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Essays
The following essays contain material that is duplicated between them. This is because the essays were all drawn
from my PhD thesis, and as a result, they rehearse many arguments and polemical positions that my thesis contains.
And as each essay was intended as an apologia for my various ideas about poetry, each essay was tailored to present
this apologia to different readerships, hence the various duplications.
Poetry in Turbulence (Or How to Enjoy Poetry without Really Understanding It)
First published in The Argotist Online
2005

To many non-specialists of literature, poetry is deeply unsatisfying. There are several reasons for this, but two in
particular come to mind. The first is that most poetry is overly descriptive, leaving little to the imagination; the
second is that the rest of it is abstruse. This presents the non-specialist with a dilemma: either to persevere in the
thankless task of attempting to unravel (what must be to them) an increasingly unrewarding literary crossword; or
to make do with the superficialities of descriptive verse and the resultant ennui. Both projects would presumably
confirm any prejudices that these readers entertained about the relevancy of poetry to their lives. In circumstances
such as these, I think it would be appropriate to introduce a method of poetic appreciation, which, although
admittedly unorthodox, would encourage the non-specialist to revise any negative opinion of poetry held.
The first thing that has to be drawn to the attention of these readers is the fact that it is up to them to come to an
understanding of the poem. The poem is unlikely to facilitate such a response without this active participation on
their part. The main thing to point out to them is that valuable time and effort would be wasted in attempting to look
for the poem’s intended meaning. Rather, a more helpful course would be to encourage readers to actively engage in
their own particular and personal exegetical responses to the text－however idiosyncratic or perverse the results of
this may appear.

It is of minor importance whether the commonly received meaning of the poem is discerned by the reader or not, as
the ultimate aim of such a personal response is to enhance the enjoyment value of the work as opposed to engaging
in a scholastic deciphering of its hermetic aspects. What the poem is meant to mean (either from a textual or
authorial viewpoint) should not be of paramount concern for readers wishing to gain satisfaction and enjoyment
from the work. On the contrary, surface meaning can sometimes be more of a disadvantage than a blessing, as in such
instances the poem disallows the mind an active part in the creative process that the enjoyment of literature requires.
Incidentally, the more specific and apparent the surface meaning of a poem is, the harder it is to identify with. Keats
came to a similar conclusion when he said that a poem ‘should surprise by a fine excess and not by singularity… it
should strike the reader as a wording of his own highest thoughts, and appear almost a remembrance’ (letter to John
Taylor, 27 February 1818).
However, there are poets who disagree: aiming to delight by pure observational descriptive accuracy. They use
poetry in the same way a novice art student uses a pencil to draw a still life. A satisfying poem, on the other hand, is
one that enters the readers’ minds and turns the key to their imagination. It enables them to find meanings and
emotions that hold a particular significance and relevance to their experience because of the process of filtration via
memory. A poem that fails to satisfy does the opposite: it tells you what it is about, the emotions you are to feel and
the understanding you are to have.
Each reader should be permitted the fundamental privilege of formulating a meaning which would (for that reader)
be the quintessence of the poem’s significance. The poem, in and of itself, is of little consequence other than as a
cipher for this practice to occur. The words and images of a poem should be looked upon as devices that enable
readers to recall their own experiences, reflect present circumstances, and anticipate future desires. Each word
should be twisted, stretched, moulded and free-associated from in order to signify anything the reader wants them
to signify. By doing this, the reader becomes, in effect, the composer of the poem, and the definer of its limits. Such an
approach to reading poetry, if widely understood and accepted, could possibly restore poetry to its status as an
important and popular art form.
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The Escape From Coherence: An Introduction to Creative Reading
First published in The Argotist Online
2005

The stimulus behind this article lies in a question, namely: What is the value of a poem if it does not enable one to
identify personally with it to the extent that (to paraphrase Keats): it becomes a wording of one’s own thoughts? In
other words, why should a person persist in reading a poem if it fails to prompt in their mind images and emotions
that only they can have? This question, although seemingly naive, if treated seriously, leads to a much wider area of
discussion: that of the relationship between the reader and the text. In academic circles this debate is hardly new and
has, arguably, been the main motivation behind the development of most forms of literary theory － from New
Criticism to Post- structuralism. This literary discussion was indirectly influenced by ideas that were present in
physics during the first half of the twentieth century. Before that time, the predominant idea in physics was that of
“naive realism”. Naive realism maintained the commonsense notion that physical objects existed independently of
the senses. This view was drastically altered with the appearance of quantum mechanics, which maintained that the
existence of physical objects were contingent upon the senses. The implications of this were that concepts such as
“certainty”, “objectivity” and “truth” could no longer be understood as they previously had been.
This new paradigm had ramifications that were becoming apparent outside of scientific discourse. The arts, for
example, drew heavily upon this new discovery; the visual arts jettisoned the practice of a purely representational
visual aesthetic that had assumed the independent existence of matter. Literature, also, assimilated this new
worldview into its aesthetic: as is evidenced in the work of James Joyce and T. S. Eliot’s early poetry. As the century
progressed, a significant amount of poetry was demonstrating that it was unnecessary to describe physical
phenomena and to express subjective mental states in terms of a stable authorial persona. Instead, we had an art
form radiant in its verbal invention, fluid in its shifts in spatial and temporal perspective, capricious in its
fragmentation, and liberating in its hermeneutical plurality. All of which, for the first time, threw open a challenge to
readers to become actively engaged in the interpretative process, rather than to merely be passive observers to a
work’s biographical, autobiographical or descriptive elements.

Nevertheless, these progressive developments in poetry have found themselves having to compete alongside a more
critically approved poetry that is unremittingly retrograde in its aesthetic attitude. This attitude seeks to reduce the
autonomy of poetic language and to focus attention upon phenomena. It is based upon the simplistic idea that reality
exists outside of perception, and that the main function of poetic language is merely the delineation of this reality. By
doing this it has served to maintain a poetic aesthetic that is founded entirely upon an appreciation of only one
function of poetic language: that of denotation.
Furthermore, this poetry is incompatible with what we now know about the psychological mechanisms that underlie
the process of reading, not to mention the reader’s active participation in the interpretation of what is read. In
addition, such an approach to poetry is antagonistic to the various devices of poetic diction such as rhetoric,
metonymy and synecdoche. It advocates a poetics that merely celebrates and affirms physical nature (as well as
tacitly denying the validity of experimental movements that have been so paramount in the evolution of poetry). This
has resulted in critiques of individual poetic works based solely on this criterion. We, therefore, have a situation,
today, in which the majority of celebrated poetry is being written because of, and for, this critical sensibility － and
the publishing outlets that reflect it.
Of this poetry Richard Caddel and Peter Quartermain (in their Introduction to Other British Poetries Since 1970) write
that,
in each case the typical poem is a closed, monolineal utterance, demanding little of the reader but
passive consumption. Such a cultural vision has obviously been privileged not simply by the major
publishing houses, but also by their attendant infrastructures of reviewing journals, “literaries” and
other elements of the media. The “mainstream” is, for most of the United Kingdom population, for most
of the time, the only perceptible stream.

This bleak analysis is born out by the following passage from Mathew Sweeney and John Hartley Williams’ Teach
Yourself: Writing Poetry (1997):
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Many people still think that high-flown, abstract words give greater resonance to their writing, but
vagueness is always a consequence of using abstract words. We would go further－abstractions should
be avoided because they verge on the meaningless. If you think of the word “sadness”, for example, all
you get is a blur in your head. If, on the other hand, you ransack your memory and fix on an experience
that was a truly sad one, and tell people about this experience, your listeners will not have to take your
word for it that you experienced sadness. They’ll know because you’ve shown them.

Here we can see enacted the aesthetic of the author as the final arbiter of meaning. Sweeney and Williams place value
only on the poet’s feelings. The reader, for them, is merely a passive witness to the poet’s experience of sadness. No
mention is made that perhaps the poem would be a better one if the reader were allowed to experience sadness as
well. But Sweeney and Williams know that for this to happen abstract words would have to be used, and that the
employment of such would limit the poet’s authority.
I have included this background material in order to put into context the main argument of this article. My main
contention is that the meaning of any written text, but in particular poetry, is ultimately decided upon by the
individual reader, either unconsciously or by volition. By “volition” I mean the conscious determination of the reader
to decide upon any one of a number of associations the words and phrases of any given sentence suggest, and to
choose this particular association as the constituent of meaning despite its being the less obvious or appropriate
choice (in comparison to the others) given the complete denotative meaning the sentence’s lexis implies. This sort of
practice is possible because the poetic text is without intentionality: both in the sense of having no meaning
inherently, and of the impossibility of its having an authorial intent conferred upon it.

