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Chapter 6



Rewriting the Sentence:

Language Poetry and the New Prose Poem



Does language control like money?

--Kathy Acker, Empire of the Senseless





In an essay which appeared in Ron Silliman's In the American Tree (probably the most representative and comprehensive anthology of "Language poetry" to date), Jackson Mac Low raises the issue of the elusiveness of the label "language-centered" as applied to himself and what is commonly perceived as an avant-gardist "school" of younger writers emerging in the early and mid-1970s: "The term 'language-centered' is ill chosen. The many works thrown under this rubric are no more 'centered in language' than a multitude of other literary works. Many depart from normal syntax. In many, what might be called 'subject matter' shifts rapidly. In some, such as many of my own, principles such as 'objective hazard,' 'indeterminacy,' and 'lessening of the dominance of the ego' may predominate over more usual concerns. But that a writer's efforts are ever 'centered in language' is highly dubious" (Tree 491). As Mac Low suggests, a single, monolithic definition of the "language-orientedness" of Language poetry could not possibly do justice to the multifaceted body of texts produced by writers associated with the "movement" (Silliman lists 79 poets who could have featured alongside the 39 writers represented in his anthology).1 Nevertheless, the writers reunited in Language anthologies such as Silliman's share a number of common objectives including (Mac Low's objections notwithstanding) a conspicuous renewal of attention to "what a poem is actually made of--not images, not voices, not characters or plot, all of which appear on paper, or in one's mouth, only through the invocation of a specific medium, language itself" (xvi). More generally, the collective premises underlying the development of the movement (which have so far given birth to a polymorphous body of texts published in numerous specialized magazines, small presses, talk series and other collective projects explicitly or implicitly associated with the "Language" label) bring out a number of broadly shared aesthetic, theoretical and, ultimately, political concerns signaling their breakaway from the mainstream of contemporary American poetry.2 These broadly shared concerns include a critique of referentiality, a rejection of the norms of the plainspoken "voice" lyric and a conviction that theory is central and even inseparable from the writing of poetry. Lastly, Language poetry also proposes new compositional methods that invite the reader to participate in the creation of meaning and are meant to hold out the prospect of new social and political possibilities for poetry.

	Ron Silliman's Marxist appraisal of the commodification of language and literature in capitalist society provides us with a useful starting-point for an understanding of the specifically leftist critique inspiring, directly or indirectly, the creative and critical work of many Language poets. In an essay entitled "Disappearance of the Word, Appearance of the World," Silliman argues that one of the most important consequences of "the subjection of writing to the social dynamics of capitalism" is its repression of what he calls the "gestural" quality of linguistic production, by which he means "that which serves solely to mark the connection between the product and its maker" (Sentence 9). Clearly, for Silliman, the reification or "fetishization" of language into a commodity--whether it manifests itself in so-called "fictional realism," daily journalism, display advertising or product packaging--is a political as well as a linguistic issue. Implicitly drawing on an Althusserian notion of the discursive foundations of ideology, Silliman then goes on to say that the fetishization of signified constructions severed from the social locus of their production (or, in Marxist terms, the labor process which brings them into being) is a means for the dominant power to pass off its ideological foundations as "natural" and "inevitable" realities. In this way, the socio-political Establishment constantly confirms its own hegemony through language:



Words not only find themselves attached to commodities, they become commodities and, as such, take on the "mystical" and "mysterious character" Marx identified as the commodity fetish: torn from any tangible connection to their human makers, they appear instead as independent objects active in a universe of similar entities, a universe prior to, and outside, any agency by a perceiving Subject. A world whose inevitability invites acquiescence. Thus capitalism passes on its preferred reality through language itself to individual speakers. And, in so doing, necessarily effaces that original connecting point to the human, the perceptible presence of the signifier, the mark or sound, in the place of the signified.

(Sentence 8)



	In the field of literary production and reception, Silliman traces back the obliteration of the "gestural" quality of the literary work to a number of gradual economic and technological changes. The printing press and the standardization of spelling, for instance, were followed by a crucial "division of labor in language" and an increasingly alienated relationship between authors, their works and their audience (41). The advent of mechanical reproduction also radically modified the status of the literary artefact which was, from then on, bound to be both perceived and produced as an "independent" and, above all, autonomously consumable commodity, rather than in relation to the social and economic surrounding of the "perceiving Subject."3

	In the more specific domain of modern poetry, another crucial factor mentioned by Silliman is the disappearance of a certain "meaningless" aspect of rhyme, which he sees as epitomized by John Skelton's doggerel verse. This non-referential character of rhyme, which is lost in most contemporary poetry, used to foreground the physical quality of the poem as opposed to its as opposed to semantic or syntactic orientation.4 According to Silliman, these aesthetic and technological changes have contributed to a general "anaesthetic transformation of the perceived tangibility of the word" (10) brought about by the passage of language into a capitalist stage of development.

	As already suggested above, an important consequence of the prevalence of signified elements of language--and the accompanying repression of all traces of the "gesturality" of a literary work--is that its referential powers can be used with a view to legitimizing a certain socioeconomic Establishment. With the rise of the bourgeoisie, Silliman argues, "the expressive gestural, labor-product nature of consciousness tends to be repressed."  Such is the overall disguised effect, for instance, of fictional realism, in which "under the sway of the commodity fetish, language itself appears to become transparent, a mere vessel for the transfer of ostensibly autonymous referents" (11). The seeming "transparency" of the language used by a political (or literary) Establishment to speak and write itself into dominance proceeds by instoring fixed referential relationships between language and the particular reality it is supposed to "familiarize" and legitimize, while concealing its actual social and political foundations.

	In view of the relationship between transformations taking place within the economic infrastructure and their impact on the social, political and intellectual superstructures, and considering what he perceives as an increasingly conspicuous fetishization of linguistic production in capitalist societies (in this particular perspective, "media capitalism" may be a more appropriate term for the current postindustrial techniques of dissemination of information), Silliman calls for a poetry which "can work to search out the preconditions of a liberated social fact" and, therefore, "requires (1) recognition of the historic nature and structure of referentiality, (2) placing the issue of language, the repressed signifier, at the center of the program, and (3) placing the program into the context of conscious class struggle" (17-18). The main purpose of the present chapter is to investigate the specific nature of this increasing interest in the "repressed signifier" and how this feature relates to the recent proliferation of prose poems by writers who have appeared in so-called Language poetry anthologies and magazines since the mid 1970s.5 I will also give special attention to the various ways in which the issue of referentiality characterizes the Language poets' relationship to the history of the American prose poem and accounts for their specific interest in prose syntax and generic subversion. The various terms in which a poetry centered on language and the "repressed signifier" can or cannot address social conditions as such, as well as the extent to which the third phase of Silliman's mini-manifesto can actually be fulfilled, will also be studied in some detail.





The Material Signifier



The difference between a short story and a paragraph. There is none.

--Gertrude Stein, How to Write



The programmatic aesthetics developed by Ron Silliman and other prominent Language poets-theorists such as Bruce Andrews, Charles Bernstein, Bob Perelman and Barrett Watten are best understood if one considers briefly the larger aesthetic context out of which such a "movement" emerged. Outside the world of poetry writing, some of the basic premises of Language poetry's emphasis on the "repressed signifier" were already "in the air" a decade before its adherents started to publish their first books. In the field of music, for instance, an indirect but highly influential precedent was John Cage's early experiments with nonintentional procedures and his introduction of random noises into the musical space. The aesthetic philosophy of John Cage was based on the necessity to "unfocus" the spectator's mind from the potential creation of meaning and establish a new relationship between the audience and their acoustic environment, one in which the material and the process of sound production or "performance" is more important than what it may or may not refer to: "New music; new listening. Not an attempt to understand something that is being said, for, if something were being said, the sounds would be given the shapes of words. Just an attention to the activity of sounds" (Silence 10).

	Cage's interest in the concreteness of the sonic unit directly anticipates the Language poets' celebration of the "material signifier" and their appeal for a poetry underlining the object-status of the word while minimizing its referential role. (As pointed out by George Hartley,6 there are a number of earlier precedents, including the work of Objectivist poets Louis Zukofsky and George Oppen, the nonsense poetry of French Dadaist Tristan Tzara and the areferential word-play or zaum poetry of Russian Futurists Velimir Khlebnikov and Alexei Kruchonykh.) Cage's controversial foregrounding of "the activity of sounds" has, of course, no direct equivalent in literature, since the production of language--unlike that of music--bears in itself the marks of its meaning-directed or "instrumental" orientation. Still, the abstract, zaum-like typographical shapes of David Melnick are probably as close as a two-dimensional printed poem can get to Cage's "unintentional," silence-interrupted live noises:



thoeisu





thoiea



akcorn woi cirtus locqvump



icgja



cvmwoflux



epaosieusl



	cirtus locquvmp



a nex macheisoa

(Tree 90)



	The so-called poetics of "nonintentionality" inaugurated in the 1950s by John Cage's music composed by chance operations was extended, in the early 1960s, to poetry writing by Jackson Mac Low and, later, Cage himself. The (highly regulated) aleatory dynamics advocated by Cage and Mac Low are still shunned by many Language poets, who still tend to put the emphasis on controlling the compositional process rather than leaving it, at least in part, to chance. Nevertheless, some of the theoretical fragments collected in Cage's Introduction to Themes and Variations clearly echo several basic premises of Language poetry. Besides a will to "let sounds be sounds" (621) and preserve the "anonymity or selflessness of work (i.e. not self-expression)" (622), the stray axioms underlying Cage's project, including a belief in a poetry focused on "process instead of object," "activity, not communication," are at the heart of the work of the poets discussed in the present chapter. As we will see, Cage's assertion that "the practicality of changing society derives from the possibility of changing the mind" (623) is also a basic methodological principle of the socio-linguistic politics of the Language movement.

	In the world of painting and sculpture, Minimal art (which flourished in the 1960s, when most Language poets were at the start of their career) was another determining influence. The Minimalists' attempts to redefine accepted ideas about space, shape, scale and, more largely, the borderline between art and non-art (whose very existence was ultimately denied by the advent of found art and musique concrète) logically led artists to reconsider their relationship to the very material which brings "art" into being--a notion the Minimalists themselves had inherited from the experiments of the Russian Constructivist school. By seeming stripped of all decorative, metaphorical or simply referential value, Richard Serra's Arte Povera-inspired Belts (1966-7)--a series of tangled clusters of vulcanized rubber strips illuminated by a curl of neon tubing--or the sculptures of Robert Morris--which often consist of industrial or building materials such as plywood, steel, or fiberglass--force the viewer to pay attention to the concrete material itself, as opposed to what these arrangements are supposed to represent or "stand for." Many Minimalist artists therefore favored anonymous surfaces or "pure," self-referential geometrical figures utterly deprived of any figurative connotation. In addition to bringing the material signifier of art into the limelight, Minimalism thus implicitly proclaimed the obsolescence of a number of categories traditionally associated with artistic creation. Until then undisputed principles such as a conception of art as a means of (self-) expression or the notion of "personal style" were increasingly supplanted, if not denied, by the supremacy of the material signifier. The work of Language poet Robert Grenier reflects a similar attempt to keep the reader's attention focused on the isolated shape of the words themselves. Grenier's Sentences is a boxed collection of 500 short poems, each of which is no longer than a few words, printed on unnumbered 5 x 8-inch index cards with no indication of a chronological sequence or a general context. The conspicuous absence of a fixed referent and an expressive, "lyric" origin--such as the poet's desire to express his/her thoughts or feelings--resists the emergence of a single, unitary meaning beyond the self-sufficient materiality of the fragments:



TWELVE VOWELS



breakfast



the sky flurries





stepping through the water to the rocks





POPLARS



facing away







s o m e o l d g u y s w i t h s c y t h e s



		

BIRD



one two



three four



five six seven eight nine ten eleven



(unpag.)



	The advent of Conceptual aesthetics in the late 1960s further contributed to a delineation of a new physical relationship of both the artist and the viewer to the art object. The Minimalists' deconstruction of the validity of the traditional idea of "art" and its referential value paved the way for the works of Douglas Huebler or Joseph Kosuth, in which physical form, however, became less and less essential, as the "concept" (which the Conceptualists considered as both the starting point and the ultimate goal of a work of art) was more efficiently conveyed by means of documents, maps, film and video, and, above all, language itself. Given its lack of interest in the "physical" or extra-conceptual manifestations of the work of art, Conceptual art, even more than Minimalism, became increasingly dependent on critical theory to justify its own existence. A sub-movement such as the British-based Art & Language group, which presented art theory itself as a form of Conceptual art, further deadlocked the increasingly symbiotic relationship of art and theory into a state of maximum homogeneity. Kosuth's First Investigations (1965)--a series which includes photographic enlargements of dictionary definitions of words such as "water," "meaning" and "idea"--is emblematic of how Conceptual art, by employing language itself as its medium, also sets out to foreground the discursive aspect of "artness" in order to question the ways in which art conventionally acquires meaning and consuming-value: the works of Kosuth and many others Conceptualists suggest that a work of art always already depends on a statement declaring its status as a work of art.7 As we will see, even though Language poetry often differs from Conceptual art in giving priority, like the Minimalists, to the material "physicalness" of language, it nevertheless shares the Conceptualists' interest in theory as a creative practice and in the various social, political, cultural and economic contexts and discourses through which art is defined and, subsequently, consumed.





Writing and Scripturality



Robert Grenier's "On Speech," which appeared in 1971 in the first issue of the magazine This, is one of the earliest published débuts of what was later to be called the Language movement. "I HATE SPEECH," Grenier's lapidary finale to his essay, has since been heralded as the Language poets' declaration of independence from Charles Olson's speech-based poetics. This deliberately provocative statement (with its tongue-in-cheek use of capital letters, one of Olson's typographical favorites) raises the issue of the ambivalent position of Language poetry towards the poetic modes advocated by its immediate predecessors. More particularly, it is symptomatic of the methodological choices which prompted the Language poets' systematic redefinition of poetry out of an essentially speech-based art into a primarily scriptural practice. The Language poets' rejection of the so-called "voice poem" heralded by the "New American poetry" of the 1950s and 1960s--itself largely a reaction against the elitist premises and the stylistic sophistication of modernist aesthetics--has been aptly characterized by Ron Silliman as "a complex call for a projective verse that could, in the same moment, 'proclaim an abhorrence of 'speech' '" (Tree xv). The Language movement's love-hate relationship with Olson's free verse indeed largely comes down to an overall adherence to the Projectivist notion of the poem as an expansive, organic form--an "open field" in progress as opposed to what Olson perceived as the customary non-Projective "closed forms" of the printed poem--and a simultaneous rejection of Olson's speech-based poetics and its emphasis on the line as a unit of "breathing" rather than syntax. Swerving away from Olson's speech- and breath-oriented poetics, many Language poets indeed seek to rethink the Projectivists' "open field" into a new basis for an essentially scriptural art. This is true not only of David Melnick's and Hannah Weiner's zaum-like experiments with typographical disruptions and neo-concrete poetry,8 but also, as we will see, of Lyn Hejinian's free verse in "Writing Is an Aid to Memory."

