarian lament to Mary comes to the fore as the chorus and genealogy of men and boys is replaced by the funerary rites of women. Bach’s Passion according to Matthew begins in anguish and ends in deepest grief; in Zukofsky’s poem, the initial “A” ends in a Z-shaped path, “are but us—the Arbutus Path” where Paul Zukofsky lived when his father wrote these passages.

Why “us”? I’ve spoken of the antepenultimate and penultimate sections of “A”, but what of the ultimate?—Celia Zukofsky’s solution to the problem of “A”’s ending was to provide another set of initials in her “LZ Masque” (not “A,” but “el Z”), which Louis then decided to turn into

“A”-24. It is a particularly musical ending; in fact it is music—a gift made of phrases from Zukofsky’s earlier work set to Celia’s music. Yet, “A”-24 also demonstrates the scoring, or permanent record, of a script for performance in the future. It thus settles a score and lays a doubled unfinished epic to rest in such a way that it will be ready for the sight-reading that is playing and speaking as singing.30 “A”-24 is the act of completion by another that is necessary for any work of art to continue to exist. Perhaps this is the meaning of the bediamonding of the man/god—not resurrection on Easter Sunday, but entry into the carbon record: “(a thought) / or thought of consecutively fossiliferous / marl” (513) and:

 

words earth—the saving history

not to deny the gifts

of time where those who

never met together may hear

this other time sound one.

                                  (539)

 

These are the fossil remains described as earth’s scripture in “A”-23 (561), and which you can understand if you have understanding.

Such understanding, as well as the myriad allusions I have not addressed here, must wait for another day’s eyes. When we speak of modernist form, we may indeed imagine the forging of new modes of representation designed to represent the impact, speed, and syncretism of modern, primarily urban, life. Whether modernist poets were breaking the heave of the pentameter or aspiring to conditions of pure music, we think of them as tending toward abstraction and theretofore unknown forms. Yet following Zukofsky’s “A” closely, we find a modernist poetry consistently turning to the particular, rather than the abstract, features of words and phrases—phrases musical and literary at once, deeply embedded in the long history of human culture. It would be hard to imagine a modernist poem more dedicated to making it old, or one that more clearly establishes how “making it old” is a gesture of renewal.
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24. Leggott discusses these puns extensively (34–36). See also Peter Quartermain, Disjunctive Poetics: From Gertrude Stein to Louis Zukofsky and Susan Howe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 104–8.

25. Woods gives a number of sources here: the string of quotations about his life in “A”-22 are taken from Lives of Eminent Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius and refer as well to metempsychosis and the transmigration of souls; the Pythagorean discovery of musical tones and harmonies, the significance of the number four, the Tetraktys as a model of arithmetical and geometrical perfection and ethical being, and the sacred knotted four for balance is cited as the “root and source” in this harmony. The image of the “origin and fountain” of a flower comes from Cabala, as do allusions to the tree of the ten Sephiroth, ten archetypal names or categories, and Thoth/Hermes and Hermes Trismegistus (184–85). (A reading of number mysticism in “A”-23 should include mention of the Second Viennese School and the importance of the mystical number “23” in the compositions of Alban Berg, as well as the role of neo-Platonism in the school’s works more generally. I’m afraid a fuller consideration of Zukofsky’s relation to this tradition is beyond both my competence and the scope of this essay, but it should become part of future scholarship on Zukofsky.)

26. Plato, Timaeus, trans. Francis M. Cornford (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 23.

27. Throughout, I have used the recent Gilgamesh, translated and edited by David Ferry, (New York: Farrar Straus, 1992). Leggott believes Zukofsky depended on the 1960 Penguin version edited by Nancy Sanders, a book that was in his library at the time of his death (Leggott, 157–59). In 1928, R. Campbell Thompson’s important early translation of Gilgamesh (The Epic of Gilgamesh [London: Luzac and Co., 1928]) appeared. Thompson believed the epic consisted of 12 tablets. It’s worth noting that in addition to this translation, other versions of Gilgamesh continued to appear during the composition of “A”. In 1934 William Ellery Leonard published his “rendering into free rhythms” of the epic. In 1930 the British Museum also published a prose version and account. Most translations rely on the seventh century B.C.E. Babylonian version of three thousand lines, though the early second millennium text was, according to William Moran’s introduction to Ferry’s translation, a poem of “at least one thousand lines [the length of “A”-22 and of “A”-23], perhaps much longer” (x). A look at the beginning of the “Yale tablet,” as it appeared in a 1920 edition (Morris Jastrow and Albert T. Clay, An Old Babylonian Version of the Gilgamesh Epic, on the Basis of Recently Discovered Texts [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1920]), shows that early transcriptions of the epic were much closer in appearance to “A”’s line endings and structure than to the more discursive versions we have in presentations like Sanders’s or Ferry’s. Here, for example, is the translation of Column I from the Yale Tablet (87):

 

. . . . (my friend?)

[Something] that is exceedingly difficult,

[Why] does thou desire

[to do this?]

. . . something (?) that is very [difficult(?)],

[Why dost thou] desire

[to go down to the forest]?

 

28. Terry, in Bach: The Passions, Book I: 1723–25 (London: Oxford University Press, 1926) mentions all of these coincidental “fives” in his introduction, 7–8.

29. Celia Zukofsky explains in the Terrell interview: “Louie knew his New Testament as well as he knew the Old Testament. It is so annotated, so marked up—the binding is falling apart! It is almost impossible to make out what he has written down” (67).

30. In the Spring of 1975 I heard Louis and Celia Zukofsky perform from “A”-24 at Johns Hopkins University. Celia played the piano and Louis spoke; he did not sing.







“SOUND SCRAPS, VISION SCRAPS”

Paul Celan’s Poetic Practice

MARJORIE PERLOFF

Thirty-four years after his death, Paul Celan’s status as the greatest German-language poet of the second half of the twentieth century seems assured. His oeuvre—roughly 900 pages of poetry distributed over eleven volumes, 250 pages of prose, more than 1,000 pages of published correspondence, and nearly 700 pages of poetry translated from eight languages—has by now received massive critical attention. . . . And yet the work continues to be to a great extent terra incognita.—Pierre Joris (2005)1

Paul Celan’s reception, at least in the English-speaking world, has always been connected to his status as the great Holocaust poet, the poet who showed that, Adorno’s caveat notwithstanding, it was possible to write poetry, even great poetry, in the German language, after Auschwitz. As “Poet, Survivor, Jew” (the subtitle of John Felstiner’s groundbreaking study), Celan has become an iconic figure: continental philosophers from Hans-Georg Gadamer to Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe have read Celan’s poetic oeuvre as a post–World War II Book of Wisdom.2 The result, ironically, has been to place Celan in a kind of solitary confinement, a private cell where his every “circumcised word”

(Jacques Derrida’s term) can be examined for its allegorical weight and theological import, even as, so Pierre Joris suggests in the excellent introduction to his new Selections, its actual poetic forms and choices are largely ignored. “Perhaps the greatest risk for the reading of Celan in our time,” writes the poet Charles Bernstein, “is that we have venerated him, in the process of removing him not only from his own time and place, but also from our own poetic horizon. . . . [A] crippling exceptionalism has made his work a symbol of his fate rather than an active matrix for an ongoing poetic practice.”3

It is that ongoing poetic practice I want to consider here. What follows is thus an experiment in reading Celan, not as exemplary Holocaust poet or as philosophical thinker, but quite simply as a mid-twentieth-century poet. What, to begin with, is Celan’s radius of discourse? Is he a modernist? A postmodernist? Does he believe that language can signify a reality outside itself? What is Celan’s relationship to the various poetic currents dominant when he came of age? Is his a self-contained semiosis in the vein of John Ashbery? Or is Celan perhaps a proto-language poet? However unique a poet we take him to be, Celan does, after all, write out of a tradition, a culture, a history.

Suppose we take a poem often cited as conveying Celan’s basic sense that the ground of language has become an abyss, that language is forced to speak the unspeakable. I am thinking of the poem Sprachgitter (1959), a title whose translation can only be reductive: sprach (past tense of sprechen) means “spoke,” Sprache refers to both individual speech and language: in other words, to both langue and parole. As for Gitter, the noun designates grate, gate, fence, and mesh, as well as grille. “For fishermen,” Anne Carson points out in her study of Celan and Simonides, “it means a net or trap. For mineralogists, the lattice formation of a crystal.”4 Whether fence or net, Gitter is always associated with some sense of blockage or obstruction. Here is the poem:


 

SPRACHGITTER

 

Augenrund zwischen den Stäben.

 

Flimmertier Lid

rudert nach oben,

gibt einen Blick frei.

 

Iris, Schwimmerin, traumlos und trüb:

der Himmel, herzgrau, muß nah sein.

 

Schräg, in der eisernen Tülle,

Der blakende Span.

Am Lichtsinn

errätst du die Seele.

 

(Wär ich wie du. Wärst du wie ich.

Standen wir nicht

unter einem Passat?

Wir sind Fremde.)

 

Die Fliesen. Darauf,

dicht beieinander, die beiden

herzgrauen Lachen:

zwei

Mundvoll Schweigen.

 

[SPEECH GRILLE

 

Eyeround between the bars.

 

Flitterbug lid

rows upward

sets a glance free.

 

Iris, swimmer, dreamless and dim;

the sky, heartgray, must be near.

 

Slanting, in the iron spout

the smouldering splinter.




By its lightsense

you guess the soul.

 

(Were I like you. Were you like me.

Did we not stand

under one Passat?

We are strangers.)

 

The flagstones. On them,

right next to each other, the two

heartgray puddles:

two

mouthfuls of silence.]5

 

Poststructuralist theorists have consistently taken “Speech Grille” as representative of Celan’s post-Holocaust estrangement from language that culminates in this poem’s inscrutable “two / mouthfuls of silence.” In Jacques Derrida’s famous essay “Shibboleth for Paul Celan,” “Speech Grille” is cited in a discussion of the poet’s “witness[ing] to the universal by virtue of absolute singularity,” the singularity of the shibboleth, that “word used as a test for detecting foreigners, or persons from another district, by their pronunciation,” more loosely, “a catchword or formula adopted by a party or sect, by which their adherents or followers may be discerned, or those not their followers may be excluded.”6 The original shibboleth, as the OED notes and as Derrida reminds us, was the Hebrew word used by Jephthah in Judges (12: 4–6) as a test-word by which to distinguish the fleeing Ephraimites (who could not pronounce the sh) from his own men, the Gileadites. Shibboleth, Derrida argues, thus “marks the multiplicity within language, insignificant

difference as the condition of meaning” (31). And that mark of difference or trace, which becomes comprehensible only in relation to a particular site or place, is for Derrida the key to Celan’s poetic language. His is a “ciphered singularity: irreducible to any concept, to any knowledge,” a “singularity which gathers a multiplicity in eins, and through whose grid a poem remains readable. . . . The poem speaks, even should none of its references be intelligible, none other than the Other, the one to whom it addresses itself. . . . Even if it does not reach and leave its mark on, at least it calls to, the Other. Address takes place” (35–36).

The shibboleth must also be understood as a “circumcised word.” The poet witnesses the universal—the wounding emblematized by circumcision, the Holocaust, death in general, “by virtue of absolute singularity, by virtue of and in the name of the other, the stranger, you toward whom I must take a step which, without bringing me nearer to you, without exchanging myself with you, without being assured passages, lets the word pass and assigns us, if not to the one, at least to the same. We were already assigned to it, dwelling beneath the same contrary wind” (55). The reference is to the strong Atlantic wind called Passat in the fourth stanza of “Sprachgitter”:

 

(Were I like you. Were you like me.

Did we not stand

under one Passat?

We are strangers.)

 

Strangers because we cannot speak the shibboleth, the lost word (Holocaust, Jew, the exterminated family, death). The stanza above is thus one more instance of the inability of language to render the unspeakable, except as trace structure. Circumcision, Derrida posits, “designate[s] an operation, the surgical act of cutting, but also and equally the state, the quality, the condition of being circumcised” (63). The poetic word is opened only to be closed again; it names only to withdraw the name as soon as it is given. “The circumcised word is first of all written, at once both incised and excised in a body, which may be the body of a language and which in any case always binds the body to language”

(67). More specifically, it is also the German language that must be “circumcised,” given that it had been debased by its status as the language of the Nazis. In Celan’s own frequently cited words:

 

No matter how alive its traditions, with most sinister events in its memory, most questionable developments around it, [German poetry] can no longer speak the language which many willing ears seem to expect. Its language has become more sober, more factual. It distrusts “beauty.” It tries to be truthful. If I may search for a visual analogy while keeping in mind the polychrome of apparent actuality: it is a “greyer” language, a language which wants to locate even its “musicality” in such a way that it has nothing in common with the “euphony” which more or less blithely continued to sound alongside the greatest horrors.7

 

In its “circumcised” version of the German language, Derrida suggests, Celan’s poetry becomes an offering of something that the reader can never fully understand, a cipher of a language that can never quite speak the unspeakable and is hence a speaking silence. As Dennis J. Schmidt puts it, Celan’s “‘Two mouthfuls of silence’ mark the place of the poem for Celan . . . such silence is not to be confused with mere quiet but needs to be heard as the unvocalized voice of the poem. . . . A voice estranged from language, rendering the effort to listen to language in the poem rare, demanding, and painful at once.”8 And the classicist poet-philosopher Anne Carson reads Sprachgitter (in her translation, “Language Mesh”) as “a word Celan uses to describe the operations of his own poetic language, in a poem about strangeness and strangers.” She asks:

 

Does Celan use Gitter to imply passage, blockage or salvaging of speech? Mesh can do all of these. Celan may mean all of these . . . [T]he German language offers Celan a qualified hospitality, a murderously impure meal. . . . Celan can make himself at home in his mother tongue only by a process of severe and parsimonious redaction. . . . Mesh limits what he can say but

may also cleanse it. As crystal it cleanses to the essence. As net it salvages what is cleansed. (Carson, 30–31)

 

The “action of estrangement [that] takes place in this poem,” Carson concludes, “represents, in some part, the condition of intimate alienation that obtained between Celan and his own language” (33).

The alienation of the poet from his own language, the status of a given word in that language as shibboleth, designed to be misunderstood even by the Other addressed, the “mouthfuls of silence” the poet proffers the reader—these analyses of Celan’s poetic are based, we should note, on a very particular set of assumptions about the way Celan’s poetry—or, for that matter, any poetry—works. For Derrida in particular, a given poem is no more than an entrance into a larger poetic universe where particular thematic motifs can be traced. Indeed, the Amazon.com book description for Sovereignties in Question: The Poetics of Paul Celan, the recently published book from Fordham University Press (2005) that brings together the 1984 “Shibboleth” with a number of later Derrida essays and interviews concerning Celan, contains the following:

 

Central themes include the date or signature and its singularity; the notion of the trace; temporal structures of futurity and the “to come”; the multiplicity of language and questions of translation; such speech acts as witness, promise, and testimony, but also lying and perjury; the possibility of the impossible; and, above all, the question of the poem as addressed and destined beyond knowledge, seeking to speak to and for the irreducible other. . . . Derrida’s approach to a poem is a revelation on many levels, from the most concrete ways of reading—for example, his analysis of a sequence of personal pronouns—to the most sweeping imperatives of human existence.

 

It is true that Derrida’s “Shibboleth” contains some discussion of personal pronouns, of dates and place names, and of particular events commemorated in the poems, even as no single poem is discussed as a whole. From start to finish, Derrida mines the poems, short as most of them are, for particular lines or even single words that point to his larger interpretation of Celan’s oeuvre. The “circumcised word,” it seems, is one that is regularly taken out of context and linked to other related words

so as to produce a coherent account of Celan’s poetics. Moreover, in this discussion of lyric poetry—and here Derrida is representative of philosophical critics in general—nothing is said about sound structure, rhythm, lineation, syntax, or the actual organization of the poem in question. Such reading, we might say, is more properly a reading for. Having found the phrase, Nach / dem Unwiederholbaren (“After / the unrepeatable”) in “A la pointe acérée” (Gedichte, 146), the strategy is to find echoes and analogues of Das Unwiederholbare and its relationship to the Herzgewordenes (“what has become heart”), never mind the surrounding details.

As such, the name Celan has become a cipher for profundity, for the true voice of the Holocaust in all its horror and pain—a voice that of necessity presents what Aris Fioretos has called “a language which appears at odds with itself.”9 Celan, writes Anne Carson “is a poet who uses language as if he were always translating” (28). Pierre Joris similarly remarks that “Celan’s language, though German on the surface, is a foreign language, even for native speakers. . . . The Celanian dynamic . . . involves a complex double movement . . . of philotes (love) for his mother(‘s tongue) and of neikos (strife) against her murderers who are the originators and carriers of that same tongue.”10 This emphasis on double movement is even more prominent in Adorno: “Celan’s poems,” he notes, “want to speak of the most extreme horror through silence. Their truth content itself becomes negative. They imitate a language beneath the helpless language of human beings, indeed beneath all organic language: It is that of the dead speaking of stones and stars.”11

A language beyond all organic language, a language that looks like translation rather than “original,” a language at odds with itself, shibboleth, circumcised word, and so on. How do we reconcile such views with Celan’s own insistence that “this language, notwithstanding its inalienable complexity of expression, is concerned with precision. It does not transfigure or render ‘poetical’; it names, it posits, it tries to measure

the area of the given and the possible” (Collected Prose, 16)? In what follows, I want to explore that “precision”—what Ezra Pound called the “luminous detail”—by reading Celan, not as the “special case” he is usually taken to be, but as a sophisticated postwar European poet, whose native language and culture were German—more specifically the German of the Austro-Hungarian Empire into which he was born—but whose mature years were lived in France, with his wife Gisèle de Lestrange, a woman from an aristocratic, Catholic background, and his son Eric. His real last name, Antschel, had become, by an anagram of its Romanian form, Ancel, the French-sounding Celan.

On the Fence

In a draft for “The Meridian” (the speech Celan gave on the occasion of receiving the Georg Büchner Prize in 1960), the poet notes, “The pictorial” (Bildhaftes), that is by no means something visual; it is, like everything connected to speech, a mental phenomenon . . . a manifestation of speech as something derived from writing, therefore from something that is silent.” And he adds the parenthetical note “(Sprachgitter, das ist auch das Sprechgitter macht das sichtbar)” (Speech grille, that is also speak grille, makes that evident) (Gedichte, 643). The German

word Sprechgitter is not a neologism. On the contrary, it refers to an object to be found at hardware or electric stores: namely, the transom above or below the doorbell, used in apartment or office buildings to announce one’s arrival and desire to be buzzed in (fig. 1). As such, a Sprechgitter serves as the conduit from a speaker’s voice to that of an unseen (and perhaps unknown) addressee—a situation that, as we shall see, is indeed germane to Celan’s poem.
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But Sprechgitter is also an architectural term, relating to the medieval church. In the notes to the Suhrkamp Gesamtausgabe (Gedichte, 652–53) Barbara Wiedemann informs us that Sprachgitter was written in response to a picture postcard Celan received from the author and publisher Günther Neske, with whom he planned to publish his next collection (Gedichte, 632).12 The card, dated Pfingsten (Whitsuntide) 1957, bears the image of the fourteenth-century Sprechgitter or Confessional

Screen (fig. 2) of the former convent church called Klarissenkloster at Pfullingen in Württemberg (1300) (fig. 3). The Sprechgitter pictured on the card was the only contact the convent’s nuns had with the outside world.
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The Klarissenkloster itself was named for Santa Clara of Assisi (1194–1253). According to legend, the aristocratic eighteen-year-old Clara, having fallen under the spell of St. Francis’s preaching (see fig. 4), secretly left her father’s house in the dark of night, and “proceeded to the humble chapel of the Porziuncula, where St. Francis and his disciples met her with lights in their hands. Clare then laid aside her rich dress, and St. Francis, having cut off her hair, clothed her in a rough tunic and a thick veil, and in this way the young heroine vowed herself to the service of

Jesus Christ.”13 From then on, no one in the outside world saw Clara again. As foundress of the Order of Poor Ladies, also known as Poor Claras, she lived in the strictest poverty. In her later years as Abbess, Clara helped the blind and ill St. Francis by erecting a little wattle hut for him in an olive grove close to the monastery; it was here that he composed his famous “Canticle of the Sun.” In 1234, Clara defended her convent from the troops of Frederick II, who were trying to enter by a ladder placed against an open window of the abbey, raising the ciborium bearing the Host so high that “the soldiers fell backward as if dazzled, and the others who were ready to follow them took flight.” Both these stories—the transfiguration of the blind St. Francis and the dazzling of the invading army of Frederick II—fostered the belief that the Holy Water of the Church of Santa Clara in Assisi could cure those with eye-diseases, and

it was hence referred to, in a nice pun, as aqua clara. The abbess was canonized in 1255. In 1958, a year before the publication of Celan’s Sprachgitter, Pope Pius XII also declared Santa Clara to be the patroness of television because of her legendary ability to see into the distance.
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Celan’s poem, prompted by Neske’s picture postcard, contains a network of references to the eye and its inability to see. The opening line, Augenrund zwischen den Stäben (“Eyeround between the bars”), presents the image of the poet’s eye (or is it the priest’s behind the confessional screen?) trying to penetrate the bars so as to see what is on the other side. The coinage Augenrund can also refer to the round made by the poet’s eyes making a circle as they take in the scene and try to penetrate what is behind or inside the Stäben. The theme is carried on in the next two stanzas: the “shimmering” eyelid “rows” upward, stealing a glance at the ceiling. Beneath that lid, “swims” the iris, dreamless and dim or drab. A “swimming” iris means a watery or blurred eye; indeed, it can be the sign of the detachment of the retina.

In Greek mythology, Iris is the Goddess of the Rainbow, the swift-footed messenger of the Gods, who often assumed the shape of a mortal, and was known only to those who received her message. When a quarrel arose among the gods, Zeus would send Iris to the river Styx in the Underworld to bring back the golden jug of sacred water, which signified the oath of the gods. But in “Speech Grille,” the blurry iris beneath the flickering lid suggests that the message of the Gods, like the healing aqua clara of the Abbey, cannot penetrate the speech screen. There is no response from its other side. Hence the poet posits that a “heartgray” sky, its gloom reflected in the dark, dim iris, must be near—a sky in which the rainbow of the Covenant is nowhere to be glimpsed.

The fourth stanza introduces a new image, but one that metonymically relates to the eye. “Schräg, in der eisernen Tülle, / der blakende Span”: Tülle, meaning spout, also brings to mind the silken fabric called Tüll (tulle in French); Span is a shaving or splinter. What is this smoldering splinter, slanting in its silken or silvery container? If we assume that the speaker facing the grille, a speaker whose eyelid “rows” upward to take a glance at what is above, has entered a church, the iron spout, seen at an angle, is probably a censer, hanging from the ceiling (fig. 5). The roundness of the censer matches the “eyeround” of line 1, even as the smoking

splinter within it is analogous to a mote in the poet’s eye—the mote that evidently makes the iris swim, the dream fade, and the lid shimmer or flicker. The conclusion drawn in lines 9–10 thus seems nothing if not logical: it is the “lightsense” experienced by the churchgoer that animates the soul, the “lightsense” Clara could offer to the blind St. Francis and the invaders at the abbey’s gate. But here there is no light: the soul remains in darkness.
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What the poet is suggesting is that for him, there is no grace of God, not only not in this Christian church, but perhaps nowhere. His companion, however, mentioned for the first time in line 11 (and most probably a veiled allusion to Celan’s French Catholic wife Gisèle de Lestrange) may be reacting differently. Hence the question:

 

Were I like you. Were you like me.

Did we not stand

Under one Passat?

 


These parenthetical lines express the poet’s painful desire to be at one with his wife, to share with her as his other. But the recognition (line 14) is that this is not the case: “We are strangers.” Hence, on leaving the church, the flagstones are always and only flagstones, and these, in turn, are covered by two “heartgray” Lachen (note the repetition of the adjective used in line 6). Lachen, in this context, has the primary meaning of puddles or pools: two gray pools of water blot the flagstones. But Lachen also means “notches”—the stones are notched with the sign of the two unknown strangers—and in the singular, the noun “Lachen” is the common word “laughter”—in this case, a mirthless, hollow chuckle of sorts. In all three cases, the flagstones reflect the “heartgray” condition of the lovers: the desire for communion—with hidden priest, God, and especially the “you” who is his beloved—has failed. All that remains are their two mouthfuls of silence. The poem’s conclusion links sight and speech: both are, at least for the moment, suspended. As Celan wrote his friend Joachim Seng, “I tell myself that in Sprachgitter the existential, the difficulty of all speaking (to one another) and at the same time the structure of that speaking is what counts” (Gedichte, 643).

To say, as does Fioretos, that a poem like “Speech Grille” embodies a “language at odds with itself,” or that it, in Anne Carson’s words, represents “the condition of intimate alienation that obtained between Celan and his own language,” may well be true as a generality, but doesn’t get us very far. For here—and this is usually the case in Celan’s work—the issues are quite specific. To be literal: the poet and his wife have wandered into an unnamed abbey church; the poet eyes the confessional screen or barred side chapel, ruminating on whether he can, in Wordsworth’s words, “see into the life of things,” and make contact with God, or at least with his companion. But there is a mote in his eye, figured by the splinter in the swinging censer, as by the tick in his eyelid and the “swimming” of his iris; this poet is neither a reliable messenger nor does a message from outside come through to him. It is not so much speech but vision that fails and the heart that shuts. Does his companion feel the same way? Evidently not, so that separation occurs: the watery eyes of the suppliants are replaced by two gray puddles, or again, the mote in the poet’s eye becomes the “heartgray” notch on the stone. Blockage prevents both vision and speech.


Sprachgitter can thus be read, first and foremost, as a poem about failed love, failed communion, between lovers and between the poet and his God. As in the case of Santa Clara, the outside world—what Yeats called the “emperor’s drunken soldiery”—recedes. And that failure of communication, critics like Joris and Carson have noted, spells out a necessary alienation not only from the poet’s intimates and friends but from the German language itself. In “Memory of Words” (1990), the poet Edmund Jabès maintains that “the German language, though it is the one in which [Celan] immersed himself, is also the one which for a time those who claimed to be its protectors had forbidden him. If it is indeed the language of his pride, it is also that of his humiliation. . . . There is something paradoxical . . . to totally invest yourself in the language of a country that rejects you” (Selections, 220). But, strictly speaking—and here I think we must be strict—Germany had never been Celan’s country, and his language, as deformed and unsituated as it seems to be, should perhaps also be understood as the language of Karl Kraus and Robert Musil, rather than primarily that of the poet’s “humiliation.” True, “Speech Grille” contains a number of elaborate neologisms, beginning with the title—Sprachgitter, Augenrund, Flimmertier—and unusual compounds such as herzgrau and Lichtsinn as well as exotic references like “Passat” (the standard, but foreign-sounding German term for trade wind). But on the whole the syntactic locutions, if not the diction, seem familiar enough, especially to an Austrian ear like mine. And here we must remember that Celan’s German was never that of Berlin or Frankfurt but the German of Vienna, which was the center and magnet of the Austro-Hungarian empire, into which Celan was belatedly born in 1920, two years after its dissolution. For his parents, the “official” German of Vienna was the necessary language of the educated class: Paul’s mother Fritzi always spoke German to her son and taught him the German classics. Such colloquial locutions as gibt einen Blick frei, der Himmel muß nah sein, errätst du die Seele, Wär ich wie du, and Wärst du wich ich, testify to the naturalness, if only an intermittent one, of Celan’s speech-base. He was, in other words, more at home in German—his particular variant of German—than he or his readers were given to admit. Then, too, we must remember that Celan lived in Vienna from 1947–48

before moving to Paris—and that he had an intense affair—and drawn-out correspondence—with the Austrian writer Ingeborg Bachmann.

Indeed, the difficulty of Celan’s lyric has less to do with word choice or even word order than with the absence of any and all connective tissue, whether causal, temporal, or even paratactic, in his poetic discourse. What is missing, for starters, are the pronouns. “Eyeround between the bars”: we surmise that the eye is the poet’s own but cannot be sure, and lines 2–4 provide no clues. In line 5, “Iris” is represented in the third person, as “swimmer” (female noun), and hence evokes the goddess as well as the poet’s eye. The abrupt shift of address in line 11 thus comes as something of a shock: here, suddenly and parenthetically, is an address to another person. But after the announcement that “We are strangers” in line 14, the poem lapses back into its blank, subjectless third-person mode, culminating in those mouthfuls (whose?) of silence.

In the same vein, a given line rarely prepares us for the next. It is not a foregone conclusion, for example, that because the iris is a swimmer, “dreamless and dim,” the sky must be equally drab and grey. Again, the perspective of the smoking splinter in lines 7–8 does not explain why or how the “lightsense” allows us to guess the soul’s status. And there are no signals to indicate the shift from indoors to outdoors between lines 14 and 15. This is, in other words, an extremely oblique lyric, stripped of temporal and spatial markers that might explain what is going on. Then, too, pun and allusion produce great density: “Iris” is both the colored part of the eye and the Greek Goddess; Tülle suggests cloth (tulle) as well as spout; “lightsense” can be the yearning for light (think of St. Francis) but also the unbearable lightness of being, which may define the soul; and Passat looks and sounds like Passah, German for Pesach or Passover, thus interjecting a Jewish note into the otherwise Christian imagery (Felstiner, 107).