In his essay ‘From Work to Text’ (1971), Roland Barthes describes the author as not being the main producer of the
text, or even in a position to be identified with it. He does not hold the commonsense view that the author is the
controlling factor in the production of language for the text. He sees the author as a product of the text, whose
presence is only one aspect, among many others, that comprise the text’s totality. To Barthes, literary texts are
systems of meaning that are comprised of multiple discourses that are multi-layered in their arrangement. Because
this multiplicity is irreducible to a single fixed meaning, a particular reading of a text may elevate one aspect and
privilege it as having a central meaning. Barthes views meaning as being engendered by language, and it is language
and experience that engenders meaning. The potential for a literary text to produce a multiplicity of meanings is
realised through the linguistic permutations available in the text, and subject to the reading context and the
individual reader. Viewed in this way, then, a text has a plurality of meaning, and is open to repeated readings and
interpretations.
This inability of the text as a source of stable and finite meanings is the reason that there has not emerged a
consensus in literary criticism. Instead, the history of literary criticism is one of diversity and change; in which
successive critics have offered radically different readings of the same work. The assumption that there is a meaning
embedded in the text and that it can be discerned at a single glance (as if the text was a clear window through which
meaning could be perceived directly, in some sort of total and categorical form) is simply not the case. When we read
a text we are not, as Stanley Fish points out in his essay ‘Interpreting the Variorum’ (1976), “simply reading”. For
Fish, “simply reading” is impossibility as it implies the possibility of disinterested perception: and, as we all know,
perception is anything but disinterested.

David Bleich, in Readings and Feelings (1978) and Subjective Criticism (1978), champions the creative powers of the
reader. He says that because ‘the object of observation appears changed by the act of observation, knowledge is
made by people and not found’. He believes writing about literature should not involve suppressing readers’
individual concerns, anxieties, passions and enthusiasms because ‘each person’s most urgent motivations are to
understand himself’. And as a response to a literary work always helps us find out something about ourselves,
introspection and spontaneity are to be encouraged. Every act of response, he says, reflects the shifting motivations
and perceptions of the reader at the moment of reading, and even the most idiosyncratic and autobiographical
response to the text should be heard sympathetically. In this way the reader is able to construct, or create, a personal
exegesis by utilizing the linguistic permutations inherent in the text to construct units of meaning constituted from a
predominantly autobiographical frame of reference.
The bulk of modern mainstream poetry is no longer about reader identification but about author communication.
These poems are written merely to convey the poet’s thoughts and feelings about a specific event, situation or place
he or she has experienced. The poet is not necessarily concerned with whether the reader is moved or not by the
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poem, so long as he or she understands clearly the message the poet is trying to convey. This message may consist of
some “important” insight gained from an experience, or it could be (as is usually the case) a jaded statement about
some mundane aspect of contemporary life. In either case, it produces extremely poor poetry.
Ezra Pound and the Romantic Ideal
First published in Postgraduate English
2007

When we consider the poetic ideas of Ezra Pound, we can discern something of their similarity to those of William
Wordsworth. Indeed, it would not be outlandish to suggest that Pound’s poetic aesthetic is a partial reformulation of
those aspects of Wordsworth’s ideas that are now considered as bearing some relation to seventieth-century
philosophical empiricism. Therefore, before looking at Pound’s theories, I will examine those of Wordsworth in order to
contextualise Pound’s aesthetic more fully.

It is becoming increasingly recognised that one of the most dominant aspects of Wordsworth’s influence is that which
derives from the philosophical empiricism upon which part of his poetic aesthetic was based. Wordsworth used this
empiricism mainly as a rationale to champion a more descriptive and discursive poetry than arguably had been
formerly the case. However, Wordsworth is not consistently empirical in the way a philosopher might aspire to be, and
there is room within this argument for the recognition of his transcendentalism.

The claim that Wordsworth is an “empiricist” poet depends on selecting certain features of his work, whether ideas
or stylistic qualities, which co-exist with other features of a different tendency: features, which, in their strongest
form, merit the description “transcendentalist”. Of course, Wordsworth is a poet, and although he may be a
philosophical poet, he is not an academic philosopher; consequently, these two seemingly unrelated aspects in his
work might be difficult to reduce to a cohesive conceptual system. In any case, the separation between the “empiricist”
and the “transcendentalist” has long been recognised as by no means complete. W. J. Bate, in From Classic to Romantic,
demonstrated the links between empiricist ideas and Romantic theories of imagination not only in Wordsworth, but
also in Coleridge and Keats. Consequently, all that can be claimed for here is to recognise and isolate a tendency, rather
than to make a claim about the essential character of Wordsworth’s work. However, it remains true to say that, even
when “empiricism” ceases to have much relationship to Wordsworth’s central purposes, he is still a poet who
displays deference for things as they are, and who is relatively opposed to thefantastic.
Before I continue, I think it necessary to explain the way that the term “empiricism” will be used in this essay. The
term is to be understood in its relation to the philosophical empiricism of Berkeley, Locke and Hume: which can be
stated as the doctrine that all knowledge derives from experience. Anthony Easthope defines empiricism as ‘the
epistemological belief that the real can be experienced and understood more or less directly by the unprejudiced
observer’. 1 He identifies empiricism as functioning ‘in a scenario with three terms, these governing the object, the
means of representation and the subject’. 2 He then elaborates upon each of these terms:
(1) The object is assumed as existing in a real that is supposedly pregiven.

(2) [. . .] In principle, discourse is transparent so that the only problem for knowledge is, as it were, to
go and look and see what things are there.
(3) [. . .] subject and object are joined reciprocally, so that the [. . .] subject and the [. . .] real correspond
to each other. In that the [. . .] subject is [. . .] not constructed but always already merely there as the
subject of or for knowledge/experience.3

Although there are philosophical niceties in the work of Berkeleyand Hume that might lead one to object to the use of the
word “real”, Easthope’s description is fair to the practical affects ofempiricism.
That Wordsworth is a poet in whose work visual precision and description is of fundamental importance can no
longer be held in doubt. In Wordsworth: A Philosophical Approach, Melvin Rader says of him:
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His mind was distinguished by the combination of very sharp perception and very intense subjectivity.
[…] But no less remarkable was the acuteness of his sensory perceptions. In his old age he remarked
with justifiable pride: ‘I have hardly ever known anyone but myself who had a true eye for nature’. This
minute accuracy of his visual and auditory impressions was preserved by a most retentive memory.4

This aspect of his writing procedure is promoted in the titles of many of his poems such as: ‘Suggested by the view of
Lancaster Castle’; ‘Who fancied what a pretty sight’; ‘On seeing a Needlecase in the Form of a Harp’; ‘When looking at
the present face of things’ and Descriptive Sketches. Indeed, it was the visual precision and descriptiveness in
Wordsworth’s poetry that so enamoured Coleridge, in their early relationship. In Coleridge’s Philosophy of Nature, J.
A. Appleyard notes that while listening to Wordsworth’s poetry a realisation that occurred to Coleridge was that, ‘it
was possible to describe nature with a fresh simplicity and exactness that surpassed anything he had thought
possible’. 5 This fidelity to nature was important to Wordsworth because for him nature was the interface between the
material world and the spiritual, and he believed that by describing it accurately in poetry two things would be
possible. The first would be, as Robert Langbaum says in The Modern Spirit, to ‘show the spiritual significance of the
world, to show that we evolve a soul or identity through experience’. 6 The second, because the mind that perceives
nature is ‘itself part of the nature it perceives’, it is possible for us to have confidence ‘in the reality of ourselves and the
external world’. 7 These two beliefs formed the main thrust of his poetic concerns, and much of his writing and
poetry can be seen as an apologia for them.
David Pirie, in William Wordsworth: The Poetry of Grandeur and of Tenderness, comments that, ‘instead of concocting
imaginary worlds for our diversion’, Wordsworth, ‘directs us back to the one world which is real’. 8 In ‘Techniques of
Truth in the Poetry of William Wordsworth and Ezra Pound’, Geoffrey Clifford Jaggs notes that, ‘his interest is not in
language for itself, but as a means to an end. That end is an irreducibly empiricist one: we are of the earth, our nature
bound up in the larger nature that sustains us’. 9 Of the poems in Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth writes, ‘I have at all times
endeavoured to look steadily at my subject, consequently, I hope that there is in these poems little falsehood of
description’. 10 In a letter to his sister concerning Dryden he writes:
That his cannot be the language of imagination must have necessarily followed from this. That there is not
a single image from Nature in the whole body of his works; and in his translation from Vergil, whenever
Vergil can be fairly said to have had his eye upon his subject, Dryden always spoils the passage.11