	The "disjuncted" free verse experiments of Lyn Hejinian, Bruce Andrews and other Language poets emerge as a continuation of Olson's own revision of the form into an "open field," with its (partial) eradication of the justified left margin, while depending all the more heavily on their visual realization on the page.9 The exploded syntax which characterizes the work of many Language poets also indirectly signals their self-avowed rejection of the identification of poetic language with the poet's voice; a feature which characterizes, of course, not only Olson's Projectivist project but also the history of Western poetry as a whole, from Sappho to Lowell and beyond. Indeed, what makes such works as Hejinian's "Writing Is an Aid to Memory" different from even the most experimental kinds of "free verse" published in the United States in the second half of this century, is that they breach the kind of free-flowing, breath-patterned rhythms which is so characteristic of most American poetry and which largely relies on the Romantic conception of the poetic work as a self-present and "natural" utterance (what Wordsworth called "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings"). Such a "vocal" definition of poetry is advocated not only by the Romantic poets themselves but also by several generations of contemporary American poets, from Carl Sandburg's Whitmanesque chants to Charles Olson's breath-oriented poetics, Frank O'Hara's "personism" or Allen Ginsberg's speech-based bardic ecstasies.

	Although one could argue that the primacy of writing over speech itself further diminishes what Silliman calls the "gestural" aspect of the poem (Olson's speech-oriented poetics had at least the merit of foregrounding the position of the poet as the producer of the poem), the Language poets' interest in the scripturality of writing can be seen as a means of updating our conception of the role of language (via mechanical or, more recently, electronic reproduction) as a mediating agency betwen the contemporary writer and his/her work.10 In this sense, their concern with the materiality of language and the process of writing is, for all their avantgardist ambitions, ultimately an attempt to keep up with the times.11 In this context, Jacques Derrida's critique of Western metaphysics of presence in Of Grammatology offers another seminal model by which to appraise Language poetry's radical breakaway from traditional "vocal" conceptions of poetry. According to Derrida, Western culture, from Plato to Freud, has privileged voice as the supreme medium of thought, thereby dismissing writing as a derivative or "contaminated" form of speech and a further form of alienating mediation between meaning and the producer of meaning. Such an opposition, Derrida argues, is based on a set of false, "phonocentric" assumptions regarding the status of the spoken Word as a self-present and self-conscious form of expression closer to an originating thought--or "transcendental signifier"--than the written word. Derrida's theory of Western logocentrism is particularly appropriate as applied to the history of poetry, which, even more than any other literary genre, has often relied on a radical claim to unmediated plenitude and a desire to convey words coming from the poet's "true" or "real" being.  The Language poets' deliberate privileging of the graphic and scriptural strategies of poetry writing appears as the ultimate deconstruction of such lyric presence. By emphasizing the materiality of the writing process, Language writing deliberately undermines the phonocentric assumption that the poet (or any other speaking subject) can spontaneously express himself and use language as if it were a transparent medium for his/her innermost thoughts and feelings. As is clear from the poems quoted above, the main emphasis is now instead precisely on the "contaminating" mediation of writing, as well as on the inherent self-limitations of language as a referential tool and the writer's subsequent alienation from his own discourse.





The New Prose Poem



As a result of its basic distrust of the speech-based assumptions behind most contemporary American poetry, Language poetry has developed two apparently antithetical structural and typographical directions. The great majority of poets associated, willingly or not, with the Language movement still continue to write "free verse" in order to release Olson's organic "open field" from its speech-based assumptions and subject it to new uses. The same poets, however, often use the prose poem as a means of redefining the goals and methods of poetic language. Indeed, the notion of poetry as a scriptural art and medium also applies to what Ron Silliman calls the "New Prose Poem," thereby referring to his own creative prose and that of most poets commonly associated with the Language movement. In his Introduction to In the American Tree, Silliman distinguishes the so-called "New Prose Poem" from the short narratives and neo-surrealist fables which characterize the "mainstream" of the contemporary American prose poem. "In the sense familiar to us from French modernism," he writes, "there are no prose poems here. And, beyond organization into paragraphs, these works share little with the dramatic monologues and short stories that characterize other recent prose writing by American poets" (Tree xvii).

	By contrast, the syntactic dynamics of Silliman's "New Sentence" are directly inspired by the work of Gertrude Stein, who has often been acknowledged as a "precursor" of Language poetry.12 Before we move to Silliman's "New Prose Poem" and its poetics of the "New Sentence," Stein's own prose poems, collected in Tender Buttons, should be briefly reexamined. The following description of "colored hats" is typical of the resistance of Stein's "poetic" language to the taken-for-granted transparency of mimetic prose:



COLORED HATS



	Colored hats are necessary to show that curls are worn by an addition of blank spaces, this makes the difference between single lines and broad stomachs, the least thing is lightening, the least thing means a little flower and a big delay a big delay that makes more nurses than little women really little women. So clean is a light that nearly all of it shows 	pearls and little ways. A large hat is tall and me and all custard whole.

(Look 172-73) 



	As we have seen, Stein's still life introduces ambiguity into the signifying chain even as it pretends to create conventionally hypotactic sentences. Despite the overall "abstractness" of Stein's prose, the persistence of conventional syntactic links indeed maintains a semblance of descriptive coherence and logical argumentation. This illusion of unproblematic referentiality, however, is irremediably shattered by the apparent non-sense of the description itself, which draws our attention to the artificiality of analytical and utilitarian prose: Stein's prose defies interpretation precisely because it undermines our attempts to construe it into a meaningful whole by virtue of its relative syntactic orthodoxy. Ultimately, the ironic tension between the definitional impulse announced in the title and the semantic elusiveness of the "definition" itself insists on the impossibility of producing a single, definitive representation of its object.

	This ambiguous and partial resistance of the sign to its own propensity to "refer" or be construed into "referring" is undoubtedly what Jacques Derrida is alluding to, when, discussing Mallarmé's brief prose piece "Mimique," he describes the poet's syntax as an unprecedented break with the Platonic notion of mimesis:



We are faced then with mimicry imitating nothing: faced, so to speak, with a double that doubles no simple, a double that nothing anticipates, nothing at least that is not itself already double. There is no simple reference . . . . In this speculum with no reality, in this mirror of a mirror, a difference or dyad exists, since there are mimes or phantoms. But it is a difference without reference, or rather a reference without a referent, without any first or last unit, a ghost that is the phantom of no flesh, wandering about without a past, without any death, birth, or presence.

	Mallarmé thus preserves the differential structure of mimicry or mimesis, but without its Platonic or metaphysical interpretation, which implies that somewhere the being of something that is, is being imitated.

(Dissemination 206)



	What Mallarmé is, in fact, denying is not the principle of reference as such, but the Platonic assumption that words should refer to (or "imitate") a self-present reality external to the poem. As we will see, Derrida's image of the "mirror of a mirror"--a self-devouring mise-en-abyme of language's mimetic impulses--suggests that Mallarmé anticipates the elaborate form of textual self-reference (as well as the consequent substitution of differe/ance for reference) advocated by the Language poets. Like Mallarmé's "Mimique," Stein's poetry, far from rejecting the concept of referentiality, tends to "imitate" the very process of (self-referentiality) generating the "meaning" of a text and turn it, so to speak, into its own subject-matter. In other words, the poem ceases to be about something which it is supposed to represent and becomes, instead, a text about about the means and limits of textual representation itself.

	Like many other Language poets, Ron Silliman shares Stein's skepticism about the "naturalness" of descriptive and argumentative syntax and of the implicit relationship of language to reference sustained by "the simple, seemingly obvious concept that words should derive from speech and refer to things" (Tree xvi). In an essay originally published in the Spring 1980 issue of Hills, Silliman lists the qualities of the "New Sentence"--his alternative to the referential strategies of conventional mimetic or narrative prose--as follows:



1) The paragraph organizes the sentences;

2) The paragraph is a unity of quantity, not logic or 	argument;

3) Sentence length is a unit of measure;

4) Sentence structure is altered for torque, or increased 	polysemy/ambiguity;

5) Syllogistic movement is: (a) limited; (b) controlled;

6) Primary syllogistic movement is between the preceding 	and following sentences;

7) Secondary syllogistic movement is toward the paragraph 	as a whole, or the total work;

8) The limiting of syllogistic movement keeps the reader's 	attention at or very close to the level of language, 	that is, most often at the sentence level or below.

(Sentence 91)



	In considering the paragraph and the sentence as quantitative units,13 Silliman's Stein-inspired manifesto of the New Sentence (the main influence here is Stein's chapter on "Sentences and Paragraphs" in How to Write [1931]) signals a radical break from previous compositional methods even within the tradition of the American prose poem (with the usual exception of Gertrude Stein).14 The following extract from Kit Robinson's "Verdigris," a prose poem characteristically divided into paragraphs of more or less equal length, is a typical example of the new compositional syntax inaugurated by the New Prose Poem:



The sign is a raw shape. People river. Space lights up the porch. Dust clouds the window. Ashes break down into sky. A bird flies parallel to slope of roof. Wires hang at a like angle. Comings and goings are frozen in the new room. Wind rooms in the street. Business gets complete thoughts down on tape.



Writing breaks off at mid-letter. Sound resumes. Shirttail. Waves heap themselves at your stone feet. The life of facts is undone in a day. That it organizes itself to work will identify the formality of the office. Three girls unite against a midsection. Paste-on stars glow in the dark. Bare legs, asleep on the floor.

(69)



	In Robinson's "Verdisgris," the relationships of contiguity which, according to Jakobson's bipolar model, facilitate the grammatical integration of discrete narrative and descriptive elements are systematically interrupted and deviated by the caesurae between the sentences. In the absence of explicit syntactic links between the sentences or an overall referential or contextual focus (such as could be deduced from what the poem "signifies" as a whole), the connections the reader can make both between the sentences within each paragraph and between the paragraphs and the "total work" can only be tentative and partially realized. For Silliman, the "New Sentence" has assimilated the disruptive and separating effect of rhyme and line breaks at the level of the sentence, as "the torquing which is normally triggered by linebreaks, the function of which is to enhance ambiguity and polysemy, has now moved directly into the grammar of the sentence" (Sentence 90). This limiting (or "torquing") of the syllogistic movement of prose has the effect of constantly forcing the reader to consider the sentences and paragraphs as so many relatively autonomous units whose semantic potential does not depend on a particular "logical" (one might add narrative, metaphorical or emotive) sequence. As we will see further on, the syntactic indeterminacy of the New Sentence also stresses the role of the reader in, so to speak, bridging the gap where the absent syllogism might have been.





The New Narrative



That each line is created equal

is contra-narrative

--Ron Silliman



Another striking aspect of a poem such as Robinson's "Verdigris" is the absence of narrative line or sequence by which to make sense of the poem as a whole. If a good deal of Language poetry grew out of a radical critique of dominant models of syntactic linearity, this critique also extends to conventional narrative strategies which, most Language poets argue, should be replaced by new structural and procedural principles no longer meant to construct an imaginary, extra-textual "plot" (or even a character or persona) but focusing, instead, on the "real" circumstances (and impediments) of the writing process. As Bob Perelman has written: "[Language] writing does not concern itself with narrative in the conventional sense. Story, plot, any action outside the syntactic and tonal actions of the words is seen as secondary. Attempts to posit an idealized narrative time would only blur perception of the actual time of writing and reading. Persona, Personism, the poem as trace of the poet-demiurge—these, too, are now extraneous" (Tree 489).

	The following six paragraphs, taken from Silliman's Paradise, illustrate such an attempt to redefine narrative through an investigation of the potential for syntactic and semantic polysemy of the "New Sentence:"



	Out behind the diner the empty plastic trash can releases its thick, sour smell into the morning air. Or outside of a bakery at dawn. Running on both ends. I wouldn't return there to live. The weekend storm had cleaned the air. The weakened storm dissolved. A state of perpetual sweating tasted sweet.

	The definition of a pencil. Coin Wash and Dry. The fireman in front of the station on a hot day. He searches the aisle for the penny he dropped. A Cross pen you twist to write with (not this). Designs on lace curtains.

	The sun shapeless in the muzzy air. The three small clumps of eucalyptus on the top of the hill, where even the city had refused to build more housing projects, reinforced the barren air. Across the bay, where Oakland should have been. But over Glen Park the fog in thick gray slabs. The air in my hair (drying it after a shower). Red feet of a pigeon. The roofers set up their pulley. So hot that she put a towel over the plastic seat before she climbed into the truck in her cutoffs. The truck in her cutoffs. Now one of the lowriders at the gym has made a sauna suit from a trashbag. I set the weight at 90 lbs and do 15 reps. He dresses like a lawyer but works in a thrift shop. She sits up and her breasts settle. The rest of the day is a cinch. I can still make out the logo of the Girl Scouts on that cookie on the sidewalk. Then we began to wonder if the bus would ever emerge from the projects. Then it did. Marat's tub was his ship of state. The mailman neglects to close the garden gate. We wander into work a little late. The prose was in the rhythm.

	Donor list. The heat of morning, the weight of the sky. Stars fade at dawn rise. The size of the truck by the squeal of its brakes. Spots of brown about the peel of the banana. The luxury of thought. This was a reader-potential sentence. School bus yellow. Stanza's pansies. A break exists between etymology and connotation. The Columbus Day parade marching through Chinatown. Rolled down, metal curtains simplify store fronts. Must be farsighted by the way she holds that book.

	Five minutes down. Boysenberry yogurt. Alternate spelling. The large bowl of his stomach made for a sloping desk. A mean-spiritedness to the humor of the comic poet. Just us chickens, classicly trained. Now that she's making 25 thou. A jolting bus impossible to write on. What I wish to say, dear reader, take off your blouse. April, turning toward November. Suggested denotation. An old stuffed chair on the sidewalk in the rain. Caution: frequent stops.