Other poets—Mallarmé in French, Hölderlin in German, Emily Dickinson in English—have written lyrics as obscure and condensed as Celan’s. Dickinson, for that matter, introduces at least as many neologisms as does Celan, and her syntax is equally complex and disjunctive. Like Dickinson, Celan uses extensive sound patterning to relate what is otherwise disparate. Consider the internal rhyme of Flimmertier—Schwimmerin—Himmel,

the alternate alliteration of Dicht beieinander die beiden, the alliteration of traumlos und trüb, of Himmel, herzgrau, and of darauf, / dicht. The dominant rhythm of line 1:
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where a dactyl whose third syllable has a secondary stress is followed by trochee and amphibrach, is repeated in truncated form in line 2:
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and with variations throughout. The penultimate line, with its break after the monosyllabic zwei, produces the final tongue twister:
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Here the heavy consonants sound as if the words are hard to spit out, as indeed they are. Sounds of silence would be one thing, but mouthfuls of being silent, of refusing or being unable to speak, have a sinister edge, drowning the poignancy of those eight monosyllables of the utmost simplicity—
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—a conditional that cannot be satisfied despite the rhythmic identity between the two hemistichs.

Finally, a word about punctuation. Celan’s opening line, a suspended noun phrase, would seem to need no punctuation; yet Celan concludes it with a period, thus emphasizing its separation from what follows. Similarly, “Wär ich wie du” ends, not on a note of question, as the intonation may suggest, but again with a period, the punctuation itself implying that there is no match between the first conditional and the second. Indeed, the short non-sentences closed by periods retain their separate identity. More important, the whole fifth stanza is placed in parentheses, as if to suggest that the actual conversation between “I” and “you” occurs only in memory or perhaps in supposition; it stands outside the main frame,

itself a kind of Augenrund (“eyeround”) between the bars that separate the poet from his interlocutor. Confession, that is to say, cannot take place.

Such overpunctuation becomes a Celan signature, as in Engführung (“Stretto”), where we find passages like the following:
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Here the poetic tension arises from the simple repetition that should be incantatory but is just the opposite because of the passage’s line-breaks and punctuation, creating a feverish rhythm. I am reminded of such Wallace Stevens poems as “How to Live. What to Do.”—a title whose poignancy surely has a lot to do with its punctuation.14 Whereas the

expected comma after the word “Live” would supply continuity, the drive toward a way of being, a period suggests that there is no way to live. The sentence merely stops. Similar effects are found in later poems, such as the overpunctuated couplets in “No Possum, No Sop, No Taters”:

 

It is deep January. The sky is hard.

The stalks are firmly rooted in ice.

                                (Collected, 294)

 

and the final couplet in “Debris of Life and Mind”:

 

The most gay and yet not so gay as it was.

Stay here. Speak of familiar things a while.

                                               (Collected, 338)

 

Late Modernist poetry—Celan’s, Stevens’s, or Beckett’s poetic prose—is characterized by such condensation and reduction of its symbolist base, its dissolution of the speaking subject into the fragmented world it inhabits. But it remains, I would argue, a “high” mode of lyric discourse, avoiding the popular culture references, verbal-visual disjunctions, shifts from comic to serious, and found text of the poetry to come in the late twentieth century.

Then, too, this is a poetry that still respects—as later poetry will not—the emblematic status of the natural and human world. Celan’s imagery—eye, mouth, grass, stone, flower, tree—is the imagery of Dickinson and Stevens as well; but for Celan, the natural world always bears the imprint of technological invention. Consider the late minimalist poem in Atemwende (“Breathturn,” 1965) that gave Celan’s 1967 volume its title:

 

FADENSONNEN

über der grauschwarzen Ödnis,

Ein baum-

hoher Gedanke

greift sich den Lichtton: es sind


noch Lieder zu singen jenseits

der Menschen.

(Gedichte, 179)

 

[THREADSUNS

above the grayblack wastes.

A tree-

high thought

grasps the light-tone: there are

still songs to sing beyond

mankind.]

(Breathturn, 85)

 

Apollinaire’s great 1913 poem “Zone,” concludes with the startling image of the rising sun as a cut throat: soleil cou coupé. But for Apollinaire, the sun still existed, a perfect sphere, an orb of light, or ball of fire that might be perceived as cut off. For Celan, by contrast, there is no more single sun—no center, no point of origin—only a multiplicity of threadsuns—thin slivers of sun or light rays, fragile and breakable. The poet’s life hangs, so to speak, by a sun-thread above the gray-black wasteland in which he dwells. But in line 3 a tree-high thought counters his despair, for it “grasps the light-tone.” The English translation, which suggests that the German noun means no more than a “light tone” or “tone of light” is deceptive, for Lichtton is a technical term from the annals of early sound film. The Welte Light-Tone or Light-Organ, invented in Germany in 1936 (fig. 6) was an electronic instrument using electro-optically controlled tone generators. As the Welte Web site informs us, “A glass disk was printed with 18 different waveforms giving three different timbres for all the octave registers of each single note. The glass tone wheel rotated over a series of photoelectric cells, filtering a light beam that controlled the sound timbre and pitch.”15

If we thus think of “light-tone” as a controlled sound pitch mechanically produced on celluloid film, the poem’s thrust becomes obvious.

Like Stevens’s “palm at the end of the mind,” that “stands on the edge of space,” in “Of Mere Being,” Celan’s “tree- / high thought” grasps for the sound pitch that allows his own particular film strip to come to life.16 “There are,” it seems, “still songs to sing beyond / mankind.” A Sprachgitter, let us recall, is not an impenetrable language wall; its openings allow the threadsuns of song to come through, even as “the wind moves slowly in the branches,” of Stevens’s palm. Indeed, to read Celan against the late Stevens is to become aware that, by midcentury, Pound’s Imagist credo that “The natural object is always the adequate symbol,” had given way to a curious sleight-of-hand whereby an image like Lichtton (“light-tone”) could morph into an obscure—but highly specific—reference, in this case to the new technology of the period.
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Such odd shifts are by no means unique to Celan: his contemporary, Samuel Beckett, was fond of introducing arcane words like ravanastron (an Indian stringed instrument played with a bow) into the texture of

otherwise flat, sober descriptions by his protagonists, in this case, Watt. But just as Beckett’s ravanastron hangs on an ordinary wall in a “large bare white room,” so Celan’s “threadsunned” Lichtton is found among the “heartgray” puddles on the paving stones.17 It is this tension between the Imagist-Symbolist model of the early century and the “illegible” texts to come that makes Celan’s lyric poetry so challenging—a pivot in the tradition that takes us from Hölderlin, Dickinson, and Mallarmé to the elliptical fragments of George Oppen and Susan Howe. I conclude with the following seven-line poem from Lichtzwang (“Lightduress”):

 

WAS ES AN STERNEN BEDARF,

schüttet sich aus,

 

deiner Hände laubgrüner Schatten

sammelt es ein,

 

freudig zerbeiß ich

das münzenkernige

Schicksal.

(Gedichte, 287)

 

[WHAT’S REQUIRED OF STARS,

pours itself out.

 

your hands’ leafgreen shadow

gathers it in.

 

joyfully I bite in two

coin-powered

fate.]

 

Here the diction is not obscure, the only challenging word being münzenkernige. This compound combines Münzen (“coins”) with the adjective kernig for “robust,” “strong,” “powerful,” the neologism formed on the analogy of the epithet “high-powered.” But, as in the case of such related texts as Beckett’s Imagination Dead Imagine (which,

incidentally, has often been said to refer to a crematorium), we know what the words “say” well enough, but not what they mean, because the syntax is so elliptical. “What’s required of stars” is surely their light—a light that is “gathered” or collected into the “leafgreen shadow” of “your hands.” But does such gathering dissipate the shadow or vice versa? And does biting one’s coin-powered destiny in half mark resignation to one’s fate or the triumph above it? “You know,” we read in Stevens’s “Of Mere Being,” “that it is not the reason / That makes us happy or unhappy” (Palm, 398). But the speech grille remains open, poised to receive those words that pour themselves into the waiting shadows.

Appendix

Three published translations of “Sprachgitter”:

(1) Joachim Neugroschel, in Selections, 63–64:

 

SPEECH-GRILLE

 

Eye-orb between the bars.

 

Ciliary lid

rows upwards,

releases a gaze.

 

Iris, swimmer, dreamless and dim:

the sky, heart-gray, must be near.

 

Skew, in the iron socket,

the smoldering splinter.

By the sense of light

you guess the soul.

 

(Were I like you. Were you like me.

did we not stand


under one tradewind

We are strangers.)

 

The tiles. Upon them,

close together, the two

heart-gray pools:

two

mouthfuls of silence.

 

(2) John Felstiner, in Paul Celan, Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan (New York: Norton, 2000), 107:

 

SPEECH-GRILLE

 

Eyes round between the bars.

 

Flittering lid

paddles upward,

breaks a glance free.

 

Iris, the swimmer, dreamless and drab:

heaven, heartgray, must be near.

 

Aslant, in the iron socket,

a smoldering chip.

By sense of light

you hit on the soul.

 

(Were I like you. Were you like me.

Did we not stand

Under one trade wind?

We are strangers.)

 

The flagstones. On them,

close by each other, both

heartgray puddles:

two

mouthfuls of silence.

 


(3) Anne Carson, in Carson, 32:

 

LANGUAGE MESH

 

Eyeround between the bars.

Glimmeranimal lid

rows upward,

sets a look free.

 

Iris, swimmer, dreamless and dismal:

the sky, heartgrey, must be near.

 

Slanted, in the iron socket,

the smoking splinter.

By its lightsense

you guess the soul.

 

(Were I like you. Were you like me.

Stand we not

under one tradewind?

We are strangers.)

 

The pavingstones. On them,

tight by each other, the two

heartgrey pools:

two

mouthsfull of silence.
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Everybody Hates Kant would do pretty good service as a title under which to organize diverse literary-critical controversies of the last few decades. At issue are canonical practices and doctrines that since Romanticism have regularly been associated with Kant, Kantianism, and, especially, the Kantian aesthetic. When insurgent critique—whether focusing on art, criticism, or theory—has approached nineteenth- and twentieth-century texts and contexts, “Kantian aesthetics” has been mapped onto, been seen to generate, or simply been made coterminous with that baleful phenomenon, formalism. In more explicitly political terminology, the phenomenon has also been well known as bourgeois formalism, a term whose presumed internal redundancy has been mobilized to stress formalism’s ostensible allegiance. Beginning in the 1970s, versions of this last usage have been powerfully adumbrated as the now familiar “critique of aesthetic [or Romantic, or modernist] ideology,” a critique whose vocabulary and syntax stem from Marxism, although the critique also appears in a cluster of methodologies increasingly classified as post-Marxist. Schematically, the critique goes something like this:

At a foundational moment for modern-bourgeois, desocialized “rep-resentationalist” ideologies of aesthetics, ethics, and politics, Kant’s third

Critique and the art contemporaneous with it establish an essentialist or transcendental theory of cultural value, a theory based in literary or aesthetic form. This theory’s other, from Romanticism through the twentieth century, is the material, the social, and the historical, all of which are erased by or made subservient to artistic-philosophical form. Thus emergent aesthetic formalism ideologically deforms material, socio-historical reality, turning it first into art and then into art theory.

For reasons that flow in significant part from developments within Marxian-derived criticism, the critique—having long if glancingly made references to Frankfurt School “Critical Theory”—has recently accentuated its relationship to Frankfurt School figures, and to Theodor Adorno in particular. These more recent attempts to marshal “negative dialectics” for literary ideology-critique coincide with an overlapping but probably distinct event: the arrival of still another wave of interest, across the humanities, in the Frankfurt School and Adorno, generated by new and deeply erudite contributions to the scholarly literature on Critical Theory itself, as well as by the appearance of fresh, much-needed translations (not least Shierry Weber Nicholsen’s invaluable rendering of Adorno’s Noten zur Literatur and Robert Hullot-Kentor’s luminous translation of Ästhetische Theorie).1

But revived, across-the-board attention to Adorno and the Frankfurt School is not without irony for those ideology-critique analyses of literary-aesthetic “formalism” that hastily draft Critical Theory to their projects. Frankfurt-centered studies and translations have begun to clarify the ways in which Adorno, for one, makes Kant’s third Critique virtually a cornerstone of his negatively dialectical final statement, Aesthetic Theory, if not of Frankfurt Critical Theory tout court. Meanwhile, critique-of-aesthetic-ideology and other marxisant treatments of Kantian-identified

traditions in poetics and theory—having subjected Kantian-Coleridgean “essentialist organicism” to withering historical deconstruction—have proceeded to pose their own alternative accounts of aesthetic and cultural history. These alternatives often involve an “anti-aestheticist” constructionism, a principle instigative of or allied with those social-construction analyses that bare the device of cultural-historical fabrication, revealing the constructedness of ideological and social contracts. But the irony only deepens when one attends carefully to Adorno’s numerous, decidedly modernist suggestions that formal Kantian aesthetics is nothing but the anti-essentialist, active process of construction itself (in the progressive-emancipatory, rather than sociopolitically coercive sense). Adorno’s position all along, it emerges, was that the anti-organicism of Benjaminian-modernist constructivism stands as a realization rather than refutation of Kantian aesthetics (and of Romantic and nineteenth-century poetics).2

All of which brings us, surprisingly or appropriately, to William Blake. The ways that Blake has been drawn into discussions about form and formalism may be readily imagined. Suffice it to say that important Marxist and post-Marxist treatments have kept faith with other currents in Blake interpretation, understandably focusing not just on theme and content but, above all, on Blake’s militant commitments to process. In the exemplary account offered by Jerome J. McGann’s Towards a Literature of Knowledge, emphasis falls on Blakean performativity, on agency in and of the poem: thought experiment, thought action, acts of making, and knowledge-construction in and by the illuminated

text. McGann gives pride of place to the poems’ productive processes, including the impasses and fissures that make the texts incommensurable with themselves. Invoking Adorno at key moments of an overarching argument “against [the] Kantian way of thinking about art and poetry” and “the Kantian programme” for art more generally, McGann presents an alternative vision of “the way poetic discourse gets carried out . . . in imaginative writing at large.” Significantly, McGann begins his book (which features treatments of Byron, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and Ezra Pound) with an attempt to show through Blake “how poetry is a form of action rather than a form of representation.”3

Against a third Critique understood to promote restrictive formulations (concerning disinterest, virtuality, internal coherence, and correspondence to presumptions about the world’s empirical or phenomenologically available wholeness and harmony), McGann poses Blake’s unsettling poetics. McGann argues persuasively that Blake seeks not to establish but radically to question rules, laws, and systems (especially those of art). Blake’s work courts—then alters itself from excess of, and finally embodies and recirculates outside itself—imaginative, artistic energy. Readers experience the vagaries and aporias of the work’s refractory materiality, its difficult literality: the confusions and impasses organized by its dedication to particularized facts of grammar and punctuation; the physical appearance of its visual and linguistic components in their individual, never quite unifiable instantiations; and all of these in relation to the verse’s sonic and rhythmic registers. Blake’s art, incessantly revising audience expectations, continually opens the doors of perception. Drawing extant facts and particulars into itself, it lets poetry approach and refashion knowledge as the activity of knowing. Militantly but unsystematically enlisting rhetoric and ornament to confound issues of form, Blake eschews the organic and the abstractly formal, thereby refusing Kantian “aestheticization” of poetic discourse. Blake’s

only real law is that poetry build up—create, nonorganically construct—as rich a constellation of detail, of concrete particulars, as possible.4

McGann’s précis of Blake rings true. But as the prior discussion of Kant and Frankfurt theory indicates, that précis could also serve as a fine rehearsal of form, formalism, and critical agency in Kant’s third Critique and Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory. McGann’s “Kant versus Blakean-Marxian-Critical Theory” opposition, in other words, dissolves in its very dramatization. Via Frankfurt Critical Theory or other methodologically available restatements (such as those of skeptical neopragmatism), Kantian formal aesthetics reveals its kinship rather than hostility to Blakean poetics. From each viewpoint, far from having its unruly heteronomy whipped into shape by the abstract force of formal discipline, the material (or materiality) gets to count as material in the first place by virtue of its relationship to an act—provisional though it be—of framing or construction, an act of form. By the same token, the formal gets to be formal only by its momentary, experimental coincidence with the material.5 While formalism can and certainly has represented the promulgation and policing of behavioral rules that serve

hegemonic power, it has also been a name for commitments to the modes by which the irreducibly formal dynamics of aesthetic experience enable us to sense an at once affective and intellectual capacity crucial to critical agency. And in a way probably unintended by avowedly antiformalist historicizing efforts such as McGann’s, Blake’s importance in debates about literary-critical formalism starts to look, oddly enough, like a central exhibit in the way that corrective historicizations of form and formalism are themselves unwittingly or unadmittedly formalist. Like the earlier formalisms they would correct, they in effect seek to contribute toward the development of critical consciousness of—indeed, of critical consciousness as—form. To that extent, they regard form not as static or ideologically given but as a dynamic (Blakean) process necessary if not sufficient for the sensing of critical agency, and for the sensing of a capacity to stretch beyond predetermined or preexisting concepts in thinking and engaging the ethical, sociopolitical, and historical themselves.

On this view, dynamic twentieth-century formalisms begin to resemble earlier Kantian formulations about, or Blakean realizations of, primary engagements between form and material—only raised now to the second or third power, to theorizations in which form and its histories become the material, the objects of analysis, refashioning, reconstruction. One thus wants to think again about the importance of Blake for Northrop Frye, not only in Fearful Symmetry and similar studies but also in and behind the self-consciously monumental Anatomy of Criticism. In light of so much antiformalist critique of Frye’s totalizing-formalist,

myth-structural, emphatically aesthetic “ahistoricism,” it’s worth remembering that Frye’s work began in explicitly Blakean insurgency against—what else?—formalism. The formalism from which Frye departed was known, of course, as the New Criticism. It bears recalling too that some of the most celebrated subsequent attempts radically or dialectically to write sociohistorical content into inherited, formalist literary histories—Fredric Jameson’s Political Unconscious comes immediately to mind—presupposed the great value and generativity of Frye’s form-and-genre architectonics.

There’s much more to say about histories of literary-critical formalism in relation to Blake, but I’d like to shift attention to modern poetry’s reimaginings of Blakean form-experiment. And given that New Formalism has occasionally been nominated as a coinage for renewed scholarly interest in form, it’s perhaps appropriate to insert a cautionary note, since the often fruitful exchange between poetics and theory can yield false cognates. New Formalism may prove an unfortunate term for criticism; and it’s quite likely that no identifiable movement will coalesce around it or any kindred phrase. But even if something vital should develop in relation to the term, it probably wouldn’t map well onto the recent movement or grouping in American poetry coincidentally known as “New Formalism.” New Formalist poetry has seemed interested largely in returning to forms—sestina, villanelle, sonnet, and so on—that, according to New Formalist poets, have fallen into disuse through decades of free-verse practice. The “looseness” indicted by New Formalist poets is deemed to spring from various sources, but on the rebellious side of the poetic ledger, it would be hard to think of a post-1945 figure more presumably culpable than Allen Ginsberg. And where Ginsberg enters, the question of Whitmanesque and Blakean poetics in contemporary American poetry (along with a range of other materials and influences) enters too.

Everybody knows how Ginsberg brought Blake into the postmodern or, more accurately, helped bring postmodernism into American poetry under the aegis of Blakean inspiration, with results that stretched from high art to Dylan and the Doors. Blake’s appearances in Ginsberg’s oeuvre (Blake’s literal appearances or visitations to him, according to Ginsberg) signified form-smashing rejuvenation, an emphatic swerve from New

Critical and related academicism in poetry. At times, media attention and the myths that grew around Ginsberg made it seem as if previous notions of form and formalism had been completely overthrown (or hallucinogenically altered, altering all). It’s therefore startling to realize how deliberately Ginsberg, in as anthology-familiar a poem as “Sunflower Sutra,” had insisted on the foundationality of aesthetic, and especially lyric, form. The frame of “Sunflower Sutra” features Ginsberg and Kerouac sitting amid San Francisco rail-and-junkyard industrial detritus:

 

Look at the Sunflower, he said, there was a dead gray shadow against the sky, big as a man, sitting dry on top of a pile of ancient sawdust—

—I rushed up enchanted—it was my first sunflower, memories of Blake—my visions—Harlem

and Hells of the Eastern rivers, bridges clanking Joes Greasy Sandwiches,

dead baby carriages, black treadless tires forgotten and unretreaded6

 

This Blake-connected sunflower (with its simultaneous immersion in and potential resistance to industrial grime [“with the smut and smog and smoke of olden locomotives in its / eye—”]) starts to produce a surprising language of form:

 

entangled in your mummied roots—and you there standing before me in the sunset, all your glory in your form!

A perfect beauty of a sunflower! a perfect excellent lovely sunflower . . .

 

Ginsberg’s closing apostrophes to the flower conjoin aesthetic, sexual, and political registers of the rebirth from soul-obscuring industrial death that the poem imagines, with interesting last thoughts about form:

 

Poor dead flower? when did you forget you were a flower? . . .

You were never no locomotive, Sunflower, you were a sunflower!


And you Locomotive, you are a locomotive, forget me not!

So I grabbed up the skeleton thick sunflower and stuck it at my side like a scepter,

and deliver my sermon to my soul, and Jack’s soul too, and anyone who’ll listen,

—We’re not our skin of grime, we’re not our dread bleak dusty imageless locomotive, we’re all golden sunflowers inside, blessed by our own seed & hairy naked accomplishment-bodies growing into mad black formal sunflowers in the sunset, spied on by our eyes under the shadow of the mad locomotive riverbank sunset Frisco hilly tincan evening sitdown vision.

 

Beneath Ginsberg’s lines one hears all those debates in aesthetic and poetic history about the formal qualities of beautiful objects, about “free beauty” in nature—with tireless canonical speculation, within the discourse, concerning flowers. It’s not simply that Ginsberg imbibed such ruminations before, during, and after his education at places like Columbia University. It’s also that they saturate the particular nineteenth- and twentieth-century poetics—through Rimbaud and symbolisme, at least—that Ginsberg gravitated toward and referred to time and again.

Yet the poem treats formality as more than general presumption or background music to sunflower-investigation. Ginsberg explicitly characterizes his sunflower as “formal” not just because he follows discursive traditions of philosophical aesthetics and poetics that theorize harmonious (seemingly perfected) floral appearance together with an experience of “purposelessness,” of existence apart from exchange or even use value. The poem called “Sunflower Sutra” imagines apprehension of a sunflower through—not analogously, not allegorically, but through—experience of a formal fact: William Blake’s poem “Ah! Sun-Flower.” That is, one of “Sunflower Sutra”’s means of kindling aesthetic experience (and its concomitant sense of critical agency) is the knowledge and memory of what is, properly speaking, a literary form, a song; more specifically, a Blake Song. This is not to say that the experience narrated in “Sunflower Sutra” is merely, hermetically, literary. It is to notice that the history of poetic form actively enables—informs, as “Sunflower

Sutra” suggests—the critical awareness whose process is Ginsberg’s subject. “Sunflower Sutra” realizes its themes by expanding the historical frame of an initially Blakean trajectory: the semblance-projection of a fictive future-past via the materials of a degraded, oppressive present. This requires the wresting of critical-reflective-imaginative space from inhospitable circumstance; that had been precisely Blake’s complicated program in his Songs, wherein the neat separations between Innocence and Experience came undone, divided internally and in relation to the two larger formal categories and their social referents, all with the intent of activating the impulse to question, and a heightened awareness of it.

Content-wise, Ginsberg relays 160 years of exponentially higher-speed (“locomotive”), mechanized industrialism back toward a touchstone moment of poetry’s—Blake’s—critical engagement with that socioeconomic phenomenon. This is where Ginsberg’s formal experiments make meaning. In what may look, a half century after composition, as if it had been fashioned with carefree grace, Ginsberg melds Whitmanesque song, free-verse exploration from Pound and Williams, and breath cadence from Buddhist chant. The highly textured collocation, built into the line’s apparent naturalness, measures even as it hopes to transform the sociohistorical developments that are the poem’s données. The long incantatory line, in a poem so overtly invoking Blake’s marvelously condensed song, weirdly insinuates that the line finally retraces its own genealogy, getting back not only behind the expansive chant of Ginsberg and Whitman but behind that of Blake’s own long-lined “prophetic” poems too, arriving again at tightly woven but gently unreeled nursery singsong:

 

Ah Sun-flower! weary of time,

Who countest the steps of the Sun:

Seeking after that sweet golden clime

Where the travellers journey is done.7

 


Connection here bespeaks difference as much as continuity, whether of poetic line, artistic form more generally, or socioeconomic context; the knowledge of difference or distance—of history—comes in and as formal apprehension. “Sunflower Sutra” indicates as much when it greets “Ah! Sun-Flower” as ancestral form. Ginsberg cannily makes us hear his initial undersong-play with Blake’s text as if “Ah! Sun-Flower,” rather than a song of Experience, had been written and published as an emphatic, exclamatory poem of Innocence,

 

—I rushed up enchanted—it was my first sunflower, memories of Blake—

 

a pristine or embryonic form of revivified perception, clarified thought rescued from pollution. The moment’s “enchanted” “rus[h]” affiliates in chant (as Ginsberg’s poem constructs the semblance-experience of speech-become-musical-expression) with Blake-song, while the location of the speaker’s “first” sunflower experience ambiguates gently between the poem’s present and its remembrance of/with Blake. Slyly, Ginsberg then makes us recall that the sweet melancholia of Blake’s compressed song had already broached the difficulties of Experience. “Sunflower Sutra,” true to Blake’s own procedures in the two Song groups, reaches back for enchanting energy not to Innocence but to what may count even more toward thought-feeling’s renewal: genuine, pained recognition of loss. Meanwhile Ginsberg’s lengthy line conveys—in contrast to “Ah! Sun-Flower”’s extreme brevity of line and text—the enormously expanded scope, with the passage of historical time, of the existential-social problem constellated by sunflower, temporality, and what various Songs of Experience had imaged as the new (for Ginsberg’s time, no longer new) “grime” coloring existence. Retrojecting later histories of formal poetic experiment and social life onto a Blakean origin, Ginsberg stresses that the form of that inaugural Blakean effort was already one of searching and questioning rather than fulfilled self-sufficiency.

From the most basic and then historically cumulative elements of poetic technique, to form understood more abstractly, form stands here as a crucial marker, telling us that “we’re all . . . formal sunflowers” (a

message partially enacted by the lyric speaker’s apostrophe to the flower and its form, which, via lyric apostrophe’s own formal logic and history of bi-directionality, also counts as the lyric subject’s address to/ recognition of his or her own subjectivity and its form). For Ginsberg, this entails the recognition that irreducibly formal, diverse artistic means generate “vision” (the poem’s last word). Seeing clear to the sunflower’s formal structure requires the subject’s formal recognition that renewed perception depends on a form of experience historically described as aesthetic: a form of thought-experience that may resemble but is not quite the conceptual, “objective” thought determined by preexistent conventions and rules. Such experience involves the construction in semblance—impelled in part by felt response to artistic making, to a Blake poem, for example—of forms of self-acknowledgment (for individual and collective subjectivity) that are felt to coincide with the perceived form of the object: “we’re all . . . formal sunflowers.”8 This construction of subjectivity ultimately functions as the formalized content, the form-content, of the renewed insight Ginsberg pursues. The form-content, which does not itself guarantee any particular ethical or political subjectivity, involves the process of sensing an in-construction capacity for knowing that is propaedeutic to knowledge, conceptual thought, and critical agency. It is the form-process otherwise known as critical—better, as protocritical—consciousness.

The foundationality of the formal experimentation known as aesthetic experience for stimulating critical consciousness and agency is hardly exclusive to Ginsberg, nor is he alone in associating it with Blake. Modern Blakean poetics obviously precedes Ginsberg; and in the years since

Ginsberg’s entry onto the scene, various poets have turned repeatedly to Blake as a key source for their reimaginings of engaged or radical poetry.9 A sketch of the poet Laura Moriarty’s recent work illuminates how Blake still hovers around contemporary poetry’s understandings of experiment, form, and formalism and around the rethinking of aesthetics, lyric history, and the Frankfurt School Critical Theory with which this essay began. Though I’ll focus on Moriarty’s relationships to Blake and formal matters, I by no means wish to imply that her poetics reduce to them. On the contrary, her twelve volumes of poetry display an enormous range of informing materials imaginatively transfigured. But here, purposefully highlighting Blake and the formal, I’ll briefly treat work from Moriarty’s Symmetry (1996), along with texts published in two poetry journals.10

Moriarty’s work might be seen as adjacent to, though not of, the writing frequently called “language poetry.” Her work, while based (like language poetry) in the worlds of experimental poetics and art, maintains clear if complicated fidelity to lyric’s multiple histories. (In this regard, Moriarty shares affinities with other experimental but lyric-identified poets, a shortlist of whom might include Barbara Guest, Susan Howe, Michael Palmer, Alice Notley, Bernadette Mayer, Clark Coolidge, Robin Blaser, Norma Cole, Alfred Arteaga, and Benjamin Hollander, as well as better-known figures like John Ashbery and the late Robert Creeley.) For all its transformations of presumably theoretical or philosophical materials, this is a poetry always interested in the possibilities found where

affective and intellectual experience join to create a sense of critical agency in the very process of stretching, via musical or songful semblance, the medium of conceptuality, and thus of objectivity: language. For all its evident political commitments, this is generally not a poetry that gravitates toward anti-aesthetic techniques of purportedly Benjaminian “mechanical reproduction” in order to effect radical defamiliarization. Often proceeding as if its force depended not on the abjuring of lyric but on the ability to make lyric itself critical, this poetry enacts what amounts to a recognizably Adornian poetics: the formal tension between lyric impulse, texture, sound value, and so forth on one hand, and the encounter with/incorporation of non- or antilyric elements, on the other, is grasped as that which generates significant aspects of the modern poem’s value.11

Such concerns are palpable in “Art & Science” and “Golgonooza,” companion texts Moriarty wrote in Martinique during the prelude to the 1991 Gulf War.12 “Art & Science” begins as prose-meditation on the uses and pretensions of theory; it serves also as prose poem, manifesto, and introduction to “Golgonooza.” From “Art & Science’s” final paragraph:

 

Golgonooza, in William Blake’s cosmology, is the city of art, the simultaneity of energy and time produced by art. It is part of the fallen world, in Blake’s sense, and is therefore questionable. Not paradise, but an interesting place to be. What is the difference between art and non-art? For Blake, it was an ethical question. In this vested, gendered, entirely fraught medium, the real question is what is being celebrated. It is in celebration that the pleasure of writing and reading exists. The question of what is being celebrated applies to each writer, to each writing. But the answer is never definitive. Nothing

isn’t circular. “Endless lunch,” Vincent Price says in the movie, Laura, “lunch after lunch, beautiful lunch.” “Work,” Laura says, “Endless work, beautiful work.” But they are illusions to each other.