In the dedication to Robert Jones at the beginning of Descriptive Sketches Wordsworth writes:

You will meet with few images without recollecting the spot where we observed them together;
consequently, whatever is feeble in my design, or spiritless in my colouring, will be amply supplied by
your memory. 12

The two key words here are ‘observed’ and ‘memory’. For Wordsworth memory is accurate observation replicated in
the present. He calls upon Jones to overlook any faults in the poetic structure and evocation of feeling confident that the
accurate description of the natural settings will rekindle hismemory.

The 1802 Preface and Appendix to Lyrical Ballads, and the 1798 ‘Advertisement’ for it are pregnant with instances of
Wordsworth’s favouring of the capacity for describing things experienced. In the Preface of 1802, Wordsworth writes:
The principle object, then, [. . .] was to choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or
describe them, [. . .] in a selection of language really used by men, and, at the same time, to throw over
them a certain colouring of imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in an
unusual aspect (Emphasis added). 13

It is noticeable that he links the recording of sense data with the act of “imagining” as if they existed in a natural
syllogistic unity. This conception of the imagination is not what might seem to us the “common-sense” one: that
imagination flourishes not because we have things (images, objects etc.) presented to us phenomenologically but,
rather, because of their absence which forces us to imagine them in our mind’s eye. Here, Wordsworth is advocating the
use of imagination to shore up reality to make more explicit what has been seen. This is a form of defamiliarisation,
which is indicative of much descriptive poetry.
In The Romantic Predicament, Geoffrey Thurley says, ‘In Romantic art the motifs (things, people, houses) themselves
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stand forth as content: they do not “mean” anything else, they are not in that sense symbolic or allegoric’. 14 Although
Thurley is correct regarding the paucity of connotation in Romantic semantic usage, it should not be overlooked that
Wordsworth, in particular, did indeed think of phenomena as symbolic, in the sense that they represent objectively what
exists spiritually. Like Coleridge, he regards phenomena as a veil that enshrouds a superior reality normally
imperceptible. In this sense, his poetry can be seen as a mimesis of the “unseen”. Coleridge concedes as much in ‘This
Lime-Tree Bower MyPrison’:
On the wide landscape, gaze till all doth seem
Less gross than bodily; and of such hues
As veil the Almighty Spirit, when yet he makes
Spirits perceive his presence.15

Wordsworth is advocating, not so much to obviate the need for symbolism altogether, but a new use for it. He wants to
apply something equivalent to the old symbology: to travel in an indirect route to make objects emblematic. However, to
do this he has to increasingly depend upon the particular, as this is the only gateway to the spiritual.

When we examine the critical reaction to the Romantics in the wake of the growing acceptance of Modernism in the
early twentieth century, we find that the majority of criticism is hostile to Wordsworth and many other romantic
poets. This criticism is largely aimed at the transcendental and metaphysical aspects of Romanticism rather than its
empirical dimensions. F. R. Leavis, for instance, criticised Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind’ for what he saw as its
confused imagery due to Shelley’s ‘weak grasp upon the actual’. 16 Edward Larrissy lists the romantic qualities
deprecated by Modernists as being ‘discursiveness, the emphasis on personality, the use of the language of the
emotions and the aesthetic ideal of organic form’. 17 In their place, Modernists privileged ‘impersonality, directness of
presentation and [. . .] the analogy of mechanical or sculptural form, as opposed to organic form’. 18 Moreover, T. S.
Eliot’s mentor, Irving Babbitt, saw Romanticism’s foregrounding of the spontaneous and the individualistic, coupled
with its philosophical thought, as being negatively influential upon modern democratic society. In Rousseau and
Romanticism, he says that these romantic principles lead ‘to an anarchistic individualism that tends in turn to destroy
civilisation’. 19
George Bornstein in his Introduction to Romantic and Modern: Revaluations of Literary Tradition explains the Modernist
reaction to Romanticism thus:
Modernist criticism often conflated strong, early Romanticism with its later and weaker derivatives.
Early twentieth-century writers understandably attacked the debased Romanticism around them and then
read their objections to its tone, conventions, and world view back onto the high Romantics.20

The result of this was to create a false perception among Modernist writers and critics that there was a permanent
fracture between Romanticism and Modernism. In reality, however, there was no such breach. The actual richness of
description present in Wordsworth, for instance, was sustained through Symbolist poetry and into Modernist poetry.
Although the ideas behind Symbolist poetry were born of mystical and spiritual concerns that had little to do with the
empiricism (if not the transcendentalism) of Wordsworth, the sensuous aspects of Symbolist poetry itself (divorced
from its theory) were much praised byModernists such as Ezra Pound who said, ‘In Rimbaud the image stands clean,
unencumbered by non-functioning words’. 21

Pound who is often considered as important in advocating a break from the modalities of Romantic practice in actuality
was more charitable to these modes. His real focus of attack was not so much aimed at Romanticism as at the stylistic
flourishes of late Victorian poetry. Although it is certainlytrue that on many occasions he was critical of the Romantics, it
should be noted that this was not because he disagreed with their poetical ideals and practice but, rather, because
they typified for him establishment poetry. This is actually were the radicalism of Pound finds its voice. Hugh
Witemeyer expresses this view in his essay ‘Walter Savage Landor and Ezra Pound’:
Pound reacted specifically to a late Victorian reading of the Romantics which enshrined Wordsworth
and Keats with Milton and Tennyson in a pantheon of stylistic and social respectability. This ‘cult of the
innocuous’ impeded the acceptanceof the modern poetrywhich Pound’s circle was creating.22

Witemeyer further states:
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Pound’s strategy was to offer a deliberately subversive reading of literary history intended to shock
received opinion. […] If Wordsworth, Keats, and Tennyson had been made respectable establishment
figures whose influence was grown oppressive, then they had to be undermined and blasted to make
way for the new poetry.23

Of Pound’s omission of any reference to Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake in his The ABC of Reading while giving
space to Browning, Crabbe, Landor and Beddoes, Witemeyer says:
This emphasis is no mere Browningesque obsession with scriptores ignoti, the unknown secondary
artists of the period. It is a revolutionary effort to establish a heritage for a literary counter-culture.24

That Witemeyer’s analysis is reasonable is supported by Pound’s respect for Wordsworth’s poetic empiricism.
Herbert N. Schneidau says that Pound, despite his, ‘dismissal of Wordsworth as a “silly old sheep” still grudgingly
ascribed to him “an unquestionable genius, […] for presentation of natural detail”‘. 25

Moreover, that Pound not only shared Wordsworth’s fascination with objects but also his partiality towards prose as
superior to poetic artifice is illustrated in the following: ‘In a curious extension of their parallel attacks on “poetic
diction”, each [he and Wordsworth] offered prose as a model for good poetry’. 26 Schneidau then quotes the
following lines from Wordsworth’s 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads:
There neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose and metrical
composition […] some of the most interesting parts of the best poems will be found to be strictly the
language of prose when prose is well written.27