	Exhaustion, a kind of freedom, sets in (a new pen). The nose runs, not unlike an engine, a jogger. A complex form of information called a potato. Even the simplest word is sometimes foreign. A balding woman. Trying to look punk, working in a bank. His vowels were dreamlike and indulgent. The cars occur in all colors. Eigner's noun. Dogs dogs dogs. Over the years, counting the little businesses that have gone into that storefront. Limbs off a tree stuffed into a garbage truck. Foundation in the weeds of a vacant lot.

(42-45)



	Silliman's poem evidently lacks the traditional elements of linearity, plot or characterization underlying conventional narrative, whether of the fictional or the poetic variety. This is not to say, however, that the poem is entirely devoid of elements conveying a sense of unity or even closure. In the first paragraph, for instance, several alliterations, assonances and repetitions (including the pun on "weekend" and "weakened") establish phonetic links between the isolated sentences by creating a sense of relative continuity or "flow." Also, and even though the situations and events described are by no means clearly defined, a general "setting" or "atmosphere" nevertheless emerges at the first reading; one that comprises, among other things, the "sour smell" of the "empty plastic trash can" (or is it coming from the bakery mentioned in the second sentence, or from both ?), a "weakened storm" (which is also likely to leave its own particular kind of sour smell in the air) and an overall feeling of oppressive dampness (or is it the "muzzy air" mentioned at the beginning of the third paragraph ?).

	The essential difference between these "unifying" principles and those one would find in a more conventional narrative, or even in the syncopated associational jumps of so-called stream-of-consciousness fiction, is that they seem to arise mainly from the process of composition itself, rather than from a pre-ordained order or "grand design" to which the poem as a whole might tend. This impression is reinforced by the many explicit references to the act of writing which give to the whole an air of self-reflexiveness typical of many other New Prose Poems in which the author sees to it that the reader experiences the poem as if it were being written in front of his eyes. While Silliman's mention of the "jolting bus impossible to write on" and the new pen he uses to start the last paragraph point to the difficulty of poetic composition, his invitation to the reader to "take off [his/her] blouse" and, above all, his allusion to the "reader-potential sentence," overtly attempt to draw the reader into the very heart of the poem and have him partake in the act of poetic creation.  

	Despite the unusual lack of narrative, contextual or even imagistic coherence in the traditional sense, Silliman's Paradise manages to create an extremely vivid and successful picture or, rather, a series of snaps of contemporary America which is anything but "abstract" or "areferential." The numerous icons of "Americanness"--from the yellow school bus and the Columbus Day parade to the gym cutoffs and the Boysenberry yogurt--scattered in the different paragraphs contribute to sketching out an endless number of vignettes of everyday life in the city. Indeed, self-contained, isolated sentences like "the sun shapeless in the muzzy air" or "the fireman in front of the station on a hot day" (one is reminded here of the austere sharpness of George Oppen's early city fragments in Discrete Series) turn Silliman's poem into a kind of semiotic enquiry into life in contemporary urban America in a format which is as close as a poem can get to a sequence of collaged cinematic shots. Once again, however, Silliman does not confine himself to listing a series of isolated symptoms of Americanness but suggests several ill-defined narrative lines which extend beyond the scope of the individual sentence. In the course of the last three paragraphs, for example, it gradually becomes clear that the author (or "writer") is travelling on the bus he had been waiting for for some time and overhearing bits of conversations ("Now that she's making 25 thou"), while sitting at a window and watching life go by in blurred fragments.

	The social conditions of postindustrial city, including urban blight (in the form of housing development and environmental pollution), class consciousness ("He dresses like a lawyer but works in a thrift shop"; "Trying to look punk, working in a bank") and the precariousness of low-budget free enterprise ("Over the years, counting the little businesses that have gone into that storefront"), are also given special attention. Another metaphor pervading the whole poem is that of trash--not just as an omnipresent element in the concrete surroundings described in the poem but also, so to speak, as a way of life in its own right. From the empty plastic trash of the first paragraph to the trashbag ironically recycled into a "sauna suit" by one of the visitors to the gymnasium and, later, the "limbs of a tree stuffed into a garbage truck," Silliman's ironically-named Paradise creates a pre-apocalyptic image of contemporary throwaway America, one in which the logic of commodity and garbage production (which is further illustrated by the "old stuffed chair on the sidewalk in the rain") has been definitely interiorized and naturalized into the most seemingly innocuous details of everyday life.

	As suggested above, Silliman's systematic dismantling of narrative conventions goes hand in hand with an all-devouring questioning of the very act of writing which deprives these conventions of their taken-for-granted referential and linearizing power. By constantly drawing the reader's attention to the "contaminating" mediation of writing, the New Prose Poem also implicitly expands the issue of the relationship of writing to its presumed object or "referent" to the uneasy relationships between the narrating I--or producer of the written artefact--and his/her narrative avatars. Indeed, the multiple mises en abyme of the compositional process ultimately undermine the transitiveness of language at the same time as they destroy the double illusion of the narrator as the self-present origin and raison d'être of writing (what Perelman called above "Personism, the poem as a trace of the poet-demiurge"). This last stage of such metascriptural self-reflexiveness necessarily threatens to lead to a structural and epistemological aporia. Silliman's narrative indeed tends to become a narrative about the creation (or the impossibility) of narrative itself.

	Yet, if many writers of New Prose Poems share a common concern with the actual activity of writing, they also refuse to resign themselves to a nihilistic demystification of the structural and generative principles of narrative. Instead, they prefer to consider the result of their own deconstructive practice as only the beginning of new creative potentialities. In this sense, the focus on writing itself, released from its historically accepted associations with its producer and its object, gives rise to a different conception of writing as practice, while instoring different interactive operations between the text and its reader. As was suggested earlier in the context of Stein's Tender Buttons, Robinson's "Verdigris" and Silliman's Paradise, the deliberate erasure of standard syntactic progression, normal relations of time and space or explicit frames of reference to a world "outside" the text forces the reader to "make sense" of the poem by digging into his own associative and interpretative competence, rather than merely subscribing to a predetermined model of narrative or syntactic procedures. Clark Coolidge's long prose sequence, Weathers, is an example of how the critique of reference and normative syntax which characterizes Silliman's New Sentence can produce a writing which, rather than being written by somebody or about something, seemingly tends to "write itself:"



Lightful overcoat. Must be boning up on tieless affronts the comb ranges. Oversaw his dots backhanding berries while clot erect. Of a strew placed beyond the beakless bark scatter. This is pulp afternoon. Shoes to the grain offhand in spotlit breakfast nook. Places his starts off by lacing rods into coal swarm a cone eye view of the ricket vista. A brewer based on ice. Leafed up the nose in a capsule plot ascent. Nods to cleavage bugs of a scarlet, intermittent tinkle. The chimes of robes on the steeples of the mountains. His trombone marine and numb there. A shrug that would melt a pyramid, flash plasma, trigger its bolts. As with buttons their overcoats, stepped off, the day the earth stood still.

(Tree 264)



	The text's resistance to conventional or, more largely, normative syntagmatic links between and within the sentences or phrases--and between the paragraphs within the sequence of poems as a whole--is an invitation to the reader to complete and rewrite them into endless syntactic and narrative interpretations.15 The absence (or, at least, the limited presence) of normative or prescriptive elements is typical of much language-oriented poetry, in that it does not force the reader into a restrictive paradigmatic frame of reference. On a metaphorical level, the sequence of "images" refuses to yield to any ultimate interpretation and allows for a polysemy of semantic associations. The "increased polysemy" of Silliman's New Sentence becomes here an all the more crucial objective of language-oriented writing, whose critique of "one-to-one" relations between words and their "objects" ultimately leads to a proliferation of referential vectors by which to create new conditions for a cognitive approach to language and the creation of meaning. As Charles Bernstein reminds us, dodging accusations of the murder of the referent:



Not "death" of the referent--rather a recharged use of the multivalent referential vectors that any word has, how words in combination tone and modify the associations made for each of them, how 'reference' then is not a one-to-one relation to an object but a preceptual dimension that closes in to pinpoint, nail down (this word), sputters omnitropically (the in in the which of who where what wells), refuses the build up of image track/projection while, pointillistically, fixing a reference at each turn (fills vats ago lodges spire), or, that much rarer case (Peter Inman's Platin and David Melnick's Pcoet two recent examples) of "zaum" (so-called transrational, pervasively neologistic)--"ig ok aberflappi"--in which reference, deprived of its automatic reflex reaction of word/stimulus image/response roams over the range of associations suggested by the word, word shooting off referential vectors like the energy field in a Kirlian photograph.

(Content 34-35)



	As a result of this diminishing of normative frames of reference and the consequent explosion of associational energy, the reader of a language-oriented poem is theoretically able to construct his own imaginary hypertext in which he/she can freely redistribute "meaning" in a personal, "writerly" fashion. The analogy with computerized syntax reminds us that the Language poets' generation (most of them are now in their early fifties) is the first to have been directly exposed to the change in the technological environment brought about by the electronic computer. Like the hypertextual strategies of computer language (in many ways an extension of Barthes' "writerliness" along the syntagmatic axis), the "non-sequential" narratives of the Language group is at once a highly disrupted and a highly organized one.

	At this point, it may be objected that a certain amount of nostalgia for linearity and referentiality, involving a number of residual needs on the part of the reader to rewrite the isolated fragments into a meaningful totality, may diminish the actual potential for "writerliness" of so-called asyntactic or areferential poems. In Weathers, the presence of a high degree of alliteration (a feature recurrent in the work of many other Language poets), a quite unexpected resurgence of prosodic qualities in a text apparently so remote from traditional metrics, already suggests that the reader's "reading" of Coolidge's text--for all its real or apparent "writerly flexibility"--is still subjected, at least in part, to a general, sub-syntactic unifying principle, that of rhythm. On a more strictly syntagmatic and sequential level, the reader's ability or propensity to "naturalize"--if only subliminally--the fragmentariness of Coolidge's stray sentences, that is, to relinearize them into an intelligible whole on the model of standard narrative procedures, should not be underestimated either. The first two sentences of Coolidge's paragraph ("Lightful overcoat. Must be boning up on tieless affronts the comb ranges."), for instance, can reasonably be construed as the simple, everyday routine a middle-class clerk lacking in self-confidence has to go through before going out to work, putting on his spring coat ("lightful" as opposed to quilted), training himself to stand bolt upright ("boning up") to disguise his lack of composure, tightening his tie and carefully combing his hair in order to avoid possible social humiliations or "tieless affronts" (he is frequently gibed at by his colleagues or the people in the neighborhood). The third sentence ("Oversaw his dots backhanding berries while clot erect.") could then describe the same awkward middle-class clerk briefly considering the berry-shaped dots printed on his tie he is now holding up on the back of his hand on which a fresh cut (he cut himself during the breakfast mentioned in the sixth sentence of the excerpt) is already forming (or "erect[ing]") a clot. The next sentence ("Of a strew placed beyond the beakless bark scatter.") might well report our "protagonist" 's observations, as he looks out of the window and his gaze comes to rest on a particular spot in the backyard--a little further than the tree where, incidentally, no birds are singing ("the beakless bark")--where he dumped ("strew[ed]" or "scatter[ed]"), rather carelessly, a load of garbage the night before. The next phrase ("This is pulp afternoon"), then, might convey the clerk's response to the oncoming afternoon, which signals the end of his lunch break, while the sun now appears to him as a circle of orange "pulp".

	It must be granted that such a narrative does not really do justice to the structural and imagistic ambiguity, as well as the complex polyphony of Coolidge's poem--or even the metonymic energy created by the abrupt transitions between relatively isolated sentences. Other, less "literal" interpretations might focus more on the poem's possible figurative content or, on the contrary, ascribe to it even more concrete, or even molecular, connotations (by, for example, taking into account Coolidge's particular interest in mineral still-lifes); in a general way, however, my rather flippant paraphrase of Coolidge's poem somehow evokes--albeit in a very approximate and reductive fashion--the somewhat painstaking truculence and the vitriolic verve which often characterizes Coolidge's prose in Weathers. Another, even more essential aspect of my personal "version" of Coolidge's paragraph is that it does away with the multiple syntactic disruptions and semantic ambiguities of the original by naturalizing them into a straight, linear sequence in which every word is understood by reference to a single larger imaginary narrative. In order to do so, I had to sketch out a more or less plausible context (involving, among other things, the protagonist's sex, social class and personality, the season, the time of the day in which the "action" is taking place, etc.) by which to make sense of whatever "happens" in each sentence and the paragraph as a whole. In this, I also benefited from a number of deliberate or fortuitous recurrences, including that of words belonging to specific semantic fields referring, for instance, to clothes ("overcoat," "tieless," "shoes," "robes," "buttons" and, again, "overcoats"), movements or body parts ("boning up," "backhanding," "eye," "nose" and "shrug"). More generally, such attempts to "internalize" Coolidge's Weathers with reference to a specific context suggest that the metonymic movement from signifier to signifier, in which the reader ascribes a sequence to the text, is accompanied by moments of metaphorical verticality establishing a number of semantic features which will, in turn, (re)determine the course of the metonymic narrative.

	Such a fairly coherent and linear interpretation of an apparently inintelligible text clearly shows that a so-called areferential poem is never really immune to a return of the syntactic and figurative repressed. Ironically, the text's resistance to traditional narrative movements points most persuasively to the impossibility of a strictly "non-narrative" poem and the persistence of referentiality and "meaning": the responsibility of the writing of a narrative and semantic frame is simply shifted, at least to a certain extent from the author to the reader. By leaving the reader more room to manoeuvre, the poem opens itself up to his/her own hermeneutic (re)visions and the continuous establishment of new (temporary) conventions. The newly acquired "freedom" of the writerly reader is, of course, relative: although Coolidge's "open" text lends itself to a lot of different personal interpretations, some elements or sequences of the poem, like the "middle-class" backyard briefly described above, are likely to be interpreted and narrativized in a similar way by readers sharing the same social and cultural background.