 

For Art & Science cannot exist but in minutely organized Particulars And not in generalizing Demonstrations of the Rational Power.

—William Blake, Jerusalem (57)

 

The consideration of incommensurable materials that could be unified only by force—abstract doctrine and messy reality, theory and practice, art and life, difficult poetics and popular culture, prose and verse—takes its unsettling cue from the text’s point of reflective departure, the forced reconciliations intended by warfare. Meanwhile the mutual refunctioning of “questioning” and “celebration” speaks powerfully about art’s role for Moriarty. I’ll have more to say later about the status of the lines from Blake’s Jerusalem, including the ironic casting of their credo—against generalization—in the form of a generalization; I want now to observe that Moriarty moves almost immediately from the quotation into “Golgonooza” itself, whose title reads as the text’s first word: Golgonooza,

 

where the explosion leaves off. Where the woman from

the other story the child the refugee coincide. This

is the story of a conversation.

 

                                        my darling the sun

 

                                        I have already paid

 

Moriarty continues to interweave prose (or prose poem) with disjunctive lyric verse, initially making the two modes’ relationship charged but unclear, somehow akin to being an American in Martinique with knowledge of imminent war in the Middle East. We tend at first to read sequentially, to move in and out of the different modes, seeing how they segue into each other. A different option soon beckons: we may read the embedded lyric verses as if they parallel or shadow,

rather than intersect, the prose-poem text. We’d thus pry free a lyric that would proceed,

 

my darling the sun

I have already paid

We believe

in the shape of a horse

she spoke sweetly

Mary he began

Talk of love

            (58–59)

 

But escalating degrees and intersecting planes of formal ambiguity keep dramatizing the Blakean dynamics (starting with the titling) of this poetry-in-time-of-war text. Verse lines move in and out of prose-poem paragraphs as the text organizes and scuttles expectations about when verse will appear again.

In a wonderful if grave final coordination, “Golgonooza” concludes just after presenting (in its last prose-poem sections) what appear to be elements of Martinican landscape, prophetic talismans from Blake and Walter Benjamin, and evocations of the military-campaign moniker “Operation Desert Storm”:

 

They are building a palace across the street. In the form of

a letter. We are stuck in a storm.

 

Aspects of the concluding paragraph—its straight-ahead and then contracting rhythm, blank tone, limitation to two stark lines after a rich floral cataloging in the preceding paragraphs—hint that we have, unexpectedly, ended in verse, in “Golgonooza’s” strain of bare-bones lyric. At no other point in the text are there more than four consecutive prose-poem paragraphs; in fact, there are generally no more than three consecutive prose paragraphs remaining uninterrupted by verse anywhere in “Golgonooza.” The text’s prior orchestrations of prose and verse have thus prepared us to see and hear its last two lines—which follow

four prose paragraphs—as lyric verse (or as the text’s most distilled form of the question “What is lyric, what is verse?”). Speculation about what genre or form we are (have all along been) reading coincides (as where, in the text’s opening moment, “the other story the child the refugee coincide”) with urgent queries about the “form” that rhymes finally, if troublingly, with the “storm” before us.

Notions about the presumptively straightforward (but as “Golgonooza” attests, actually storm-vexed) harmony of forms—their internal harmony, their harmony with one another—attach to several privileged signifiers in the Blakean lexicon, among them symmetry. So it is notable that after “Art & Science” and “Golgonooza,” in a book replete with Blake allusions and refashionings and titled Symmetry, there is no “Tyger” riff and no “fearful” anything. Indeed, Moriarty’s finest and most fearful Blakean symmetry may be that Symmetry’s book-opening epigraph is not from Blake:

 

The right and the left are obtained by letting trail behind you a tinge of persistence in the situation. This symmetrical fashioning of the situation distributed on each side of the vertical axis is of practical value (as right different from left) only as a residue of experiences on exterior points.

—Marcel Duchamp

from The Green Box

(emphases in both Duchamp and Moriarty)

 

If our earlier opposition between Kant and Blake surprisingly revealed their affinity, Moriarty goes one better, discovering the alliance of Kantian-Blakean Romanticism with one of its notorious others, a modernist founder of found-object, ready-made, mechanically reproducible aesthetics. As Moriarty activates Duchamp’s notion of the initially situated, then somewhat abstracted construction of symmetry, of symmetry’s (form’s) necessary but nonidentical relation to its informing experiences, we seem to witness a time-lapse tour de force: late-twentieth-century experimental poetics splices Kantian-Romantic and ur-avant-garde constructivist footage, attaching an earlier tradition to newly discovered “anti-organic” materials and techniques. We likewise observe

a genuine poesis of literary and artistic “theoreticohistorical” materials that today are too commonly assumed to exist more for the benefit of theory, philosophy, and history than for art itself.13

At multiple levels of built textural complexity, Symmetry puts symmetry, form, and meaning—or their making, as well as the making of Symmetry—into play. The poem “There Is No” asks (as do other Moriarty poems, though none quite so clearly) that its title be read as the text’s first line, and that it not be:

 

THERE IS NO

 

Lack of harmony

Between form and meaning

 

Symmetry

      (54)

 

Here symmetry is either the lack of harmony between form and meaning or the fact that there is no lack of harmony between form and meaning (which latter two should on some level rhyme as unremarkably as “harmony” and “symmetry”). Or, “lack of harmony” describes the space “between form and meaning” (though in Moriarty’s poem, the phrase “lack of harmony”—if not its referent—comes before, not between, “form” and “meaning”), and this constitutes knowledge of symmetry; and so on. The terms and elements constitute, construct, or constellate themselves through their interplay. If Moriarty’s form-meditation recapitulates the structure of Blake’s “Opposition Is True Friendship” (and then some), several untitled poems continue reworking (through theme, syntax, repetition, and image) that and other axioms from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, paying modern tribute to the beats of Blake’s Marriage proverbs by fashioning a syntax both taut and serpentine.14


A year after Symmetry’s publication, Moriarty published “Notes on Symmetry as a Procedure,” more discursively underscoring that symmetry is form or form-process whose formality—whose aura of harmonious stability—requires animating tension, constant (re)construction.15 Symmetry comprehends an ongoing interchange between stasis and movement, passivity and dynamism: in short, the combined sense of charged energy and suspension so often formulated as aesthetic experience, as the whole host of oxymoronic variations on Kant’s echt-paradoxical “purposiveness without purpose.” The relentless formalism (the term is inescapable, not least because “purposiveness without purpose” intends to designate an experimental experience of the mere form or semblance, rather than a predetermined conceptual substance or content, of purpose) of this form-creation and form-adjustment may provoke charges of myopia. But if “renewal of vision”—renewed sense of/for symmetry—is a formal category lacking in content, still the governing assumption is that this formal power will be available for, and necessary to effectuate, specific content-engaging acts of critical agency. Surely that is why Blake—hardly singular here, as we have seen in Ginsberg’s “Sunflower Sutra” and see, too, in Moriarty—often projected symmetricality or dynamic formal process as itself a content, or at least as an image or symbol of gestured-toward content.16

This is also why Adorno stresses the “formalist Kantian” point that

although the aesthetic looks like conceptual-objective, “useful,” content-filled thought or activity, it only “looks” like these latter. On Adorno’s Kantian account, aesthetic thought-experience in some way precedes objective, content-and-use-oriented thought; in that sense, aesthetic experience is “formal” because it provides the form for conceptual, “objective” thought or cognition. But aesthetic thought-experience itself remains free (relative to more properly conceptual thought) from preexistent concepts or cognitive rules. The aesthetic—with ephemeral lyric traditionally at both its base and apex, precisely because of lyric’s uniquely intense relationship to conceptuality’s medium, language—serves as a mold or frame for the construction of conceptual thought in general; it also serves as the formal and imaginative engine for new, experimental (because previously nonexistent) concepts: concepts that may bring obscured aspects of substantive social reality to light, or at least may provide the formal ability to do so. Lyric experiment thus begins to construct and make available the intellectual-emotional apparatus for accessing, and to that extent the social material of, the new. Constructivist theory and practice see that experiment in lyric—lyric as experiment—helps make new areas of the modern fitfully available to consciousness in the first place.17

Further consideration of Moriarty’s formal endeavors may bring the theory home. In Rondeaux, written and published a few years before Symmetry, Moriarty composed a whole book of experiments in rondeau form (the originally French genre of thirteen lines—fifteen if the two refrain lines are counted—with basically two rhymes).18 Moriarty later explained that she

 

started using the rondeau because I liked its repetitiveness, its sonnet-like concision and its similarity to popular song.

In using the form, I reduced the procedure to repeating a word or phrase from the first line in the ninth and last lines and to keeping the poem, usually, to fifteen lines or units. (“Notes on Symmetry,” 179)

 


That rondeau practice eventually came into Symmetry (or perhaps Rondeaux traveled toward Symmetry). The rondeau’s traditional play of repetition with/as difference—the pronouncedly self-echoing and self-altering character of its particular song—already rehearsed aspects of Moriarty’s thinking about symmetricality, while the process of reinventing the form (keeping it modernly intact, as it were) further instantiated her in-construction idea of symmetry. Amid Symmetry’s wide range of experiment (grid poems, split-column poems, prose-poem sequences that revisit Blake’s versified Four Zoas) are a number of more or less fifteen-line, rondeau-based texts. The card-carrying Blakean Robert Creeley—who, as a presiding committee judge, chose Moriarty’s Symmetry manuscript for a 1992 Gerbode Award—might well have been describing her rondeau play when he touted Moriarty as having “perhaps the most perceptive engagement with words that anyone’s had for years. . . . Here one may finally see that what’s said makes a world endlessly, over and over and over.”19

In sections of Symmetry Moriarty develops rondeau reinventions that emerge from, and chart, the time of Operation Desert Storm. These newer rondeaux feature a tense complex of melody and critical objectivation, drafted into being by the Gulf War. Moriarty observes that in

 

the last section of Rondeaux and in Symmetry, I often used the fifteen line unit but changed it into a form I eventually thought of as a “missile.” The missile consists of five stanzas with five, four, three, two and one line(s) respectively. It turned out to be a useful form to use in thinking about the Gulf War. (“Notes on Symmetry,” 180)

 

She then quotes “The Missile,” from Symmetry

 

The protected zone

Like a diagram of a pine cone

Removed from life


Lightening

Seems alive

 

The quiet voice

The trees of an imaginary paradise

Dropping down

 

Or not fallen

Like people who are innocent

To the ground

 

To the air or back down

What lasts is what we have

 

What we have done

                          (27)20

 

Like its military namesake, missile form tries to land (or line) down in a carefully circumscribed area. But while the revised method in one sense parallels the remorseless targeting clarity and unidirectionality of a real missile, Moriarty appears to have decided that certain elements of her earlier rondeau practice would now seem uncomfortably close to the missile attacks that her missile form attempts critically to anatomize. So although her shift to pitiless countdown (of lines per stanza) forebodingly mimes the grim anticipation of a direct hit, other departures from her previous rondeaux seek to make missile form less weaponlike than they would be if she maintained her earlier form. Most telling is the approach to refrain. Throughout Rondeaux Moriarty’s rondeau play honored the genre’s convention of clearly, quickly identified refrain (though her pared-down version reduced the refrain unit, from line, to phrase or word). In Symmetry something about clear, early, and then recurrent statement of even minimalist refrain has become intolerable. It is as if such repetition would thicken the identity of an already too-solid

weapon-referent, poetically fortifying the identitarian logic that a real missile dramatizes when it reduces targets to mere effects of itself (as when a building becomes a “bombed-out building” or a “missile-destroyed building”).

Identificatory repetition, thickness, and logic are therefore the missile form’s objects of critique. Hence the opening of “The Missile” signals that traditional and even reinvented rondeau-line (or phrase/ word) refrain has been abjured in Moriarty’s missile form. Repetition instead involves smaller, scattered echo figures, like the o’s of “zone” and “cone” that help articulate ballistic-system and other armament vocabularies and reappear in affiliated trace sound throughout the text. When an actual phrasal refrain (“what we have / What we have done”) finally arrives, brutally compressed into the closing two lines, the poem—having heretofore refused or radically dispersed any strong refrain statement—palpably alters rondeau experience. Trailing unmet expectations of an early, highlighted identification of the referential object or idea through tolled linguistic theme (the weapon, keyed to its repeated refrain), the long-delayed refrain emphatically directs attention away from itself and toward “the protected” reading subject. The subject’s inaugural task of piecing together disseminated sound cues that substituted for (and prepared the much-postponed, abbreviated) refrain is fulfilled when the tardy refrain turns out to convey not so much the missile’s culpability as the subject’s explicit recognition of responsibility (“What we have done”). And as with the dispersion of signs rather than presentation of clear, frequently repeated refrain, so too, at the level of sentence structure, do “diagrammatic” military and contemplative clarity meet their opposite numbers. In the poem’s release of an implicit, alternative-critical syntax, Moriarty simultaneously names the human casualties of missile trajectories and unsettlingly links them to those thoughtful, apparently blameless subjects (the poet included) who inhabit or read her text: those sensitive to ephemera like the movement of “quiet voice,” which now, disturbingly like the weapon at issue, may be understood to be “dropping down or—not fallen, like people who are innocent, to the ground—to the air or back down.”

Significantly, Moriarty’s rondeau play never assumes that liberation

of the signifier—sign fragments that replace a solid, often-stated refrain; elusive, snaking syntax; and so on—disarms with deconstructive magic the real-world weapon referent or even its linguistic representations. On the contrary, refunctioning her prior rondeau modifications, Moriarty seeks to make the referent’s meanings more vividly present. She creates a tension whose form literally becomes, in the poem’s resolution, the reader’s confrontation with/responsibility for the missile and what it has wrought (“What lasts is what we have / What we have done”). Missile form does not claim to offer formal literary objectivation of the thing—the weapon—itself. Moriarty’s reinvented rondeau instead aims for a form defined by the interanimation of subjective apprehension and perceived object. If that reprises a long-canonical formulation of aesthetic experience, it also constitutes the specific form Moriarty constructs from her rondeau experiments around the experience of the Gulf War: missile form fuses apprehension of the weapon’s thing-existence with the question of responsibility for its use, and the form realizes this mutual recognition via the concrete particulars of poetic (re-formed rondeau) technique. It is perhaps unnecessary to say that despite obvious distinctions in situation, genre, register, theme, and so forth, the overarching experiential structure here replays (and resonates with the Blakean-formalist claim in) Ginsberg’s apostrophe-dependent “we’re all . . . formal sunflowers.”

A poem simply called “Song” explores similar territory but formally raises the stakes:

 

SONG

 

There is a song

About repetition

There is a red sun

Incoming like a siren

Or the steady

 

All clear all wrong

That we see each other

Flatly

Long range


Life as in taking too much

Describes the weapons

The words blood

 

Friendly the boys

Among them fire

 

Us.

(Symmetry, 45)

 

Exactly fifteen lines, by now as identifiably “missile-form rondeau” as the incoming siren and “steady all clear” are recognizably formal bookends to military air attack. Intending to fashion critical song, this poem (as its very title, “Song,” indicates) tries to thread itself into and recompose the dominant tune, the Gulf War’s troublingly seductive “siren” “song.” The rhythmic and melodic pleasures of rondeau repetition are in one sense canceled by a grim realization: war making has its music too.

We see this gradually, not least through the poem’s repetitions and rhymes. The first line’s “song” repeats the text’s name, “Song,” alerting us to two musics’ imbrication and differentiation. The word “repetition” is pronounced and then itself implicitly repeated sonically or slanted resonantly in “red sun” (and “siren” and “wrong,” the latter also ominously echoing “song”). It dawns on us that these are not necessarily Moriarty’s preferred repetitions, that we are witnessing the unreeling of a countersong whose critical echolalia wants to contest or negate the given march. While the march song may consist of mindless repetition (and/or thematically be, as the poem puts it, “about repetition”), Moriarty’s poem aims both to get inside and to distance itself from its object of critique; her text, too, is “about repetition,” but with a difference. The poet smuggles a new music into the siren song, so that the siren’s “all clear” now sounds “all wrong,” indicating, in fact, that it’s “all wrong that we see each other flatly” or only “long range” (as if in Live-from-Desert-Storm-War-Front televised image). The poem’s progressive diminishment to its point-blank (one-syllable, seemingly antilyric) final line homeopathically recovers the possibility of a different

melody. We—“Us”—recognize (ourselves as) “them” in the act of grasping the syntactical, and unfortunately paradigmatic, relations that the last lines seem to ask us to (re)construct for them: “Friendly (the boys / Among them) fire / Us.” Recognition of the fearful (a)symmetries in friendly-fire killings is enacted not only in this syntax but also in the retrospective understanding accomplished when, from the poem’s final line/word (“Us,” the matter, object, and deformed subject of “firing”), we look back up the page and retrace our missile-form rondeau’s path through its siren echoes, reencountering the “song” that ended the first line and the title, “Song,” that introduced the entire text.

In a missile-form poem “about repetition” (or, more precisely, about “about repetition”), Moriarty—to regain the possibility of critical lyric—has so relentlessly reduced rondeau refrain that only the militaristically tainted word “song” itself (and its echo) stands in anything approaching the place of refrain. “The Missile” had ended with a belated, compressed refrain tied inextricably to the articulation of the subject’s responsibility (“what we have / What we have done”). “Song” now culminates even more ruthlessly, in stark lyric epiphany: accusative-case expression of collective subjectivity cancels even belated final statement of formal refrain. Contaminated by proximity to battle-siren tunings and repetitions, all indices of refrain are withheld until finally the building pressure of absence gives way to sheer recognition of—by—the target’s unexpected bull’s-eye: “Us.”

Robert Creeley’s comment, that Moriarty’s formal achievements show how “what’s said makes a world endlessly, over and over and over,” tells of more than deconstructive deferral or future orientation. This is nowhere more evident than in Symmetry’s last poem, “Diagram,” a virtually illuminated text. “Diagram” begins with an epigraph from Blake’s Laocoön:

 

DIAGRAM

 

Practice is Art           If You Leave off you are Lost

                                                                —William Blake

 


The poem’s opening lines then read:

 

For discovery at a future time

A wooden something

 

The epigraph’s complicated dramatization of symmetry works wonderfully for Moriarty, who will further concretize its meanings. Practice is, requires, art; art requires, is, practice. The possibly complicated symmetries within the epigraph’s first statement lead to the problem of how to grasp the first statement’s symmetries together with the epigraph’s succeeding phrase, “If You Leave off you are Lost” (not to mention the issue of how to read the second statement on its own, along with the matter of the white space between the two statements). (Blake’s Laocoön engraving seems literally to require that the reader enact the joint statements’ paradoxical content[s]: the reader must leave off and lose—and then recover—the words’ progression, since they are etched in a broken-off, semicircular manner by which the visual image and its surrounding space interrupt linguistic continuity.)21

If “Diagram’s” epigraph captures all over again the sense that practice (art praxis? life praxis?) requires constant re-formation, reartificing (rather than habitual reflex), it also conveys the notion that art—the making and/or aesthetic apprehension of form—necessitates constant practical implementation (and thus variation). The poem’s first two lines then read like an imaging, an objectivation, of both the ostensibly abstract Blakean epigraph and the theory of aesthetic quasi-objectivity or quasi-conceptuality that we rehearsed earlier in Kant and Adorno. Made or apprehended in the present, the poem’s “wooden something” is nonetheless to be conceptually discovered—objectively identified, given fully conceptual status—in an undetermined, postaesthetic future. But this is not so much a utopian deferral as a fashioning whose ground work in aesthetic experience occurs now. Its eventual objectivity will have depended on a previous moment’s having sparked a process of

experimental constructivism. Aesthetic form, which formalist theories regularly shorthand as “art,” is an ongoing and foundational practice calling forth constant (re)projection of form, thereby contributing to the possibilities of critical thought and agency; lyric is the mode of aesthetic form and experience where subjectivity discovers a particularly intense affective-intellectual capacity for working critically with our medium for significantly communicable conceptual objectivity, language. Aesthetic theory, like literary or art history, tries to describe this process and tell its stories—just as art tells lives and histories—but is always dependent on the prior form-making activity.

The point I’ve been trying to make is put much better, more succinctly, and with an extra twist at the end of “Art & Science,” immediately after Moriarty quotes Blake’s Jerusalem verses about “minutely organized Particulars.” It is probably no accident that, for the only time in “Art & Science”—written to this point strictly in prose—it here becomes impossible to tell, after her Blake quotation, whether Moriarty’s next, very particular if universalist-sounding final words are prose or verse, theory or poetry:

 

A theorist is no better or worse than anyone else.

Each work is a manifesto.
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JANE AUSTEN, EMMA, AND THE IMPACT OF FORM

FRANCES FERGUSON

One of the criticisms leveled at formalist criticism is that it claims to be a universal method but that its practice belies those claims. Skeptical commentators on the New Criticism have regularly conceded its effectiveness with a variety of poetic texts and have granted that a Cleanth Brooks might have had a few useful things to say about the poetry of well-wrought urns and other similarly small and obviously formed objects, but they have at the same time suggested that formalism was out of its depths when it tried to deal with prose. The looseness, bagginess, and monstrosity of the novel, they have said, were more than formalism could swallow.1

This dissatisfaction with formalist criticism’s purchase on the novel is especially striking because many Russian formalists—including Shklovsky, Propp, and Bakhtin—took the novel and the tale as their special projects. How are we to understand the charge that they somehow failed to deal with the novel when their criticism occupied itself with the novel and fictional narratives more often than not? One explanation is that some Russian formalists, Shklovsky in particular, treated language as if its highest form were poetry, understood as an intense figurativeness rather than an overarching formal structure. When Shklovsky identified poetry and prose as the twin poles of literary language,

poetry could be said to appear in novels whenever one released the surprise lurking in language. “Defamiliarization” meant that the novel could be infused with such poetic moments and, indeed, that the very success of a novel at achieving such “estrangement” seemed to militate against a consciousness of the novel as a long prose narrative.2 Shklovskian formalism’s ability to uncover the poetic in the novel came to appear as a denigration of the prosaic and quotidian in the novel. By contrast, Propp’s account of narrative, based on the anonymous prose of the folktale, stressed the relationship between a whole narrative action and its parts, so that issues of sequence and variation loomed large. Propp’s formalism explicitly argued that the anonymity of the folktale’s authorship—the sense that anyone and everyone in a community had had a role in the tale’s development and preservation—applied to the agents of the tales themselves: agency became such a capacious and formally empty notion that one no longer needed human actors or characters to achieve it; animals and pots and kettles could carry the narrative action as well as a human could.3 Action, in other words, displaced character, and any sense of characterological depth looked misplaced in an analysis in which both animals and inanimate objects might play active roles.

This essay argues that what formalist criticism has missed in the novel is character and, indeed, that the criticism developed in response to Foucault’s work has been formalist not only in its way of identifying discourses but also in its efforts to dispatch character to the shadows. In his classic Foucauldian study The Novel and the Police and even in his earlier Narrative and Its Discontents, for example, D. A. Miller argues that the novel’s self-reflexive operations that give readers the sense of entering a character’s consciousness are discursive structures rather than the products of individual consciousness.4 Discursive regimes, that is,

become the pots and kettles of Proppian analysis, the actors that make it clear that activity in no way requires actual persons. Insofar as self-consciousness is identified with policing, the project of inventorying and distribution that Adam Smith describes as a basic function of civil society, self-consciousness does not provide an independent standpoint from which to judge one’s society but is instead one of that society’s most flexible and effective tools.

As a critique of the techniques of self-reflection that have been formalized in the social sciences, Foucauldian criticism found a new set of grounds on which to eliminate character. It seized on that peculiar novelistic formal invention—style indirect libre, also known as “free indirect style” or represented speech and thought—in such a way as to stunt the force of its identifiability as a form. Since I believe that free indirect style is the novel’s one and only formal contribution to literature, this essay attempts to explain precisely what that contribution is and what its consequences are. The difficulties may seem to begin with the term itself, which appears to be associated with the unanalyzable notion of style rather than with the more substantial notion of representable form. Style exploits the allusive capacities of the novel or any other verbal medium and its ability to place itself in various genealogical relations with other novels, plays, and poems; style involves all of the things about a novel that prompt literary interpretation and that sometimes approach the palpability of form. With any analysis of a novel from a stylistic point of view, a critic may claim that certain chapters count as distinct and recognizable units (as in Mark Schorer’s account of Emma), but in the process the critic always assumes that the recognition of the units is very much part of the interpretive work and must be argued for as a critical insight rather than taken as a formal given, as the recognition of the octave and sestet of a sonnet would be.5

In calling attention to the question of literary form, I do not mean

to suggest that formal devices are formal insofar as they are always being recognized. Obviously, people read sonnets before they know that there are characteristic ways of dividing them up, and their inattention to the octave and sestet does not count as latent knowledge. Before they are conscious of the value of such formal divisions, their impressions of turns and groupings in the sonnet are exactly on a par with the perceived groupings of chapters in a novel; a critic always argues for them as conceptual rather than formal divisions. But the statement that a sonnet contains an octave and a sestet is a formal claim to exactly the same degree as it takes itself to be unimpeachable and past all debate. Even if you failed to notice that the sonnet that Romeo and Juliet speak between them was a sonnet the first time you read Shakespeare’s play, you would be able to recognize it as such from the moment that someone pointed it out to you. While you might also want to argue that the conceptual work of the sonnet echoed its formal procedures, much as the sound might echo the sense, you would not need to rely on either a conceptual or an acoustic backup to prove that the sonnet remained a sonnet. It could be said to be formally achieved, in that it would not disappear simply because you were not attending to it. It could regularly be found, pointed out, or returned to, and the sense of its availability would not rest on agreements about its meaning.

To suggest that formalism works in a sonnet the way free indirect style works in novelistic prose is merely to argue, in the first place, that free indirect style is just as formal as any formal feature of poetry and, in the second, that criticism has habitually missed this fact in such a way as to represent it in conceptual rather than formal terms, as if it were a stylistic matter. Indeed, ideological or discursive criticism has consistently treated free indirect style as an example of what I have called the stylistic as opposed to the formal. Such criticism claims that free indirect style is yet another aspect of the deeply conceptual link between individuals and discursive regimes: since certain ideas or ways of proceeding are widely available to members of a general population, the ideas themselves come to have such a strong existence that they effectively eliminate the particularity of their individual agents or operators. Ideological criticism, that is, arises from the classic social-scientific assumption

that one can learn something about individual persons’ situations by continually comparing them with an aggregative account, inasmuch as the individual and the aggregate are essentially smaller and larger versions of one another. While this body of criticism emphasizes that persons are necessary to operate the tissue of aggregative thought, it also implies the equality, or at least the equivalence, of persons by insisting on the radical interchangeability of all members of a class. The brilliance of ideological criticism, particularly in its supple Foucauldian version, is that it has an answer to the question of the relationship between the social system and the individual. Whereas apparent deviations from social convention might once have looked like a challenge to the society that produced them, Foucault made it clear how unusual it was for persons to challenge their society radically, because the society—conceived as an implicit system—spoke and so made it all but inevitable that anyone would offer a fairly recognizable response. If power came from everywhere, the system of power would ultimately reveal our places in it to us. Individual persons might be rebellious or exceptional or noncompliant in the moment, but these moments would themselves come to look exceptional or more apparent than real, instances not of rebellion but of conventional deviation.

Casey Finch and Peter Bowen, in their fine essay “‘The Tittle-Tattle of Highbury’: Gossip and Free Indirect Style in Emma,” provide an excellent example of the critical stance I want to identify. In their view, “the development in Austen’s hands of free indirect style marks a crucial moment in the history of novelistic technique in which narrative authority is seemingly elided, ostensibly giving way to what Flaubert called a transparent style in which the author is ‘everywhere felt, but never seen.’”6 The “very force of free indirect style is the force of gossip,” because both “function as forms par excellence of surveillance, and both serve ultimately to locate the subject—characterological or political—within a seemingly benign but ultimately coercive narrative or social matrix” (3–4). Unlike Patricia Meyer Spacks, who stresses the way in which the authority of gossip is minimized by its being gendered female,

and Jan B. Gordon, who sees gossip as a challenge to the “‘recuperative, paternal authority’ that the novel is concerned to uphold,” Finch and Bowen point to the ambivalent acknowledgment of gossip as, on the one hand, the “loose” and trivial talk of women and as, on the other, “a serious and privileged form of knowledge” (3).7 Thus they characterize Austen’s use of free indirect style as making each character’s interiority “at once perfectly private and absolutely open to public scrutiny” and emphasize the secrecy that attaches to “the source of community concern—for we can never know precisely who speaks in the free indirect style” (5).