Then comments, ‘With this we may compare Pound’s belief in the “prose tradition in verse”, hisdictum that poetry
must be “as well written as prose”, and so on’. 28 Indeed, Pound’s comment in a letter dated 4 February 1913 to Alice
Corbin Henderson (the Associate Editor of Poetry) on one of her poems is, ‘Your most obvious superficial fault is that
you invert, and in various ways disturb the natural prose order of the words’. 29 Adding, ‘Every alteration of this sort,
that is not made for definite and worthy reason weakens the impact’. 30 Moreover, to William Carlos Williams on the 19
December 1913 with regard to Williams’s poem ‘La Flor’ he warns, ‘Your syntax still strays occasionally from the
simple order of natural speech’. 31 In a Preface (dated 1914) for Lionel Johnson’s Poetical Works Pound writes:
Now Lionel Johnson cannot be shown to be in accord with our present doctrines and ambitions. His
language is a bookish dialect, or rather it is not a dialect, it is a curial speech, and our aim is natural speech,
the language as spoken. We desire the words of poetry to follow the natural order. We would write
nothing that we might not say actuallyin life－under emotion.32

This advocacy of a style stripped of late Victorian artifice and geared towards a communicative functionality is
similar to Wordsworth’s plea for a plainer poetic language. Moreover, in his essay ‘A Retrospect’, Pound echoes
Wordsworth further, advising aspiring poets to:
Use no superfluous word, no adjective which does not reveal something. Don’t use such expressions as
“dim lands of peace”. It dulls the image. It mixes an abstraction with the concrete. It comes from the
writer’s not realising that the natural object is always the adequate symbol.33

Even W. B. Yeats saw some value in this approach when he said that Pound ‘helps me to get back to the definite and
concrete, away from modern abstractions’. 34

In ‘How to Read’, Pound laments the advent of ‘the loose use of words’ 35 that appeared during the Renaissance and
which replaced what he saw as the more precise language of the medieval period:
What the renaissance gained in direct examination of natural phenomena, it in part lost in losing the
feel and desire for exact descriptive terms. I mean that the medieval mind had little but words to deal
with, and it was more careful in its definitions and verbiage. It did not define a gun in terms that would just
as well define an explosion, nor explosions in terms that would define triggers.36

Furthermore, in the same essay, he writes:

13

One “moves” the reader only by clarity. In depicting the motions of the “human heart” the durability of
the writing depends on the exactitude. […] It is as important for the purpose of thought to keep
language efficient as it is in surgery to keep tetanus bacilli out of one’s bandages.37

In The A B C of Reading, he writes: ‘Good writers are those who keep the language efficient. That is to say, keep it
accurate, keep it clear’. 38 In addition, in the same book he praises Homer’s descriptive verity:
The sheer literary qualities in Homer are such that a physician has written a book to prove that Homer
must have been an army doctor. (When he describes certain blows and their effect, the wounds are said to
be accurate, and the descriptions fit for coroner’s inquest.) 39

Additionally, he says that Catullus is in some ways better than Sappho is ‘for his economy of words’. 40 Whilst
admitting Ovid’s unevenness as a writer Pound, nevertheless, recognises that: ‘He is clear.His verse is as lucid as prose’.
41
In ‘A Retrospect’, the first two of Pound’s three principles of poetryare:
(1) Direct treatment of the “thing” whether subjective of objective.
(2) To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation. 42

These principles are echoed in his letters such as the one to publisher Harriet Monroe in October 1912:

This is the sort of American stuff that I can show here and in Paris without its being ridiculed. Objective
－no slither; direct－no excessive use of adjectives, no metaphors that won’t permit examination.43

In addition to his three principles of poetry in ‘A Retrospect’ are his three categories of poetry in ‘How to Read’. The
first he calls Melopoeia where the words are charged with a musical property ‘over and above their plain meaning’. 44
The second is Phanopœia, which corresponds to the commonsense notion we have of imagination: ‘a casting of images
upon visual imagination’. 45 The third is Logopœia that ‘employs words not only for their direct meaning’ but also for
‘ironical play’. 46 The first category relies upon sound (internal/external), the second on vision (internal) and the
third on semantics. All three are essential to poetry. Yet, Pound seems to have reservations about the last when he
calls it a ‘most tricky and undependable mode’. 47 This is presumably because its possibilities for ‘ironical play’ allow
for a less precise hermeneutic.
However, it was not always this way with Pound, as the following passage from Paul Smith’s Pound Revised makes
clear:
What I think principally emanates from late-nineteenth-century verse, and what Pound’s early work
reduplicates, is precisely a concern for the artifice of poetic production and an ensuing respect for the
autonomy of the language of poetry: both of these elements enter Pound’s writing in a much more solid
and formative manner than do any of the superficial elements that the critics point to. Whereas these early
stylistic and thematic influences have most often been extirpated (or considerably refined) by the time of
the Cantos, what does remain as an upshot for Pound’s entire creative output is the question of the
condition and status of autonomous poetic language.48

And he cites Pound’s ‘Cino’ as ‘a poem overtly concerned with the terms of its own production’ 49 saying that the
poem’s language, ‘is allowed to be aware of itself and of its many layers and registers within the poem’s genesis －
aware, indeed, of its whole role in the production of meanings’. 50 Smith points out that Swinburne’s ‘refusal to allow
writing to be subservient to the expression of poetic reflection and impression’ was influential on early Pound 51:
What the young Pound learned from him, then, can be said to lie precisely in this trenchant attitude to
the very materiality of writing, its activity.52

Pound’s lesson from Swinburne, then, far from being an overt thematic one, resides in the recognition
of the materiality of language and its tendency to break the barriers of that view of poetry which wishes to
see language as simply a vehicle.53

The reflexive strain in his early writings lays great emphasis on the particular qualities of poetic language
and poetic technique－on the materialityof languageand generalpoeticprocedures.54

14

Smith’s general contention is that by 1915 Pound suppressed his ‘recognition of the primacy of poetic materiality’, 55
preferring instead to redevelop ‘a notion of the master craftsman (with both words of the phrase carrying their
weight) in order to defuse the power of poetic materiality’. 56 Smith says:
It is with the distinctions that this new category allows him that Pound begins to redefine poetry so that
materiality will finally not distort substance － in other words, to build a stronger vehicle for whatever
substance the poet might wish to communicate.57

Smith explains this sea change in the following way:

The early poems had obviously served as an arena for experimentation […]. But the fate of most of this
early work was excision from the canon, on the grounds that such writing can say ‘nothing in particular’.
[…] And so in his Imagist and Vorticist periods he embarks upon a programme designed to efface the
power of the signifier and replace it with a controlled and mastered language－one which supposedly
can come into unambiguous contact with the truth of the world.58

In conclusion, he says:

Pound’s Imagism, then, relies on a belief that a certain technique in language will allow language to
embody the world and become efficiently denotative, capable of reproducing an external origin quite
simply. As David Simpson puts it, this involves a ‘realist’ poetry which ‘stands in an authoritarian
relationship to its readers. It demands reception, it does not invite or necessitate interpretation’. 59

It would appear, then, according to Smith, that Pound’s participation in “the revolution of the word” was motivated by
a desire for his poetry to be accepted within the traditional literary canon of the day. Consequently, he abandoned his
earlier mode of writing in favour of that which he recognised as more acceptable to this literary establishment. Any
such writing, of course, would have to deny the materiality of language, preferring instead to focus on language’s
denotative aspect － an aspect that, as Simpson infers, results in a poetics grounded in an autocratic denial of
hermeneutic plurality.
Perhaps Pound’s rejection of poetic artifice was also due to his reading of Ernest Fenollosa’s Essay on the Chinese
Written Character.60 In The A B C of Reading, Pound says that Fenollosa was attempting to ‘explain the Chinese
ideograph [ideogram] as a means of transmission and registration of thought’. 61 In doing so he,
got to the root of the matter, to the root of the difference between what is valid in Chinese thinking and
invalid or misleading in a great deal of European thinking and language.62

Pound expresses European thinking as follows:

In Europe, if you ask a man to define anything, his definition always moves away from the simple things
that he knows perfectly well, it recedes into an unknown region, that is a region of remoter and
progressively remoter abstraction.63

In contrast to this,

Fenollosa emphasises the method of science, ‘which is the method of poetry’, as distinct from that of
‘philosophic discussion’, and is the way the Chinese go about it in their ideograph or abbreviated
picture writing.64