Metaphor and Metonymy: From Surrealism to Language Poetry



The syntactic and associational "openness" of the New Prose Poem is reminiscent of the prose and poetry of French Surrealism, another movement whose aim was to promote linguistic indeterminacy. Yet, Silliman makes it clear that the New Sentence "does not have to do with the prose poems of the Surrealists, which manipulate meaning only at the 'higher' or 'outer' layers, well beyond the horizon of the sentence." One obvious objection to Silliman's insistence on the "removal of context" (Sentence 87) that characterizes the New Sentence (or, at least, its most "a-referential" avatars in the work of Robert Grenier and Clark Coolidge) by "[preventing] most leaps beyond the level of grammatical integration" is that it implicitly denies the reader's active participation on a paradigmatic level: even--and, one might argue, especially--the most acontextual kind of writing will inevitably be subjected by the reader to a metaphorical interpretation. Conversely, the fact that most Language writing may display a significantly less flamboyant use of imagery than Surrealist poetry does not imply, by any means, that Surrealist works do not call for the reader's active contribution both at the syntactic and the metaphorical level.16

	Still, the syntactic and sequential relationships within and between the sentences of, say, the syncopated associational sequences of André Breton and Philippe Soupault's experiments with écriture automatique in Les Champs Magnétiques are relatively conventional compared to most Language poetry. Silliman is therefore right in reminding us that the semantic and sequential disruptions of Surrealist writing occur mainly by imagistic association and "above" the level of the sentence. If we refer to the following semic diagram representing the different degrees of "openness" of a given text along the paradigmatic and syntagmatic axis, Coolidge's poem would thus clearly fall into the "writerly" category while Breton and Soupault's would belong somewhere between "normative syntax" and "paradigmatic indeterminacy":
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	Despite their methodological differences, the obvious similarity between French Surrealism and Language poetry is that both movements seek to subvert conservative assumptions about the nature of language and its relationship to its producer and its object. While the prose poems of Breton and Soupault deny the unified stability of the self-subject by stressing the role of the unconscious in linguistic production, the New Prose Poem does the same by foregrounding the activity of writing as the one and only primary cause of the poetic text, thereby opposing any claims to a transcendental (Romanticism) or vocal origin (the lyric). As we have seen, the New Prose Poem and écriture automatique also share a similar distrust of normative referentiality and, most notably, of the illusionist claims to mimesis located at the "readerly" pole of the diagram.17

	In both cases, also, the instoration of fixed referential relationships and normative syntactic sequences is often identified as the privilege of the bourgeoisie, the favorite target of French Surrealism but also of the leftist critique of the Language poets. (Characteristically, Silliman ends his contribution to a symposium on "The Politics of Poetry" published in the October 1979 issue of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E with a call for a poetry which could "undermine the bourgeoisie".) Most language-oriented poetry also subscribes to the Surrealist utopic notion of poetry as an essentially collective enterprise reacting against the individualist ethics of bourgeois literature. In this, they are both inscribed in Peter Bürger's now classic redefinition of the "historical avant-garde" of Surrealism, Dadaism and the Russian avant-garde, which he interprets as an attempt "to direct toward the practical the aesthetic experience (which rebels against the praxis of life) that Aestheticism developed" (34). Like Bürger's "historical avant-garde," Language poetry is understood not so much as a resurgence of intense formal experimentalism--a feature otherwise widely associated with vanguardist writing--but, rather, as a transformation of art into a social praxis.

	As suggested above, there is nonetheless another important epistemological difference between Surrealist poetry and Language poetry as subversive practices: while the Surrealists reacted against the political conservatism and intellectual narrow-mindedness of the bourgeoisie (by, for instance, becoming members of the French Communist Party and charging their writing with overt sexual content, respectively), Language poetry criticizes other categories of the bourgeois/capitalist system, most notably its sociolinguistic premises. Whereas Surrealism attempted to subvert the literary and political Establishment at the level of the signified, the Language poets use the linguistic signifier as a critical stronghold from which to dismantle the very linguistic foundations--as opposed to its "higher" metaphorical level--of the bourgeois cultural myth concerning the objectivity and transparency of language.





Genre Deconstruction as Writing Practice



The examples discussed earlier illustrate how the compositional strategies of the New Prose Poem can lead to a radical questioning of the categories underlying what is commonly considered as "narrative" and "poetry." As we have seen, the language-oriented prose poem seeks not so much to undermine generic conventions "from without" but rather to show how they deconstruct themselves through the act of writing. A number of other Language poets, however, try to examine not only how normative conventions legitimize current definitions of "poetry" as such but also how they inform specific literary genres. Lyn Hejinian's My Life (1980) is an example of such a creative demystification applied to the genre of autobiography. A poetic investigation of the relationship of writing and memory (a notion Hejinian, following in the steps of Gertrude Stein, had already started to explore in her first major work of poetry, Writing Is an Aid to Memory), My Life consists of 37 sections of 37 sentences, each section standing for a year of the author's life. Considering Hejinian's Steinian rejection of narrative linearity and her belief in writing as "an aid to memory"--that is, in the process of writing itself as the co-producer of its own (re)definition of the past--such a determinate, almost programmatic, chronological frame may appear extremely restrictive, if not contradictory. Nevertheless, Jean Baudrillard's assessment of Barthes' choice of an alphabetical sequence in A Lover's Discourse suggests that ritual conventionality, by virtue of its own overt arbitrariness, can resist conventional logic and meaning more efficiently than do syntactic disruption and formal indeterminacy:



In A Lover's Discourse, Barthes justifies his choice of the alphabetical order: "To discourage the temptation of meaning, we had to find an order that was absolutely insignificant," that is to say neither a concerted one, nor even that of pure chance, but an order which was perfectly conventional. For, as Barthes says, quoting a mathematician: "We must not underestimate the capacity of chance for generating monsters," that is to say meaning. . . . We do not escape meaning through disjunction, disconnection or deterritorialization. We escape it by substituting for its effects of meaning a more radical simulacrum, an order still more conventional--such as Barthes' alphabetical order, such as the rules of the game, such as the innumerable ritualizations of everyday life which elude both disorder (chance) and the order of meaning (political, historical, social) that we wish to impose on them. . . . Only ritual abolishes meaning.

(Séduction 190-91)



	Like the "repetition-with-variation" progression of serial music or the programmatic rigorousness of John Cage's "mesostics," the overt determinativeness of Hejinian's chronological arrangement foregrounds the "monstrous" potential of narrative for creating (logical) meaning at the same time as it points to its own arbitrariness.18 While the work's subdivision into 37 "entries" for each year of the author's life still preserves a semblance of referentiality and linear coherence (an impression immediately invalidated by the syntactic inderminacy of the text itself), the 37 sentences contained in each section are an example of purely conventional and un-signifying (quite appropriately, the French "insignifiant" in the original version of Baudrillard's text suggests both triviality and the lack of reference) ritualization. Hejinian's transformation of the paragraph and the sentence into strictly quantitative units of narrative--a method advocated above by Silliman's manifesto of the "New Sentence"--creates a "simulacrum" of a narrative which ironically underlines the impossiblity for traditional narrative logic to do justice to the very process of "remembering." As Hejinian herself puts it in a form which is itself more faithful, at least typographically, to the disrupted syntax of memory:



				 the rate of forgetting is greatest

				storing that and these processes

				 the principal source is his own and

  desperately

		life is quantity through a language

				 substitute inventing music of a series

			of changes very little understood

binding men for driving through a new internal logic fire

				  to fish

			of despair of failure for knowledge

by way of despair for the road

(Tree 54)



	Coming to terms with one's past as a quantitative and textual material in a state of perpetual motion requires the rememberer to engage in a consciously organized reshuffling of the fragments of her experience. Hejinian's insertion, in the second edition of My Life, of eight new sections and eight new sentences in each of the original section to account for her current age further emphasizes her refusal of narrative closure as well as her desire to convey what Hank Lazer has described as "at once a specific and a generic life: the emergence of a life in the process of its textual (re-)construction" (32). Eventually, however, this process of cutting-and-pasting should deliver the outlines of a "new internal logic" capable of covering the gaps between the isolated sentences while distancing itself from the claustrophobic linearities of conventional syntax. As we have seen and will see, Hejinian's programmatic procedures, just like Barthes' distrust of total indeterminacy as a means of resisting the creation of meaning, is also an indirect comment on the survival of conventional logic, even within texts generated by the dynamics of indeterminacy and desire.

	In a more specific way, what Hejinian's subversive use of autobiographical or diary writing sets out to achieve is a complex dissemination of private experience and its reinscription into a network of gender relationships, cultural and ideological principles:19



I am looking for the little hand mirror. The summer evenings saw window shoppers in a reflecting system, man with merchandise agog. It is hard to turn away from moving water. All summer I worked as a mountain guide and behind me hiked a group of girls giggling in descent of a president. He made me nervous as soon as he began offering a special discount. But the work is probably a good deal wiser than the horny doctor he was. I wrote my name in every one of his books. A name trimmed with colored ribbons. They used to be the leaders of the avant-garde, but now they just want to be understood, and so farewell to them. If I was left unmarried after college, I would be single all my life and lonely in old age. In such a situation it is necessary to make a choice between contempt and an attempt at understanding, and yet it is difficult to know which is the form of retreat. We will only understand what we have already understood. The turkey is a stupid bird. And it is scanty praise to be so-called well-meaning. But is there an independent quality, a self-sufficient quality, that is pleasure, and is it comparable to red, fame, and wealth or to beauty (one can feel some affinity for the several distinct categories). Mouth with a radical math clap. The washlines run with garments hung.

(My Life 53)



	The different entries or "paragraphs" of My Life reflect a similar attempt at assimilating the complexity of retrospective thinking into a personal narrative and a refusal to yield to the pressures of conventional autobiographical writing, which inevitably include a tendency towards the linearization and the monosemantic organisation of stray material ("Only fragments are accurate. Break it up into single words, charge them to combination" [52]). Hejinian's juxtaposition of various discourses, whether personal or collective, her cold-blooded insertion of prescriptive social aphorisms ("If I was left unmarried after college, I would be single all my life and lonely in old age") testify to her desire to create a narrative which does justice to its own inherently disrupted dynamics as well as to its socio-economic background. Indeed, Hejinian's refusal to indulge in the lures and hoaxes of realist narrative is deeply connected with her desire to convey personal experience in terms of their subjection to the particular societal discourse brought about by the logic of capitalism: not only are human relationships and sexual intercourse translated into economic exchanges (the doctor's "special discount"), but language itself is reified into a commodity. Eventually, avant-garde art itself--which comprises narrative as an anti-institutional force--yields willingly to the all-devouring powers of assimilation of postindustrial society.

	By contrast, Hejinian's own avant-gardist poetics seem to embrace, rather than reject, the dominant discourses supporting the capitalist machinery. By doing so, it often succeeds in undermining them from within, using a method reminiscent of Andy Warhol's Campbell's soup cans, which celebrate the obscene glamour of commodity fetishism at the same time as they indirectly foster a critical appraisal of the dynamics of the capitalist system. By combining a variety of discursive categories and suggesting the existence of multisyntactic relationships between them, My Life exposes normative narratives and their generic by-products as so many resultants of particular societal or cultural codes. More specifically, Hejinian's rewriting of autobiography into a political statement, both on a social and a personal level, also signals the passage of the individual into the ultimate stage of reification of the inner and outer landscapes of the postindustrial condition:



What education finally serves us, if at all. There is a pause, a rose, something on paper. The small green shadows make the red jump out. That is not a telescope, nor do I have the stars in my belly. Such displacements alter illusions, which is all-to-the-good. Now cars not cows on the brown hills, and a stasis of mobile homes have taken their names from what grew in the valleys near Santa Clara. We have grown up with it. If it is personal, it is most likely fickle. The university was the cultural market but on Sundays she tried out different churches. In the museum, attention shifted from painting to painting, the eye forced around, so that it was impossible to focus on any single work. The nightmare was of a giant bluebottle fly which buzzed, ""I'm all there is." Where cars don't go are short-cuts. My grandfather was forced to recognize his age when another, younger, man offered his seat on the bus. When one travels, one might "hit" a storm. The shoe must be tied to the ankle. As for we who "love to be astonished," McDonalds is the world's largest purchaser of beef eyeballs. They went out with bows and armbands to shoot at the hay. It's as easy as waves, slopping water. Traverse, watch, and cease. He had the hands of an artist. European shake hands more often than we do, here in America, yet I don't think that constitutes a "daring to touch."

(54-55)



	This unusual combination of personal meditations and collective quotations from the social and educational code--added to the neutral derisiveness of tone of the isolated sentences--reflects the surrender of human relationships and the individual consciousness to the reifying pressure of normative discourses. Just like the cars and the mobile-homes, social aphorisms like "the shoe must be tied to the ankle" and "he had the hands of an artist" are emblematic of the socio-linguistic points of reference the contemporary self has "grown up with" and consequently naturalized as an integral part of its material and psychological environment. Typically, Hejinian's text is also deprived of the "personal" quality and the emotional intimism one usually associates with autobiographical writing, a condition further underlined by the disjunctions between the sentences, which prevent the reader from identifying and empathizing with the "writing I" so as to reconstruct an emotional narrative above the level of the sentence.





The Gender of Genre (2): Rosmarie Waldrop and the Female Symbolic



Right and Wrong.

--John Cage, Themes and Variations



The organization of My Life into paragraphs of defined length suggests that a certain degree of structural organization is not incompatible with the Language poets' critique of linearity and "readerliness." In an essay entitled "The Rejection of Closure," Lyn Hejinian, using French feminist theories concerning the relationship of language with power as a starting point, raises the issue of the limits of textual "openness" of the avant-garde text: "the kinds of language that [French feminist writers] advocate seem very close to, if not identical with, what I think of as characteristic of many contemporary avant-garde texts--including an interest in syntactic disjunctures and realignments, in montage and pastiche as structural devices, in the fragmentation and explosion of subject, etc., as well as an antagonism to closed structures of meaning. Yet, of the writers I have read to date, only Julia Kristeva is exploring this connection" (283).

	According to Kristeva, all texts are the result of a dialectical struggle between the "symbolic" and the "semiotic" impulses. The symbolic order is a post-Oedipal system regulated by normative processes and the Law of the Father. It is therefore the privileged locus of masculine discourse, an essentially repressive space where language is used as an instrument of power. By contrast, the semiotic as defined by Kristeva is the polymorphous space of anarchic, pre-Oedipal drives she associates with "feminine desire:" a series of libidinal, uncontrollable and profoundly excessive forces which constantly threaten to cause disruptions within the symbolic system. Kristeva's application of her theory to the literary text in Revolution in Poetic Language makes it clear, however, that this inherently "feminine" transgressiveness of the semiotic is not to be taken literally as she sees it at work in a number of male representatives of the contemporary avant-garde such as Lautréamont, Mallarmé, Joyce, Pound, Artaud and Bataille. Lyn Hejinian clearly subscribes to Kristeva's equation of semiotic transgression with the syntactic disjunctions of the avant-garde. Nevertheless, she recognizes the impossibility of a purely "semiotic" text. "The (unimaginable) complete text," Hejinian writes, "the text that contains everything, would be in fact a closed text. It would be unsufferable" (285). In other words, the degree of "openness" of a text is only a matter of degree as the possibility of semiotic subversion implicitly depends on a symbolic norm to be transgressed.