For Finch and Bowen, the difficulty of connecting the narrative authority of gossip and of free indirect style with a specific individual is identical with its force. They therefore conclude that “almost total authority—a near epistemological hegemony—is staged and enacted because its agency is either elided altogether or spread so thinly that it cannot ever be named as such. Ultimately, the irresistible force of public opinion expresses itself by anonymity, by an authority that is everywhere apparent but whose source is nowhere to be found” (15). The kinds of questions that Austen criticism once registered in terms of irony or the unreliability of the narrator disappear from their account, and rightly so, since it is difficult to speak of either irony or unreliability that cannot locate itself against an endorsed or at least a stated or reliable position. For them, the collective voice of communal gossip achieves its force by taking over the internal vocal cords of individuals without making them entirely available as individuals, so that Mrs. Weston’s approving thoughts about a match between Emma and Mr. Knightley strike them as a good example of how “free indirect style functions specifically to disguise the ideological imperatives of the novel as the autonomous ideation of one of its characters” (14). As Mel Brooks might say, all the characters are speaking, but Mrs. Weston “has the mouth.”

The Finch-Bowen approach, in line with Foucauldian criticism generally, can identify a social collective, but only in such a way as to make

all the individuals who are part of it look as if they ought to be relatively interchangeable. Even though they point out not only that gossip “constitutes a community by separating who is and who is not crucial to whatever economic (and marital) exchanges are at stake within the novel’s representations” but that its “second fundamental mechanism concerns the establishment of a ‘naturally’ enforced hierarchy”(7), the scare quotes around the word “naturally” are designed to make it appear as if the hierarchical gestures of the novel were themselves illusory. Characters in the novel might appear to perform the assessments of value that, as John Barrell has suggested, the eighteenth century introduces into general discourse,8 but their terms are the social system’s unconscious imperatives.

But what does the social system think or feel or say? If, as John Rawls proposes, governments attempt to produce a voice of public reason by instituting procedures to represent the social structure as a subject and to give it a language to speak, his project is an interesting one because of his consciousness of the difficulty of saying exactly when a community speaks.9 The problem with representing the general will, not just for Rousseau and Kant but for a host of other political thinkers, is that it is extremely difficult to determine—not because it is impossible to take the pulse of popular opinion but because it is too easy. As the professionals who comment on and consult with politicians regularly remind us, George Bush was seventeen percentage points behind Dukakis but won the presidential election in 1988, and he had a 91 percent approval rating during the Gulf War but lost the presidential election in 1992. The moral is not that public opinion is fickle but that changeability means virtually nothing when one attempts to describe public psychology, because what public psychology lacks is precisely the connective tissue that enables individual psychology to count as psychology: the memory and the anticipation that make it possible for one to tell the difference

between one’s own thoughts and someone else’s and that make one feel bound to one’s own thoughts and feelings as one is not to other people’s thoughts and feelings. What public psychology lacks is the ability to be self-conscious, which is not so much the ability to be accurate about one’s own statements and assessments (in the way that Finch and Bowen, for instance, suggest in talking about how individual epistemologies line up with the technology of truth) as the ability to see oneself as an interconnected whole. What keeps public psychology from being a psychology is that, in never being able to see itself as a whole, it never recognizes its changeability as significant. A person may feel the need to explain a point of view and the changes in it; public opinion never does.

The peculiarity of the Foucauldian analysis is that it imagines that the social system is already constituted as a self-sustaining and self-renewing whole, when in fact that wholeness needs regularly to be supplied, either by the kinds of strongly articulated bureaucratic structures that someone like Bentham engineered or by the kind of attention that Rawls pays to introducing the rhythms and reviews of procedural justice into his account of government. It is therefore particularly surprising to hear that any structure that can scarcely recognize itself as a structure is said to be capable of lending fully formed identities to individuals, that it has assignments to give them, words to put in their mouths, and so forth. But if I am arguing that social structures have the appearance of durability and authority only because the demands on their persistence are so minimal, I do not mean that consciousness is merely an individual project. Nor does Austen. The brilliance of her deployment of free indirect style is that it recognizes what we might want to think of as a communal contribution to individuals.

The notion of a communal contribution helps explain a persistent problem in the criticism of Emma: that Emma Woodhouse is the heroine even when she produces a series of misjudgments and statements that are rude or at least insensitive. A communal contribution enables us to recognize Emma as good even when she is not. Its voicing in free indirect style taps into the approach of the social sciences that allows us (and direct marketing firms) to see that someday we may well do what many people roughly like us would do. In other words, the sense

of a communal contribution makes quantification operate as a strong narrative principle in the novel. Whereas the bildungsroman, in traditional descriptions, emphasizes education as an individual matter (in which one is proved right or wrong by the world), Austen uses a community to foreshadow an individual’s actions—to say of Emma, from the very outset, that she will have come out right by the end. In that, the community is simply a version of Freud’s much maligned statement that “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny,” which is not so much a claim that each individual progresses through every stage of human evolution as an assertion that the individual can be seen as an individual only through a chorus. It assimilates the narrative present of an individual to the future perfect tense.

The sheer force of communal numbers projects a future from what would otherwise be the simple relation of a series of statements in the present tense. This narrative approach shares a deep affinity with the basic procedures of the social sciences, which project a time line and a series of prophecies for individuals less from their own histories than from an analysis of the group. Derrida’s deconstructive analysis may have taught us to question the transfer of the communal or aggregative analysis to the individual, but Austen’s fiction anticipates this difficulty in the form of a conundrum: individuals can be described as having temporal extension and a traceable history only from the standpoint of the constant comparison of their current situations to a projected communal stance, but individuals would cease to be individuals (would become indistinguishable from one another) if they ever actually coincided with the communal stance.

This problem dictates the importance of the marriage plot in Austen and enables us to see that her treatment of it is, finally, formal to an extraordinary new degree. This claim may seem counterintuitive, if one thinks of the enormous significance attached to marriage plots in a host of eighteenth-century novels from Pamela to Evelina and beyond. Yet one can begin to see the extent of Austen’s innovation by comparing Emma with the eighteenth-century novels thus plotted, in which the marriage serves chiefly to round off the action. Indeed, these novels reflect the vestigial influence of the drama in that they seem to be plotted backward from their endings: the death or deaths for the final scene of a

tragedy, the wedding or weddings for the conclusion of a comedy. This large-scale narrative unit, in which the beginning and the ending define the forms of narrative unity that someone like Propp analyzes, can accommodate a great deal of to-and-fro within its framework. (In Pamela or Clarissa an almost infinite number of reprises and complications can take place without affecting the basic movement of the narrative, just as the tales that Propp describes are open to various complexifying gestures without sustaining any impact to their basic structure.) Yet while Emma echoes and relies on this unifying marriage-plot structure, Austen adds a new feature to it: ever attentive to the formation of public language, an amalgam of the thoughts and judgments of many people, she also recognizes the pressure that this formation exerts on individuality.

The eighteenth century had frequently been intrigued with the problem that the emotions posed for communicability, since being able to hear others talk about their emotions and empathize with them was patently different from actually feeling those emotions. Hume had been struck by the difficulty of finding any help for depression in his friends’ comfort. Burke had claimed that in principle we could experience other people’s emotions if we bothered to put our bodies in the same postures that they adopted, but he was conscious of how rarely we did so. For Hume, individual emotions—certainly those of depression—marked the emotions’ inertness in the face of public language. For Burke, individual emotions could speak a completely transmissible language, but individuals rarely exercised the option of acting out other people’s bodily movements enough for this communication to take place. (The complications of trying to experience the emotions of several interlocutors at once are immediately apparent.) For Austen, by contrast, the emotions are not so much to be experienced as deduced.

Insofar as free indirect style involves a representation of thought rather than an expression of it, it sharply distinguishes itself from either direct or indirect discourse. In English it does not possess its own distinctive verb forms as it does in French, where it appears in the exclusively written form of récit. English free indirect style may share its verbs with expressive statements, but even so it has clearly identifiable differences from them. We can illustrate this point by translating a statement from direct discourse to indirect discourse and then to free indirect style. Thus

the sentence “Susan said, ‘God is coming in anger’” in direct discourse becomes “Susan said that God was coming in anger” in indirect discourse. The two are more or less equivalent statements about the state of affairs that a speaker is reporting. But both formulations are, I think, accurately recast in free indirect style if we describe Susan speaking or thinking, break off, and produce the sentence “God is coming, and is she pissed” (with the last three words in free indirect discourse).

The emphasis on a representation that implies what must be thought is strong enough to justify a critic like Ann Banfield in describing free indirect style as producing “unspeakable sentences.”10 Obviously, we do speak in this way a considerable amount of the time—when we tell stories, however much or little they may be based in reality. We speak in this unspeakable mode whenever we proceed as though we could speak from within another person’s consciousness. It marks the advent of fictionality in the most ordinary exchanges of daily life. But while free indirect style is not an exclusively literary phenomenon, it is regularly associated with the novel. It is, like the capitalism of the Middle Ages or the class system before Marx, something that one can recognize as a practice even before it has a name. Indeed, many people have wanted to claim a special affinity between the novel and free indirect style and to suggest that it most fully came into a name with the novel. The importance of this connection becomes clear when one looks at the differences between the drama and the epistolary novel, and between the epistolary novel and what we think of as the novel proper. In the theater’s basic format of characters representing themselves through their speech and actions, we readily see a basic limitation. It is not that characters are required by the genre to say what they think in the presence of the characters they are both speaking to and interacting with, that they must dare to have views of other characters in their presence—though one of the pleasures of drama is that it depicts characters delivering insults and parodic responses under the cloak of effective invisibility. Simply put, the limitation of theater is that it consists of

almost nothing but direct quotation, so that drama must continually create an unfolding plot that motivates individual characters to present their views, to have thoughts that rise to the level of the expressible.

The epistolary novel as Richardson practices it may seem to move in the opposite direction from drama by insisting on the importance of its characters’ closeting themselves and not having a reliable audience (since their letters may or may not be read). Yet in one crucial respect it coincides with the imperatives of drama, expanding and exaggerating the requirement that characters represent themselves and the details of daily life in their own persons, and only through their words. The implausibility of such massively examined life has long occupied commentators. Critics from Fielding through Michael McKeon have argued that one could not—indeed, should not—believe that anyone could manage both to live and to conduct such constant self-representation as Pamela does.11 They charge that the epistolary novel presents its characters with lives that are too extensively self-representing to be true. Moreover, they say, such representations of one’s own experience constitute a falsification of it. Fielding suggests in Shamela that conscious self-representation is unimaginable without a will to deceive others, and he aligns the representation of experience with an essentially Machiavellian consciousness of others and the impact one might hope to have on them. McKeon describes the possibility of extreme skepticism that arises when these self-representations seem to know no limit and when one begins to wonder if there are not more letters out there somewhere to alter the record.

The epistolary novel of Richardson and Rousseau, which began in repudiation of the theater’s commitment to the spectacular, was quickly faced with an inability to authenticate itself. I do not mean to identify simply the problem of covert authorship implicit in Richardson’s pose as editor of the letters of a Pamela or a Clarissa. Indeed, that problem can be said to have been laid to rest in Rousseau’s preface to La nouvelle Héloïse: “Although I carry nothing but the title of editor here, I have worked hard on this book, and I don’t disguise it. Have I made

the whole thing up, and is the entire correspondence a fiction? People of the world, what difference does it make to you? It’s certainly a fiction for you.”12 With that statement, the tables were turned. In saying that the epistolary novel was “certainly a fiction” for worldly readers, Rousseau raised two points at once. First, he made an explicitly realist claim: even the most truthful statements that other people make to us must be fictional to us, insofar as they are reports on their own experience rather than on ours. Rousseau would not be led astray by the effort to bolster the epistolary novel’s claim to have stumbled on the letters that it merely packaged for distribution but would stand up and identify himself without disguise. The second aspect of his remark—its emphasis on audience—was more problematic for the novel. For as Rousseau went on to say that “this book wasn’t at all made to circulate in the world” and that “the style will repel people of taste” (5), the epistolary novel came to look less like a fiction than like a denunciation of everyone who found it unreal. It was not merely that the protagonists of epistolary novels like those of Richardson and Rousseau should reside in the country and appear almost as hermits who had sacrificed experience for the representation of experience. It was also that the readers of epistolary novels were asked to occupy the representations of such solitaries. As the “man of letters” who engages in an imaginary dialogue with the “editor” puts it, it is worthwhile, before publishing such a volume, to “remember that the public isn’t made up of hermits” (18). Moreover, the publishing world is organized such that the only path by which a solitary’s novel can be delivered to its proper audience of solitaries is through the public world that it challenges and offends.

The epistolary novelist may divide himself into the “man of letters” and the “editor” for the sake of a dialogue with himself; he may produce letters on behalf of characters who are aware of the persons they direct their correspondence to; but the epistolary novel tries, ultimately, to present those characters as individuals rather than as persons in society. When, as at the end of Pamela or Clarissa or La nouvelle Héloïse,

the novels fill with testimonials to their heroines, the characters who make them are identified less as representatives of the public than as refugees from it, saved by the force of the example of the novels’ heroines.

This brief history (which is simultaneously historical and conjectural, in that it tries to locate both a chronological progression and a logic for it) puts us in a position to see the force of free indirect style more clearly. The theater consists of nothing but direct quotation so as to insist on speakability; the epistolary novel regularly confines itself to indirect quotation in the most expansive self-representation imaginable and makes one’s individual moral position look like a debating point; but the novel of free indirect style has characters and society speaking the same language. Free indirect style carries with it the implicit claim that characters have what Dorrit Cohn has called “transparent minds,” highly legible to their narrator even when they are not directly speaking or acting.13

In the mode that Cohn calls “psycho-narration,” the narrator is a mind reader, credited with “superior knowledge of the character’s inner life and his superior ability to present it and assess it” (29). Yet this very mode threatens the narrator’s own individuality: the freestanding and audible narrator of a Fielding becomes an endangered species. For Wayne C. Booth, markedly dissonant psycho-narration that attempts to recuperate that independent narrator becomes an absolute requirement for the ideal novel, the novel of moral guidance whose characters are sorted into good and bad, better and worse.

In the way that Booth or A. Walton Litz reads Emma, free indirect style operates as something of a plot against its central character, a thorough record of her errors seen from without, as errors.14 Taking that record seriously, Booth must first find Emma highly blameworthy and then demonstrate how she is redeemed by the affectionate interest that the other characters have in her. But the standard that Booth establishes for Emma is infinitely higher than any that most of us could meet. At

a stretch, we can accuse her of (1) snobbishness toward Robert Martin, the yeoman farmer who is in love with Harriet Smith, and the Coles, the newly prosperous business family in the neighborhood; (2) misplaced disparagement of Robert and excessive optimism about Mr. Elton as prospective spouses for Harriet; (3) a moment of heedless cruelty toward Miss Bates, when she insists that Miss Bates limit herself to three contributions in an improvised parlor game committed to collecting dull observations or clever ones; and (4) a moment of ungenerous speculation to Frank Churchill that the piano given anonymously to Jane Fairfax might have come from Mr. Dixon and thus might be a gift from the man whom Jane’s close friend has recently married.

Booth is able to parlay these minor social infractions into serious lapses of judgment and signs of Emma’s willful imaginism, and Litz can criticize her for failing to acknowledge that “freedom is dependent upon a recognition of limitations” (149), because they fundamentally misconceive the authorial relationship to character in Austen’s use of free indirect style. While they insist that there is a clearly available narrative position from which to judge Emma, I would argue, by contrast, that the novel is hard on Emma to exactly the same extent that it is committed to her. Moreover, it is hard on her because of this attachment. In reporting Emma’s words and actions but especially in using her memory as the central locus for remorse, the novelist makes Emma’s blameworthiness inseparable from her privileged position. Emma has been identified to us at the opening of the novel as “doing just what she liked, highly esteeming Miss Taylor’s judgment, but directed chiefly by her own.”15 The novel immediately flags the “real evils” of Emma’s situation as “the power of having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself,” (1) and critics have followed by remarking that Emma is headstrong and spoiled. Yet it is hard to imagine any character we would take seriously—in fiction or in life—who was not “directed chiefly” by her own judgment and who did not suffer from the “real evils” of “having rather too much her own way” and of thinking “a little too well of herself.” When Emma and

Knightley disagree about the wisdom of Emma’s having strongly suggested to Harriet that she should reject Robert’s proposal, it is Knightley rather than Emma who is described, by that composite voice that both is and is not Emma’s alone, as “absolutely satisfied with” himself and “so entirely convinced that [his] opinions were right and [his] adversary’s wrong” (44). Neither in his case nor in hers is it a fault to think that the opinions one holds are the right ones, because that is what it means to hold an opinion.

Austen’s free indirect style does not, however, simply align itself most closely with Emma and make her memory the one that will be the basis for acknowledging the mistakes that she has made. It also helps operate as a version of the problem that Emma—or any other person or character—must face, namely, that the most nearly indisputable representation of a general will or social character appears in the narrator’s free indirect style. Just as our sense of Emma’s preeminence in the novel develops from the fact that her mistaken assessments and predictions are taken as seriously as only the person who committed them could take them, so the novel credits Emma and other characters with a sociological knowledge that can be learned only experimentally.

This sociological knowledge of gossip and free indirect style can be developed by trial and error, moreover, precisely because it does not have a consistent enough logic to be predictable. The novel provides exact information about the ages of its eligible young persons: Emma is almost twenty-one (1); Knightley is thirty-seven or -eight (4); Elton is twenty-six or -seven (7); Harriet is seventeen (13); Robert is twenty-four (17); Frank is twenty-three (62); Jane is, at twenty-one, described as “exactly Emma’s age” by those who would like them to become friends (67). Yet it provides it so scrupulously that one recognizes that there is no fixed age at which a man or a woman expects to marry and no fixed similarity or degree of difference in ages between the partners in marriages. Further, although the novel identifies its characters according to their social circumstances, it does not make the socioeconomic data amount to a real sorting device. Robert is a yeoman farmer; Harriet is the natural daughter of an unnamed somebody (later identified as a tradesman) who has the means with which to send her to a modest boarding

school; the Woodhouse family is “first in consequence” in Highbury (2–3); and Knightley is similarly well established at Donwell Abbey in the next parish (11). But if the eventual marriages of these couples seems to have been predicted by the happy fit between the partners’ individual social circumstances, think of some of the novel’s other couples. The Miss Taylor who has just married the widower Mr. Weston at the opening of the book has held “the nominal office of governess” (1) in the Woodhouse family, as if to justify Emma’s sense that Harriet might well end up as Elton’s wife, and Frank and Jane are likewise an economically mismatched pair. Emma and Knightley make a marriage that preserves the economic status quo and even looks as if it could have been arranged just as easily as it could have been entered into exclusively by its principals (particularly given the parallel marriage of her sister and his brother). Yet it is clear that even the traditional understanding of matches is unrecognizable when so many other marriages do not follow the same pattern of identifying partners of equivalent status. There are, then, good reasons that Emma is not as clear-sighted a matchmaker—either for others or for herself—as she might be. Although her mistakes are preserved and foregrounded for us, others are frequently wrong as well. If Emma exaggerates her own success in matching Miss Taylor with Weston and proceeds to try to achieve similar success in marrying Harriet to Elton or to Frank, the Westons make their own miscalculation in trying to pair Emma with Frank.

It may seem as if we were talking about universal mystification when it comes to marriage, so that making a mistake about who ought to marry whom and even about whom or whether one ought to marry oneself is so nearly inevitable that the wisest course is to avoid prediction altogether. But complete indifference to other people’s marriages—represented so amply in Mr. Woodhouse’s sense that marriages, in producing change, are distressing and best not thought of—is neither common nor highly valued in the novel. Marriages and the courtships that lead to them have become a popular public recreation. If Lord Hardwick’s Act of the 1750s decreed that marriages be agreed to in public and that wedding ceremonies themselves be a matter of public concern (so as to thwart what legal language called “abduction of heiress”), the social world of Emma has so far absorbed its function as a witness that it constantly

promotes marriage. Indeed, the pleasure that the community takes in marriages is so intense that a marriage can effectively wipe an individual’s slate clean: in Highbury a “young person, who either marries or dies, is sure of being kindly spoken of” (121). Just as Wordsworth essentially says that death makes all of its subjects look good to the living, so Austen suggests that marriage performs the job of transformation and transvaluation.16

Marriage counts so much as a breaking of the bank that the first time Emma is recorded as contemplating marriage comes when Mrs. Weston realizes that “all their wishes of giving Emma” the distinction of beginning the ball cannot prevail, that Mrs. Elton “must be asked to begin the ball; that she would expect it” (220). “Emma must submit to stand second to Mrs. Elton, though she had always considered the ball as peculiarly for her. It was almost enough to make her think of marrying” (221). Marriage might look as though it revolved around public distinction, as it surely does for Augusta Hawkins Elton, with her references to her caro sposo that begin to seem especially pretentious when she calls Elton her cara sposa (or, in the Chapman edition, her caro sposa) (205).

Marriage is less a state or a contract than a distinction, so that characters like the Eltons marry largely to be able to display marriage. Indeed, marriage serves the purposes of conspicuous consumption so effectively for both Eltons that they are never happier than when goading one another to have Elton try to humiliate Harriet by refusing to recognize her as a suitable dancing partner. In this little scene, which Knightley puts an end to by dancing with Harriet himself, it is easy to see the Eltons as people overreaching themselves and pretending to a status they do not have. Yet they are almost as accurate about their standing in the world as it is possible to be. After all, both George and John Knightley, in warning Emma against her design of pairing Elton with Harriet, have pointed to Elton’s consciousness of his value in the world; after all, Mrs. Weston and everyone else automatically if belatedly realizes that Mrs. Elton’s being a new bride gives her precedence over every other guest.

With the Eltons one can see the emergence of the concept of a social

rule. The Eltons’ accurate sense of their standing in the social hierarchy and of the rules of the social game enables them to succeed against others’ wishes—without, that is, continually being liked or endorsed by them. Mrs. Elton can stand first in the dancing despite the fact that Emma, Mr. and Mrs. Weston, and Frank have thought of it as Emma’s ball; Mrs. Elton can wrest an invitation to Donwell Abbey from Knightley in the face of his distinct lack of enthusiasm for her; and Mrs. Elton can find Jane a place as governess even though such a favor is not at all what Jane wanted (261). While she looks always in the wrong, Mrs. Elton is identified as never mistaken, both in the sense of never acknowledging herself as mistaken and in the sense of being right about the rules, as if she had consulted Amy Vanderbilt or Martha Stewart for the proper way to stage a picnic. If the novel insists on a relationship between correctness and amiability, free indirect style might involve a representation of a social game that one must learn to read correctly (as Booth and Litz argue). Yet it is a peculiar thing for the successful application of the rules to be associated with a character (Mrs. Elton) or characters (Mr. and Mrs. Elton) singled out for the opprobrium of everyone who is more or less of their generation. Moreover, the Eltons seem to embody exactly the position that Emma always recommends: one that converts the apparently haughty reserve of a Jane into public expression and goes along with Emma’s denunciation of Frank and Jane for having “come among us with professions of openness and simplicity” and having “completely duped” those who fancied themselves “all on an equal footing of truth and honor,” as Emma so memorably puts it (275).

The depth of Emma’s indignation is striking, because her principal objection to Frank and Jane’s secret engagement is that the two of them have been able to piece together conversations that each has had with other people: they “may have been carrying around, comparing and sitting in judgment on words that were never meant for both to hear” (75). This may seem only Emma’s self-defense: to say that “they must take the consequence, if they have heard each other spoken of in a way not perfectly agreeable” (275) is to mask her criticism of them and to substitute it for the plausible embarrassment of her speculating about a possibly scandalous relationship between Jane and Mr. Dixon to the one person in the world who is most likely to be offended by criticism

of Jane. Yet this is not Emma’s concern. To hear her talk, one would think that Frank and Jane’s relationship amounted to collusion, to devising in advance and bringing out some extra combination in the game of charades, which figures so prominently in the novel.

Charades is, after all, introduced early on as an instance of what it means for there to be a game of translation that depends on combination. A four-line description of grief yields “woe,” a four-line description of someone who has an experience of grief yields “man,” and the overall solution is “woman.” Emma and Harriet are represented as particular fans of charades and are, in what Austen calls “this age of literature” (44), making a collection of them early in the novel. In categorizing charades as copybook schlock rather than the kind of book that Knightley thinks Emma should read, Austen is being more than high-minded. Charades fail to be great literature by exactly the degree to which they operate as tests for their readers. Emma enjoys them because they enable her to “get” them—and to get them faster and more accurately than anyone else in her party, especially Harriet. When Elton produces his charade—the one in which the verses yield the words “court” and “ship” to make up the word “courtship”—part of the reason Emma does not understand his meaning is that she is absorbed in relating to the game as if it were, at least for her, only a test of her skill. Her commitment is not simply to displaying her own cleverness at unpacking coded messages but to imagining that she has no special advantages in doing so.

In that, Emma treats charades and alphabets (an avatar of what we now, at least in the United States, call Scrabble) as if they conformed to Jean-François Lyotard’s alignment of récit with the circulation of stories in a community in which a person may be listener or teller and anyone can participate. The importance of the anonymous story lies in the way it produces a social equality that assists social cohesion.17 In Emma’s view, games should function in just such an impersonal way, a point underscored when we learn that Harriet and Emma have been anthologizing examples. Originality is no more the point than beginning from a preferred position.


But now a question emerges about free indirect style, which I have described as employing the verb forms of récit in French. These forms suggest that a statement might be offered by anyone in a society. I have suggested two things in some tension with this: Austen’s Emma is foregrounded by her remorse, and games like charades, in principle equally open to all participants, afford Emma a chance to demonstrate her own quickness and insight—her superiority. Her greatest delusion is her assumption of a stable standpoint for evaluation—exactly the view that her harshest critics ironically recapitulate. Booth and Litz argue that Austen gives us a bildungsroman because the central character learns to understand her own situation more accurately. Countless readings stress the clarity of the victory through which Emma is awarded Knightley, the husband who counts as the finest trophy in the marriage competition. Their position, moreover, would seem to be justified by Austen’s representing Harriet as having made progress because she too has fallen in love with someone “so superior to Mr. Elton” (232), Knightley, and to be strengthened by the suggestion that love is merely an assessment of the relative merits of the characters in the social game.

Were this view the whole story, D. H. Lawrence’s estimate of Austen as a nasty old maid committed to “knowing in apartness” would be entirely justified, as would his suggestion that she creates a world of “personality” that identifies characters in terms of their interests and evaluations.18 She would be, that is, wholly committed to writing out a utilitarian calculus in the form of a novelistic plot. The marriage game would itself be the perfection of free indirect style and its notion of a récit, in that anyone could assume any position. It would not simply be that Emma and Knightley wanted to marry one another; every man would want to marry Emma, and every woman Knightley. The novel comes perilously close to this outcome. Elton and Knightley have both wanted to marry Emma; Frank has recognized that it would be plausible for people to think that he would; in his own little charade Mr. Weston has spelled out the two syllables of Emma’s name to say that

they add up to “perfection.” Harriet’s infatuation with Knightley repeats this pattern in only slightly less emphatic terms. In a Girardian light, desire is always triangulated, simply because Austen’s novel looks as though individual choice and larger societal choices—what “everyone” thinks—were being aligned.

Were the marriage plot to identify Emma as the universally acknowledged winner, marriage would simply be one game among others that created a rank order for the characters—that would, this time, privilege Emma in its new version of free indirect style not for being more often mistaken than other characters but for being more often right. Moreover, the line “I shall never marry,” which is uttered both by Emma and by Harriet, and the line “Knightley must not marry,” uttered only by Emma, would occupy prominent places in the novel as mistaken assessments that dramatized the appeal of what look like winning lines.

The marriage plot, enacted through free indirect style as an externalized game, is the one in which Emma does not so much enlist her author as demonstrate what an author might do as a composite voice of author and character. While she “entertains no doubt of her being in love” with Frank, Emma herself diagnoses and solves a kind of puzzle in saying of her feelings on his departure, “I do not find myself making any use of the word ‘sacrifice’” (169). As she disappointedly but energetically banters with Frank later, she sounds like someone completing a crossword puzzle: she and her author say that “no English word but flirtation could very well describe” and then give the full sentence that might be reported: “Mr. Frank Churchill and Miss Woodhouse flirted together excessively” (237). This same deductive model is the one through which Emma infers that Harriet, having just fainted during her encounter with importunate gypsies and having been rescued by Frank, must now be in love with him: “Could a linguist, could a grammarian, could even a mathematician have seen what she did, have witnessed their appearance together, and heard their history of it, without feeling that circumstances had been at work to make them peculiarly interesting to each other?” (215).

The trick of the novel is both to suggest why any and all observers would think what they did and to insist that they all would be wrong. Yet just when it might seem important to dispute the claims of this socialized

and externalized inference and to defend private experience against it, we have the example of Frank and Jane to contend with. For they do not simply have a secret, their engagement; they also have a secret that they preserve in the kind of private correspondence that the epistolary novel so regularly features and that they adapt to the public world of parlor games with a certain clumsiness. While Emma makes errors, Frank practically trademarks the word “blunder” as he goes from using it in the game of alphabets to apologize for his previous indiscretion to accusing first the post office and then himself of having “blundered.” That blunder was the failure to forward his letter of clarification to Jane, so that it remained in his drawer and so compounded his earlier blunder. In two different ways, the epistolary mode of direct testimony and shared secrets comes to look precarious. First, like the coded writing that Caesar is credited with inventing to communicate with his allies, it occupies a peculiarly strained relationship with the surrounding public language in imagining itself more effectively secret than it is (so that one can mistakenly assume that one can say out loud what one intends only for one other person’s ears). Second, if its testimony looks as though it represented the voice of experience in protest against an external account, it has a real technological vulnerability: it stakes everything on being able to get this testimony through, past desk drawers and postal services.