The Chinese ideograph unlike the Egyptian method of using ‘abbreviated pictures to represent sounds’ 65 uses,

abbreviated pictures AS pictures, that is to say, Chinese ideogram does not try to be the picture of a sound,
or to be a written sign recalling a sound, but it is still the picture of a thing; of a thing in a given position
or relation, or of a combination of things. It means the thing or the action or the situation, or quality
germane to the several things that itpictures.66
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In this way Fenollosa,

was telling how and why a language written in this way simply HAD TO STAY POETIC; simply couldn’t
help being and staying poetic in a way that a column of English type might very well not stay poetic.67

An obvious objection to Fenollosa’s theory is that it is truer of visual art than literature. Pound unwittingly hints at this
when he writes: ‘This is nevertheless the RIGHT WAY to study poetry, or literature, or painting. It is in fact the way
the more intelligent members of the general public DO study painting’. 68
However, another objection can be found. Jaggs draws our attention to Smith’s main criticism of Pound that he
quotes from the same book by Smith to which I refer above:
Language for [Pound] has the innate ability to close the gap between its signifier and its signified and so
refer directly to the referent … the fundamental Poundian metaphor … assumes that language is coextensive, analogous and co-operative with the natural world. This … is thereby reductive of language
and/or the natural world to a tautology: the signifier is limited, chained not to another signifier but to the
functional expression of the natural world.69

In light of the foregoing examination of Pound’s poetic aesthetic, it is reasonable to suggest that Pound rather than
being a progressive force in poetry was in actuality a rather conservative figure. This can be seen further if we look at his
connection to the Edwardian poet Edward Thomas. Andrew Motion in The Poetry of Edward Thomas views Thomas’s as
foreshadowing in a more discreet manner innovations made more explicit in Modernist works.70 Motion sees Thomas as
writing, ‘slightly to the left of centre－drawing much from the Georgians but also anticipating the Modernists in several
important respects’. 71 He argues that, ‘the Imagists’ juxtaposition of miniature fragments, and the Modernists’
generous use of collage and montage, both find their discreet counterpart in his [Thomas’s] poems’. 72 Motion then
analyses Thomas’s poem ‘The Long Small Room’, saying that it is,
typical of the way in which he [Thomas] refers to a variety of objects with such quick clarity that
orthodox pictorial and narrative techniques are replaced by what one of his earliest reviewers called
‘disconnected impressions’.73

Here is the poem:

The long small room that showed willows in the west
Narrowed up to the end the fireplace filled,
Although not wide. I liked it. No one guessed
What need or accident made them so build.
Only the moon, the mouse, and the sparrow peeped
In from the ivy round the casement thick.
Of all they saw and heard there they shall keep
The tale for the old ivy and older brick.

When I look back I am like moon, sparrow, and mouse
That witnessed what they could never understand
Or alter or prevent in the dark house.
One thing remains the same--this is my right hand
Crawling crab-like over the clean white page,
Resting awhile each morning on the pillow,
Then once more starting to crawl on towards age.
The hundred last leaves stream upon the willow. 74

Motion notes that ‘the sense of insecurity and isolation conveyed here [in this poem] in visual terms appears
elsewhere [in other poems] in linguistic ones’. 75 That the visual is foregrounded in this poem is obvious but he fails
to direct us to examples of the latter (the linguistic terms) in Thomas’s other poems.
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He also acknowledges the retrograde tendencies inherent in Modernist poetry－tendencies that arguably have their
genesis in Romantic roots. Quoting Amy Lowell’s six attributes of Imagist poetry, listed in her anthology Some Imagist
Poets, Motion writes:
The fact that these aims are sufficiently indeterminate to describe not only Thomas but a wide variety of
authors suggests that strict Imagists were not espousing entirely new principles, but isolating a number
of old ones and thereby making them seem unfamiliar. Imagism, inother words, is a matter of selection
and amplification. The same can also be said of full-fledged Modernism, which shares many of its
strategies.76

Indeed, Thomas approved of Pound’s Personae because unlike the florid style of the late Victorians it contained ‘no
golden words shot with meaning; a temperate use of images and none far fetched’. 77 Thomas’s praise for what can
only be described as a Wordsworthian plainness of speech contributes to a confirmation of the largely unbroken link
between the old and the “new” poetic, which Pound and Lowell failed to recognise. It is appropriate that such praise
should come from a poet whose poetic aesthetic prompted him to write in defence of it: ‘A poem of the old kind has a
simple fundamental meaning which every sane reader can agree upon; above and beyond this each one builds as he can
or must’. 78 As we have seen, Pound would have agreed with such a view.
In this essay I have attempted to show that the poetic ideas of Ezra Pound have similarities to the poetic ideas of
William Wordsworth, especially with regard to Wordsworth’s advocating a naturalistic and descriptive mode of
poetic writing that became the principal style of poetry for the rest of the nineteenth century and the greater part of
the twentieth. Additionally, the essay has argued that the received opinion that Pound’s poetical radicalism was
largely motivated by his antipathy to Romantic poetry is somewhat exaggerated. Rather his radicalism was the result
of his reaction to the stylistic excesses of late Victorian poetry, and as such can be paralleled with Wordsworth’s
reaction to the stylistic excesses of late seventeenth-century poetry. To this extent, Pound’s poetic ideas can be seen
as a continuation of certain Romantic ideals in poetry; ideals primarily articulated by Wordsworth, having been
developed from seventeenth-century empiricist philosophy.
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Multiple Registers, Intertextuality and Boundaries of Interpretation in Veronica Forrest-Thompson
First published in Shadowtrain
2007

In the ‘The Death of the Author’ Roland Barthes says that a text is, ‘not a line of words releasing a single [. . .]
meaning but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash’.1 ‘The
reader’, he says, ‘is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them
being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination’.2 In light of this, the use of multiple registers and
intertextuality in poetry can be seen as the systematic outworking of this more general observation about language
and texts.
We can see something of this in the poetry of Veronica Forrest-Thomson, were we find copious instances of her use
of multiple registers and intertextuality. In her poem, ‘The Garden of Proserpine’ the use of multiple registers,
particularly in close juxtaposition, can bee seen in the following stanza:
And, O, many-toned, immortal Aphrodite,
Lend me thy girdle.
You can spare it for an hour or so
Until Zeus has got back his erection.3

We see here the use of the rhetorical device of apostrophe, which is now considered archaic but was frequently used
in elegiac and epic poetry to invoke the presence of the dead or that of a muse. Here it serves a similar function, as
the goddess of love, Aphrodite, is summoned to assist the speaker in matters of love. The syntax of the first two lines
is noticeably archaic, containing words such as, ‘many-toned’, ‘immortal’, ‘thy’, ‘girdle’ and the single capitalised
letter ‘O’. This is in sharp contrast with the second two lines with their twentieth-century colloquial register and
comic bathos.

The juxtaposition of these two discordant registers draws attention to the artifice involved in their construction, and
connects the Elizabethan concept of courtly love to its modern equivalent of unrequited love, which is being alluded
to by the use of the girdle, with its associations of sexuality, seduction and denial. The speaker (who I will imagine as
a female) is calling upon Aphrodite to rectify her loveless situation by conferring upon her the power of sexual
attraction. Other juxtapositions of discordant registers in the poem are:
I lie alone. I am aweary, aweary,
I would that I were dead.
Be my partner and you’ll never regret it.4

In lines one and two we have the archaism, and in line three the colloquialism. Interestingly, the register of the first
line is redolent of lines written by Elizabethan male poets. Such lines as ‘Come, Sleep!, O Sleep!, the certain knot of
peace’, and ‘Weep no more, nor sigh, nor groan’ by Philip Sidney and John Fletcher, respectively, have the same
jaded response to life that is discernable in ‘I lie alone. I am aweary, aweary’. The colloquial third line with its
modern contraction (‘you’ll’) produces more bathos. As well as mixed registers in the poem, there is a mixture of
archaic and non-archaic vocabulary and phraseology. Among the archaic are: ‘the moon is sinking’, ‘Pleiades’, ‘gods’,
‘Aphrodite is also Persephone’, ‘queen of love and death’. The non-archaic include: ‘time runs on she said’, ‘stick
together’, they make a strong combination’, ‘so just make him love me again’, ‘you good old triple goddess of tight
corners’, ‘and leave me to deal with gloomy Dis’, ‘we all know better’, ‘love kills people and the police can’t do
anything to stop it’.
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With regard to her intertextuality in ‘The Garden of Proserpine’, mythical and literary figures are mentioned.
Aphrodite, Zeus, Pleiades, Dis, Sappho, Shakespeare, Swinburne, Tennyson, Eliot, Sophocles, Euripides and Aeschylus
are all brought into play. However, it is unimportant whether the reader knows who they are. It is enough that they
appear. They function as intertextual metonymic ciphers to be appropriated by the reader for his or her own
personal exegesis. If the reader is aware that Aphrodite is the goddess given by Zeus in marriage to Hephaestus, or
that Dis is the Roman name for Hades, the god of the underworld, all well and good. However, it is not essential
information.