	While Rosmarie Waldrop shares Hejinian's socio-linguistic concerns, she most often uses them as a starting point for the exploration of specific issues concerning the nature of "feminine" writing.20 The appendix to The Lawn of Excluded Middle, her most recent collection of prose poems contains some of the basic principles of her conception of the "feminine" and its interaction with "logical" language:



1.

The law of excluded middle is a venerable old law of logic. But much can be said against its claim that everything must be either true or false.

2.

The idea that women cannot think logically is a not so venerable old stereotype. As an example of thinking, I don't think we need to discuss it.

3.   

Lawn of Excluded Middle plays with the idea of woman as the excluded middle. Women and, more particularly, the womb, the empty center of the woman's body, the locus of fertility.

4. 

This is not a syllogism.

5.

This is a syllogism.

6.

Poetry: an alternate, less linear logic.

7.

Wittgenstein makes language with its ambiguities the ground of philosophy. His games are played on the Lawn of Excluded Middle.

(unpag.)



	Waldrop's identification of feminine thought with the excluded middle between truth and falsehood (which echoes Luce Irigaray's critique of [male-defined] Western rationality and its rejection of contradiction and ambiguity) does not in any way result in a celebration of the anarchic openness of Kristeva's semiotic language of desire. Such a positioning would indeed indirectly confirm the subordinate and self-limiting role of the feminine as a mere potential for "irrational" disruption within the masculine symbolic. By contrast, if the "womb" or "locus of fertility" of feminine thought is seen as an ambiguous and polysemous entity contesting the rigid binarism of masculine rationality, it can also be defined as an "excluded middle" enshrined in the process of logical thought even as it attempts to subvert it:



The meaning of certainty is getting burned. Though truth will still escape us, we must put our hands on bodies. Staying safe is a different death, the instruments of defense eating inward without evening out the score. As the desire to explore my body's labyrinth did, leading straight to the center of nothing. From which projected my daily world of representation with bright fictional fireworks. Had I overinvested in spectacle? In mere fluctuations of light which, like a bird's wingbeat, must with time slow to the point of vanishing? What about buying bread or singing in the dark? Even if the ground for our assumptions is the umber of burnt childhood we're driven toward the sun as if logic had no other exit.

(18)



	For all its syntactic and logical orthodoxy, language in Waldrop's prose poems (like that of Stein's Tender Buttons) is uncompromisingly plural and cannot be forced into a unitary meaning. It is the product of a denial not of logic itself but of the totalizing claims of reason to arrive at an absolute truth. The Wittgensteinian language games of Waldrop's Lawn of Excluded Middle indeed prevent the establishment of a hierarchy of meanings dividing the real into "right" or "wrong" interpretations such as would legitimize the strict regulations underlying the power of the symbolic realm. As suggested above, however, the rhetorical and syntactic rigorousness of Waldrop's prose (just like the strict programmatic procedures and the cyclic recurrences paradoxically underlying Hejinian's deconstruction of linearity in My Life) nevertheless points to the practical uselessness of a completely indeterminate écriture féminine. It evokes the necessity for the semiotic text to preserve a certain amount of syntactic and narrative control, as well as other categories otherwise pertaining to the symbolic, even as it tries to undermine their claims to syllogistic closure.

	More generally, the inherent modal duplicity of the prose poem allows the cohabitation of symbolic logic and semiotic inconclusiveness and thus seems to be an ideal form for Waldrop's redefinition of poetry into "an alternate, less linear logic." In most cases, the constant back and forth between abstract thoughts, imagistic moments and bodily realities also contributes to a further blurring of the boundaries between "symbolic" rationality and "semiotic" polymorphousness. Simultaneously somatizing the text and textualizing the body, the abstract and bodily geometries of Waldrop's entries suggest a new way of mapping the real and develop cognitive strategies which enable one to "accept the movement" and do justice to the "speed of desire" (30). Reflecting on her own poetic practice, as well as on the conflicting possibilities of language, body and self, Waldrop asks: "All roads lead, but how does a sentence do it?" (16). Throughout the whole collection, Waldrop remains "worried about the gap between expression and intent, afraid that the world might see a fluorescent advertisement where I meant to show a face". She nevertheless concludes that an alternative is to be found at the elevel of the gap itself: "Sincerity is no help once we admit to the lies we tell on nocturnal occasions, even in the solitude of our own heart, wishcraft slanting the naked figure from need to seduce to fear of possession. Far better to cultivate the gap itself with its high grass for privacy and reference gone astray" (22).





Language and Reification



The poetry of Diane Ward possesses most of the external attributes of so-called "language-oriented" poetry, including an attention to the material quality of words, a highly experimental and self-reflexive stance and the use of an essentially abstract, quasi-expository rhetoric. Like Rosmarie Waldrop, Ward does not focus primarily on the act of writing itself but, instead, conceives of poetry as a means of accounting for the complex dialectics of language and desire. Her abstract descriptions of private experience, which constantly blur the distinction between the psychological and the physical world, account for the complex verbal and gestural strategies used by people in relating to each other, or simply to themselves, in seemingly casual situations.

	Ward's explorations of the human consciousness, however, are far from being merely anecdotal, as her most particular talent lies in a cold-eyed investigation of basic patterns of behavior and of the multiple correspondences between inner and outer landscapes, private and public architectures, psychological and material energies. The following excerpt from "Pronouncing," a prose poem contained in the collection Never Without One, is a typical example of Ward's antilyrical landscapes, in which her interest in the meanders of the human mind is often subordinated to an analysis of perspective and the distortions of parallax:



Ears leveled to the silence of a structural sidewalk movement. Feet leveled to the sidewalk sustained. An enemy massages an enemy. Lower and lower, enter with monotony. All the rage, for effect. Messed up tied up rehearsed over and over a mannerism on the make. Elevators up to the higher floors, more running around. White town connected by blue ink threads on perfumed white envelopes. Close-up and long shot rot in a 2-dimensional room light soothing all illusions eased by sound which rolls. No more play. This is the perfect look for you after your integrity loss. Pride is a thorn in your side. "It's true I am a woman; it's true I'm employed;" going through the motions like a gun with your favorite pal. Playing around with deep humanity, the bargain was invented. This seems to be lean, deep and corrupted. The word is legs.

(Tree 334-35)



	Ward's writings are often characterized by a sense of what Jean Baudrillard has called "the loss of the real," a condition in which the old modernist tension between reality and illusion, the "authentic" original and the copy, has been dissipated and replaced by the "simulacrum"--a model of "a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal" (Simulations 2). (Baudrillard originally applied this theory to the age of the image-creating mass media, in which the signifier of an event appears to have less and less relationship to an outside, signified "reality.") Baudrillard's "simulacrum" indeed seems a relevant interpretive model for Ward's "Pronouncing," in which the self, confronted with "window oddities painted like painting" (Tree 335), is liable to mistake "the forest for trees and tree-like devices" (332).

	The last four sentences of the excerpt from "Pronouncing" reproduced here point in the direction of a writing that pictures the female self at the intersection of various sexual, social and economic conflicts. The positioning of the individual within the social whole is also one of the central concerns of Fiona Templeton's first book of poetry, London (published in 1984 but begun as early as 1977), which consists of a series of unpunctuated prose paragraphs grouped in sections of more or less equal length. Far from subscribing to the epiphanic "pedestrianism" one usually expects from a conventional city poem, each paragraph reads like a concatenation of visual and verbal units whose internal logic is highly difficult to apprehend. Another important consequence of the experimental structure and lack of syntactic coherence of Templeton's London is the absence of a coherent pattern by which to identify the central consciousness of the poem. The marks of individual subjectivity remain all the more indeterminate as the speaking or writing "I" often seems to be fumbling for a means of affirming her existence as a mere sign invested with different meanings and use-values by its immediate physical and societal surroundings. While her hopes, moods and desires remain largely unstated, her very sense of identity seems complicated by the legal, political, technical or commercial imperatives of the age:



I'll do advisory moment serve queen or foster data processing man and pray off and find us at old underground station bucking lace on a data processing age well do I pal do an advertising vision great queen's earl's class if I can continue a half on art men in yellow age rough sin per cent of new sins rail vice now what can we do for you for full details of art men in yellow age's ring

(35-36)



	If the exact significance of such associational wanderings often remain inscrutable, recognizable icons of British culture (here, the underground station and Britain's monarchic and aristocratic sub-text) nonetheless emerge from the recesses of the poem's many-layered discourse. Templeton's prose therefore does not fall into the abstract or "areferential" category as each of the sections of the collection points not only to specific elements of the urban landscape, but also to a number of social and cultural phenomena, including family values, the relationship between art and capital, religion, unemployment, class consciousness, the mass media, as well as various forms of domestic, racial and sexual politics.

	In more general terms, London delineates the variable trajectories of a self's consciousness revealed primarily through its interaction with (and subjection to) specific cultural codes and institutions. One of the main strengths of the collection indeed lies in Templeton's skillful juxtaposition of details of the urban landscape with idiosyncrasies of the "speaker"'s mental wanderings. Templeton's vision of the city as a geographical and linguistic maze without a center discloses the poem itself as a set of fragmented cultural idioms that jam the basic principles of sense-making and frequently sap the self's attempts at self-expression. Ultimately, the unlikely combination of rambling, thinking, observing, and talking which makes up the body of London points to a collective voice subsuming, at least in part, the variety of individual utterances and linguistic registers contained in the collection.

	The structural cohesiveness of Templeton's collection is achieved not just by the poem's overall dedication to the city of London but also by the repetition of key words placed in different contexts and therefore subject to successive interpretations. The effect of this "repetition with variation" technique--which is reinforced by Templeton's constant use of puns and alliterative effects--is to focus the reader's attention on how changes in the sequential arrangement of words on the page constantly recontextualize their meaning and create new possibilities for intermingling (and often contradictory) reading patterns and semantic metamorphoses.

	Hi Cowboy, Templeton's most recent printed collection to date, is a much more discursive and argumentative work in which the prose paragraph becomes an exploration site for a consciousness struggling to understand human relationships in terms of complex economic, intellectual and libidinal transactions. Perhaps Templeton's most impressive achievement is to write a kind of prose poetry which, even though it reflects the poet's awareness of the discrepancy between language and meaning, can nonetheless attend to its own operations as both the vector of individual experience and the begetter of an ever-changing relation between self and world:



The case against love steals its redness, says it was a loan. Realized because the names we gave curved arms shut. Conversation between disheveled and local, tampax and our languid tribute, licence and vanity, the bull-calf and the heifer, first of a series, dying, should thrill through stew ? Curt and equal, name no hour, neglect alleged illicit groan.

(Bernstein, "43 Poets (1984)" 31)



	Like many of the works discussed so far, the poetry of Barrett Watten displays a strong concern with the defamiliarization--and the subsequent bringing-into-meaning--of the postmodern environment and its relationship to the collective and individual self. By emphasizing the impossibility of escaping from textuality, whatever the degree of self-consciousness involved in the act of writing, Watten often goes further than most Language poets in refusing to take its own "language-centered" approach for granted. "Real Estate" (from the collection 1-10) explores more systematically the issue of linguistic and phenomenological alienation discussed above in connection with Ward's "Pronouncing" by focusing on the uneasy interaction between language and the world of objects:



The abandoned warehouse surrenders itself to discourse: in the deliberate advance of repetitive texts. Because anyone can make a typographical error to wear down the pyramid by identity with word. The essence of poison is the power to soothe: the citizens spit flames of a rationalism they don't understand. The impression is a point of departure: a tower of ashes (a coat full of holes) floating in the air. Water flows from the tap as time reaches zero: unforeseen floods rise exactly to the level of the words. Everything offers itself: a shoe polish learns to speak (avoiding subordinate clauses) from a crumpled umbrella. Propellors inhabit air where thought originates to whir in place the word. The brainworker has no basis: to adjust the birth rate all abstraction leads to a shorter route to the ocean. The intended confusion assumes all wishes to encounter anything interpreted as itself. Balancing all prefigurations to be caught in the throes of "that is how I am."

(31)



	Watten's prose entry, while leaving no doubt as to the overall adequacy of the "language-oriented" label, also exemplifies the essay-like character often encountered in Language poetry. The poem as a whole reads like a meditation on the power of normative language to "name" its object. The propensity of objects to "surrender [themselves] to discourse" is an indirect statement on the abuses of a language whose aim is to perpetrate the myth of a self-present interpretation of reality "as itself." The use of a poetico-theoretical medium as a means of construing away the complex discordances inherent to language and its relationship to its consenting object is further elaborated on in the next paragraph of Watten's poem:



The blueprint doesn't work, vanishes into intervals: only the buildings are left behind. Others have written on this safety valve to support the catastrophe of theory. The walls of the reaction chamber closing in: "I speak of a proliferation of windows." Therefore prose is restored to the assimilated fact: a microballon rising inside the original movie. Discordant frames approach and slip from their feet: the plotline succumbs to a general inertia. Documents packed up in crates buckle under the weight of: "to study the laws of gravity, I fell." Here sentences translate the other side of the code: to fill in holes and cracks in the pavement.



	Despite Watten's suggestive description of the failure of language to master the discordant geometries of the outside world, his vision of an Icarian "catastrophe of theory" seems compatible with a belief in the power of words to "fill in" the gaps in an increasingly fragmentary reality. By comparison, the claustrophobic geometries of Kit Robinson's "Authority Vespers" depict--in a merciless, hallucinatory fashion reminiscent of J. G. Ballard's psychopathological landscapes--a world in which language and the self seem on the verge of becoming irremediably engulfed in angles and curves of their architectural environment and turned into a mere cog in the postindustrial machine:



May try industrious lapping at lakeside. Old habit at a glance, but the punctilious rails glean rye. All I've even envisaged careens floorboardward in an imagination of tiles. Try to pry information off the fuselage, push against raw metal endeavor tied to a post. Tangled organs were Gorky's parking spot. There's air outside an idea, more space than meets the eye. The pull is furious, flag snap in storm. All along the warm interior of the mouth houses resource. The elevated crash diction completes the image sentence. But behind that these interpolations can never get, the base slides noiselessly under foot, buildings heave into view, and an accelerated procedure takes up the slacks and drapes them over a chair.