But if it now seems as if Austen’s whole point in Emma were to render romantic communication—whether as direct testimony about one’s own feelings or as a deductive statement about what one should feel—so vulnerable as to make marriages look like a near impossibility, the most surprising turn of the novel is to unite the two chief pairs of lovers in a common view. The “blunder” that Frank made, and that he meant to apologize for by labeling it a blunder, was to spell out the name Dixon in the game of alphabets and to show it, first to Emma and then to Jane, in an ambivalent reference to Emma’s earlier speculation that Mr. Dixon had been the one who had sent the mysterious piano to Jane. Jane’s response, of course, was to invoke the rules of the game, “saying only, ‘I did not know that proper names were allowed’” (224).

It might seem as if the rules of alphabets were a detail so minor as to be irrelevant to any significant issues in the novel. Yet Jane’s invocation

of the rule has broader applicability than might at first appear. For at its conclusion the novel pivots on what we might think of as the exclusion of the proper name—for a small number of cases. While the marriage plot of the novel has been seen to trace out the process by which a woman exchanges one surname (her father’s) for another (her husband’s), Austen’s Emma marks engagement and marriage as a retirement of the first name. Emma, on agreeing to marry Knightley, announces to him that she cannot call him by his name—“George”—or rather, promises to call him by his proper first name “once,” “in the building in which N. takes M. for better, for worse” (299).

This moment conspicuously repeats one in Pamela, when Pamela tells Mr. B—that she will still call him “Master” even after their marriage. It has therefore looked to Nancy Armstrong like a moment in which Austen becomes uncomfortable with a woman’s authority, and it has led her to agree with McKeon that gender produces a problem of upward mobility for the novel, so that women can be raised in class by marriage but must always display their subordination in gender.19 Yet Emma’s gesture of avoiding Knightley’s first name is not linked to the status hierarchy of Pamela, or else it would not find such a ready companion piece in Frank’s way of talking about Jane. In the letter in which he tells Emma “the whole story” of his engagement to Jane, he objects to Mrs. Elton’s officiousness and “imagined superiority” toward Jane because it has been part and parcel of the “needless repetition” of Jane’s name. “You will observe,” he writes, “that I have not yet indulged myself in calling her by that name, even to you” (285).

Free indirect style, like any external or logical representation, does not provide the basis for any individual and individualized point of view for author or character. Austen emphasizes this aspect of the device of represented speech and thought by depicting games as situations in which the players share not only a consciousness of accepting the same rules but also the same assumptions about the preferred outcomes. In suggesting that marriage might be the ultimate social game as seen from without, Austen puts considerable pressure on the marriage plot, since

it would seem more likely for the marriage game to issue in everyone’s marrying everyone else than in marriage between two persons. Marriage would be not merely bigamous but genuinely communal, because the most desirable partners would look the most desirable not just to one person but to all. Austen’s contribution to the marriage plot is to have worked out this understanding with almost fanatical zeal and to have suggested that Emma and everyone else in the novel might eventually arrive at the same evaluations, might produce the absurd outcome of universal marriage. In the face of this problem, the marriages of the novel insist on taking names that have been in the public sphere—for instance, the Emma so widely spoken of as to appear in the title of the novel—and retiring them, as if marriage depicted an intimacy so intense as to create the effect of distance by dispensing with the forms of address that might be used in public, by just anyone.
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THE FOREIGN OFFICES OF BRITISH FICTION

GARRETT STEWART

This essay sets itself two interlocked tasks, at cross-purposes only if we settle for business as usual. It attempts, first, to resuscitate the formalist mandate in the study of prose fiction and, second, to test it out on one of those burgeoning subfields of cultural criticism, colonial and postcolonial literary studies, where such formalism, to judge from current practice, seems far from urgent when not downright suspect. This second effort is less perverse than corrective. The formalist imperative is to read, to read what is written as a form (and formation) of meaning, both authorially designed and culturally inferred.1 The nationalist and imperialist bias of classic narrative is now widely assumed, but what shape might be assumed in turn by the local linguistic forms of this bias? How might a recommitted formalism demonstrate not only form’s configuring access to the cultural terms of literary production but its now strategic, now unconscious reprocessing of such idées reçues?

Seen in this way, formalism is an account of what makes things work, or what makes out of language a work. For those interested in the cultural labor performed by literature, what could be more useful even now? Toward this redirected task of interpretation, a bridge needs to be built—

and more two-way transit encouraged—between an intertextual semiotics of absent causes and a structuralist Marxism of underlying historical determinants. To name names, as they never do each other’s: between Michael Riffaterre and Fredric Jameson, our most unrepentant formalist of literary production and our most intrepidly literary of social critics, respectively. What would bring them together is the surface-depth model in both of their systems: the role of the unconscious in the generative formation of literary meaning. In Riffaterre, certain unsettling textual features (“ungrammatical,” in his sense) are like the neurotic symptoms of a structuring unsaid.2 In Jameson, surface disturbances (contradictions) are the return of a repressed ideological instability in the text’s structuring historical absences. The divergent “formalisms” (formativisms) of these two critics thus meet, or might, on the common (hidden) ground of the buried assumption.

Novelistic formalism could well sharpen tools—and combine forces—for the unearthing of such assumptions, but only by remembering that the best clues remain in plain view: the permutations by which a novel’s textual surface lets its political unconscious come up for narrative air. Jameson takes us to the edge of such recognition in his powerful 1990 essay on Forster and Joyce.3 In a continuing effort to “get beyond the windless closures of formalism” (beyond, if you will, the prison-house of language), he isolates modernist “style” as a cognitive process in its own right, semiautonomous and pervasively reified.4 Such verbal practice is a symptom not only of bourgeois capitalism, as Jameson has long argued, but of imperialist myopia, as he now proposes. His argument, briefly, is that Forster’s style stages a perceptual dissociation between

the quotidian here and now and the othered and elsewhere, between self and a ruse of infinitude, ultimately between the consolidated values of the metropole and the shaping absence of the colonies, with all the obscure interdependency their conjured remove half summons to mind. Such for Jameson is the true cognitive mapping, always and already geopolitically projected, of early high modernism—a foundational interplay between center and periphery, the seen and the hazily unseen. Granting this intuition should not exempt us, however, from the need to ask what subformations of diction and syntax tend to absorb the shock of macroeconomic anxieties.

The question leads us to—and beyond—the most unabashedly text-bound of procedures in Riffaterre’s Fictional Truth. He retrieves from the dustbin of tradition, as the linchpin of his method, the dated trope of syllepsis, emphasized as a lexical conundrum rather than a syntactic fulcrum, punning doubleness rather than swing grammar.5 Syllepsis becomes for Riffaterre, however, no mere stylistic device but the very structure of intertextuality as a duplex but unified function. Syllepsis names the stumbling block in mimesis at large (rather than in local wording) that alerts us to the operation of the “subtext.”6 But what if sylleptic splitting in the conduct of actual sentences, of little concern to Riffaterre, also reported a more encompassing doubleness? What if, in fiction itself, device were extrapolated to a formal principle, even as that formal principle of divided cognition were reinjected into the ideological content of the narrative? Style might well emerge as the thinnest (and hence sharpest) wedge of a text’s cultural exertion. If one were to detect something like a sylleptic paradigm, a consistent stylistic register, for the obfuscations of colonial ideology not only in Forster but in Dickens, then Jameson might well be on to something that in fact antedates the arena of his investigation.


Since the political stakes become clear only in view of Riffaterre’s elevation of the sylleptic figure to a master trope of intertextuality, we need a fuller blueprint of his semiotics, best dispatched by example. With an irony I have never seen discussed, the full title of Dickens’s 1848 study of mercantile power and collapse reads as follows: Dealings with the Firm of Dombey and Son Wholesale, Retail and for Exportation. The subject is not character but trade. Familiar with the fictional sub-code of titling (especially of chapters), we might have expected Dealing with the Firm in the sense of taking it as a topic: treatment rather than transaction. The first “ungrammatical” (and hence “sylleptically” reorienting) signal of this brief text is, therefore, the pluralized first word, now commercial rather than self-referential—or, more to the point, the latter via the former. Dealings, that is, becomes the semiotic “model” (Riffaterre) for the Dickensian transfer from commodity text to commodity market at large—in an interplay that goes both ways at once, since Wholesale and Retail (especially when initially unpunctuated and thus seeming to modify Dealings rather than Firm) have, in their dictionary senses, textual as much as mercantile associations. A novel can be narrated with “wholesale” irony and “retailed” in gripping melodramatic precision at the same time. Further, as Dickens would have been keenly aware (fresh from his battles over international copyright), here is another text by Boz destined for, as well as an imperialist shipping firm specializing in, a certain lively (even if “pirated”) export trade. Once arrived at the firm’s own name, of course, the reader encounters another “model”: the first sign of that conversionary irony by which the “sociolect” of family businesses (where sons are unnamed placeholders of inherited partnership) will be commandeered, in the authorial “idiolect,” for a satire of unfeeling paternity.

The relay between these two discursive levels is an exemplary mode of what Riffaterre calls intertextual “double-take.”7 This is only the beginning. In Dombey and Son the structure of intertextuality not only runs deep but intersects directly with the novel’s explicit imperial thematic of divided vision, now terrestrial (territorial), now transcendental.

The amorphous expanse of colonial dominion is in this way further delimited by a more metaphorical (hence metaphysical, and politically equivocated) frontier. Together, these receding horizons offer the twin vanishing points of oceanic trade and the intertext of death’s “immortal sea.” In their service, style schools us in the doublethink necessary to hold both perspectives in mind—because never in view—at once.

Double Dealings

Before Derrida one would have scarcely been inclined to see a sylleptic structure in the slippage of Dealing/s, reserving that rhetorical term for more obviously split syntactic collocations. In Anglo-American tradition, from Puttenham through Fowler to Richard A. Lanham, syllepsis and its sibling zeugma are phrasal rather than lexical. Instead of dividing against itself as a pun may be thought to do, the sylleptic or zeugmatic gesture reorients in progress. Its forced junctural coupling bifurcates rather than collapses meaning, with the phrasal counterpart an indicated rather than alternate designation. Borrowing the textbook example from Pope, it is not that “stain” might be figurative as well as literal when it is collocated at one and the same time with “honour” and “brocade.” It must be. The incompatibles are copresent at the same level of grammatical immanence.

In Riffaterre’s lexical rather than syntactic version of this trope, syllepsis is meant to topple New Critical ambiguity, as well as to elude Derridean undecidability, by erecting in its place a functional semiotic “overdetermination.” I give the italicized summary from Riffaterre’s seed essay “Syllepsis,” a decade before Fictional Truth: “Syllepsis is a word understood in two different ways at once, as meaning and as significance. And therefore, because it sums up the duality of the text’s message—its semantic and semiotic faces—syllepsis is the literary sign par excellence” (638). In syllepsis the apparent discrepancy between two meanings leads to a dialectical synthesis called intertextual comprehension. Meaning may be confounded just where significance is consolidated: through the resolution of incompatibles. Mimesis yields to semiosis as the truth of the text.


What happens, then, when one encounters a classic narrative blatantly arranged to foreground the tension (rather than the wedding) between text and intertext, in particular between a bourgeois melodrama with imperial trappings and an extraterrestrial chastening of mortal ambitions? Would not a splintered but still forcibly bonded phrasal parallelism, repeatedly pivoted around material versus spiritual reference, be one way to capture this tension as a strained synthesis in the very grain of description? If this reading of Dombey and Son starts small, that is (1) as it should be and (2) formalism for you. Only then does it deserve its name and your time. For literary things are built up, not just set or taken down, constructed from within rather than dictated by overarching design. Syllepsis can be one of the internal hinges of such construction.

As Dickens would have practiced it, with or without recognizing its name, syllepsis is a device borrowed from his favorite comic predecessors. Like zeugma, and whether strictly grammatical or not, syllepsis predicates in two different senses of its main verb.8 Amid the panoply of grammatical forkings in Dombey there is one thrilling transgression of the grammatically illicit sort, attributed to Cockney ingenuity in the dialogue of the irrepressible Susan Nipper. She is about to tell Dombey off at last: “What I mean, Sir, is to speak respectful and without offence, but out,” with out retrofitted as part of a suddenly compound verb.9

This is the ungrammatical exception that proves the rule of Dickens’s typical bifold phrasing, so frequent in Dombey and Son as to become its metatrope.

Repeatedly, this device, in which a predication splays out in two different but syntactically absorbable senses, is a manner of yoking unlike things together by a logic somewhere in the middle zone between metonymy and metaphor. Once diagnosed in an alliterative skewed parallelism, like “the beadle of our business and our bosoms” (113) to describe Mr. Dombey, the spiritual collapse of outer on inner can be read in the least insignia of costume or demeanor, as in “stiff with starch and arrogance” (151–52). In his first separation from his son after the mother’s inconvenient death in childbirth, the boy is given out to wet-nursing “born by Fate and Richards” (122), where a laboring woman’s embrace is ominously linked to the failed self-sufficiency of Dombey’s bourgeois world. As with the forking between starch and arrogance, the corporeal (bodily removal) again emblematizes the spiritual (human destiny) across a single grammatical frame. This toggling between literal and figurative is the deepest common denominator of the sylleptic trope, in Dombey and Son and elsewhere. In another sartorial metonymy just barely avoiding the repressed Riffaterrean “matrix” (or suppressed truism) of “stouthearted,” Captain Cuttle is put before us as “one of those timber-looking men, suits of oak as well as hearts” (179). A more convoluted fold of inverted syntax guides our response in this passage about a remorseless pawnbroker, as we move past another narrowly avoided cliché (“never lifted a finger”—synecdochic digit on either hand of time): “Of motionless clocks that never stirred a finger, and seemed as incapable of being successfully wound up, as the pecuniary affairs of their former owners, there was always great choice in Mr. Brogley’s shop” (177). The two windings go in antithetical directions (initiation versus closure), each eventually ruled out by the negative cast of predication.

Enough minuscule syntactic wrinkles of this sort accrue to a pleated pattern. Once the sylleptic paradigm—call it divided consciousness grammatically instantiated—has been established in the early chapters, across the “high” and “low” strands of the plot, it can be proliferated at will. There is the exit of Major Bagstock, who “took his lobster-eyes and his apoplexy to the club” (661), as if such eyes were a synecdoche

as well as a medical symptom of his bulging and convulsive self-importance. Or note the play, once more, between spiritual and material cause (verging on a radical confusion of the intrinsic and the contingent) when Mr. Dombey confronts his wife-to-be “with a lofty gallantry adapted to his dignity and the occasion” (513). Later, when Mr. Toots laments Florence’s announced marriage, he bemoans the “banns that consign her to Lieutenant Walters, and me to—to Gloom, you know” (887). Revealed here again, in a comic key, is the cleaving between novelistic fate and its embodied nemesis in character.

Clearly, the term syllepsis appeals to Derrida and Riffaterre for the way its lexical sense retains certain vestiges of its syntactic version, where its twofold character is dynamized by grammar.10 They wish to stress the unfolding shift of levels, verging at times on incompatibility. This fine-grained shift between literal and figurative, physical and immaterial, perfectly suits a novelistic structure whose chief ideological work is to render implicitly mutual, without exploring too closely, the dimly twinned realms of matter and spirit, the worldly and the eternal, the palpable and the unglimpsably distant. For the poles of the tangible and the intangible are ultimately redistributed in Dombey and Son around the narrative pivot of heroic imperial enterprise and the obliterating intertext of eternity. By this point, in its prose form (and formalism), the pronged grammar of syllepsis has become a tuning fork of the novel’s finessed conceptual dissonance.

Toward a Global Poetics

Jameson finds in Forster a “closet modernist” whose verbal tendencies manifest the way “the structure of imperialism also makes its mark on the inner forms and structures of that new mutation in literary and artistic

language to which the term modernism is loosely applied” (“Modernism and Imperialism,” 45, 44). The hypostatized category of “style” per se—style divorced from content, or put at a recuperative distance from fixed or localizable content—is the pressure point in this new aesthetic. Conceived in this way, style is a figurative register that can only evoke rather than capture the alienating distances on which metropolitan dominance must ground itself. Style vibrates with an unmanageable sense of “a global space” that, “like the fourth dimension” of time, “somehow constitutively escapes” (51) the regime of representation, evading the metropolitan consciousness it helps shape from the margins. Taking his point of departure from a description early in Howards End, in which the great North Road out of London is found “suggestive of Infinity,”11 Jameson wants to show that this positive valuation, in all its admittedly vague and undecidable nature, is later compromised by the degradation of the infinite—at least the indefinitely distant and inconceivable—to the sheer mercantile reach of a new colonial economy whose peopled places are “structurally occluded” from the First World vantage of the metropole. Style transvalues the vast and shapeless—colonialism’s unglimpsed horizons—into sheer perceptual intensity, diffuse and perfumed. To borrow the title of a more recent book by Jameson, modernism becomes a massively suppressed “geopolitical aesthetic,” instituting through style the very form of the formless. Whereas geographic “‘infinity’ (and ‘imperialism’) is bad or negative” in Forster, “its perception, as a bodily and poetic process,” becomes “a positive achievement and an enlargement of our sensorium” (58). This is a gripping insight. What seems aggressive, domineering, and hegemonic in political fact, as well as socially dispersive and intellectually unmanageable, is found redeemed by figuration as imaginatively expansive.

The effect is more pervasive in the very texture of Forster’s writing than Jameson’s cursory glance indicates. Just before the passage he quotes, the second chapter has developed a full-blown set piece concerned with the British railway system, which also “suggested infinity” (27). The earlier passage unfolds altogether like a Riffaterrean laboratory

specimen. No sooner is Margaret Schlegel numbered with the Londoners who attach emotional value to “railway termini” than we read how these stations “are our gates to the glorious and the unknown” (27; emphasis added). The sense of “terminus” as something more like “ingress” than end point, a usage recruited from the sociolect, abets the idiolect of this lyric passage. Once a “sylleptic” model has been set in place at this switch point between a national railway and its intertext in spiritual transport (the passage’s unsaid matrix), stylistic latitude can sustain the double paradigm across two instances of quietly forking grammar. First, transit’s destination in “the glorious and the unknown” suggests not glory and all that might or might not be glory but rather all that is glorious simply because it is unknown, instinct with mystery. So, too, with the more obvious syntactic glissade of the next sentence: “Through them we pass out into adventure and sunshine” (27). Again there is the forced “twinning” associated with rhetorical hendiadys, as if the prose should more accurately read “sunny adventure,” like “the glorious unknown” just before it. Bonding immaterial energies to corporeal warmth, this new phrasing evokes romantic excursions in the countryside (the purlieus of the estate at Howards End, say) rather than colonial expeditions (to which, of course, no railroads can directly connect the British national imagination). The sudden shift of gears between the immaterial and the meteorological—between mentality and climate—is precisely not suborned to the colonialist dyad of economic venture and tropical heat associated with Mr. Wilcox’s West African rubber company.

The perspectives availed by technological outreach are further trans-valued over the next several sentences through the epithetical chain of “remoter” through “illimitable” to “eternal” (the last two adjectives favored by Dickens as well for the metaphysical aura of his own overseas subtext). Whatever the “eternal adventure” may be for the metropolitan imagination, thinks Margaret, it is one whose “issue might be prosperous, but would certainly not be expressed in the ordinary language of prosperity” (27). The sylleptic double tracking installed here and inaugurating its own subtext—as if she were to say “it may swell one’s accounts in heaven rather than the bank”—begins to elaborate an anti-imperialist vocabulary with a biblical intertext in the miscalculated

“profit” of gaining the world and losing one’s soul.12 Against such worldliness, the “unseen” gradually takes precedence over the “infinite” in regard to the motto “Only connect,” since such connection must be achieved in a manner wholly antithetical to a spreading commonwealth of co-opted colonial interests. As Jameson leads us to see, the cognitive rarefaction of transcendental experience in bourgeois capitalism, manufactured in part by the stylistic engineering of its prose masterworks, converts its geopolitics to an escapist poetics.

In discussing Forster, Jameson twice mentions “cognitive mapping” as his continued purpose (“Modernism and Imperialism,” 52, 58) but never works it out schematically in his favored way, via the Greimasian foursquare grid of semiotics by which a signifier is put in play by contrast with its contrary and by diametrical opposition to its contradictory. Yet Howards End offers a dialogue that could in its own right be an explicit rethinking of the quintessentially protomodernist cultural contraries of “activity” versus “value” in Lord Jim of the previous decade, as diagrammed by Jameson in The Political Unconscious (254). The binary banter in question occurs between the insistently idealist Margaret and her spiritless brother, Tibby, fresh from the languors of Oxford. Margaret admits that “an Empire bores me, so far, but I can appreciate the heroism that builds it up” (119). The cultural contradiction tightens into a chiasmus: “I want activity without civilization. How paradoxical! Yet I expect that is what we shall find in heaven.” The return volley from Tibby: “And I . . . want civilization without activity, which, I expect, is what we shall find in the other place” (112). Against Tibby’s desire for elite leisure, Margaret dreams of finding meaning in a means without an end, sheer labor without product, energy without power. This is Forster’s vestigial faith in the Victorian work ethic, somehow disentangled from the ideology of progress to become something more like a work ethos.


While Greimasian mapping points to an attempted resolution at the primary level (between activity and civilization in the mythology of empire), it also generates, in the bottom sector of the usual grid, the neutral term of double negation (neither activity nor civilization). Such is the cognitive zone of the impalpable and “unseen” by which Margaret is drawn away from politics (the Schlegels failing to “follow our Forward Policy in Tibet with the keen attention that it merits” [41–42]). But, forced into this same conceptual sector, other things unseen by the middle class are also situated by the negation at once of civilized value and of activity. “We are not concerned with the very poor,” says the narrator in a famous digression, since this is a novel of “gentlefolk.” The destitute “are unthinkable, and only to be approached by the statistician or the poet.” They do not have stories or operate within plot. The “abyss” is where people “dropped in and counted no more” (58). The desperately poor may work, may labor, but that necessitated expenditure cannot be dignified by the purist term activity. Here, too, a Greimasian schema unsettles the dichotomies that organize it. The unsayable of the sublime risks being lumped with the unspeakable of the lumpenproletariat. The abyss of squalor and the high road of visionary intuition slip together past the attention of the workaday and clear-eyed. Insight, a perception of the unseen, must therefore be redeemed by plot as an activity in its own right that rescues civilization from the nightmare of progress for the dream of bourgeois perfectibility.

As semiotic mapping demonstrates, then, Margaret’s equivocations are telltale for the novel as a whole. She attempts to bridge contradictions rather than follow out consequences. Forster generalizes this tendency on her behalf in a later passage that recalls Dickens’s sylleptic rewiring of syntax itself. Once again grammar takes the strained form of its own disjunct content. “It is impossible,” writes Forster, “to see modern life steadily and see it whole, and [Margaret] had chosen to see it whole. Mr. Wilcox saw steadily” (165). Keen sight versus the broader ken of insight: these are the now divisive terms of the passage, descended as they are, by allusion, from an explicit Arnoldian touchstone in his verse celebration of Sophocles, who, as stressed by the comma in the

shift of scale, “saw life steadily, and saw it whole.”13 Under exactly the burden of colonialist enterprise and its inherent blindnesses, the allusion takes on an extra twist—and not least because Arnold’s accolade is bestowed on one whom, unlike Mr. Wilcox, “Business could not make dull.” As in the Arnoldian intertext, Margaret’s skewed parallelism shifts the expected adverb “whole” some uncertain distance toward the adjectival status of “see it complete” (totalized in itself) rather than “completely.” At the same time, in the eddying ironies of the passage, to “see modern life” at all is to court reduction (and moral diminishment) to something like the intertextual “know the world” or “take life on its own terms”—namely, the contrary idiom of a Wilcox, plugged self-serv-ingly into the complacent sociolect.

In Dickens, too, broken parallelism can expose a spiritual disparity. If, by some deep rhetorical logic, the colonial armatures of the British economy are to be found inscribed into such a figural pattern in Dombey and Son, then new literary-historical bets are on. Beyond confirming that the stylistic fallout from colonialism in British fiction is less exclusively modernist than Jameson claims, this would also be to say, before showing how, that the imperial dimensions of British fiction are prominently intertextual, developed by allusion and skewed truism. “Dombey was about eight-and-forty years of age. Son about eight-and-forty minutes,” opens the second paragraph of a novel bound in 1848. Dombey is in every way the man of the century. Bourgeois to his fingertips, he is the picture of a nineteenth-century capitalist, Mr. Wilcox avant la lettre. The title of chapter 3, “In which Mr. Dombey, as a Man and a Father, is seen at the Head of the Home-Department,” invades domestic nurture with the patriarchal hierarchies (man and father both) of the capitalist bureaucracy and further suggests a tacit imperialist network, as managed only indirectly from the insular seat of power, via the inferential supplement of the Foreign Office. Compared to the novel’s prolonged analysis of the railroad’s urban upheaval, to be sure, explicit mentions of the empire do seem peripheral. But that is just the point. Within mid-Victorian society, as in Forster’s Edwardian era, everyone

confronted the railroad, few the colonies. The impact of the latter in Dombey and Son would necessarily be oblique and pervasive, a structuring of consciousness rather than a conscious object. That is why the least allusion now and then does the trick. Captain Cuttle’s home in Brig Place is on the brink of the “India docks” (178). Paul goes to school with the repatriated “Master Blitherstone (whose temper had been made revengeful by the solar heats of India acting on his blood)” (201)—a kind of mutinous contagion from the colony. Reverend Howler is shipped back from the West Indies for stealing rum (278). Dombey, whose fame extends to “the British possessions abroad” (188), is the cynosure of certain “minnows among the Tritons of the East” (778), the shipper gods of foreign trade. The sliest irony in this line has a colonial subaltern, once brought into the boudoir of the English military man Bagstock as valet and slave, referred to as “‘the native,’ without connecting him with any geographical idea whatever” (144)—thus disguising a blanket racism with the false etymology of the indigenous.

Among such disparate contextualizing gestures, however, there is one recurrent strain of allusion that prepares for the novel’s conversion of the imperial into the unseen and eternal, an extrasecular version of Forster’s “glorious and unknown.” For at several points the empire strikes back in the form of death. There is the mention of Bagstock’s older brother, who “died of Yellow Jack in the West Indies” (187); of Mrs. Pipchin’s husband, who died of “pumping water in the Peruvian mines” (158); of that “junior dead in the agency at Barbados” (241) whom Walter goes out to replace. More central to the plot, young Paul’s figurative death by water—borne on that hallucinated “dark, dark river” that “rolled toward the sea” (295), toward exactly the “unknown sea” that, in a different turn of the verb, “rolls round all the world” (60) at his mother’s death—must be transformed into the nautical success story of Walter Gay. A massive and sustained figural relay is needed to purge shipping of its negative bonds to colonial mastery and economic oppression and associate it instead with impulses immemorial and redemptive: the immortal obverse of the railroad as a “type of the triumphant monster, Death” (354).

Where British railways are positively associated early on in Forster’s novel with a limitless expanse of possibility, in Dombey and Son the

mercantile aspect of locomotion is more immediately stressed. Together, the industrial convulsions of railway transit and the flurry of international shipping are paired implements of capitalism and colonialism, local change and global transformation.14 They represent exactly that myth of empire that makes common cause between industrial “activity” and aggressive “civilization” in the typically Victorian form of so-called progress. Again cognitive mapping tells a fuller story.15 And again Margaret Schlegel offers clarifying terms, in her ambivalent Edwardian battle against such progressivism, when her antinationalist streak leads her to intuit that “any human being lies nearer to the unseen than any organization” (44).

Opposed to empire and its literalized engines of progress in the uppermost quadrant of false ideological resolution in Dombey and Son would fall (in the bottom slot of double negation) all that remains unseen of the “immortal sea,” all that draws a limit to terrestrial motion and ambition. Stationed between, to embody a progress that overrides mere transient activity, would lie the Dombey business as firm at one lateral extreme. As patrilinear bastion, the House of Dombey remains a conservative enclave more important as an invulnerable temple to capitalist accumulation than as a place of ongoing work. It has the stasis of the status quo. Not decadent in the usual sense (like Tibby’s place in a comparable

slot of civil inaction in the earlier schema), still the firm’s unyielding stature has no truck with temporal ripening. “Dombey and Son know neither time, nor place, nor season, but bear them all down” (611). A site of spiritless emotional inertia, representing a paradoxical progress without change in the commercial sphere, the rigid perpetuity of the House is thereby contrasted with the vivid nostalgic datedness of the Wooden Midshipman’s in the opposite lateral quadrant (defined by activity and nonprogress). Here is an “establishment” holding on by energetically (rather than complacently) holding out against change. In polar contrast to the firm, where all progress is fiscal accumulation, the busyness of the Midshipman’s is the zone of what we might well call nonprofit enterprise. With its unsalable stockpile of superannuated nautical gadgetry, it is the store(house) become a museum, a shrine to all that is “old-fashioned.”