A perhaps overlooked paradox in Forrest-Thompson’s poetic is that although the above devices facilitate the “extratextual” possibilities of a text, her views on poetic interpretation are surprisingly conservative. Despite her interest
in “non-meaningful” elements of language,5 she still regards the text as the ultimate arbiter of meaning, hence her
criticism of David Gascoyne’s ‘The Rites of Hysteria’ as being meaningless because, ‘the formal levels exercise no
control, so that one cannot tell how the external world is filtered through the language of the poem’.6 Moreover,
whilst accepting the fact that readers will inevitably use their imaginations with regard to their appreciation of the
text, in the following statement she qualifies the degree to which imagination is to be used:
The reader must, of course, use his imagination; that is what poetry is for. But he must use it to free
himself from the fixed forms of thought which ordinary language imposes on our minds, not to deny the
strangeness of poetry by inserting it in some non-poetic area: his own mind, the poet’s mind, or any
non-fictional situations.7

By setting up a dubious opposition between poetry and a so-called ‘non-poetic area’ she is redefining poetry as that
which can only operate textually. In this sense, her poetic has similarities to that of New Criticism.

Furthermore, by including the reader’s ‘own mind’ in the latter category, she is placing unnecessary boundaries on
the hermeneutical activities of readers. Something of this can be inferred from what Brian Kim Stefans writes in his
article, ‘Veronica Forrest-Thomson and High Artifice’:
Forrest-Thomson writes that some sort of interpretive activity must occur on a conventional level, yet
she writes that “bad Naturalization” occurs when critics or readers rush in to paste very specific
narrative or emotional tags on every word-event (or “image-complex” in her terms) of a poem, as in the
example of a critic who wrote that a line by Max Jacob － Dahlia! dahlia! que Dahlia lia’ － leaves the
reader ‘with an incongruous picture of Dalila tying up drooping dahlias’. Anyone who has flipped
through a mediocre book of criticism (or even frankly myopic one, such as The Last Avant-Garde) about
a complex poet, whether Modernist or not, has been left with disappointing, overdetermined readings
like this one.8

Nevertheless, it may be enquired in response to this: What is particularly wrong with critics and readers doing this?
Who is the final arbiter of meaning in a poem anyway? For Forrest-Thompson to suggest a limit to poetic
interpretation is something that is more in keeping with the poetic of I. A. Richards.
In Richards’s Practical Criticism, among his list of ten “difficulties” of criticism, the third and fourth deal with
imagery and mnemonic irrelevances respectively. With regard to the former he says:
But images are erratic things; lively images aroused in one mind need have no similarity to the equally
lively images stirred by the same line of poetry in another, and neither set need have anything to do
with any images which may have existed in the poet’s mind. Here is a troublesome source of critical
deviations.9

Of mnemonic irrelevances he writes:

These are misleading effects of the reader’s being reminded of some personal scene or adventure,
erratic associations, the interference of emotional reverberations from a past which may have nothing
to do with the poem.10

The first half of Practical Criticism details the results of a survey Richards conducts with his students. His method
was to hand out sheets of poems (withholding their authorship) to these students and to ask them to write detailed
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reports on what they thought of these poems. The poems are numbered 1 to 13. Of poem 11, he received this
response from one of its readers:
Outside of the mood, I felt no real personal connection, no personal emotion. If they had been my words
winging on, or my closest friend’s－if he had alluded to my death, or let me apply it so－I should have
felt it more deeply (Richards’s emphasis).11

Whilst Richards acknowledges the validity of such a response he is cautious as to its universal applicability:

The dangers are that the recollected feelings may overwhelm and distort the poem and that the reader
may forget that the evocation of somewhat similar feelings is probably only a part of the poem’s
endeavour.12

Whilst I am not trying to draw a direct parallel between Richards’s poetic and Forrest-Thompson’s, I do see a
common trajectory towards an attempt to stabilise poetic texts.
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Ambiguity and Abstraction in Bob Dylan’s Lyrics
First published in Isis
2007

To many people contemporary poetry is a turn-off. The reason for this is that the majority of these poems are boring.
They are so because they fail to enable people to identify with them. The bulk of modern poetry is no longer about
reader identification but about information transfer, information that could just as easily be conveyed in a prose
form. These poems are written merely to convey the poet’s thoughts and feelings about a specific event, situation or
place he or she has experienced or is in the act of experiencing. The poet is not necessarily concerned with whether
the reader is moved or not by the poem, so long as he or she understands clearly the information the poet is trying to
convey. This may consist of some “important” insight gained from an experience, or it could be (as is usually the case)
a prosaic statement or commentary about some commonplace aspect of contemporary life.
The popular song at its best, however, does more than this. It excites both the imagination and emotions; it enables
you to unlock your own highly personal box of images, memories, connections and associations. This is most readily
evidenced in the songs of Bob Dylan. Even the most perfunctory of his songs is able to do this to a greater extent than
most “serious” poetry. This is because his songs (and to a lesser extent songs in general) frequently utilise imprecise
and abstract statements rather than particular and specific ones. Contemporary poetry, on the other hand, does the
exact opposite of this: it utilises particular and specific statements rather than imprecise and abstract ones. This
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aversion to abstraction grew out of the influence of Ezra Pound, who advocated a poetry that contained no abstract
words or statements, and whose advice on poetic composition was to,
use no superfluous word, no adjective which does not reveal something. Don’t use such expressions as
“dim lands of peace”. It dulls the image. It mixes an abstraction with the concrete. It comes from the
writer’s not realising that the natural object is always the adequate symbol.

This poetic ethos is still drummed into students in schools and poetry workshops throughout the world.

This hostility to abstraction can be seen in Mathew Sweeney and John Hartley Williams’s Teach Yourself: Writing
Poetry:
Many people still think that high-flown, abstract words give greater resonance to their writing, but
vagueness is always a consequence of using abstract words. We would go further－abstractions should
be avoided because they verge on the meaningless. If you think of the word “sadness”, for example, all
you get is a blur in your head. If, on the other hand, you ransack your memory and fix on an experience
that was a truly sad one, and tell people about this experience, your listeners will not have to take your
word for it that you experienced sadness. They’ll know because you’ve shown them.

Here we can see enacted the aesthetic of the author as the final arbiter of meaning. Sweeney and Williams place value
only on the poet’s feelings. The reader, for them, is merely a passive witness to the poet’s experience of sadness. No
mention is made that perhaps the poem would be a better one if the reader were allowed to experience sadness also.
The limitations of such poetry are plain to see if we compare a contemporary mainstream poem with a verse from a
Bob Dylan song. First the “poetry”－’Night Shift’ by Simon Armitage:
Once again I have missed you by moments;
steam hugs the rim of the just-boiled kettle,
water in the pipes finds its own level.
In another room there are other signs

of someone having left: dust, unsettled
by the sweep of the curtains; the clockwork

contractions of the paraffin heater.
For weeks now we have come and gone, woken
in empty acres of bedding, written
lipstick love-notes on the bathroom mirror
and in this space we have worked and paid for
we have found ourselves, but lost each other.
Upstairs, at least, there is understanding
in things more telling than lipstick kisses;

the air, still hung with spores of your hairspray;
body-heat stowed in the crumpled duvet.