(119)



	Robinson's architectural landscape seems to point to the progressive erosion of intellectual and geographical awareness in the postmodern space. Here, any verbal attempt to remap the depthless surfaces of the new environment into meaningfulness is evidently doomed to failure ("Try to pry information off the fuselage, push against raw metal endeavor tied to a post") as the self's rare epiphanic moments are automatically either silenced or petrified into a logic of inertness ("an imagination of tiles"). As his/her ship is driving closer to the lakeside, the observer of "Authority Vespers" can only see the buildings "heave into view"--referring only to themselves in a state of supreme, hyperreal undeniability--and undermine his efforts to make sense of his/her immediate surroundings ("The elevated crash diction completes the image sentence. But behind that these interpolations can never get, the base slides noiselessly under foot"). Deprived of any figurative and emotional content, the objects and discourses of Robinson's hyperrealist space--besides raising the issue of the survival of the "lyric" genre in a posthumanist world--cease to be symbols and become, instead, symptoms of a new kind of linguistic and psychological depthlessness.

	The following paragraphs from Craig Watson's "Discipline" and Tom Beckett's "The Picture Window" further illustrate this renewed interest in surfaces:



	Night sunk. The utterer sleeps through his sound: circuits of the stroke of wool between needles, bent back from the hands of uninhabited reason. In the echo of days awaiting devotion, vapor plies open the louvers, misting against the glass. This is the future taking place, its skin waxing the silence of weighless architecture. Someone arrives: the touch of gesture in disconnected air. 

	——————————————————————————————

	Shadow, in the next moment, will reverse. Surfaces pass through surfaces, edge slit by edge, consuming friction. A threshold grinds into position, numbing the glare of straight time. Come asking of certainty a precise foliage, a secret trance, oiled by memory to walls. The body unrolls from dust, sterile and incognito, but not to dreams and not to action; emptied of description it receives and shimmers.  

(unpag.)



	They are curiously interfaced. Their surfaces forming a common boundary. One might say that he thought of her as a person. No one feels composed. She is spectacularly encumbered. They are finding themselves alone. Each of them.

	She is surfacing. The extension of a frame can be the limit of a world. Names can be labels of concealment. The picture window is being shattered with a brick. Their thoughts are encumbered. She finds herself thinking. Those sounds of breaking glass might be composed.

(Tree 397)



	Whether the surfaces and edges of Watson's and Beckett's poems are "consuming friction" or "curiously interfaced" in a state of quasi-cybernetic asepsis, they have this in common that they continually add to the erosion of human relationships and the individual consciousness into a space of two-dimensional anonymousness.





The Death of the Lyric



He wanted a writing that wanted to expose itself. He wrote as if not wanting nor imputing wanting to writing. Still this was the only way to account for it. He wanted to write and it wrote.

--Michael Davidson, The Prose of Fact



All this brings us back to the issue of the survival of the self in a world saturated with such linguistic depthlessness. In the poems just discussed, the primacy of the signifier advocated by the movement contributes to the divesting of the lyric subject of its pretenses to self-consciousness and self-contained integrity. In order to do so, Language poetry proceeds to reveal the self's status as the product of a particular set of intersecting socio-linguistic frames, that is, as just a mere element of an all-engulfing system of signs which support specific patterns of social and mental habits. The lyric mode is thus translated into a semiotic quest for the textual (as opposed to an "authentic," transcendental or vocal) identity of the speaking and writing subject.

	The hyperreal surfaces of this new realm of Total Textuality bear striking resemblances to the sense of "depthlessness" which, according to Fredric Jameson, characterizes the new socio-cultural space of postmodernism. In a discussion of the condition of the subject in postmodern art, Jameson emphasizes the "waning of affect" and the disappearance of modernist subjective anxiety due to the fact that "there is no longer a self-present to do the feeling" (15). For Jameson, Edvard Munch's 1893 painting The Scream represents "a canonical expression of the great modernist thematics of alienation, anomie, solitude, social fragmentation, and isolation, a virtually programmatic emblem of what used to be called the age of anxiety." However, the more recent advent of a postmodern "depthlessness," in which the subject can only subsist as two-dimensional ghost, have discredited the anxiety-laden "metaphysics of the inside and outside" (such as was expressed in the modernist opposition of subject/object, spirit/matter, culture/nature) and the agonizing separation within the subject presupposed by the modernist concept of expression.

	If we consider the fate of poetic subjectivity in the works of Watten, Robinson, Beckett and Watson in the light of Jameson's postmodern "depthlessness," we are led to conclude that the gradual recognition of the failure of the modernist subject to impose poetic order upon an increasingly chaotic and unintelligible world has now given way to a questioning of the very medium through which the pre-modernist subject used to make sense of his real and imaginary environment. The postmodern poetic self--at once deprived of its claims to transcendentalism and alienated from his/her own strategies of expression--therefore ceases to be a platform for the "older" kind of modernist alienation and the enactment of metaphysical or personal anxieties which depended on a now allegedly deceased centered, autonomous and self-present subject at one with his/her own language.

	The propensity of language-oriented poetry to emphasize the textuality of the lyric self reaches a climax in the following excerpt from "SOME NETS" by Canadian poet bpNichol, a writer whose work has been influential to many Language poets. Here, the remnants of a stable and unified voice still present in some of the samples of Language poetry examined so far seem irremediably smothered by a series of typographical interferences resulting in a kind of visual "white noise" which becomes an integral part of the text's logic of contingency and indecipherability:



three days after (*) the lightning hit it / or the beat, (*) check this, I can play around it, with it, there / what's left of (*) the barn (*) still smoulders in the sun / unresolved (*) notes or chords, should've been of wood, (*) paper, burning / sending clouds of smoke across (*) the highway / dislocating / darkness / son / i awoke into / nets / hearing the 	voices from the Fire Hall across the lake (*) / i remember this, angry, i thot it was a party, felt foolish / seeing the flickering lights above the trees / start looking for ways out, of this diction / knowing (*) something was happening / is happening, not in the way you intended, the way (*) that's always intended, you don't intend that / unable to (*) determine (*) till the next day / that tone, as tho the unravelling of this one event made the 	whole complex that is the world make sense, that (*) misuse of metaphor / it was the barn's burning had awakened me / it was the barn (*) burning, not the world

(Messerli 311)



	In view of the emphasis of Language poetry on the ontological rupture between the self and its own strategies of expression, any attempt to speak or write, to quote Carla Harryman, "in a state of fidelity to the subject" (32) becomes highly problematic, to say the least. One possible alternative to this aporia of lyric discourse, however, consist in turning the inherent self-dividness of the subject into the subject matter of the poem. The opening paragraph of Bob Perelman's a.k.a. tends to focus on nothing less than the gap between the narrating and the narrated I:



I am often conscious, yet rain is now visibly falling. It almost combines to be one thing, yet here I am again. Though he dreamed he was awake, it was a mistake he would only make at a time like that. There are memories, but I am not that person.

(a.k.a. 1)



	The jaded skepticism and self-deflating irony of this passage from Perelman's a.k.a. illustrates the wholly untragic condition of Jameson's postmodern subject. More generally, the quasi-absence of catharsis, agon, or even "feeling" (at least if we stick to the accepted meaning of the word, which bears strong personal and emotive connotations) in most of the works examined so far is a particularly revealing symptom of the erasure of the subject through writing. With the death of the subject or, rather, the advent of the subject who, to quote Lacan's famous diagnosis, "is not where he[/she] speaks," language is now free to enjoy its freshly-won autotelic supremacy which the writer--succeeding his/her pre-structuralist predecessor, the author--can only attempt to describe in terms of its own structural and generative dynamics.21

	All this sounds, of course, like a climactic confirmation of Barthes' notion of writing (écriture). According to Barthes' well-known theory of the "death of the author," "writing," which he defines as "that neutral, composite, oblique space where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing" (Image 142), appears as gradually severed from notions such as the Romantic genius and, later, the personal style of bourgeois literature. This anonymousness of modern writing signals the birth of the writer who, "having buried the Author . . . can thus no longer believe, as according to the pathetic view of his predecessors, that his hand is too slow for his thought or passion and that consequently, making a law of necessity, he must emphasize this delay and indefinitely 'polish' his form."

	For Barthes' modern "scriptor," "on the contrary, the hand, cut off from any voice, borne by a pure gesture of inscription (and not of expression), traces a field without origin--or which, at least, has no other origin than language itself, language which ceaselessly calls into question all origins" (146). The substitution, in Language poetry, of the process of linguistic production itself for the subject who, previously, was supposed to control and use it signals a parallel move towards impersonality. Indeed, if the Language poetry movement displays a large variety of methodological nuances and approaches to poetry writing, none of its representatives can be credited with having developed a genuinely distinctive, personal "style." (As we will see, the disappearance of the notion of "personal style" itself, as well as that of other "deep" or "vertical" concepts like "inspiration" or "genius," is a postmodern feature.) The following minimalist everyday choreographies of Ray DiPalma's January Zero epitomize the advent of Barthes' degré zéro of writing in a manner reminiscent of the French nouveau roman:



I take a glass. I fill the glass. I drink the water. I wash the glass. I dry the glass. I give the glass to you. I take a bottle of milk. I put the bottle on the table. I open the bottle of milk. I take a clean glass. I fill the clean glass with milk. I give a glass of milk to you. I drink a glass of milk.



I go to the door. I stop at the door. I push the door open. I go out of the door. I go into the hall. I pull the door shut. I go to the EXIT. I stop at the EXIT. I push the door open. I go out of the EXIT. I go into the hall. I pull the door shut.

(Tree 464)



	Commenting on the kind of "neutral" writing that was inaugurated by Albert Camus' The Outsider (1942), Barthes writes: "if language, instead of being a cumbersome and uncontrollable act, achieves the status of pure equation, having no more solidity than algebra when faced with the hollowness of man, then Literature is beaten, the human predicament is laid bare and offered up, colorless; the writer is irredeemably an honest man." One has to keep in mind, however, that Barthes' "style-less" mode (or "white writing") is a utopian state to which a literary work can only aspire. Barthes himself recognizes the inherent failure of writing to reach a state of total stylistic neutrality. Not only is writing never entirely innocent of ideological content (cultural codes and myths are always already inscribed in the words used by the scriptor), it is also the locus where new codes and conventions will inevitably appear and will be subsequently reencoded into the different myths supported by (and supporting) the Establishment: "Unfortunately, nothing is more unfaithful than a blank piece of writing; automatisms develop where first there was freedom, a network of hardened forms squeezes tighter and tighter the first freshness of the speech, writing is reborn in the place of indefinite language. The writer, acceding to the classic, becomes the epigone of his original creation, society makes his writing into style and sends him away, prisoner of his own formal myths" (Degré 57).

	In the light of the increasingly all-engulfing powers of assimilation of mass media society--a context at once epitomized and criticized by Language poetry--Barthes' words indeed take on apocalyptic overtones, at least as regards the very possibility of experimental writing to preserve its powers of agency within the current social structures. In a more general way, one is also entitled to wonder whether the death of the author and the "white writing" practiced by some Language poets do not collaborate with the structures of late capitalist culture in the repression of marginal and subversive discourses such as the poetic avant-garde even as they attempt to further their cause. This is, at least, what Fredric Jameson is indirectly warning us against when he distinguishes the idea of parody as it was thriving in the "inimitable" private styles and mannerisms of "the moderns" (the examples of modern parody mentioned by Jameson include "the Faulknerian long sentence . . . with its breathless gerundives; Lawrentian nature imagery punctuated by testy colloquialism; Wallace Stevens's inveterate hypostasis of nonsubstantive parts of speech") from "the well-nigh universal practice today of what may be called pastiche" which he sees as the result of "the disappearance of the individual subject, along with its formal consequence, the increasing unavailability of the personal style" (16). Pastiche, Jameson continues, is thus "like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language." But it is "a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody's ulterior motives, amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy normality still exists" (17). Jameson's subsequent appraisal of the postliteracy of advanced capitalism as that of "a linguistic fragmentation of social life itself to the point where the norm itself is eclipsed: reduced to a neutral and reified media speech" provides us with a model by which to assess the danger of recent avant-garde poetry to reflect--rather than remedy--not only the loss of individuality in postmodern consumer society but also the absence of any sense of a dominant "normality" against which to revolt.

	Political and creative inertia due to the incapacity of the late twentieth-century individual (and of postmodern vanguardist art) to achieve critical distance towards the Establishment is thus the potential evil lurking in the atmosphere of unconditional, apolemical eclecticism of postmodern culture. This condition is promulgated precisely by the recent desacralization of the Author, as well as the violent rejection of a number of other bourgeois concepts such as personal "style" or "genius"--as was recently witnessed, in the field of American literary criticism, under the guise of a condemnation of the elitist politics of High Modernism and the erudite idiosyncracies of Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, in particular. In this perspective, the question of whether the emphasis of Language poetry on writing as "impersonal" (or collective) process, rather than on a personal assertion of one's power as an individual to twist it to one's use, actually supports or subverts the strategies of self-legitimation of late capitalist society (including, for instance, the obliteration of Silliman's "gestural") remains an open but highly crucial one.

	The same applies to a lot of semantically and syntactically "open" language-oriented works which draw attention to their own constructedness by making their own structural, meaning-producing devices more tangible and, thereby, invite us to make sense of them on our own and construct our own socio-linguistic identity. Despite Barthes' famous assertion that "the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author" (Image-Music-Text 148), it is unclear whether such "writerly" texts can really dissuade us from construing their "openness" into a meaningful whole by resorting to familiar, normative frames of reference (see my discussion of Coolidge's Weathers above).

	Language poetry, just like any other vanguardist movement seeking to reestablish the capacity of art to claim some kind of relevance within the social sphere by attempting to cross the gap between art and society, is never really immune to the risk of undermining its own potential to function as social critique by attempting to make one with the outside world. According to Bürger, the failure of the European "historical" avant-garde to effectively subvert the social Establishment stems from a situation in which "an art no longer distinct from the praxis of life but wholly absorbed in it will lose the capacity to criticize it" (50). Indeed, what Bürger terms the "sublation (in the Hegelian sense) of art in the praxis of life" (51) makes it increasingly difficult for the artist to distance himself sufficiently from the social conditions and successfully criticize their ideological foundations. In this sense, the obsolescence of notions of personal style and the absence of "norm" do not only deprive parody (and, more largely "vanguardist" art) of its antagonistic relationship to the "institution". They also argue for an interpretation of "white writing" (as practiced by Watson, T. Beckett, Robinson and DiPalma and numberless other Language poets) as a symptom, rather than a critique, of the new postmodern anonymous "depthlessness."