This is also the zone (activity without progress) that first situates and then releases Walter, the lone character who can functionally negotiate between the world of the Midshipman’s, in which he was raised, and the House whose fortunes he seems to revive by proxy after Dombey’s bankruptcy. Walter’s valuable—and only incidentally lucrative—activity is thus to transcend both the stagnation of the Midshipman’s and the strangulation of the firm, renovating vigor from within the precincts of its decline by passing from one sector to the other. But not before Dombey himself, from the pinnacle of imperial command in Dickens’s novel, like Wilcox brought low in Forster’s, is made to face the humiliating collapse of all he knows as civilization, progress, acquisition. Only then can that abasement be understood not as the bottomless pit of degradation (poverty, death: again the double negation of the “abyss”) but as the resuscitating fund of the greater “unseen.”

The Rescue Action of Dickensian Metaphor

In the actual grain and forms of semiotic signaling, tainted metaphors may return purified in a recognizable variant, even if still repressed as part of a subtext rather than foregrounded as obvious rhetoric. This happens across those two opposed sectors of the plot, Dombey’s shipping House and the surrogate home of the Midshipman’s. Look closely

at Dombey’s spiritual cum financial restitution. Of his “saving” attachment to his granddaughter, Little Florence, the novel says simply, half a dozen paragraphs from the end, in one of its shortest sentences, “He hoards her in his heart” (975). Inveterate covetousness is one thing, but what is far more surprising is that, after almost a thousand pages of satire undermining the foundations of the firm as mercantile concern, we are asked to root for it as well as its figurehead in the end. This, as Raymond Williams was quick to see, is “almost a terrible irony.”16 Almost. Instead we are coached in our enthusiasm by the reported prognosis of none other than Dombey’s once bravest critic, Susan Nipper, now Mrs. Toots, who sees in Walter’s successful business venture—a colonial entrepreneurship untarnished by old, dead money—the probability that “another Dombey and Son will ascend—no ‘rise’; that was Mrs. Toots’s word—triumphant!” (974). Susan’s taste for assonance is Dickens’s own. Note the “sylleptic” echo as well, splitting along the seams of the novel’s abiding tropology. The Victorian innovation of train travel as an emblem of death’s “triumphant monster” has been purged in an exact chime (“rise triumphant”) of its oppressive and leveling overtones. We are, in brief, still “dealing” with the firm of Dombey and Son—trafficking with its ideology of commercial validation—long after it has been in every sense discredited.

In the contrary zone of nonacquisitive domesticity at the Midshipman’s, economic upswings also require figurative validation. At the close of Dombey and Son, we are a far cry from Margaret Schlegel’s faith in imaginative prospects, whose success is “not . . . expressed in the ordinary language of prosperity.” In Dickens it is—but with a softening overlay of oceanic metaphors that develop out of an unsaid matrix whose earliest deflected manifestation is a crucial and explicit Wordsworthian intertext. In her trumped-up pastoral nostalgia, Mrs. Skewton has driveling recourse to “undeveloped recollections of a previous state of existence—and all that” (371), garbling the title of Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood.” Numerous other allusions, including the “waves” of Paul’s fatality, collect

around “that immortal sea / Which brought us hither” (164–65), with its “mighty waters rolling evermore” (168). All such romantic vistas of unnavigable origin have, of course, been desecrated throughout Dombey and Son by the coerced grandeur of the tides, a sublimity tamed by the implacable forays of the merchant marine. By the book’s second page we have heard how, in the megalomania of Dombey and Son, “rivers and seas were formed to float their ships” (50). Even when all this self-aggrandizing plunder in the overseas subtext leads only to the torture of Dombey’s “rolling sea of . . . pride” (649)—an inward roiling antithetical to the “unknown sea” that “rolls round all the world” at the death of his wife, making the very world roll round in the process—even then, the metaphorical sense of humanity’s tides and times still clings to narrative life. For the novel’s deepest figural evasion, localized in closure by the twin financial successes of Walter and his uncle Sol, still tries to hover somewhere between the nautical and the metaphysical, to keep the figure of tidal vastness itself in productive flux.17 Intertextual syllepsis may be the best account we have of such operations, and it comes closer than ever at this turn to the political unconscious of Jameson’s alternate approach.

Without saying so, this novel is first and last about sea changes, but it must bring the economic (as in the stock exchange known as ‘Change) together with the mortal associations that attach to the time-honored cliché of this embedded matrix. Empire receives its comeuppance in death, global waterways in the continuity between the river of time and the sea of eternity. To this extent, structuring dichotomies are firmly in place. Any “invisible” far harbor can be imagined only from a vantage “upon the margin of the unknown sea” (676)—or, in the novel’s penultimate sentence, from the near shore of the more explicitly Wordsworthian

“mighty” sea (976). Just before, the waves murmur “of the love, eternal and illimitable [those two epithets that recur in Forster], extending still, beyond the sea, beyond the sky, to the invisible country far away.” If this last is a circumlocution for heaven, it is also a transvaluation of the colonial annex by way of a Shakespearean intertext cannily dodged and conjured at once. Chastening the cultural truism of England as an empire on which the sun never sets, Dickens would rebuke the ends-of-the-earth trope for colonial dominions by dashing its illusions on a daunting “immortal shore.” But how to arrange this when the novel aspires as well to the secular apotheosis of this globalizing vision, without irony, in its concluding symbolism? For it is from the remote shores of the same imperial world system, productive and fructifying, that the daughter of Dombey comes home with a child from her venture on the waves, the now repatriated reward for her colonialist solidarity with Walter. As the marine becomes maritime, and on the way to its own Shakespearean intertext, the novel is indeed to double business bound.

Just in time to bankroll Walter’s further shipping enterprise, his uncle Sol, discovering that some long-fallow stock investments have made good, has only one rhetorical groove in which to configure his delight. He thereby expands a vernacular cliché to a modest conceit by announcing that “some of our lost ships, freighted with gold, have come home. . . . Small craft . . . but serviceable to my boy” (974). All capital gains, all financial successes, are humanized by Sol’s rhetoric in terms of nautical transit.18 Not incidentally, this phrasing highlights the same subtext that generates out of Dombey’s side of the story, as an image for the annuity provided him by Harriet Carker, the one salvaged buoy (“annual sum”) that “drifted to him from the wreck of his fortunes” (971): a reiterated

seafaring metaphor that, in Riffaterre’s metaformal terminology, would be the structural equivalent of a rhetorical “antanaclasis.”19 In other words, always other words, what goes unspoken so that it can help the novel say all that remains to be told—not only about Dombey’s reclamation but also about its facilitation by the once shipwrecked hero returned to build his fortune—is a complementary form of the buried matrix (sea changes) drawn straight from the discourse of venture capitalism while being domesticated characteristically in Sol’s plural variant (“some . . . have come home”): namely, his ship has come in.20

From where, exactly? From shipping’s semiotic contrary, a boundless eternal sea? In this highly Shakespearean novel, where Dombey plays Lear to Florence’s Cordelia and a cuckolded Othello to his envious lieutenant Carker, the other great tragic topos that is alluded to without being named is, beyond the parodistic debts of Bagstock and Skewton to Antony and Cleopatra, the famous lines in Hamlet about death as “the undiscover’d country, from whose bourn / No traveller returns” (3.1.78–79).21 Under Dickens’s transforming control, this matrical intertext passes through such antanaclastic variants over the course of the novel as appear reconvened, in fact, back to back in the last two paragraphs: moving from the “invisible country” to the attenuating assonance of “unseen region.” Reasons for this muting of the Shakespearean

echo are, on any cognitive map of the novel’s ideological horizons, not far to seek. The intertext must of structural necessity be suppressed—along with the no doubt geopolitical irony of Shakespeare’s own original formulation—to avoid the undue negation of precisely those discovered countries of the imperial enterprise that, from the Renaissance forward, provided England with much of its offshore riches and that lend their exotic glamour now, in tacit remembrance of Paul’s purifying waves, to the grand reversals of the hero and his uncle alike.

Here we can appreciate the full grip of a transformational semiotics when historically contextualized: its ability to grasp the definitive cultural tensions that generate in fiction the inferences that it must, for ideological as well as aesthetic reasons, avoid spelling out. Always intertextual to begin with, the cultural nugget of the given, the semiotic as well as ideological matrix, must be held in suspension in order to permeate. Take sea changes—as it ripples the text with both the Shakespearean near miss and the not-quite-idiomatic “ships come home.” Ideology’s ongoing effort to naturalize the constructs of the social could scarcely be clearer than in this dispersed cliché of vicissitude as it saturates everything in Dombey and Son, from market cycles to the broader flux of socioeconomic ascendancy across classes, nations, and races to the rhythms of human mortality itself. Keeping such a cultural truism at the level of dead metaphor is essential, whatever freshness animates its variants at the surface of dialogue or description. In the dialectics of interactive reading, prevailing cultural forms must remain sufficiently distanced so that they can return as an intuitively achieved rather than received truth. Like all ideology, so with the clichés of an age. Their naturalization of the made works best by being left unsaid. In the literary register, the very necessity for hermeneutics is the proof of subtle associative webworks rather than blatantly advertised norms. The better readers a novel seems to demand, the more cogent its inculcations, imaginatively discovered rather than imposed. And so with that Shakespearean touchstone, voucher of both national and international literary resonance. In the transactional economy of our dealings with Dombey and Son, it is the circulation value of literary-historical capital that is drawn on to reinvest colonial horizons with metaphysical glow. In league with the diverted truism of sea changes, no example could

make more evident how the “intertextual unconscious” reveals itself as an exacerbated symptom of the political unconscious. What we come upon here, once and for all, is the styleme as ideologeme.

Truth or Historical Consequences

In the interests of renewing formalist conversation in the critique of novelistic ideology, I have drawn on two indisputably major—and teasingly congruent—position papers of the early nineties and on the career-long methodologies that underlie them. The evidence is before us, but not yet the findings. The two methodologies, I need finally to show, are not so much at cross-purposes as at 180 degree angles to each other and hence are wholly aligned in their rather opposite thrusts. If we cannot learn from bringing one method alongside its counterpart, then we have missed the force of their separate agendas.

Marshaling some of the same vocabulary, though as if from different lexicons, Riffaterre and Jameson sound strangely interchangeable up to a point, at least when their leading propositions are herded into terminological line. As derived from the intertext and dependent on it, the concatenated “subtext” in Riffaterre is “not a subplot and must not be confused with a theme, for it has no existence outside the text in which it appears” (Fictional Truth, 131). As a “unit of reading,” the subtext is a “hermeneutic model” that helps the reader “decode the significance of long narratives” (131). So too in Jameson, but in a pointedly different way. For him, a literary text can operate only as “the rewriting or reconstruction of a prior historical or ideological subtext” (Political Unconscious, 81). This historical substrate is something “fundamentally non-narrative and nonrepresentational” (82; Jameson is very close to Riffaterre here), appearing only within and through the formal constraints of representation. For Riffaterre, the subtext is the fragmented but aggregate Truth (not a transcendental signified but the internal poetics of signification) that overrides the narrative text in its forced deference to the intertextual system. This Truth has to do with aesthetic veracity rather than external verification, of course, but that makes it all the less like documentation or chronicle and all the more like an undergirding abstraction such as History. At least one thing seems abundantly

clear. Historical Necessity in Jameson, like Truth in Riffaterre, is the prime mover without priority, immanent only in its effects, radically atemporal in its truth to time.

Such is Jameson’s deepest Lukácsian legacy (if not explicitly acknowledged in the essay on Forster and Joyce): to see the novel form inserted into a cultural declension from the epic through the Romantic-realist-naturalist era in prose fiction to the modernist reification of the epiphanic fragment. This is a transformation that mirrors the withdrawal of a cosmological totality from human life. In the negation of theological transcendence, only history exists as absent if not first cause, a history traceable only in the epiphenomena of textual notation. As the irreversible law behind the linearity of narrative time, Historical Necessity is therefore figurable only, not plottable, and figurable by the very form of novelistic totality. So, in Riffaterre, with fictional truth, which “obtains when the mode of the diegesis shifts from the narrative to the poetic” (Fictional Truth, 111). His argument comes to rest on just this closing note: “Subtexts, therefore, and the intertextuality that sets them in motion, do not unfold along an axis of duration. Like the unconscious described by Freud, the unconscious of fiction, and, therefore, its truth, stands outside the realm of time and is impervious to its ravages” (111). So does Historical Necessity in Jameson, and before him in Lukács, for whom it is impervious in a special sense: indifferent to the very ravages it brings about. In the absence of all divine assurance, the novel participates directly, according to Lukács, in modern life’s “invention” of the self-contained “productivity of the spirit,” where art must now generate rather than mirror the formal order for which it yearns.22 Modernism’s late and signal stage in the evolution of novelistic style poses a kind of epistemological quandary: how to test for reality—rather than its travesty, cosmopolitan worldliness—in an interface with the “invisible,” what Lukács would call the former immanence of the divine in the epic life-world.23 What is needed by the formal dialectic

of conservative modernism, one might then claim, is nothing less than a rarefied synthesis between the conflicting pulls of psychological realism and the coterminous supernatural strain in Victorian gothicism, synthesized in a new aesthetic (and ethic) of the unseen: spectral, epiphanic, and potentially escapist. As is apparent by now, my only demurral from Jameson’s account of Howards End, in its historical rather than literary-historical terms, is that one can locate the first stirrings of this culturally impacted synthesis exactly half a century earlier, in Dickens’s muted supernaturalism well before Forster’s.

For Dombey and Son is the novel that most of all, at least first of all, in the geopolitical context of the Victorian canon, in contriving to secure its formal symmetries, lays bare their structured rather than organic nature, their conceptual desperation. Here without flinch or deflection is the “fundamentally abstract nature” (Lukács, 71) of the novel’s systematizing project, a formal recompense for totality’s absence from every other life sphere. Never more openly than in Dombey and Son does the domestic melodrama of Dickensian fiction reach out to embrace an entire global vision. Its formal compass is put in the national service of representing an imperialist (and therefore anything but organic) world system, but only so that its spiritual authentications can proceed “by recognizing, consciously and consistently, everything that points outside and beyond the confines of the world” (Lukács, 71)—just over the edge of its geopolitical horizons, formally manifest only by intertextual summons.24

When narrative verisimilitude gives way to poetics, to mythopoetics,

the intertextual unconscious of imperial representation works, that is, to mystify (and narrow) the unseen into the one psychic space that cannot be territorialized: all that unknowably outstrips the “bourn” of death, falling forever beyond the colonial pale. History as Necessity is reduced (in an eminently ideological reduction) to the intractable limits of the single life, no longer global, no longer even communal. “Death destroys a man, but the idea of death saves him” (315), writes Forster in one of his most cryptic antimetaphysical epigrams: novelistic through and through. This antimaterialist ethic might have served as the epigraph to Dombey and Son, as of course to any number of Forster’s novels. In terms of the novelistic chronotope, death as a form of closure—necessity writ small—redeems the very characters who, undergoing it or not, are willing to contemplate it. Such is Forster’s quintessential attempt, but Dickens’s equally before his, to humanize necessity as an escape from history. Death remains the one thing we wish always to intuit only, rather than to know. If only empire’s “unseen” could be made to satisfy the spirit in the way the ideation of death does, then totality could be reined in as a purely abstract value, hazy and bracing. Literature intercedes for us just here, not only in its vicarious content (characters who die for us, heroes whose ships come in) but in its form: with its whole panoply of equilibrated structural contradictions. At the stratum of intertextually generated truth alone, we are to think, can the novel help us confront with impunity, through stylistic mediation, the aestheticized return of the historical repressed. In Dombey and Son, then, every bit as much as in Howards End, the tenuous ligatures of colonial interdependency come to us refigured as immaterial, distanced, disembodied, impersonal, abstracted to all that remains unseen to be believed, believed in as British fortitude rather than exploitation. If, stretched to the breaking point, this figuration can be further redirected—away from the territorializing entrenchments of power and into a manifest destiny common to all (death rather than domination)—then the novel has performed its true ideological foreclosure. It has done so, yet again, by pointing to a realm of latent value stripped of all action, an unknown shore that cannot properly be confronted in the collective (and hence politically) but only in the individual reconciliations of the spirit.

We have traveled a long way from the tensed phrasal duality of our

opening examples, but only around again to the reverberations of their verbal byplay. The broadest “sylleptic” (or intertextual) tendency in Dombey and Son, generated by the oceanic matrix and maintained by the nautical subtext, plays ultimately, as in Howards End afterward, between the global circuit of colonial exchange and a psychic economy of human mortality. Whether as generalized nickname for intertextuality or as specific internal deviance, syllepsis emerges as the figure of (and for) a strategic—and forced—unification. In its grammatical form, such unabashed shiftiness is the lower limit of an at least potential mystification, equivocation degree zero, naturalizing the incompatible by the aggregate force of grammar itself. We are now ready to see, in sum, that grammatical forking emerges as one of style’s rudimentary formal models of an otherwise uninstantiable desire: the desire for a specifically willed inclusiveness. It is the figure not of paradox or antithesis, deeply ideological in their own right, but of that more culturally sanctioned thing: the attempted resolution of incommensurables. Syllepsis, by any other name, is the division from within that overtly sustains two simultaneous strata of apprehension. It is therefore, to vary Riffaterre, not only the literary but the ideological trope par excellence, subsuming the divisive in a totality never wholly present to consciousness. In Forster, topographic vanishing points (roads or railways) and receding spiritual vistas, sunshine and adventure, seeing whole and seeing steadily; in Dickens, shirt fronts and false fronts, suits and hearts, servants and an always insubordinate Fate, colonial dockings and eternal harbors: each dyad abdicates under stylistic pressure to an absent—and somehow unifying—common denominator. Such stylistic insistence, shearing between fields of reference, often holding the coarsely literal and the diaphanously metaphorical in the same syntactic vector, operates for Dickens and Forster, in short, as the historically specific training ground of a double vision that is both the essence of fictional poetics and the stuff of political self-deception.

In the formalist amalgam ventured by this essay, then, its reciprocal corrective amounts to this. Not only would the nuances of verbal intertextuality help carry a Marxist semiotics, as a principle of form rather than of content, beyond the structuring framework of narrative ideology into the very crevices of literary formation itself—and back again—

but, conversely, a truly exploratory rather than merely resolute formalism would discover from text to text, rather than presume, the inevitably political structure of the intertextual unconscious. In transactional dealings with Dombey and Son or Howards End, symptomatically “modern” texts each, the act of reading, like the (always interpretive) spiritual life in Forster, is meant to “pay.” But in the semiotic economies of decipherment, such reading may institute an intermediate credit check—through a double-edged, double-ledger attention. Trafficking as it does with the fluctuations of metaphor, renegotiating its transfers and exchanges, only a formative encounter with the literary page can bear witness to that silent partnership between mimesis and poesis by which the invested (the simultaneously lured and constituted) reader is invited to abide.
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THE SLAUGHTERHOUSE OF LITERATURE

FRANCO MORETTI

The Slaughter

Let me begin with a few titles: Arabian Tales, Aylmers, Annaline, Alicia de Lacey, Albigenses, Augustus and Adelina, Albert, Adventures of a Guinea, Abbess of Valiera, Ariel, Almacks, Adventures of Seven Shillings, Abbess, Arlington, Adelaide, Aretas, Abdallah the Moor, Anne Grey, Andrew the Savoyard, Agatha, Agnes de Monsfoldt, Anastasius, Anzoletto Ladoski, Arabian Nights, Adventures of a French Sarjeant, Adventures of Bamfylde Moore Carew, A Commissioner, Avondale Priory, Abduction, Accusing Spirit, Arward the Red Chieftain, Agnes de Courcy, An Old Friend, Annals of the Parish, Alice Grey, Astrologer, An Old Family Legend, Anna, Banditt’s Bride, Bridal of Donnamore, Borderers, Beggar Girl . . .

It was the first page of an 1845 catalog: Columbell’s circulating library, in Derby: a small collection, of the kind that wanted only successful books. But today, only a couple of titles still ring familiar. The others, nothing. Gone. The history of the world is the slaughterhouse of the world, reads a famous Hegelian aphorism; and of literature. The majority of books disappear forever—and “majority” actually misses the point: if we set today’s canon of nineteenth-century British novels at two hundred titles (which is a very high figure), they would still be only about 0.5 percent of all published novels.

And the other 99.5 percent? This is the question behind this article, and behind the larger idea of literary history that is now taking shape in the work of several critics—most recently Sylvie Thorel-Cailleteau,

Katie Trumpener, and Margaret Cohen. The difference is that, for me, the aim is not so much a change in the canon—the discovery of precursors to the canon or alternatives to it, to be restored to a prominent position—as a change in how we look at all of literary history: canonical and noncanonical: together.1 To do so, I focus on what I call rivals: contemporaries who write more or less like canonical authors (in my case, more or less like Arthur Conan Doyle), but not quite, and who interest me because, from what I have seen of that forgotten 99 percent, they seem to be the largest contingent of the “great unread,” as Cohen calls it. And that’s really my hope, as I have said: to come up with a new sense of the literary field as a whole.2

But of course, there is a problem here. Knowing two hundred novels is already difficult. Twenty thousand? How can we do it, what does “knowledge” mean, in this new scenario? One thing for sure: it cannot mean the very close reading of very few texts—secularized theology, really (“canon”!)—that has radiated from the cheerful town of New

Haven over the whole field of literary studies. A larger literary history requires other skills: sampling; statistics; work with series, titles, concordances, incipits—and perhaps also the “trees” that I discuss in this essay. But first, a brief premise.

The School and the Market

The slaughter of literature. And the butchers—readers: who read novel A (but not B, C, D, E, F, G, H, . . .) and so keep A “alive” into the next generation, when other readers may keep it alive into the following one, and so on until eventually A becomes canonized. Readers, not professors, make canons: academic decisions are mere echoes of a process that unfolds fundamentally outside the school: reluctant rubber-stamping, not much more. Conan Doyle is a perfect case in point: socially supercanonical right away, but academically canonical only a hundred years later. And the same happened to Cervantes, Defoe, Austen, Balzac, Tolstoy. . . .3

A space outside the school, where the canon is selected: the market. Readers read A and so keep it alive; better, they buy A, inducing its publishers to keep it in print until another generation shows up, and so on.

A concrete example can be found in James Raven’s excellent study of British publishing between 1750 and 1770: if one looks at the table of “the most popular novelists by editions printed 1750–1769,” it’s quite clear that the interplay of readers and publishers in the marketplace had completely shaped the canon of the eighteenth-century novel many generations before any academic ever dreamed of teaching a course on the novel: on that list of editions, Sterne is first, Fielding second, Smollett fourth, Defoe fifth, Richardson sixth, Voltaire eleventh, Goldsmith fifteenth, Cervantes seventeenth, and Rousseau nineteenth. They are all there.4

The Blind Canon Makers

So, the market selects the canon. But how? Two economic theorists, Arthur De Vany and W. David Walls, have constructed a very convincing model for the film industry (a good term of comparison for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novels):

 

Film audiences make hits or flops . . . not by revealing preferences they already have, but by discovering what they like. When they see a movie they like, they make a discovery and they tell their friends about it; reviewers do this too. This information is transmitted to other consumers and demand develops dynamically over time as the audience sequentially discovers and reveals its demand. . . . A hit is generated by an information cascade. . . . A flop is an information bandwagon too; in this case the cascade kills the film.5


 

A demand that develops “dynamically” and “sequentially”: what this means is that “the probability that a given customer selects a particular movie is proportional to the fraction of all the previous moviegoers who selected that movie.” It’s the feedback loop of “increasing returns,” where “past successes are leveraged into future successes” until, in the end, “just 20% of the films earn 80% of box office revenues” (1501, 1505). Twenty percent, eighty percent: what an interesting process. The starting point is thoroughly policentric (thousands of independent moviegoers, without hidden puppeteers of any sort)—but the result is extraordinarily centralized. And the centralization of the literary market is exactly the same as for films. After all, this is precisely how the canon is formed: very few books, occupying a very large space. This is what the canon is.

As more readers select Conan Doyle over L. T. Meade and Grant Allen, more readers are likely to select Conan Doyle again in the future, until he ends up occupying 80, 90, 99.9 percent of the market for nineteenth-century detective fiction. But why is Conan Doyle selected in the first place? Why him, and not others? Here the economic model has a blind spot: the event that starts the “information cascade” is unknowable. It’s there, it has to be there, or the market wouldn’t behave as it does, but it can’t be explained. Moviegoers “discover what they like,” but we never discover why they like it. They’re the blind canon makers, as it were.

Now, this is understandable for economic theory, which is not supposed to analyze aesthetic taste. But literary history is, and my thesis here is that what makes readers “like” this or that book is—form. Walter Benjamin, “Central Park”:

 

Baudelaire’s conduct in the literary market: Baudelaire was, through his deep experience of the nature of the commodity, enabled, or perhaps forced, to acknowledge the market as an objective. . . . He devalued certain poetic freedoms of the romantics by means of his classical use of the Alexandrine, and classical poetics by means of those caesurae and blanks within the classical verse itself. In short, his poems contain certain specific precautions for the eradication of their competitors.6

 


Formal choices that try to “eradicate” their competitors. Devices—in the market: this is the idea. Formalism, and literary history.

First Experiment

So, I started working on two groups of texts: the rivals of Austen and the rivals of Conan Doyle. But here I will limit myself to the latter, because detective stories have the advantage of being a very simple genre (the ideal first step in a long-term investigation), and because they possess a “specific device” of exceptional visibility and appeal: clues.7 I brought to my graduate seminar about twenty detective stories of Conan

Doyle’s times; we combed them for clues, and the results are visualized in the tree of figure 1.8 Where two things stand out from the very first branching, at the bottom of the figure: first, that quite a few of Conan

Doyle’s rivals use no clues at all; second, that these writers are all completely forgotten. Form, and the market: if a story lacks a certain device, a negative “information cascade” is triggered, and the market rejects it. Readers must have “discovered” clues, which probably explains the second bifurcation, these strange stories where clues are present, but have no function, no necessity (in Boothby they are “planted” on the last page of the story; in “Race with the Sun,” the protagonist figures them out, then forgets and almost gets killed). A bizarre arrangement, which must have come into being more or less like this: some writers sensed that these curious little details were really popular, so they decided to use them—but they didn’t really understand why clues were popular, so they used them in the wrong way. And it didn’t work very well.
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Third bifurcation; clues are present, they have a function, but are not visible: the detective mentions them in his explanation, but we have never really “seen” them in the course of the story. Here we lose the last rivals (which was exactly what I had expected)—but we also lose half of the Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, which I hadn’t expected at all. And at the next bifurcation (clues must be decodable by the reader: soon to be the First Commandment of detective fiction) things get even stranger. It’s not always easy to decide whether a clue is decodable or not, of course, but still, even being generous, there are decodable clues in no more than four of the Adventures (and being strict, in none).9


When we first looked at these results in the seminar, we found them hard to believe. Conan Doyle is so often right—and then loses his touch at the very end? He finds the epoch-making device but does not work it out? It didn’t make sense; the tree had to be wrong. But the tree was right—in the forty-odd stories Conan Doyle wrote after the Adventures, one finds exactly the same oscillations—and it actually highlighted an important Darwinian feature of literary history: in times of morphological change, like the 1890s for detective fiction, the individual writer behaves exactly like the genre as a whole: tentatively. During a paradigm shift no one knows what will work and what won’t; not Ashdown, not Pirkis, and not Conan Doyle; he proceeds by trial and error, making fewer errors early on, when the problems are simpler—and more errors later, when they are more complex. It makes perfect sense. And as for finding a great device and not recognizing it, the same thing happened to Dujardin, in the same years, with the stream of consciousness: he found it, and he immediately lost it. And the reason that he and Conan Doyle didn’t recognize their discoveries is simple: they were not looking for them. They found them by chance, and never really understood what they had found.

What I mean by “chance” here, let me open a brief parenthesis, is that Conan Doyle stumbled upon clues while he was working at something completely different, which was the myth of Sherlock Holmes. Think of the opening scenes of the Adventures, when Holmes “reads” a whole life from the signs on the body of his client: this is what Conan Doyle wants from clues: a support for Holmes’s omniscience. They are a function of Holmes, an attribute, like coke and the violin. Then Conan Doyle starts “playing” with clues and eventually turns them from a mere ornament into a puzzle-solving mechanism: he finds a new use for them—“refunctionalization,” as the Russian formalists called it; “exaptation,” as Gould and Vrba have called it within the Darwinian paradigm. But he is not looking for this new use, and he never fully recognizes it.

And he is not looking for the new use for an interesting reason. Clues begin as attributes of the omniscient detective, I have said, and then turn into details open to the rational scrutiny of all. But if they are the former, they cannot be the latter: Holmes as Superman needs unintelligible clues to prove his superiority; decodable clues create a potential

parity between him and the reader. The two uses are incompatible: they may coexist for a while, but in the long run they exclude each other. If Conan Doyle keeps “losing” clues, then, it’s because part of him wants to lose them: they threaten Holmes’s legend. He must choose, and he chooses Holmes.10

The Tree

Parenthesis closed, and back to the real protagonist of this essay: the tree of figure 1. I began using it merely as a sort of shorthand visualization,

but after a while realized that it was more than that: it functioned like a cognitive metaphor, that made me quite literally see literary history in a new way. First of all, in terms of the forces that shape it. Think about it: what “raises” this tree, this branching pattern of literary history? Texts? Not really: texts are distributed among the various branches, yes, but the branches themselves are not generated by texts: they are generated by clues—by their absence, presence, necessity, visibility, et cetera. The branches are the result of the twists and turns of a device, of a unit much smaller than the text. Conversely, the branches are also part of something much larger than any text, which is the genre: the tree of detective fiction. Devices and genres: two formal units. A very small formal unit and a very large one: these are the forces behind this figure—and behind literary history. Not texts. Texts are real objects—but not objects of knowledge. If we want to explain the laws of literary history, we must move to a formal plane that lies beyond them: below or above; the device, or the genre.