Of this sort of poem, Richard Caddel and Peter Quartermain write in their Introduction to Other British Poetries Since
1970 that ‘in each case the typical poem is a closed, monolineal utterance, demanding little of the reader but passive
consumption’. What we have in Armitage’s poem is a prosaic and descriptive piece of prose that leaves nothing to
the reader’s imagination. Apart from a loose use of rhyme and the rhetoric of the line ‘we have found ourselves, but
lost each other’ this is not, strictly speaking, poetry at all but prose configured into a rhythmic pattern. So dependent
is it on information transfer that it is easily paraphrased:
You have just left the building. So recently, in fact, that the kettle still has steam on its rim after just
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being switched off. But this is not the only sign that your departure has been recent: in the other room
the dust is still floating about from the action of the curtains you opened. Similarly, the heater you have
just turned off makes a noise, as it cools, like the regular ticking of a clock.

For weeks now we have not spent much time together because we work at different times. And because
of this inconvenient arrangement we have to sleep and wake at different times, which means that when
I wake you are not in the bed with me.
The only way we can communicate is by leaving messages of our love for each other written using your
lipstick (lipstick: because lipstick is a symbol of romance－isn’t it?) on the bathroom mirror. And isn’t
it ironic that in this home of ours (one that we have worked and paid for) we have each gained selfknowledge but, sadly, lost a certain intimacy of each other?
But back to what I was saying before: about the objects I am looking at which represent your physical
existence in this room and, by implication, your continuing existence elsewhere. For example, the scent
of your hairspray still lingers, and the bed is still warm from the heat of your body. These things remind
me of us making love and are, therefore, more sensuous indicators of our physical relationship than are
the lipstick messages I have already mentioned.

This writing style is the basis of the operating principles of much of contemporary mainstream poetry.

In contrast to this let us now look at a verse from one of Dylan’s more perfunctory songs, ‘Changing of the Guards’:
Fortune calls.
I stepped forth from the shadows to the marketplace.
Merchants and thieves, hungry for power, my last deal gone down.
She’s smelling sweet like the meadows where she was born
on midsummer’s eve, near the tower.

Nothing could be further away from Armitage’s poetry. Dylan is not afraid to generalise, for he knows that it is only
through generalisation that the reader can recognise the specific. Keats understood this when he said that a poem
‘should surprise by a fine excess, and not by singularity’ that ‘it should strike the reader as a wording of his own
highest thoughts, and appear almost as a remembrance’ (letter to John Taylor, 27 February 1818). This is simply not
possible with the poetry of Armitage. Dylan is also unafraid to mix poetic registers, instances of which are his use of
archaic phrasing such as ‘I stepped forth’, ‘smelling sweet like the meadows’ and ‘on midsummer’s eve’ alongside
the more demotic ‘last deal gone down’. This adds linguistic variety and richness while paying homage to his poetic
inheritance.

The verse states at its beginning that ‘fortune calls’, but we are not told for whom. Is it for Dylan? Is it for us, the
listeners? Is it for humanity in general? Dylan leaves the choice up to us. The verse then introduces a persona with ‘I
stepped forth from the shadows’ but this persona is not developed or elaborated upon, and we are left guessing as to
its identity. Even the word “shadows” (something Sweeney and Williams would frown upon) leaves open a myriad of
interpretive possibilities. And phrases such as ‘merchants and thieves’, and ‘hungry for power’, not only function as
specific symbols for corruption, decay and amorality, but as more general statements about the nature of the human
condition. And who is the woman who is ‘smelling sweet’? How is she like the meadows? Why is the word
“meadows” plural－how can she be born in more than one meadow? Is the meadow a meadow? If not what does it
symbolise? And what is the tower－is that symbolic?
Similarly with ‘The Wicked Messenger’, more questions are raised than answered. The first verse is:
There was a wicked messenger from Eli he did come,
with a mind that multiplied the smallest matter.
When questioned who had sent for him he answered with his thumb,
for his tongue it could not speak, but only flatter.

We note immediately the presence of ambiguity with the line: ‘from Eli he did come’. We are not told if Eli is a place
or a person. The name has biblical connotations and can easily be a person. In the Old Testament Eli was the judge
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and high priest of Israel, and even though he was a loyal follower of God, his reluctance to remove his two dishonest
sons from the priesthood resulted in disgrace. By Dylan not telling us who or what Eli is, allows us to perhaps see a
biblical reference in the name. If we take the name as referring to the biblical Eli, then we have to ask the question: If
the messenger was sent by Eli (who was faithful to God) why is he seen as being wicked? Is it because his mind
‘multiplied the smallest matter’ (possibly meaning he was neurotic), or that his ‘tongue it could not speak, but only
flatter’ (possibly meaning he was a liar)? Are these things sufficient for someone to be called wicked? Alternatively,
perhaps the messenger is wicked because there is a crudity about him－he ‘answered with his thumb’ (he gave the
finger, perhaps?). Even more mysterious is the line: ‘When questioned who had sent for him’. This alludes to the
possibility that perhaps Eli is not a person but a place, because whoever sent for the messenger was requesting it
from another geographical location than the one the messenger inhabited. If Eli is a person, then Eli would have been
the one who sent him－there would be no need for a second person to request it.
With the second verse we have:

He stayed behind the assembly hall. It was there he made his bed.
Oftentimes he could be seen returning.
Until one day he just appeared with a note in his hand which read
‘The soles of my feet, I swear they’re burning’.

From the first two lines of this verse, we get the impression that the people of the community he has entered have
shunned him, which has forced him live in less than hospitable surroundings. There is some irony in this, as his bed
is behind the assembly hall－a place that one associates with the gathering of a community, yet he has been isolated.
With the line: ‘Oftentimes he could be seen returning’, more questions are prompted. Where is he returning from? Is
it from Eli (be it a place or person)? What is the reason for the frequency of his trips to and from the community? Is
he on some secret errand－if so, for whom? When he does return from one of his trips, Dylan describes it as: ‘until
one day he just appeared’ － no one has seen him returning on this occasion. The note he is carrying which reads:
‘The soles of my feet, I swear they’re burning’, seems ominous. Does it indicate some sort of eternal judgment and
damnation for him and/or the community?
The final verse is:

Oh, the leaves began to fallin’ and the seas began to part.
And the people that confronted him were many.
And he was told but these few words which opened up his heart
‘If you cannot bring good news, then don’t bring any’.

The first two line of this verse have apocalyptic connotations. The falling leaves evocative of decay and death and the
parting seas connoting massive geological and meteorological upheavals, redolent of End Time prophesies. Such is
the message that he delivers to the community that he is confronted by them with the words: ‘If you cannot bring
good news, then don’t bring any’.
Both ‘The Changing of the Guards’ and ‘The Wicked Messenger’ utilise vagueness and ambiguity to allow the listener
to create highly individualised interpretations that are not possible with the majority of mainstream contemporary
poetry. Dylan’s oeuvre enables a high level of listener empathy and identification that the bulk of modern
mainstream poetry is unable to accomplish. Such poetry is no longer about reader identification but about author
communication.

David Bleich, in Readings and Feelings champions the creative powers of the reader. He believes writing about
literature should not involve suppressing readers’ individual concerns, anxieties, passions and enthusiasms because
‘each person’s most urgent motivations are to understand himself’. And as a response to a literary work always
helps us find out something about ourselves, introspection and spontaneity are to be encouraged. Every act of
response, he says, reflects the shifting motivations and perceptions of the reader at the moment of reading, and even
the most idiosyncratic and autobiographical response to the text should be heard sympathetically. In this way, the
reader is able to construct, or create, a personal exegesis by utilising the linguistic permutations inherent in the text
to construct units of meaning constituted from a predominantly autobiographical frame of reference.
However, there are poets who disagree: aiming to delight by pure observational descriptive accuracy. They use
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poetry in the same way a novice art student uses a pencil to draw a still life. A satisfying poem, on the other hand, is
one that enters readers’ minds and turns the key to their imagination. It enables them to find meanings and emotions
that hold a particular significance and relevance to their experience because of the process of filtration via memory.
A poem that fails to satisfy does the opposite: it tells you what it is about, the emotions you are to feel and the
understanding you are to have.
Each reader should be permitted the fundamental privilege of formulating a meaning which would (for that reader)
be the quintessence of the poem’s significance. The poem, in and of itself, is of little consequence other than as a
cipher for this practice to occur. The words and images of a poem should be looked upon as devices that enable
readers to recall their own experiences, reflect present circumstances, and anticipate future desires. Each word
should be twisted, stretched, moulded and free- associated from in order to signify anything the reader wants them
to signify. By doing this, the reader becomes, in effect, the composer of the poem, and the definer of its limits. Such an
approach to reading poetry, if widely understood and accepted, could possibly restore poetry to its status as an
important and popular art form.
The songs of Bob Dylan are so well loved and appreciated precisely because they accomplish what so much modern
poetic writing fails to do. They enable the listener to inhabit the song to the extent that the song becomes an
expression of their deepest thoughts.
The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and the Avant-Garde
First published in Jacket
2009