	As we will see, the epistemological utopia underlying the work of many Language poets, with its focus on the process of writing as practice and its advocacy of a complete fusion of creative practice and critical thought, is also inevitably threatened by the possibility of a further paradoxical institutionalization of vanguardist poetry into a mere element of the ideological state apparatuses it originally set out to abolish. What initially appeared as a rebellion against dominant societal discourses is now in danger of developing its own self-limiting and self-legitimizing conventions, including an unexpected, and highly compromising, retreat into a new kind of postlyric subjectivism.





On the Edge of Genre: Poetry and Theory



Poetry couples the making of the biggest mistakes possible with the making of the fewest and probably the loveliest. Of course, philosophy, the entire discipline, stands as the biggest, and conceivably the best, mistake of poetry.

--Madeline Gins



The works discussed so far are characterized by a desire to blur traditional boundaries between literary and extra-literary genres. While Lyn Hejinian's My Life seeks to subvert the claims and conventions of a particular genre, the autobiography, the other prose poems examined in this chapter reflect, each in its own particular way, a general attempt to question the practical validity of such meta-generic binarisms such as the lyric vs. the narrative, poetry vs. prose and, lastly, the very notion of literary genre.22 By freeing generic labels and conventions from their formal and contextual restrictions, the New prose Poem, which was labelled by Michael Davidson as "non- or intergeneric prose forms"23 (Sentence 95), constantly seeks to suspend and disconfirm the reader's expectations and force him/her to rethink traditionally prescriptive categories as so many resultants of strictly differential and provisional relationships. As we have seen, the Language poets' critical understanding of genre as a textual and "worldly" (i.e. historical and nonessential) category, also extends to the various societal and institutional codes indirectly supported and legitimized by specific genres and discourses.

	The radical dismantling by the New Prose Poem of traditional categories of narrative, on the one hand, and its radical revision of current definitions of the lyric, on the other, leads to a further blurring of generic distinctions between fiction and poetry. Ironically enough, the late writings of another writer usually regarded as a "deconstructionist" of narrative, Samuel Beckett, would not have been out of place in Silliman's anthology and would have demonstrated even further the elusiveness of all generic labels, including that of "language-oriented" writing. The minimalist degree zero of narrative aspired to by some of Beckett's shorter prose works (such as "Imagination Dead Imagine," "All Strange Away" or "For to End Yet Again") indeed bears striking resemblances to the postlyric mode and the syntactic experiments of Coolidge's Weathers or Watten's 1-10.24 Beckett's shorter "fiction" pieces--which have done away with the genre's teleological and characterological attributes--distinguish themselves generically from Watten's, Coolidge's or Robinson's "poems" mainly by virtue of their publishing circumstances and the reputations of their respective authors as "public figures." (Beckett became a canonical figure as a playwright and a fiction writer, not as a poet.) By contrast, the kind of postlyric writing published by "poets" Lyn Hejinian or Ron Silliman, as we have seen, paradoxically puts narrative back on the poetic agenda, under the form of a "narrative of syntax."25 In a way, it seems that both tendencies are in fact two different paths followed by a certain kind of postmodern experimental literature in its quest for the same degree zero of genericness, a space in which writing--apparently supplanting any of its sub-categories, whether generic or modal--tends, so to speak, to double back on itself and become increasingly absorbed in the celebration of its own autogeneous existence.

	Besides questioning accepted notions of prose, poetry, narrative, the lyric and a number of other literary genres and meta-genres, the celebration by Language poetry of "writing itself" also contributes to blurring traditional boundaries between theory and poetry. The highly-theorized and self-reflexive works discussed so far indeed suggest that such a focus on the activity of writing paradoxically leads to a situation in which the poets become their own critics and in which theory even tends to precede poetry and define it into being, thereby inverting the usual relationship between criticism and creative writing. As Charles Bernstein reminds us, the gradual fusion of creative and theoretical writing is largely based on the Language poets' desire to build a community of writers in which to engage in "an interrogation of the meaning of any mode--of 'poetry' or 'theory'--and an acknowledgement that there is "no escape from composition, no logic on which to base the work other than the sense developed ongoing in the actual activity itself." "Critical forums," he concludes, "have been a way to open up beyond correspondence and conversation the dialogue between the writers themselves--an exchange of "working" information--and to include in this discussion those not primarily involved with poetry, such as other artists, and political and cultural workers, and to suggest possible relationships between the poetry and recent critical and philosophical thought" (Tree 488-89).

	The "critical forums" Bernstein is referring to seek to problematize poetic practice by reference to a number of other theoretical discourses including, as we have seen, politics, philosophy, French literary theory and feminism. The work of Rosmarie Waldrop and of a number of other Language poets testifies to the existence of such a new hybrid kind of creative writing which is itself halfway between poetry and theory, and of which James Sherry's "The Marginal Arts" is a typical and relatively self-explanatory example:



Ready to think. Standard covers, essential rather than deconstructed, in fact often a word for a theory. The scene can continue unabated if it is impure enough to accept the lives of its members and the necessities of its institutions, but several must look away when she skims the fat off her chicken soup. Softening the edge of expectation to admit that there is no end.



Science builds a description ending in near irony, Barry. I want to attribute this statement, but I don't know if I should. If I waited until I were sure, I would, no. Our choices are to fight it with our weapons or retreat to create an alternative agenda.



. . . To stumble through the words, to assure that you haven't got anything easy to communicate. Polymorphs--what is this feel like--mangled, managed. Two that the universe was created not by intelligence, but maintained by laws perceptible to intelligence.



For when are we steeled to greet the fantastic results of inconceivable action, then that action might be taken as means. Far away cows on a front swept back to a brow of trees, shades of the same green among the bones of diseased elms. Virtue is always too much of a piece.

(Bernstein, "43 Poets (1984)" 52-53)



	Sherry's poem is representative of Bernstein's notion of "critical writing" in two ways. First, it incorporates down-to-earth descriptions and imagistic interludes into its theoretical argumentation.26 Second, it has evidently interiorized the "recent critical and philosophical thought" mentioned by Bernstein. While the opening lines of "The Marginal Arts" explicitly echo a number of basic principles of Derridean deconstruction, including its rejection of essentialist certainties and its celebration of an endless postponement of meaning ("softening the edge of expectation to admit that there is no end"), the first sentence of the second paragraph discards the claims to objectivity of scientific discourse by reminding us of its figurative nature, an issue raised not only by Derrida himself but also by the uncertainty principle of quantum theory.

	Sherry's statement on the tropological foundations of scientific discourse ("Science builds a description ending in near irony") is an adequate illustration of the Language poets' self-conscious blurring of the boundaries between critical and creative writing--yet another aspect of Language poetry on which Stein's influence was decisive. This particular kind of prose poem has indeed the merit of bringing to light the syntactic and phenomenological mechanisms which condition the writing of poetry and, thereby, of divesting poetic discourse of its claims to spontaneous naturalness. Conversely, it sets out to reveal how the hypotactic logic of normative expository style is itself informed by contradictions and disruptions its apparent rigorousness, or "literalness," attempts to conceal, rather than resolve, in the guise of syntactic mystifications.

	The major influence here seems, once again, Derrida's critique of Western metaphysics and, in particular, his distinction between the "literal" and the "figurative." According to Derrida, philosophical language can only pretend to be philosophical if it suppresses or disguises the fact that it is inevitably articulated through a language which is irreducibly metaphorical (or "figurative"). Philosophy, notwithstanding its claims to rationality or "literalness," indeed works by the same tropes and figures as literature, and a deconstructive analysis of the various ways in which literal discourses deny their own textuality enables one to expose the extent to which they are actually contaminated by it. In the same way, literary discourse can be read as literal, despite its self-conscious use of the rhetorical devices which support them. Ultimately, Derrida's discussion of the interpenetration and interdependence of the figurative and the literal denies the validity of any essential or structural divisions between literary and nonliterary, creative and utilitarian forms of writing.

	Like Sherry's "The Marginal Art," the following extract from Madeline Gins' Essay on Multi-Dimensional Architecture deconstructs the historically-acquired prestige of the expository style of the essay as a "pure" rational, truth-bearing discourse by exposing it to an even higher degree of "figurative" disruptions:



The closed-lipped glow of prehensility was everywhere. Yet how often I remember being told in those days of the nature of the complexion of capacity. The cooled-to-nothing ratchets were everywhere of a legendary expanse, but let me explain.

	It is a question of, an occasionally viscous question of, an unimpeded flow of nurtured motions [as much creak as slide/slurp]. Any path, once opened, had better be left that way, counteracted, if need be, or put into perspective, but never just shut down. Any careless stepping about or onto the path of immanent occurrence may lead to unuse or unawareness of anywhere, verging, of course, on everywhere, and leading, possibly, to a general pallor or power failure (capaucity).

(Bernstein, "43 Poets (1984)" 95)



	In her most recent work of "speculative prose" to date, Helen Keller or Arakawa, Gins weaves a spectrum of philosophical complications and molecular complexities that somehow exceeds the limits of her own unmistakable brand of "multidimensional" discourse. The language is abrasive, porous, corrugated, witty and visionary, lucid and opaque, visceral and analytical, alternately solid and protoplasmic. All this makes for a new form of "post-generic" prose, a search for a new consciousness whose contours Gins sets out to delineate on the basis of Keller's life, the art of New York-based Japanese painter and architect Arakawa and the Kirlian vectors of her own prose. Gins' reflections on the trajectories of thought and feeling often result in a kind of verbal choreography--interrupted and complemented by various kinds of typographical and intertextual directions--which seeks to combine the thread of memory with an awareness of the unnamed movements of the waking mind in relation to its physical environment. In a more general way, Gins succeeds in creating a form of critical and creative sensibility which is both transitive and intransitive, without falling into the kind of mechanical self-reflexiveness all too often encountered in a kind of writing that acknowledges "process". Here is the opening paragraph of the closing chapter-poem-essay of Gins' book, "Critical Beach":



	"Oh beach, what of compromise ?"

	This went on : 

Or wrenching torque or twister orbit grown core runner coordinate. Or torsion or. Or deformation or. Contour. More particles gravel roar lore. The ochre vortexed cortexed orotund orange grain of it. Corrugated fortitude. Corrugated anchoring. Orb sore soar sorting pours cornered odor porridge vigor.

(289)



	Gins' prose does not let itself be construed by conventional hermeneutic strategies, albeit in a subversive fashion, because it does much more than resist the normative strategies by which we try to regulate and simplify our lives, both on a phenomenological and a linguistic level. Physical and metaphysical uncertainty, the dialectics of blindness and insight, the West's misunderstanding of the non-West, transcontinental culture shock, postmodern aesthetics and architectural contigency are themes that compete and combine in Gins' investigation of the mechanisms of meaning and consciousness. Perhaps the best way of approaching Helen Keller or Arakawa is to read it the light of her definition of the poet as "a juggler of microdistinctions" (LINEbreak). Gins displays a huge intellectual and visionary faculty, both profound and witty, as she sets the terms for a "thinking field" (1) that does justice, among many other things, to the manifold transitivity of her interconnected lines of thought and belief.



The contamination of expository forms by syntactic, physical, cultural and rhetoric complications which characterizes the works of James Sherry and Madeline Gins is precisely what Silliman is hinting at when, arguing for a critical history of literary criticism, he insists that such an approach should study--in addition to "the role of a bureaucratized criticism in a capitalist society as the creation of a 'safe' and 'official' culture"--"the illusion of clarity in criticism in its use of the essay form, in which the contradictions of its existence, such as would be revealed through inarticulations, redundancies and non-sequiturs, are subsumed under hypotactic form, rendered invisible rather than resolved." Ultimately, Silliman continues, "it would study the existence of counter-tendencies within literary criticism as well, specifically the sometimes anarchic works of literary theory created by poets (e.g., the body of prose left by Charles Olson) and the recent trend in France towards literary criticism as an admitted art form (e.g., Roland Barthes or Jacques Derrida)" (Sentence 15-6).

	The fact, however, that Language poetry itself can be seen as one of the "counter-tendencies" mentioned by Silliman (including the hybrid critico-literary experiments of a Barthes or a Derrida) logically leads one to wonder whether this constitutes a real alternative to the transformation of writing into a bureaucratized discipline Silliman is denouncing in the same paragraph. While a number of individual works effectively subvert traditional assumptions underlying the writing of both literature and criticism, the overall phenomenon of Language poetry, with its constant interplay between academic and creative discourse, is also likely to be perceived as a further recuperation of poetry writing into an academic discipline. In this respect, one could also object that Silliman's own critical arguments against the claims to objective naturalness of expository prose are themselves expressed in the highly-organized  and hierarchical "syllogistic" language of academic criticism, a form of writing which depends on a number of methodological assumptions his creative works have attempted to deconstruct for the last twenty or twenty-five years.





Language Poetry and the New Prose Poem: Conclusion



At this stage, my main points concerning Language poetry and the New Prose Poem can be summed up as follows:



	(1) The Language poets' predilection for prose partly originates in a desire to question and disrupt prescriptive boundaries between traditional genres, modes and discourses--both intra- and extra-poetic--and subsequently redistribute them into a differential space. By deconstructing the very notion of genre as just another "narrative" and, for instance, calling into question the "naturalness" of accepted prescriptive and definitional boundaries between prose and poetry, the lyric and the narrative, the literal and the figurative (or, more generally, between aesthetic, utilitarian and ideological discourses), the New Prose Poem can be seen as the methodological culmination of the various transgeneric experiments examined in the preceding chapters of the present study.

	(2) One of the most important aspects of these generic disruptions is the mutually supplemental coexistence of theory and creative praxis: the sentence and the paragraph become hybrid units of both poetic and metapoetic value. Likewise, its exploration of the syntactic possibilities of prose facilitates both creative and theoretical exchanges, while doing justice to the movement's status as a communal, dialogical and diacritical debate.

	(3) The Language poets' rejection of the self-present naturalness of speech leads them to question and distance themselves from a tradition which has so far largely promulgated a notion of poetry as an essentially aural art. The emphasis on the process of writing and the materiality of language as a medium for poetic composition ultimately aims at a "laying bare" of the syntactic and semantic strategies that condition the very act of writing, while foregrounding the textuality of the compositional process and its end-product. In this perspective, also, the Language poets' concern with scripturality and syntax, their deconstructive approach to accepted notions of poetic "naturalness" is achieved through an exploration of the constructedness of the various aesthetic frames of reference underlying prose writing.