And genre also changes, in this new view of history. Usually, we tend to have a rather “Platonic” idea of genre: an archetype and its many copies (the historical novel as Waverley rewritten over and over again; the picaresque as Lazarillo and his siblings). The tree suggests a different image: branches, formal choices, that don’t replicate each other but rather move away from each other, turning the genre into a wide field of diverging moves. And wrong moves, mostly: where nine writers out of ten (and half of the tenth) end up on dead branches. This was my initial question, remember: what happens to the 99.5 percent of published literature? This: it’s caught in a morphological dead end. There are many ways of being alive, writes Richard Dawkins in The Blind Watchmaker, but many more ways of being dead . . . many successful books, but infinitely more books that are not successful—and this tree shows why.11

Wrong moves, good moves. But in what sense “good”? In terms of the external context, no doubt: the growing skepticism about the reliability of witnesses, and the parallel insistence on “objective” evidence,

must have “prepared” an audience for clues, and so, too, the intellectual trends mentioned by Ginzburg (attributionism, then psychoanalysis). All true. Still, I suspect that the reason clues were “discovered” by European audiences was first and foremost an internal one. Detective fiction, writes Todorov, is made of two separate stories (crime and investigation, past and present, fabula and sjuzhet), and these two stories “have no point in common” (44). Well, not quite: clues are precisely that point in common. An incredibly central position, where the past is suddenly in touch with the present; a hinge that joins the two halves together, turning the story into something more than the sum of its parts: a structure. And the tightening up starts a morphological virtuous circle that somehow improves every part of the story: if you are looking for clues, each sentence becomes “significant,” each character “interesting”; descriptions lose their inertia; all words become sharper, stranger.

A device aimed at the “eradication of . . . competitors,” wrote Benjamin: clues. A device designed to colonize a market niche, forcing other writers to accept it or disappear. In this sense, clues are also what is missing from De Vany and Walls’s model: the recognizable origin of the “information cascade” that decides the shape of the market. A little device—with enormous effects.12
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Second Experiment

Forms, markets, trees, branches—much as I liked all these things, they rested on a very narrow and haphazard collection of texts. So I decided to look for a more respectable series, and asked Tara McGann, my research assistant at Columbia, to find all the mystery stories published in the Strand during the first Holmes decade. The total came to 108 (plus another 50 items or so that sounded like mysteries: “The Minister’s Crime,” “A Mystery of the Atlantic,” etc.), and—it took time. But I have read them all, and figure 2 visualizes the results.13


Mixed results. On the one hand, the right side of figure 2 closely resembles the first tree; on the other, the genre looks more complicated, more bushlike. Down at the bottom there are two large new branches: stories in which clues are not actually present but are evoked by the characters (“If only we had a clue!” “Did you find any clues?”) and others in which they are present, but in the skewed form of medical symptoms. The first group is curious, is like a window on the initial stages of a new device: the trick has become visible, recognizable, it has a name, everybody wants it and talks about it . . . but talking about a device is not the same as actually “doing” it, and this naive verbal escamotage never works too well.

The stories in the second group (“symptoms”) are interesting in another way: they don’t pretend to have clues but try to replace them with something else. And symptoms, of course, are the very origin of clues: they are the “small details” of medical semiosis whose significance was pointed out to young Conan Doyle by Joseph Bell, the Edinburgh professor of medicine who was the model for Holmes. Basically, then, these stories are replaying the film backward; and it’s reasonable, this regrounding of clues in their original intellectual humus. But there is a problem: “clues are seldom coded, and their interpretation is frequently a matter of complex inference,” writes Umberto Eco, “which makes criminal novels more interesting than the detection of pneumonia.”14

Precisely. And just as clues are usually more interesting than symptoms, Holmes’s cases are more interesting than the Stories from the Diary of a Doctor or the Adventures of a Man of Science—and much more successful.

Trends

From the morphology of the second sample, to its temporal distribution: figure 3, which shows how the various branches become more crowded over time (thicker line), or less crowded (thinner line), or disappear

altogether. This kind of visualization helps to see historical trends—and “symptoms,” for instance, do indeed look stronger early on and then seem to peter out, after they lose their competition with clues. And it makes sense, in evolutionary terms. But on the other hand, if you look at the far left and far right of the diagram, you find something that does not make sense at all. Stories completely without clues and stories with fully formed ones: here trends should be at their sharpest: a clear drop, a clear rise. But nothing of the sort. Mysteries with decodable clues don’t gain ground, and mysteries without clues don’t lose it (if anything, they become more frequent!).15
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This is fascinating, because it goes so stubbornly against common sense. And not just my own Darwinian sense: when I presented the tree

at the School for Theory and Criticism, at Dartmouth (not a very Darwinian environment), I received endless objections—but no one challenged the idea that stories without clues were doomed, and those with clues would become more frequent. That an epoch-making device should be widely imitated makes so much sense. And it does. But it doesn’t happen.

Why not? I can think of two possibilities. The first is that Conan Doyle’s rivals are still exploring alternatives: in 1899, for instance, “Hilda Wade” tries to replace the study of clues with that of personality and the investigation of the past with the prediction of the future.16 Very courageous idea—but a little weird. Between 1896 and 1899 there are also four series unified by the figure of the villain (An African Millionaire, The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings, Hilda Wade, and Stories of the Sanctuary Club), which is a very popular choice in the 1890s (Dracula, Svengali, Moriarty, Dr. Nikolas . . .) and also a remote source of detective fiction, Kriminalliteratur. This is why we don’t find more clues, then: the competition is still on: Conan Doyle’s rivals are still hoping to find something better. They won’t, but they’re still trying.

Second possibility (which does not exclude the previous one): in 1891, when clues showed up, these writers were all already formed, and they simply couldn’t change their writing style—even Conan Doyle never really learned how to use the new device. For clues to really take roots, then, a new generation was needed (Agatha Christie and company) that would begin to write within the new paradigm. It’s a good instance of the rigidity of literary evolution: you only learn once; then you are stuck. You learn, so it’s culture, not nature: but it’s a culture which is as unyielding as DNA. And the consequence of this is that literary changes don’t occur slowly, piling up one small improvement upon another: they are abrupt, structural, and leave very little room for transitional forms. This was a striking result of this research: the absence of intermediate steps. A jump—Conan Doyle. Another jump—Christie. End of the story. The rest are steps to the side, not forward.


These two explanations are both “tactical”—confined to the 1890s—and neither one questions the final triumph of clues: the fact that ten years later, or twenty, clues would be everywhere, and stories without them dead. But what if these expectations were wrong? What if the pattern of figure 3 were not limited to the 1890s but returned in the 1910s, or the 1930s? Let me be clear: I have no data for this hypothesis (and someone else will have to do the reading this time), but it’s an intriguing possibility, worthy of being formulated at least. So, here is Todorov on detective fiction:

 

Two entirely different forms of [narrative] interest exist. The first can be called curiosity: it proceeds from effect to cause: starting from a certain effect (a corpse and certain clues) we must find its cause (the culprit and his motive). The second form is suspense, and here the move is from cause to effect: we are first shown the causes, the initial données (gangsters preparing a heist), and our interest is sustained by the expectation of what will happen, that is, certain effects (corpses, crimes, fights). (47)

 

Curiosity, and suspense; detection, and adventure; a backward-looking narrative logic, and a forward-looking one. But the symmetry is misleading, because adventure stories are not just one narrative choice among many, but the most powerful form of storytelling from the beginning of time until today. Having challenged their appeal by enforcing a veritable rationalization of adventure—a Weberian universe, where not only have all the most exciting events already happened when the story begins, but they can only be reexperienced under strict logical constraints—having thus disenchanted the fictional world was the great achievement of clues. But the attempt could only succeed up to a point. Strong enough to branch off into a new genre, with its own market niche, clues could not really defeat the forces of cultural longue durée, which have returned to occupy bookstalls and movie screens around the world.17 It’s the formidable stability of narrative morphology; histoire immobile, in Fernand Braudel’s great oxymoron.


The Three Histories

I have insisted on the role of form in the marketplace. But in history? Is there a temporal frame, a historical “tempo,” that is unique to forms? Here is Braudel on the longue durée:

 

From the recent experiments and efforts of history, an increasingly clear idea has emerged . . . of the multiplicity of time. . . .

Traditional history, with its concern for the short time span, for the individual and the event, has long accustomed us to the headlong, dramatic, breathless rush of its narrative.

The new economic and social history puts cyclical movement in the forefront of its research and is committed to that time span . . . an account of conjunctures which lays open large sections of the past, ten, twenty, fifty years at a stretch ready for examination.

Far beyond this second account we find a history capable of traversing even greater distances, a history to be measured in centuries this time: the history of the long, even of the very long time span, of the longue durée.18

 


Event, cycle, structure (“for good or ill, this word dominates the problems of the longue durée” [31]): as a rule, every literary text comprises all three of Braudel’s histories. Some elements are entwined with contemporary events; others, with a span of decades; others still, with a duration of centuries. Take Jane Eyre: Jane’s threat to keep Rochester prisoner “till you have signed a charter” points to recent (British) political events; the Bildungsroman structure, to the previous (Western European) half century; and the Cinderella plot, to a (worldwide) longue durée. But the really interesting thing is that Braudel’s (spatio-) temporal layers are active not just in different textual locations (which is obvious), but in locations that are different in nature: the first layer usually points to what is unique to the given text, while the other two point to what is repeatable: what it shares with some (the Bildungsroman) or even (“Cinderella”) with many other texts.

Here form comes in. Because form is precisely the repeatable element of literature: what returns fundamentally unchanged over many cases and many years.19 This, then, is what formalism can do for literary history: teach it to smile at the colorful anecdote beloved by New Historicists—“the most capricious and the most delusive level of all” (Braudel again [28])—and to recognize instead the regularity of the literary field. Its patterns, its slowness. Formalism and literary history; or, literature repeats itself.


The Great Unread

The main lines of this argument had already been drawn when a Columbia graduate student, Jessica Brent, raised a very intelligent objection. The tree, fine: a good way of “seeing” a larger literary history. Clues, fine: they offer a good general sense of the genre. And no objection to the idea that Conan Doyle’s narrative structure may be better designed than that of his rivals (although of course one could argue forever on that “better”). But if this approach is generalized as the method for the study of noncanonical literature (as I was certainly inclined to do), then there is a problem: if we search the archive for one device only, and no matter how significant it may be, all we will find are inferior versions of the device, because that’s really all we are looking for. No matter what our intentions may be, the research project is a tautological one: it is so focused on a canonized device (and canonized for a good reason, but that’s not the point) that in the noncanonical universe it can only discover . . . the absence of the device, that is, of the canon. True, but trivial.

Jessica Brent was right, period, so all I can do is explain how my mistake came about. Face to face with the forgotten 99.5 percent of literature, and perplexed by its size, I couldn’t simply “start reading”: I had to read in the light of something—and I chose the 0.5 percent that had been canonized. “Irreplaceable advantages” of historians, writes Braudel with his characteristic euphoria: “Of all the forces in play, we know which will prevail, we can make out beforehand the important events, ‘those that will bear fruit,’ to whom the future will finally be delivered. What an immense privilege! From amongst all the jumbled facts of our present lives, who could distinguish equally surely the lasting from the ephemeral?”20

What an immense privilege . . . sometimes. With Conan Doyle’s rivals, who are basically a duller version of the “lasting” phenomenon, yes. But in other cases the privilege may well become blindness. When an entire genre disappears, for instance—as in Margaret Cohen’s work on French sentimental novels—the method I have sketched would

be an obstacle to knowledge.21 The same is true of the “lost best-sellers” of Victorian Britain: idiosyncratic works, whose staggering short-term success (and long-term failure) requires an explanation in their own terms. And so too for those “crazy devices” that one encounters here and there in the archive: stylistic clusters or plot sequences that are so weird that they can’t be replicas of other texts, but something else altogether.

My final guess, then, is that in the great unread we will find many different kinds of creatures, of which my “rivals” are only one instance. This is why the tree is useful: it is a way to “open up” literary history, showing how the course selected by European audiences (Conan Doyle, the canon) is only one of the many coexisting branches that could also have been chosen (and weren’t). What the tree says is that literary history could be different from what it is. Different: not necessarily better. And there are strong reasons for its being what it is; most of my article tries precisely to explain why Conan Doyle’s selection makes sense. But “explaining” means organizing the evidence we have so as to account for a given result: it doesn’t mean maintaining that that result was inevitable. That’s not history; that’s theodicy. Inevitable was the tree, not the success of this or that branch: in fact, we have seen how unlikely the branch of clues was in the 1890s.

Inevitable was the tree; many branches, different—and for the most part still completely unknown. Fantastic opportunity, this uncharted expanse of literature; with room for the most varied approaches, and for a truly collective effort, like literary history has never seen. Great chance, great challenge (what will knowledge indeed mean, if our archive becomes ten times larger, or a hundred), which calls for a maximum of methodological boldness: since no one knows what knowledge will mean in literary studies ten years from now, our best chance lies in the radical diversity of intellectual positions, and in their completely candid,

outspoken competition. Anarchy. Not diplomacy, not compromises, not winks at every powerful academic lobby, not taboos. Anarchy. Or as Arnold Schoenberg once wonderfully put it: the middle road is the only one that does not lead to Rome.22
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10. But was Conan Doyle really the first to make such a full use of clues? It is a big question, to which I briefly (and by no means conclusively) reply that a glance at some supposed precursors suggests that although clues surface here and there in the nineteenth century, before Conan Doyle they have neither his arresting “strangeness” (“I could only catch some allusion to a rat” [“The Boscombe Valley Mystery”]) nor the structural function of revealing the past to the detective. In Fergus Hume’s Mystery of a Hansom Cab (1886), for instance, the clue of a half-ripped letter is duly reproduced and decoded, but it merely adds a new subplot (while in Wilkie Collins’s Moonstone [1868] a similar note does nothing at all). In Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s Pelham (1828) a miniature found at the murder site points clearly toward a certain character—who turns out to be innocent. In Dickens’s Bleak House (1853) the Holmes-like bravura piece of the reading of clues (“And so your husband is a brickmaker?”) is completely unconnected with the mystery, while Detective Bucket relies for his part on witnesses and personal reconnaissance. The most vivid clue in The Moonstone—a smear of paint on a nightgown—also points toward the wrong man and is anyhow dwarfed by an absurd story of opium-induced somnambulism, while other clues are thoroughly manipulated by this or that character. Most striking of all, Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley (1862) uses a genuine legion of clues, but . . . for ethical rather than hermeneutical purposes: they prove that a character has something to hide (and they do it remarkably well) but don’t contribute to the solution of the mystery. They are atmosphere; sinister details, signs that something is wrong: not ways to solve the problem. Tellingly, they gravitate toward the beginning of the story, to get it started and capture the reader’s attention: then they gradually disappear, and the solution is again reached by different means.

It’s the problem with all searches for “precursors”: they are so sloppy. They play and play with the device (as a rule, devices don’t develop abruptly, out of nothing, but are around for some time, in one form or another), but cannot figure out its unique structural function. That, and that only, is the real formal discovery: sudden, “punctual”: a revelation, the last piece of the puzzle. And of that, all the “precursors” in the world are incapable: one looks at nineteenth-century clues, and is astonished at how long it took for two and two to make four. Mysteries were conceived, clues were imagined—but they were not connected to each other. It’s the conservative, inertial side of literary history: the resistance to new forms; the effort not to change, for as long as possible. In a minute, we will see more of it.

11. Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker (New York: Norton, 1986).

12. “When two or more . . . technologies ‘compete’ . . . for a ‘market’ of potential adopters,” writes Brian Arthur, “insignificant events may by chance give one of them an initial advantage in adoptions. This technology may then improve more than the others. . . . Thus a technology that by chance gains an early lead in adoptions may eventually ‘corner the market’ of potential adopters, with the other technologies becoming locked out. . . . Under increasing returns . . . insignificant circumstances become magnified by positive feedbacks to ‘tip’ the system into the actual outcome ‘selected.’ The small events of history become important” (“Competing Technologies, Increasing Returns, and Lock-in by Historical Events,” Economic Journal, March 1989, 116, 127). Insignificant events, insignificant circumstances: for Arthur, these “small events of history” are often external to the competing technologies and therefore may end up rewarding the (relatively) worse design. In my reconstruction, by contrast, the small event of clues is located inside the given (literary) technology, and contributes to a (relatively) better design. Different. Still, it seems to me that Arthur makes two independent claims: first, that under certain conditions small initial differences have growing long-term effects; second, that these differences may be external to the technologies themselves. (An “external” explanation, in our case, would sound something like this: “Doyle was selected not because of how he wrote but because the Strand gave him unique visibility.” Plausible, but false: in the 1890s the Strand published over a hundred different detective stories.) The present essay entirely corroborates the first claim and follows a different path regarding the second, but if I understand Arthur’s point, whether differences are internal or external (and whether the prevailing technology is better or not) is a matter not of principle but of fact, which must be settled case by case on the basis of historical evidence. After all, if it is perverse to believe that the market always rewards the better solution, it is just as perverse to believe that it always rewards the worse one!

13. The tree charts the stories according to their publication dates (1894c, 1891a, etc.); as the detailed bibliography would be almost as long as the essay itself, however, the editor of MLQ has wisely suggested that I omit it.

14. Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (London: Macmillan, 1977), 224. Eco makes a similar point in “Horns, Hooves, Insteps,” 211–12.

15. Of the two stories with decodable clues, the one from 1894 (“Martin Hewitt, Investigator: The Affair of the Tortoise”) is at least as dubious as Conan Doyle’s “Speckled Band,” while the other (“Stories of the Sanctuary Club. The Death Chair,” by L. T. Meade and Robert Eustace) gives the reader a big help with its telltale title (the death chair is a catapult that throws people hundreds of feet up in the air and into a neighboring park).

16. “The police . . . are at best but bungling materialists. They require a clue. What need of a clue if you can interpret character?” (“Hilda Wade. IV. The Episode of the Man Who Would Not Commit Suicide,” by Grant Allen).

17. In the detective stories of the 1890s the resistance to Conan Doyle’s rationalization of fiction takes many forms, my personal favorites being “A Thing That Glistened” (by Frank R. Stockton), “The Case of Roger Carboyne” (by H. Greenhough Smith), “A Work of Accusation” (by Harry How), “The Man Who Smiled” (by L. T. Meade and Clifford Halifax, from The Adventures of a Man of Science), and “The Star-Shaped Marks” (also by Meade and Halifax, from The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings). In “A Thing That Glistened” a deep-sea diver who is trying to recover a stolen bracelet is attacked by a shark, which swallows his underwater lamp; struck by the idea that “this creature has a liking for shiny things,” the diver cuts the shark open and finds not the bracelet but a bottle, filled with phosphorescent oil, containing a cylinder with the confession of a murder for which his innocent brother is about to be executed. In “The Case of Roger Carboyne,” the mystery of a mountain climber’s death is solved when an “aeronaut” confesses to having inadvertently fished him up with the anchor of his balloon and then dropped him. In “A Work of Accusation” a somnambulist artist paints the face of the man he has murdered, then has a heart attack. The man who smiled is a civil servant who, as a consequence of “a shock,” laughs in such a way that he literally drives people crazy; when he is almost eaten alive by a tiger, the countershock cures him. Finally, in “The Star-Shaped Marks” a group of murderers set up an X-ray machine in the building next door and bombard the victim with radiation through the bedroom wall.

As this short list shows, many writers tried to outdo Conan Doyle by abandoning logic altogether and reintroducing the marvelous—what may be true but is not believable, as Aristotle’s Poetics would have put it.

18. Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” in On History, trans. Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 27.

19. Tentatively, large genres like tragedy, or the fairy tale, or even the novel, seem rooted in the longue durée, while “subgenres” (the gothic, the silver-fork school, the Bildungsroman, the nautical tale, the industrial novel, etc.) thrive for shorter periods (thirty to fifty years, empirical findings suggest). The same seems true of devices: some of them belong definitely to the longue durée (agnition, parallelism), while others are active for a few generations and then dwindle away (free indirect style, clues).

Let me add that, whereas the idea of a literary longue durée is not hard to grasp, that of a literary “cycle” seems much more dubious: although the time span of many subgenres is roughly the same as that indicated by Braudel, the defining feature of the economic cycle (the ebb and flow of expansion and contraction) is nowhere to be seen. If literary historians are to make use of multiple temporal frames, then, they will have to reconceptualize their relationship. Similar reflections occur in one of the rare pieces of literary criticism to take Braudel’s model seriously: Fredric Jameson, “Radicalizing Radical Shakespeare: The Permanent Revolution in Shakespeare Studies,” in Materialist Shakespeare: A History, ed. Ivo Kamps (London: Verso, 1995).

20. Braudel, “The Situation of History in 1950,” in On History, 16–17.

21. “The great challenge confronting any excavation [of the literary archive] is to denaturalize expectations and take forgotten literature on its own terms,” writes Cohen in her introduction. “Without understanding that forgotten works are shaped by a coherent, if now lost, aesthetic, one simply dismisses them as uninteresting or inferior in terms of the aesthetic(s) which have won out” (21).

22. The reader who has made it this far probably knows that the conjunction of formalism and literary history has been a constant (perhaps the constant) of my work, from the essays “The Soul and the Harpy” and “On Literary Evolution” (in Signs Taken for Wonders: Essays in the Sociology of Literary Forms, 3d ed. [London: Verso, 1997]) to the introductory chapters to The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European Culture (London: Verso, 1987) and Modern Epic: The World-System from Goethe to García Márquez (London: Verso, 1996) and the six “Theoretical Interludes” of Atlas of the European Novel, 1800–1900 (London: Verso, 1998). In these books I discuss extensively the relationship between form and ideology, which I could not address here for reasons of space.







FORMALISM AND TIME

CATHERINE GALLAGHER

The most prominent generic features of the novel have received remarkably little systematic attention in our criticism. “A lengthy fictional prose narrative”: that is the definition of the novel I learned in high school, and I am still mulling over each one of its terms. In Nobody’s Story I tried explicating as well as historicizing fictional, and I have recently been pondering lengthy, the most thoroughly neglected word in the definition. Length has generally been treated by theorists of narrative under the headings of time, temporality, and duration, and a cursory survey of these analyses reveals numerous ways of rendering sequence simultaneous. For example, Mieke Bal, in considering the relation between the time of an element of a fabula and the time of its narration, argues that we should examine only the relative patterning: “The attention paid to the various elements gives us a picture of the vision on the fabula which is being communicated to the reader.”1 Since the relation of parts to each other is the relevant question, the length of the novel ceases to count; the internal pattern of The Last Chronicle of Barsetshire may be set down as concisely as that of The Turn of the Screw. Nothing in this sort of temporal analysis would help us develop a concept of length.

Bal’s procedure is typical of narratologists, whose fondness for graphs

and charts is notorious. One, for example, graphs the rhythm of long stretches of narrative time; another pictures successive ideological choices as the corners of a single box; yet another compresses the infinite variety of agents and acts that might be encountered over time in any possible narrative into six basic actants. Just as charts are typical of formalist studies of narrative structure, attention to the grammatical features of single sentences characterizes analyses of narrative discourse. Charts and sentences attest to our need to make the narrative object as short as possible. As David Carroll pointed out over a decade ago, they appeal to our continuing desire to see, in a single, instantaneous act of perception, things that are, in fact, not visible, and he correctly asserted that such formalisms rest on an oculocentric bias.2 I would like to discuss another bias that seems to me implicit in them: a bias against the very thing under analysis, that is, extended temporal sequence—length—itself. Formalist analyses seem bent on showing that, although a novel represents temporal sequence by means of temporal sequence, it nevertheless has, or should have, a form that can be made apprehensible all at once, in a picture or a fractal.

I have already described two quite different kinds of narrative analysis as “formalist.” Narratological graphs and charts represent forms in the sense of structures that organize, arrange, or order the parts of a narrative. This sense of form is perhaps the oldest use of the term in aesthetics,3 and when Fredric Jameson makes a Greimasian diagram of the ideological elements to be combined in Balzac’s Cousine Bette, or when Gerard Genette lists the relative speeds of events in Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, they are engaged in the classical activity of

displaying the overall shape, indeed the symmetry or shapeliness, of these novels. However, the Russian formalists, as well as the more recent analysts of narrative discourse, often mean something different by form: they mean the style of the work, the grammar, syntax, verb modes and tenses, and rhetoric.4 Their analyses descend from late antiquity and usually involve claims for the specialness of literary, or fictional, style, specifying its significant departures from normal narrative grammar.

We might think of these two ideas of form as opposites, for a picture of the general relation of a narrative’s elements results from a process of abstraction, whereas the features of its individual sentences are supposedly more sensually immediate and concrete. Form as arrangement or structure seems molar, an outline of the whole; form as style seems molecular, an enlargement of a detail. Form as structure comes into view only from a distance; form as style requires unusually close proximity. Structuralists tend to translate time into space; stylistics translates it into tense. Deleuze and Guattari argued that these are not simply different modes of analysis but irreconcilable levels of the text, and it has also been claimed that the molecular level of analysis, with its attention to momentary and often disruptive details, discloses the temporal dimension of the text, which is obscured when a narrative’s structure is conceived as spatial. However, for all of their contrasts, both versions of form may be said to arrest narrative flow, one by generalizing an enduring pattern toward which the moments contribute and the other by freezing a moment for analysis. They both give the impression of overcoming time, rising above or congealing it, and hence, whatever their virtues, they appear strangely at odds with the temporal nature of the analyzed work.5

This is not a new idea: that form contends against time, that form

and time are opposed, almost goes without saying. Moreover, it has been quite widely recognized that the opposition presents a problem for the formal analysis of narrative texts since Stanley Fish inaugurated American reader-response criticism. In this essay I wish to get beneath the acknowledged antinomy to the unacknowledged dependence of a certain notion of form on temporality in modern Anglo-American criticism, especially that of the molecular variety. By the dependence of form on temporality, I do not mean simply that the terms are dialectically opposed or that form relies on time as the thing it stops or interrupts. I have in mind a more specific intimacy involving the effect of modern perceptions of time on conceptions of form. The formalism that has been most crucial to the development of our profession in America is adamant in its conviction that literature cannot stop time; indeed, it has sometimes juxtaposed itself to the structural variety of formalism on precisely the grounds that molar analyses falsify “the representation of experience in its temporality.”6 Contending against the likes of Aristotle, the advocates of temporality have presented literary form not as a refuge against time but as a refugee from it, a thing startled and driven before time’s onslaught. Hence the kind of attention that has been paid to temporality has further ensured a disregard, if not an outright abhorrence, of length. Often under the very banner of temporal consciousness, ours has become a formalism not of durability but of ephemerality.

I begin my history of this formalism with a quotation from Shelley’s Defense of Poetry, in which the usual distinction between temporal sequence and unchangeable form is articulated as a contrast between kinds of writing:7


 

There is this distinction between a story and a poem, that a story is a catalogue of detached facts, which have no other connexion than time, place, circumstance, cause and effect; the other [the poem] is the creation of actions according to the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in the mind of the creator, which is itself the image of all other minds. The one [story] is partial, and applies only to a definite period of time, and a certain combination of events which can never again recur; the other [poem] is universal, and contains within itself the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions have place in the possible varieties of human nature.8

 

Organized here under the contrasting heads of story and poem (which echo Aristotle’s terms history and poetry), Shelley gives us a series of oppositions: story is catalog, whereas poem is creation; story is detached facts, whereas poem is (integrated) actions; story is a lack of any but accidental organization (“no other connexion than time, place,” etc.), whereas poem is organization according to the unchangeable forms of human nature. Story, the genre that must rely on particulars of time and place for what little organization it has, never quite achieves form, which would subdue such ephemera. Hence story, for Shelley, is not a form that fails to be philosophical or serious (as the form “history” falls short of “poetry” in Aristotle’s hierarchy); rather, story, by succumbing to time and its attendant specifics, fails to be a form at all.

Distinguishing between kinds of writing not according to their different forms but according to their unequal abilities to be formal was an important step toward the literary formalism with which we are familiar.

For formalism in literary studies over the last two centuries has usually required the valuation of form as such and has often claimed that striving for form is the distinguishing mark of the literary. If every kind of discourse had a form appropriate to itself, there would be no point in establishing formal ambition per se as a normative, or value-bearing, feature in itself. To make some kinds of writing more formal than others, Shelley takes an Aristotelian sense of form as genre or kind—that is, form as a mode of differentiating between types of writing—and moves it toward the Platonic notion of form as a transcendent Idea, with a capital I. No matter how perfect a thing of its kind a story (or history) may be, its generic constraints, which bind it to time, must keep it from aiming at “the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in the mind of the creator, which is itself the image of all other minds.” It would seem, then, that the superior formality of poetry consists in its intention to represent forms that are themselves absolutely stable and outside time.

The relation between these Platonic forms and the form taken by the poetry that strives to represent them is not at all clear in Shelley’s essay; indeed, Shelley eschews positive formal descriptions of poetry. Neither the overall shape of a poem nor its style, to mention again the two sorts of formal description encountered in narratological analyses, is found in A Defense of Poetry. Verse, for example, is not necessary. Form, in this essay, is not so much a quality of poetry as of its object of representation, human nature, and human nature, we are told, has form to the extent that it is relieved of its time-bound immersion in history.