	(4) As a result of the Language poets' focus on writing as a social practice, their analytical and creative exploration of scripturality and syntax often becomes a metaphor for the exploration of ideological, as well as aesthetic, constructions.  Like Silliman, many Language poets see writing as both a social production and a reflection of the mechanisms that determine the social conditions themselves. According to this view, the structural resources of prose syntax--the linguistic medium par excellence of discourses of authority and legitimation--should theoretically provide them with a scrupulous instrument of social critique, one which is based on a double recognition of the ideological premises of poetic creation (language is always already pervaded with ideology) and the linguistic foundations of ideology (ideology itself is a signifying chain).27

	(5) If one were to describe the contribution of the Language poetry project "as a whole" to the history of contemporary poetry, one might attempt to draw a line around a range of writing that promotes a radical critique of nothing less than the very medium, methods, aims and social significance of what is commonly referred to as "poetry." By questioning the institutional and historical determinations of "poetry" and subsequently redefining it into a radically epistemological category, Language poetry emerges as the logical outcome of the gradual disappearance of formally, thematically or modally prescriptive criteria of distinction between literary genres explored in the preceding chapters. As we have seen, the Language poets' insistence on writing as a social practice also led some of them to rewrite the "lyric" genre into a collective space by reinscribing the "I" into its real socio-linguistic conditions of existence.28 Rejecting the assumptions of lyric "naturalness" and self-presence promulgated by most major trade publishers, MFA programs and other avatars of what Bernstein has called "official verse culture" (Content 247), Language poetry puts the emphasis on the process of composition and the constructedness of the written artefact, thereby drawing attention both to the textuality of the written "I" and the extraneousness of the writing "I" from its own discourse. In this, it can be seen as extending--rather than ringing the death knell of--the lyric mode by, so to speak, updating it and making it compatible with the postmodern condition.

	In theory, the methodological foundations of the Language poetry movement, far from declaring poetry bankrupt, should logically result in an enlargement of poetry's social, thematic and, more generally, epistemological scope. This is, at any rate, what Marjorie Perloff is implying when she describes Language poetry as a counterhegemonic practice capable of accomodating a variety of extra-literary discourses and, therefore, of making contact "with the world as well as the word" (Dance 181). However, the danger of the appearance of a new kind of self-limiting narcissism sometimes lurks even amongst those theorists most convinced (and most convincing) of the necessity to "bring more of the outside world into it." Indeed, an unfortunate consequence of this tendency to focus on the process of writing (Bernstein's motto: "no escape from composition") is that it sometimes results in a mechanical and predictable self-reflexiveness all too often encountered in postwar American poetry and an inherent disposition to fall back upon the self-conscious, and occasionally self-indulgent, "poem about poetry-writing." Language-oriented works such as Steve Benson's Blue Book, Michael Palmer's Sun, Alan Davies' Signage and, to some extent, Ron Silliman's Tjanting or Steve McCaffery's Panopticon are, in various ways, symptomatic of the progression of Language writing from a self-conscious attention to the linguistic premises of poetry to a consciousness enthralled in the contemplation of its own strategies of (self-)verbalization. In some cases, such a reductive use of language-oriented poetry tends to indulge in a facile, narcissistic and excessively explicit analysis of the process of composition. It also signals the unexpected resurgence of a new kind of postlyric subjectivism born, so to speak, out of the ashes of Barthes' defunct Author.

	The Language poets' rejection of conventional syntax in the name of social and cultural dissidence is also far from being entirely convincing. As we have seen, most Language poets see the divergence of poetic language from customary discourse as a form of politically subversive activity. Even if one agrees with Steve McCaffery that prescriptive grammar is "a repressive mechanism, regulat[ing] the free circulation of meaning" (Andrews and Bernstein 160), it does not necessarily follow, however, that a piece of so-called "a-syntactic" or "polysemantic" writing can actually undermine the social and political Establishment, even in a rhetorical, non-pragmatic arena of action. In fact, the reverse may be true. The postulate that syntactic disruption as such marks out the ground of radical dissidence remains doubtful, to say the least, in the context of a society increasingly dominated not so much by the syllogistic logic of, say, legal or (old-fashioned) political discourse as by the already fragmented and sloganizing rhetoric of advertising, MTV video-clips, CNN newsreels or (current) political discourse.

	Bob Perelman acknowledges this risk in The Marginalization of Poetry when he writes that "the 'new' of the new sentence is poised between symptom and critique" (69). Responding to Eliot Weinberger's Jamesonian criticism of the Language poets' use of parataxis as "the product of a generation raised in front of the television: an endless succession of depthless images and empty signs, each cancelling the previous ones" (197), Perelman nonetheless insists on the underlying coherence and unity of (social) focus of New Sentence narratives: "new sentences imply continuity and discontinuity simultaneously, an effect that becomes clearer when they are read over long stretches." Commenting on an excerpt from Silliman's Ketjak ("Fountains of the financial district spout soft water in a hard wind. She was a unit in a bum space, she was a damaged child"), Perelman writes: "the child and the fountains need not be imagined in a single tableau. This effect of calling forth a new context after each period goes directly against the structural impatience that creates narrative . . . but in a larger sense, girl and fountain are in the same social space" (67). Perelman's analysis is accurate enough. That its featured writers are Silliman and Hejinian (whose work is significantly more referential and confessional than that of many other Language writers) and not, say, Watten, T. Beckett, Watson or Robinson indicates his reluctance to explore other uses of parataxis which may prove less oppositional or socially relevant. It is precisely this diversity of approaches to the same literary or rhetorical technique that Charles Bernstein has in mind when he speaks of the necessity to understand rhetorical and aesthetic techniques "in context rather than as some universal cipher of 'devicehood.'" "Juxtaposition of logically unconnected sentences or sentence fragments," he writes, "can be used to theatricalize the limitations of conventional narrative development, to suggest the impossibility of communication, to represent speech, or as part of a prosodic mosaic constituting a newly emerging (or . . . traditional but neglected) meaning formation; these uses have nothing in common; neither can such techniques be identified with all uses of "fragmentation" or collage in the other arts" (Poetics 91-92). In other words, the Language poets' use of fragmentation can, in some cases, lead to the negation of conventional meaning or, in more engaging works, become "a method of tapping into other possibilities of meaning within language" (93).

	It seems to me that another, significantly more embarrassing, epiphenomenon of the Language poets' rejection of normative syntax and their insistence upon the materiality of the signifier is that it often leads them to neglect, or even actively dodge, those very signified aspects of the cultural, historical and political circumstances they set out to denounce. The rigorously theorized premises of the Language project, which sets out to explore literary creation as both a reflection of and a platform for ideological struggle, should logically lead to a systematic rewriting of the notion of poetry into a social and political space. However, many of the poems examined in the present chapter display a reluctance to go beyond an emphasis put strictly on the syntactic and semantic aspects of linguistic production. Such an approach often tends to be too general to deal with specific issues and, therefore, partly fails in its attempts to genuinely contribute to the political critique advocated by the Language poets themselves. As Terry Eagleton reminds us, however, the privileging of the signifier over the signified, as well as the alleged death of the referent, applies not only to Language poetry but to the whole history of post-Saussurean structuralist and poststructuralist theory which underlies it, and which all too often fails to live up to its own self-proclaimed radicalism:



Literary theory has come to be identified with the political left; but while it is true that a good many of its practitioners hail from that region, it is much less obvious that theory itself is an inherently radical affair. One might, indeed, argue exactly the opposite. It would be possible to see semiotics as the expression of an advanced capitalist order so saturated with codes and messages that we all now live in some vast stock exchange of the mind in which gobbets of packaged information whizz past us at every angle. Just as money breeds money in finance capitalism, having long forgotten that it was supposed to be the sign of something real, so the Saussurean sign broods on itself and its fellows in grand isolation from anything as low as a referent.

(Eagleton 3)



	Such is the essential limitation brought about by Silliman's overthrow of the "tyranny of the signified" and the "limited" and "controlled" syllogistic movement of the New Sentence (and, arguably, deconstructive practice in general) in the context of which "any attempt to explicate the work as a whole according to some 'higher' order of meaning, such as narrative or character, is doomed to sophistry, if not overt incoherence" (Sentence 92). Bruce Andrews' reflections on language and radicalism account for the resistance of Language poetry to political "statement" as such:



Conventionally, radical dissent & "politics" in writing would be measured in terms of communication & concrete effects on an audience. Which means either a direct effort at empowering or mobilizing--aimed at existing identities--or at the representation of outside conditions, usually in an issue-oriented way. So-called "progressive lit." The usual assumptions about the unmediated communication, giving "voice" to "individual" "experience," the transparency of the medium (language), the instrumentalizing of language, pluralism, etc. bedevil the project. But more basically: such conventionally progressive literature fails to self-examine writing & its medium, language. Yet, in an era where the reproduction of the social status quo is more & more dependent upon ideology & language (language in ideology & ideology in language), that means that it can't really make claims to comprehend and/or challenge the nature of the social whole; it can't be political in that crucial way.

("Poetry" 23-24)



	Andrews contrasts "conventional" political writing with what he calls "radical praxis," which operates at the level of the sentence and "involves the rigors of formal celebration, a playful infidelity, a certain illegibility within the legible: an infinitizing, a wide-open exuberance, a perpetual motion machine, a transgression" (25). Responding to Erica Hunt's objection that "there exists several distinct projects of opposition and resistance that are every bit as serious and intent as those that take the ground of textuality of language" (34), Andrews comments: "Because if the fundamental building blocks of sense reside at a lower level in the fundamental structure of the sign, and how that functions systematically, then if that's not addressed first, the power of the work to address the nature of the social order evaporates" (36). Since "there is no 'direct treatment' of the thing possible, except of the 'things' of language," he continues, any attempt to "cast our glance away from [the process of production of meaning]" is necessarily an act of bad faith, one which denies both the ontological gap between signifier and signified and the fact that any linguistic utterance is inevitably contaminated by ideology. For Andrews, the making of sense is always necessarily the making of "social sense." The only way of investigating the social and political dimension of language is therefore to consider the process of linguistic production itself in order to "lay bare the device" and "spurn the facts as not self-evident" (24). Andrews' rejection of practical, issue-oriented radicalism--that is, of a practice based on a forum for ideas about new, utopian representations of the social whole (such as would rely on the use of normative or "transparent" language most Language poets would object to)--is typical of a line of thought whose Marxist premises have been increasingly weakened by its deconstructionist orientation.

	This particular complaint will sound familiar too readers acquainted with the theoretical controversies that have surrounded Language poetry since the mid-1980s.29 At this moment in time, critical approaches to the political claims of Language poetry seem divided into two opposite camps represented by avant-garde supporters such as Marjorie Perloff, Jerome McGann and Hank Lazer, on the one hand, and a number of skeptical, and occasionally hostile, responses on the part of such critics as Charles Altieri and Albert Gelpi, on the other. While Jerome McGann's statements about the social value of Language poetry have so far ranged from the melodramatic to the plain ludicrous,30 the close-readings and theoretical insights of Marjorie Perloff, from The Dance of the Intellect to the closing chapter of Wittgenstein's Ladder, have provided us with so many reasons to take the Language poets seriously and go through the trouble of addressing the works of its representatives on the basis of the particularities of their cases. Her discerning readings of individual works and poets have helped readers become aware of the position of Language poetry in the broader history of twentieth-century avant-garde poetics as well as of the wide range of writing produced by writers associated with the movement. By doing so, they have also implicitly warned us about the danger of overgeneralizing about the group and homogenizing their ideas. As some of the readings contained in the present book have demonstrated, not all the Language poets share Andrews' ideas about language and the social order,31 nor do they all use exactly the same disjunctive poetics to exactly the same ends. Similarly, the wide-ranging body of writing produced by Language poets in the last twenty-five years goes to prove that the term "Language poetry" covers a diverse, highly contested field, crowded with a variety of philosophies that comprise not only Marx, Derrida, Kristeva, Foucault, Lacan and Althusser, but also Cage, McLow, Stein, Perec, Khlebnikov, Brecht, Wittgenstein, Marx, Olson, Kosuth, Duchamp, Albiach, Beckett, Ashbery or even (in the case of Coolidge, for instance) Kerouac.

	Among the detractors of Language poetry, one the most articulate and discriminating responses to the issue of its political relevance has come from Albert Gelpi, who, in his 1990 essay, "The Genealogy of Postmodernism," attempts to discriminate between language-oriented works that still enact "the engagement between consciousness and the external world" and others that do not, warning of the danger of yielding to language "a devouring self-reflexivity that denies both subject and object by refusing to mediate between them." The ultimate consequence of such a mode of writing, he concludes, is "to paralyze the capacity of language for change and effecting change and to reduce the range of reference and resonance to the mere spread of surface" (538).

	What would seem to constitute a more solid basis for a new relevance of poetic language within the social sphere is the ability of certain Language poets to enter a particular set of discursive or narrative conventions in order to critique its biases and limitations with reference to a specific social context. By questioning the naturalness of social discourses and narratives and exposing their subservience to a particular network of cultural assumptions, these poets are indeed in a position to open up wider issues of social meaning than their nonrepresentational counterparts. In this respect, at least two examples discussed above, Lyn Hejinian's My Life and Ron Silliman's Paradise, remain deeply aware of their engagement with language and textuality yet simultaneously introduce new ways of experiencing and representing the relationship between self and world. The work of other prominent Language prose poet, Carla Harryman, far from retreating into a poetics of free play and undecidability, display a similar interest in the signified contexts of contemporary experience, particularly as relates to her investigation of genre and gender issues. Similarly, the streetwise controversionalism of Bruce Andrews' I Don't Have any Paper So Shut Up (Or, Social Romanticism) eschews conventional argumentative syntax at the same time as it takes a variety of domestic and public aspects of American imperialism and capitalism as its target. As we have seen, Andrews' "radical praxis" concerns exclusively the signifying "hardware" of syntax and ideology and prevents any direct treatment of signified realities. More importantly, however, it can be seen as preparing the ground for a possible resurgence of a poetry of "statement" capable of calling its own discursive premises into question.

	Such works demonstrate that Language poetry can still focus on the paradigmatic axis of linguistic and poetic production, at the same time as it attempts to critique the syntagmatic dynamics of normative syntax. They are therefore in a position to address specific issues related to contemporary Western society (including mass media culture, gender politics, postindustrial technology and the politics of postmodern culture) in a more specifically and explicitly "referential" fashion, while having clearly interiorized the theoretical foundations of the movement. The interest of those poets in specific or local signified contexts proves that a rejection of the metaphysics of the "transcendental signified" does not necessarily have to lead to a poetry which seeks to celebrate the areferential charms of the "empty sign" and demands to be read and evaluated on that basis only.
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