Those few aspects of poetry to which Shelley briefly alludes above reinforce the idea that its essence is simply the representation of timelessness. Taking his cue from Aristotle’s Poetics, Shelley tells us that poetry originates not in the world but in the mind; it is not a “catalogue” of observed facts but a “creation.” In short, it is what we now loosely call fictional or mythical. Second, it represents imagined “actions” as opposed to “facts”; once again drawing on Aristotle, Shelley proposes that “action” indicates “unity.” No matter how unified, however, action would also seem temporally extensive. Indeed, Aristotle’s idea of unity of action distinguishes among kinds of temporality: poetry is shaped by a plot rather than by a mere story, and plots are ordered by necessary and probable cause-and-effect logic rather than

by mere temporal sequence.9 Shelley, though, does not make this distinction. In his desire for timelessness, he excludes even cause-and-effect plotting from the domain of poetry, so that the action to which he refers seems to have no duration or series of parts; it is instead irreducibly whole and instantaneous.10

But Shelley’s stringent atemporality soon results in a paradox: form, which seems at first to oppose time by being eternal, is best captured, we learn, by a textual instant, which opposes time by being brief. His intention may be to steal attributes from Christianity’s God and reinvest them in the idea of form, so that poetry might henceforth handle the transcendent and spiritual side of things. Indeed, Shelley goes on to paraphrase the Christian idea of God’s relation to time: “Time, which destroys the beauty and the use of the story of particular facts . . . augments that of poetry, and for ever develops new and wonderful applications of the eternal truth which it contains” (485). But the ontological disjunction between formal humanity and its secular manifestations ensures that form will only fleetingly appear in time. Poetry, we are famously told in the Defense, records “the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds.” “We are aware [it continues] of evanescent visitations of thought and feeling . . . always arising unforeseen and departing unbidden. . . . its footsteps are like those of a wind over the sea, which the coming calm erases, and whose traces remain only, as on the wrinkled sand which paves it” (504; emphasis mine). The eternal takes a form so fleeting that it hardly appears at all, except in the act of disappearing. The unending is not figured in the sand that “paves” the ceaseless movement of the sea but is instead imagined as the submerged and effaced mark in the sand of a passing air current over the waters. The figure indicates an event so brief that it seems almost to participate in a negative temporality, to be over before it has begun; by the time the wrinkle has formed at the bottom of the water, the wind on its surface has ceased to be.


Referencing the eternal and unchanging through the short-lived, the emphatically transient, or the temporally retrogressive was a common Romantic trope with, ironically, an enduring legacy. Indeed, Baudelaire defined genuinely modern art as the attempt “to distil the eternal from the transitory.”11 The legacy consists not only in the fact that brevity has been the soul of form for the last two centuries but also in an Anglo-American preference for finding form in the detached, and often atypical, stylistic details of a literary composition rather than in its structure conceived as an ordered series of differentiated parts. Of the two formalisms with which I began, in other words, the second, which often presents itself as an antiformalism, has the more prestigious pedigree. Listen, for example, to the enthusiasm with which Shelley finds poetry in smaller and smaller parts of a “composition”: “The parts of a composition may be poetical, without the composition as a whole being a poem. A single sentence may be considered as a whole, though it be found in the midst of a series of unassimilated portion; a single word even may be a spark of inextinguishable thought” (485–86).12 Instead of sustaining the whole, Shelley’s “form” is clearly fugitive from it, and as it flees toward some veiled “order” abiding elsewhere, it tears the completeness of the composition it leaves behind.

Thus Shelley reproduces Coleridge’s distinction between “poetry” and “the poem” and revises it for future generations. We can, for example, trace the tendency to disregard the shape of actual works and to equate form instead with extractable textual moments through Arnold’s

touchstones, the isolated purity of Ruskin’s “gems,” Pater’s “fining down” of form into a moment of making and unmaking, and on into its modernist manifestations in the criticism of I. A. Richards, William Empson, and the American New Critics. I will soon turn to three of Shelley’s legatees, Walter Pater, John Crowe Ransom, and Virginia Woolf, for examples of how the formalism of brevity operates once Shelley’s transcendental trappings have been shed.

First, however, I want to emphasize that even Shelley’s Neoplatonism makes literary form dependent not on time’s absence or suspension but on its unyielding pressure. So far we have seen that Shelley attaches literary forms of timelessness not to what is always there but to what is only briefly there, to the fleeting rather than the lasting, the instantaneous rather than the enduring. If the unchanging form of human nature seems to reside above time, its literary figures try to dart beneath it, like Stealth aircraft below temporality’s radar. Or, we might say, literary form attempts to evade time by outpacing it, by evanescing at a rate equal to or greater than time’s flux. Although Shelley may intend the ephemeral to be a trope of the eternal, it also figures what drives it: the perpetual movement of time.

In A Defense of Poetry the paradox of literary form becomes overt in a metaphor that caps the list of contrasts between stories and poems. “Epitomes,” Shelley writes, “have been called the moths of just history,” for “they eat out the poetry of it” (485). The ostensible sense of this odd figure seems to be that, just as the caterpillar feeds on a textile (or, for that matter, a text) and uses its sustenance to transform itself into a flying moth, so “epitomes” digest the choicest bits of history and then rise above the rest of the tedious story as lighter, airier, more poetic creations. The moth is supposed to symbolize literary form’s escape from the monotonous weave of history, but the incongruity between the tenor and the vehicle is glaringly obvious, for several reasons.

First, the metaphor is taken from Bacon’s eulogy to history in Of the Dignity and Advancement of Learning, where the moth figures the destructive effects of epitomes, that is, abstracts and synopses, on full-length histories. Everything about the image speaks of decay: “As for epitomes (which are certainly the corruptions and moths of histories) I would have them banished, whereto likewise most men of sound judgment

agree, as being things that have fretted and corroded the bodies of many most excellent histories, and wrought them into base and unprofitable dregs.”13 The epitomizing moth in Bacon’s passage implies a pun on the concept of “digesting” (in the sense of creating a digest of) a lengthy work, and it certainly does not hint at the poetic transcendence Shelley tries to wrest from it. Instead Bacon’s moth merely does time’s bidding, eating and eroding what has been previously salvaged from time as a shapely history. In Bacon the moth is time’s minion.

Second, what could seem more transitory than the moth itself, which is not only an agent of decay but also a common figure for self-immolation and ephemerality, for the shortness of life and its vanity? Granted, Shelley is purposely reversing Bacon’s valuation of the dignity of the genre of history and, in a minor apocalyptic key, extolling its end, so that Bacon’s “banished” moth rises an oracle. Still, we must notice the bizarreness of this apocalyptic vehicle. For of all the winged things that take flight at the end of history—Minerva’s owl, for example, or the angels in the Book of Revelation—Shelley’s poetic moth would seem the least likely to get out alive.14 It is a strikingly bathetic little image, grotesque and homely, in which the end of time, of History with a capital H, becomes the ruination of written histories as material texts, and the symbol of transcendent form becomes a flying insect emerging from a book-eating pupa with a bellyful of poetry. How far could it possibly ascend? Surely, the tiny span of the moth’s allotted time, like the futility of its desires, goes without saying.


Third, Shelley himself invokes these connotations in Epipsychidion to describe the vanity of his yearning after ideal forms and his own consequent, imminent extinction (ll. 217–24). Epipsychidion’s moth underscores the futility that the metaphor already hints at in A Defense of Poetry, making it clearer that eternity and time are not really distinguishable in their relation to literary form. The eternity that attracts and mobilizes the poetic moth, that sets its short-lived form flitting, also makes it a byword for time’s transmutations as well as for death.

Half a century after Shelley’s death Walter Pater seems to have arrived at the same idea of the ephemerality of form by explicitly renouncing the transcendental longings that agitated Shelley’s moth. Self-consciously opposing himself to the Neoplatonism espoused by the earlier poet, Pater took Heraclitus as his preferred ancient familiar and cultivated a poignant satisfaction in the instability of all things. He begins and ends his study of the Renaissance with now canonical statements of what appears to be a thoroughly secular, time-embracing formalism. Form, we are told, is immanent in human life, life being the god-term of nineteenth-century secularism. No separate, permanent forms exist, and the impermanence of a formal configuration accounts for its pathos and attractiveness: “Every moment some form grows perfect in hand or face . . . for that moment only.”15

Perhaps to avoid giving the impression that a formal principle resides outside time, Pater uses the word form sparingly; he prefers to speak of what Baudelaire and Sainte-Beuve called the “formula” that expresses a particular “virtue,”16 and the first paragraph of The Renaissance insists on the immanence and specificity of formulas: “To define beauty, not in the most abstract but in the most concrete terms possible, to find, not its universal formula, but the formula which expresses most adequately this or that special manifestation of it, is the aim of the true student of aesthetics” (xix). The virtues and their formulas alter from one historical period to another, and each expresses the unique

genius of a particular maker. Pater’s formalism—or perhaps we should call it “formula-ism”—would therefore seem to be historical rather than, like Shelley’s, mythic.

For Pater, moreover, the perceiving critic also lives completely in time; indeed, perception and time’s passage are almost indistinguishable in his rhetoric. He opens The Renaissance with an “impressionist” manifesto designed to eschew time-transcending abstraction. The proper object of aesthetics, he asserts, is the study of the impression made on the individual critic by the individual work of art: “He who experiences these impressions strongly, and drives directly at the discrimination and analysis of them, has no need to trouble himself with the abstract question of what beauty is in itself, or what its exact relation to truth or experience—metaphysical questions, as unprofitable as metaphysical questions elsewhere” (xx).

Yet, for all its explicit historical and material immanence, Pater’s formula-ism, like Shelley’s formalism, pulls apart the lengthy work and divides duration from aesthetics. The very injunction to discriminate and analyze the formula of each work often yields a result remarkably like that achieved by Shelley’s text-eating moth. For example, Pater claims that, instead of pervading his verse, Wordsworth’s formula is “scattered up and down,” having “crystallized a part, but only a part,” of his writing. The critic should identify the bit of verse where the formula has gelled, “as if at random, depositing a fine crystal here or there,” and then “disengage it” from “that great mass of verse [wherein] there is much which might well be forgotten” (xxi-xxii). In Pater’s view, it is the critic, rather than the poetic moth, who lifts the essential, formula-bearing moments out of the tedium of the long work, but both leave the “mass” behind, in Bacon’s words, like “base and unprofitable dregs.”

In fact, Pater’s secular formula-ism, starting from the evidence of mutability, at first glance seems better suited than Shelley’s formalism to the aesthetics of brevity. Since Pater frequently rhapsodizes over the momentariness of all existence, the instantaneousness of the poetic effect, even its retroactive temporality, would seem continuous with the universe of flux: “Those impressions of the individual mind to which, for each one of us, experience dwindles down, are in perpetual flight; that each of them is limited by time, and that as time is infinitely divisible,

each of them is infinitely divisible also; all that is actual in it being a single moment, gone while we try to apprehend it, of which it may ever be more truly said that it has ceased to be than that it is” (188). Pater affirms no eternal order glimpsed through the instant, insisting instead that all is temporal instability.

However, it soon becomes apparent that Pater also shares Shelley’s hope that attention to literary form might at least cheat time. He explains that some of the constantly dissolving impressions are more acute than others as they pass, and these “single sharp” impressions jut out from the undifferentiated stream of blunter perceptions. They are like the crystals amid the great mass of Wordsworth’s forgettable verse. Getting from one such intense moment to another with the greatest celerity becomes the task of the aesthetic life: “How shall we pass most swiftly from point to point, and be present always at the focus where the greatest number of vital forces unite in their purest energy?” (188). Although the effort to live at the high points (“always”), to sustain a perpetual present of superlatives (“greatest,” “purest”), is driven by a hyperconsciousness of ephemerality, it would nevertheless transcend time by passing over the low stretches between the peaks. Pater’s most famous formulation of aestheticism—“To burn always with this hard, gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life”—recommends achieving the psychological effect of timelessness (“be[ing] present always”) in a permanent state of feverish aesthetic apprehension. One thereby reaches the illusion of stasis by joining the race of fleeting instants, as Blake indicated long before in his poem “Eternity”:

 

He who bends to himself a Joy

Does the winged life destroy;

But he who kisses the Joy as it flies

Lives in Eternity’s Sunrise.

 

Pater’s assertion that there is nothing outside time easily incorporates the formalistic valuation of the briefest possible objects of literary analysis, and it encourages the notion that poetic form is maintained by racing ahead of time. Just as one should get through life by leaping from one high point to the next, one should get through, for example, Wordsworth

by hopping from one formula-transmuted crystal to the next. Skipping the ordinary is crucial.

Like Blake’s cheerfully affirmative quatrain, though, Pater’s formula for avoiding mere duration seems artificially bright and complacent compared to Shelley’s apocalyptic vision. By blithely accepting momentariness and change as the deepest reality, Pater temporarily holds the darker implications of the formalism of ephemerality at a distance. His unrelenting secularism, with its stress on success in life, often hides what is always implicit in Shelley’s moth metaphor: the shadow of death. Even the implied analogy with gem collecting makes the aesthete’s labor seem clean, durable, sterile, and safe compared to that of the poetry-garnering moth. If we compare the crystal and the moth as figures for poetry, the former, created by “the heat of genius” (xxi), has the clear advantage of invulnerability: the crystal has already come out of the fire that the moth will not survive. Even the faint apocalyptic echo that resonates from the crystal to the “crystal-clear jasper” walls (Rev. 21.11) of the New Jerusalem evokes the everlasting city that follows the annihilation. Pater’s image of sprinting across a series of bright peaks, moreover, strengthens the suggestion that a vigilant quest for the crystalline may obviate our ever having to walk through the shadowy valley where mortality lurks. At least in his most quoted epigram, he arrives at a formula for actually inhabiting, albeit on a sort of aesthetic treadmill, those moments that Shelley thought the mere shadows of a reality beyond sensual life. Pater’s Heraclitean fire under wraps, the “hard, gem-like flame” burning perpetually in its crystalline case, immolates no moths.

Paradoxically, then, Pater’s secular ideal of “success in life” yields images of form’s inorganic hardness and brightness, whereas Shelley’s transcendental ideal produces images of organic fragility. By deferring the achievement of formal perfection to a separate ontological plain, Shelley’s formalism seems to press toward mortality, whereas Pater tries to purge his formalism of otherworldliness and the death drive, to locate it inside a willfully artificial present. However, the pluckiness of Pater’s determination, the almost theatrical resoluteness of his presentness, points as well to the jaws of time yawning in the background, like hell’s mouth in a medieval morality play. Indeed, the poignancy and power of his aestheticism depend on frequent reminders that he poses at the

edge of an abyss: “With this sense of the splendour of our experience and of its awful brevity, gathering all we are into one desperate effort to see and touch, we shall hardly have time to make theories about what we see and touch” (189); or, “We have but an interval, and then our place knows us no more. . . . our one chance lies in expanding that interval, in getting as many pulsations as possible into the given time” (190). Thus fomenting a continuous awareness of death’s imminence, Pater’s idea of ecstatic presence is preconceived as unattainable. One is occupied not so much by the present as by the “desperate” attempt to be present—fully and only—for all the moments when “some form grows perfect.” Consequently, Pater’s here and now is as hard to come by as Shelley’s indestructible order.

Furthermore, Pater’s goal is more cruelly unreachable than Shelley’s, for by locating form in time and making life the pursuit of form, Pater implies that lapses in aesthetic athleticism constitute failures not just at art but at life. Concentration on the precious moment blights the remainder, which subsides into an abstract, meaningless flow. Heightened life must now bear the whole burden of form, and therefore its nonecstatic intervals become unsuccessful life. The unavoidable failure to realize form in time, a condition of living for Shelley, becomes a failure at living for Pater.

In sum, by the end of the nineteenth century the aesthetics of ephemerality had tried to make form immanent in life, but the result was the formalization of life as the constant race to maintain the impression of standing still, of timelessness.17 Even Pater recognizes that such a race cannot be won, but the losers no longer have the consolation of being, after all, alive; they must instead view their lapses, which no doubt constitute the majority of their existence, as a falling short of life’s potential. Like the great mass of Wordsworth’s verse, the great mass of our experience seems dross, a dead thing, destined for a well-deserved oblivion.

Pater’s exuberant celebration of ephemerality thus yielded certain melancholy inferences, which were certainly not lost on early-twentieth-century

literary critics. Having assumed the primary responsibility for identifying whatever modicum of order was left in the thoroughly secular universe, these formalists stressed the difficulty, indeed the impossibility, of their task. In John Crowe Ransom’s “Criticism, Inc.,” for example, a poem is no longer the record of the happiest moments of one of the happiest men but instead “a desperate ontological or metaphysical manoeuvre” resulting from the poet’s agonized attempt to “perpetuate in his poem an order of existence which in actual life is constantly crumbling beneath his touch.”18 The odds are certainly against the poet, and even more against the critic, who must take the fragile poetic object apart to examine its construction; even if “all the finesse possible” has been exercised, the result is at best “a rude and patchy business” (238).

The very futility of poetry and criticism, however, seems to be what makes it all worthwhile. “Ecstasy” would be mere childishness compared to the heroic desperation that Ransom admires. The “order” that is “constantly crumbling” is certainly not Shelley’s “indestructible order,” nor is it even the poet’s characteristic formula; instead it is the object of perception in its pristine, preconceptual particularity. Ransom here echoes a theme heard frequently in aesthetics since its eighteenth-century inception: art preserves the uniqueness of things, saving them from subsumption under categories. Enemies of this uniqueness are, according to Ransom, everywhere: all “practical interests” and “sciences” are out to reduce objects to “their various abstracts.” The poet alone can defend the object, but even his own medium betrays his effort, for language notoriously tends toward the “universal,” by which Ransom means general categories or abstractions. The poet must use language in normal ways, identifying the object “in terms of the universal or commonplace object” but, in doing so, threatening its singular objectness. The abstracting tendency of language itself crumbles the particularity of the object, jeopardizing its status as “real, individual, and qualitatively infinite.” The order the poem tries to safeguard is imperiled from within by its own “prose core” of “denotative language,”

“which any forthright prosy reader can discover . . . by means of an immediate paraphrase” (238).19

Ransom thus gives the poetic moment, in which the object is apprehended in its unreduced singularity, a new and inescapable enemy; allied to the depredations of time are the corrosions of language’s inevitably categorical tendencies. As in Pater, the order one wishes to save is always momentary, and hence time, its element, is also its enemy. That much is familiar. But in Ransom, temporal atomism threatens a kind of nominalism, in which linguistic universals are cast as falsifying abstractions that obscure the real particulars, which alone are “qualitatively infinite.”20 Once again, infinity is in the details, but the poet’s “desperate ontological” struggle to keep it there has become a struggle against his own medium. Instead of fixing moments, language generally disintegrates them, diminishing aesthetic instants to mere instances of abstractions. Faced with the treachery of his own medium, what is the poet to do?

Ransom tells us that the poet must encase the internal enemy, the “prose core” or paraphrasable meaning of the poem, in “a tissue of irrelevance,” which violates prose logic. Just as the prose core of the original object begins to “emerge” from the language-shattered edifice of particularity, it must be precariously arrested by a poetic tissue of “superfluity” and irrelevance. The poet thus uses a language of connotation, peculiarly indirect and metaphorical, to repair the damage done by his language of denotation. Thus detained in “a tissue of irrelevance from which it does not really emerge,” the immobilized prose core is not transformed into crystal, as in Pater, but is locked, permanently twitching, in a state of tension with the poem’s own linguistic superfluity

(238). With normal language now acting as time’s culprit, all that can be salvaged of order is a language bent from its natural, abstracting inclinations, twisted to betray time’s confidence. Only the little, irrelevant bits can be counted on to work partial linguistic self-subversions. It is this tension that confers on the poem the status of particular objectness; no longer a representation but a thing in itself, it differs, of course, from the original object of perception, but it recalls that former particular by possessing its own, ever threatened and fragile, uniqueness.

Ransom’s account of poetry is more explicitly paradoxical and lugubrious than either Shelley’s or Pater’s. Although poetry still promises to arrest something that is passing out of existence, its failure at this task is clear from the outset; indeed, the poem is a record of failure, since it exists only as a compensatory substitute for the object. The poet actually preserves only the record of a standoff between prose and poetry. All the poem can arrest is the prose object, the diminished product of the crumbling effected by the abstracting and reductive force of ordinary language, in its tense relation to the cocoon of poetry that surrounds it. Ransom seems in this image to have inverted Shelley, hinting at a moth of prose that threatens to emerge from a chrysalis of poetry; poetry has the “residuary quality” (238) that Shelley reserved for prose: it is fragile and discontinuous. The sense that the poem participates in the wreck of the object also intensifies the sense of futility detected in Pater. Ransom’s poets have “techniques” for “involving” the prose core in filaments of irrelevance, an unlovely image compared to Pater’s depiction of the poet transmuting perceptions into glittering crystals by means of an alchemical formula. Ransom’s poet wounds things almost to death by writing about them in the first place and then saves their half-lives by wrapping them in “residuary” poetic “tissue.” The job of the critic, moreover, resembles that of the vivisectionist: no Paterian ecstasy for him, no leaping about from peak to peak of intense perception; he must instead unwrap the chrysalis constructed by the poet and define its characteristic technical devices, all the while fearing that the prose core might take flight and be mistaken for the poem itself.

Ransom’s gloominess is appropriate to the temporality implied in his essay. If Shelley’s formalism anticipates death and Pater’s tries to

avoid it, Ransom’s mourns it. His well-wrought poem is a funeral urn enclosing the ashes of the object that can no longer be perceived. For Shelley, poetry suggests forms that might be encountered in the future; for Pater, it strives to render momentary forms present as they fly; but for Ransom, it commemorates the preconceptual order of the past object, which stimulates writing but ceases to be as the poem comes into existence. Each formalism, then, has a different temporal orientation toward a putatively external form, but Ransom’s consciousness of the belatedness of poetry defines literary form as necessarily elegiac.

This strong sense of belatedness also encourages the explicit investigation of literary form’s residual, or supplementary, nature. And this investigation, arguably the central preoccupation of Anglo-American literary criticism, finds new ways of articulating the old opposition between formal, literary moments and sequence. Because the poem tries to imitate a particularity now dissolved, using the very medium of its disintegration, its own language must violate linguistic norms by “deviating” from both logic and chronology, by refusing to take its place in any linear sequence, resisting integration in an analytic or narrative order. Little knots of impacted, concentrated, dense language; paradoxes, ambiguities, and indeterminacies; self-reference and repetition—all the language that seems to cross back and forth over itself and consequently to thwart forward movement—come to epitomize the literary. Moreover, since they are a thickening of language that retards linear progress, the deviations are formal in yet another sense: they not only imitate the order that time perpetually crumbles but also produce an obtrusive excess of the medium, leading to the commonplace modernist perception that art refers to its own formal properties. In short, the formalism of brevity, forever proffering new temporalities of the moment, belongs right at the heart of our profession.

The idea of form as the momentary refusal of sequential integration is central as well to the early-twentieth-century narrative experiments in the modernist novel. The force of the paradox that I have been discussing—that form is conceived as fleeting, exceptional, and interruptive of the literary work—is intensified when the narrative exigencies of the novel meet the disruptive temporality of modernist momentariness.21

The instants that novelists like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf marked as sudden accessions of aesthetic illumination—in tropes such as epiphany, syncope, fragmentation, discontinuity, and rupture—are recognizable only against a background of statelier narrative advancement.22 They require, in other words, surrounding continuous succession, some lengthiness, and yet they are emphatically opposed to it, as instances of a temporality so radical that they escape sequence. Always resisting narrative incorporation, moments associated with aesthetic form inhabit the genre of the modernist novel like parasites.

Which brings us back to moths and my final example of the formalism of ephemerality. I might have finished with Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, noting its explicit references to Shelley and its connection between epiphanic moments and the winged creature, Daedalus, who self-destructively flies toward the flaming sun, but I have chosen instead to light on a more modest apocalyptic being. Woolf’s “Death of the Moth” is obviously not a novel but a narrative essay of only a few pages, and yet it has the novelistic “chronotope,” to use Bakhtin’s term, of daily life, and so I will indulge (as I have done throughout my essay) a formalist bias toward brevity and use this tiny essay to make some closing comments about the narrative use of ephemeral formal moments.

Much is familiar about Woolf’s moth: it is a symbol of life’s brevity and consequent pathos, a reminder that living beings are always on the threshold of death. Hence Woolf at first juxtaposes the insect’s existence against the vastness of life’s possibilities. Initially, its “meagre,” highly schematic mode of being, as it flutters inside a windowpane, seems a pathetic abbreviation: “He flew vigorously to one corner of his compartment, and, after waiting there a second, flew across to the other. What

remained for him but to fly to a third corner and then to a fourth? That was all he could do, in spite of the size of the downs, the width of the sky, the far-off smoke of houses, and the romantic voice, now and then, of a steamer out at sea.”23 But gradually the moth becomes emblematic of all that vast life as its miniature stature yields what we might recognize as its formal potential:

 

Because he was so small, and so simple a form of the energy that was rolling in at the open window and driving its way through so many narrow and intricate corridors in my own brain and in those of other human beings, there was something marvelous as well as pathetic about him. It was as if someone had taken a tiny bead of pure life and decking it as lightly as possible with down and feathers, had set it dancing and zigzagging to show us the true nature of life. Thus displayed, one could not get over the strangeness of it. (10)

 

As an insignificant life form, a being barely there, the moth becomes the form of life—a “vitaleme,” to coin a term: “He was little or nothing but life” (10). The moth reveals the form of life to be energy, that which animates matter but is nevertheless its opposite: “One is apt to forget all about life, seeing it humped and bossed and garnished and cumbered so that it has to move with the greatest circumspection and dignity” (10). But confronted in its briefest, simplest form, life’s “true nature” stands revealed as the enigmatic dependence of energy on the very matter that covers it and weighs it down.

Thus far the story seems to demonstrate how easily modernist narrative accommodates the formal moment. The narrator’s random momentary attention to a thoroughly vulgar insect modulates into the perception of an avatar, a creature incarnating life itself. Indeed, thus far there is something pat about the progression, indicating a desire to tame apocalyptic associations and avoid rupture. Woolf’s opening sentences seem to announce that desire, immediately informing us that “the present specimen” (9) is not the exciting kind of “somber” moth, like Shelley’s,

that flies by night but only a hay-colored daytime moth, insensible to the heavenly flame.

The story, however, does not end with the momentary revelation of life’s enigmatic nature; it moves on to a proper epiphany, expressed in the fitting rhetoric of suddenness. The narrator reports that “it flashed upon me that [the moth] was in difficulties”; “it came over me that the failure and awkwardness were the approach of death” (10). But it is a rupture that insists on the continuity of the quotidian, occurring not in the mysterious twilight but in the ordinary light of midday. Indeed, the continuity of the daylight is the key to its significance, for when the narrator looks for “the enemy against which [the moth] struggled,” she clearly sees that there is nothing to see, only “stillness and quiet.” Her epiphany is a noiseless apocalypse of the imagination, in which the very formalism of the moth, his previous transfiguration into a minimalist symbol of life, suddenly becomes a hollow space through which nothingness makes its appearance; for, in its full vigor, the moth was “nothing but life,” and when its vitality begins to fail, its nothingness remains as a memento mori. The moth as a cipher for Life earlier seemed an incarnation, a first coming, a moment of plenitude and fulfillment. But as a cipher it opens the door to the Second Coming in all of its apocalyptic associations: “One could only watch the extraordinary efforts made by those tiny legs against an oncoming doom which could, had it chosen, have submerged an entire city, not merely a city, but masses of human beings; nothing, I knew, had any chance against death” (11). What was before the “rolling” life force is now, suddenly, a tidal wave of destruction, against which “nothing” has a chance.

Of course, it is literally nothing that has a chance against death: the nothingness of the interval in the trope of suddenness, the nothingness of the figurative moth, the nothingness of allegorical figuration generally (“nothing but life”), and, by extension, the nothingness of the formal, epiphanic moment, with its self-consciousness about ciphering. Hence such moments, whenever they occur in modernist narratives, tend to signal “the end.” In their apparent finality, their summary break with, as well as their exposure of, the writing that goes before and comes after, they appear to be both the opposite and the essence of the surrounding work.


This feature of modernist narrative, in conjunction with the New Criticism that was invented to appreciate it, both capped a long tradition of Anglo-American formalism and prepared the American reception of Russian formalism, with its concentration on moments of defamiliarization, as well as deconstruction. Shklovsky’s argument that the essence of novelistic discourse lies in the suspension and estrangement of narrative conventions resonates harmoniously with our already traditional predilection for moments of self-reflexivity. Given the history that I have just outlined, it is obvious why American critics found it easy to assimilate and repeat the deconstructionist insight that a formal moment in a literary work is an aporia, and vice versa. Even the structuralists, whose idea of form requires a more sustained examination of temporal sequence, nevertheless appealed to a long-established preference for the synchronic over the diachronic. Claude Lévi-Strauss may never have read Shelley, but we may nevertheless hear the echoes of the Romantic poet’s formalism when the author of The Savage Mind explains that history is intelligible only by dint of the operation of a code, which is itself synchronic and “operates by means of a rectangular matrix.”24

There is, however, yet another lesson to be learned from the narrative employment of formalist moments. Modernist stories generally recover from such moments, using what we might call techniques of ongoingness: irony, bathos, banality. Dedalus gets a cold bath; Clarissa Dalloway rejoins the party; the moth states an obvious triviality: “Death is stronger than I am” (11). The narratives’ return to the chronotope of the mundane, to sequence, to plot, certainly emphasizes the tension between the linear-temporal narrative genre and the atemporal self-reflective formal moments, but it should also underscore the partialness and inadequacy of stop-action formal analyses. If we are ever to develop a concept of length that includes analytic insights into the temporal nature of narrative, we will have to be a little less mothlike ourselves, a little less enamored of the end.
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