In an interview with Dennis O’Driscoll (‘Beyond the Fiddle’) Seamus Heaney says about the avant-garde:

It’s an old-fashioned term by now. In literature, nobody can cause bother any more. John Ashbery was a
kind of avant-garde poet certainly and now he’s become a mainstream voice. The work of the
“Language Poets” and of the alternative poetries in Britain － associated with people in Cambridge
University like J. H. Prynne － is not the charlatan work some perceive it to be; however, these poets
form a kind of cult that shuns general engagement, regarding it as a vulgarity and a decadence. There’s
a phrase I heard as a criticism of W. H. Auden and I like the sound of it: somebody said that he didn’t
have the rooted normality of the major talent. I’m not sure the criticism applies to Auden, but the gist of
it is generally worth considering. Even in T. S. Eliot, the big, normal world comes flowing around you.
Robert Lowell went head-on at the times － there was no more literary poet around, but at the same
time he was like a great cement mixer: he just shovelled the world in and it delivered. Now that’s what I
yearn for－the cement mixer rather than the chopstick.1

Several things about this statement need to be addressed, so I will go through it step-by-step to do so. When Heaney
says that the term “avant-garde” is old-fashioned, what does this really say regarding the term’s significance in
relation to his own poetic ideals? Indeed, many critics have accused Heaney’s poetic, itself, as being distinctly old
fashioned, a sort of neo-Georgian retrogressive “poetic” utterance. It is as if Heaney recognises the accuracy of this
criticism, and in an effort to deflect its force feels the need to reflect it back at his detractors. That he is sensitive on
this point is suggested by his saying (as if an afterthought) that ‘in literature, nobody can cause bother any more’.
This is a curious thing for a man of letters to say in the absence of a defensive posture. What does he mean by
“bother”, anyway? Is he referring to poetic innovation as being troublesome, or simply referring to personal “bother”
caused by negative views of his poetry by observant critics? Whatever the case, to say that the term “avant-garde” is
old-fashioned is beside the point, as Heaney, practised in casuistry and dissembling, knows all too well.
His citing of Ashbery as a belated mainstream voice also makes little sense outside of Ashbery being published in the
UK by Carcanet. Certainly, he cannot be referring to Ashbery’s poetic, which has yet to receive unreserved
approbation by mainstream criticism, at least in Britain. Regardless of the truth of the matter, even if Ashbery was
now part of the mainstream this does not demonstrate the weakening of avant-garde concerns, which is the stated
thrust of Heaney’s argument. Interestingly, if Ashbery were a mainstream voice this would imply that he and Heaney
are both writing poetry. To re-position Ashbery within the boundaries of mainstream verse, all Heaney seems to be
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doing is to flatter his own poetic practice by association.

When he says of the alternative poetries in Britain that it ‘is not the charlatan work some perceive it to be’, who are
the “some” he is referring to? No doubt, the main body of the mainstream, but I think, also, Heaney himself. His
acknowledgment of Prynne, here, seems to be little more than an attempt to distance himself momentarily from the
“some” he alludes to. If it were not this, then his saying that, ‘these poets form a kind of cult that shuns general
engagement, regarding it as a vulgarity and a decadence’ recoups the generosity he grants Prynne. It seems not to
have occurred to Heaney that any “cult” status these poets have acquired was, perhaps, the consequence of being
marginalised by the mainstream. It is certainly not true that they shun “general engagement”, if he suggests by that
term an aspiration for their work to be read and for it to communicate with a significant readership. In this respect,
there is very little dissimilarity between mainstream and avant-garde poets.
Heaney’s appropriation of the criticism he sees as inappropriate regarding Auden (‘that he didn’t have the rooted
normality of the major talent’) and conferring it upon the avant-garde, implies that major talent can only be an
outpouring of an unadventurous character. If the history of art tells us anything, it is that this is categorically not the
case. That Heaney uses Eliot, of all poets, to argue his point is another instance of his use of misdirection and
redefinition, similar instances of which are seen littered throughout his The Redress of Poetry (based on a series of
lectures he delivered as Oxford Professor of Poetry). Whilst it is certainly true that Eliot was a conservative figure in
both temperament and ideology, and that his later work was not as effervescent as that of his major period, Heaney’s
suggestion that Eliot’s poetry evinces the ‘normal world’ is only accurate regarding content, the treatment of
phenomena in Eliot, however, is seldom “normal” and usually problematical. Of course, for Heaney, phenomena is
seldom problematical, his preferring to render it palpable by using a more functional language than Eliot uses.
Indeed, it is Heaney’s discomfort with a less than functional use of language that seems to be at the root of his
discomposure with avant-garde poetics. This uneasiness is seen in his critique of Dylan Thomas in The Redress of
Poetry where he contends that Thomas ‘continued to place a too unenlightened trust in the plasticity of language’. 2
For Heaney, poetry is primarily concerned with language as unequivocal communication. His reservations about
poetic language extend also into his opinion of poetic artifice. Of Thomas’s use of it, he thinks that ‘the demand for
more matter, less art, does inevitably arise’. 3 Elizabeth Bishop, however, has his approval because ‘she never allows
the formal delights of her art to mollify the hard realities of her subjects’. 4

However, he appears to cunningly support both sides of the argument when he admits that, ‘Poetry cannot afford to
lose its […], joy in being a process of language as well as a representation of things in the world’. 5 His empiricism is
unavoidably evident in this statement. Yet, it is puzzling why he should introduce into this statement mention of the
joys of linguistic processes given that elsewhere he is decidedly critical of them. Could this turnaround perhaps
indicate that Heaney opportunistically realises that his poetic modus operandi is beginning to lose currency in the
more progressive circles of academic poetic discourse, and that to fully safeguard his posthumous poetic reputation
he has to enable future critics of his work to capably defend his reputation against charges that he is merely a
descriptive poet? Nonetheless, his continual wariness of the linguistic and formal properties of a poem is still very
much evident, as is his distrust of linguistic ingenuity:
And yet, limber and absolved as linguistic inventiveness may seem in poetry, it is not disjunct from or
ever entirely manumitted by the critical intelligence. If it appears to be so, that may simply mean that
there is none of said intelligence available in that particular quarter.6

Here, he places reason above artifice and content before form. Words are to be manipulable to specific and
conventional meanings. There seems little room here for the joy poetry evokes by ‘being a process of language’. Yet,
his circumspection regarding the linguistic and formal properties of a poem is still very much evident. This is seen in
his cautious praise of Thomas:
Thomas came through with a poem in a single, unfumbled movement, one with all the confidence of a
necessary thing, one in which again at last the fantasy and extravagance of the imagery and diction did
not dissipate themselves or his theme.7

Heaney is seen here, again, favouring poetic content over poetic language.

This concern with content before form is also evident in his reference to a line from John Clare’s, ‘Mouse’s Nest’. The
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line is: ‘With all her young ones hanging at her teats […]’; and Heaney comments: ‘“Hanging on” would have had
certain pathetic, anthropomorphic associations that would have weakened the objective clarity of the whole
presentation’. 8 He praises Clare for avoiding the more impressionistic phrase “hanging on” in favour of the more
visually accurate ‘hanging at’ that Clare does use. He thinks it a good thing of Clare’s ‘Mouse’s Nest’ that ‘there is an
unspectacular joy and totally alert love for the one-thing-after-anotherness of the world’. 9 However, he is aware that
this approach to poetry needs defending. Consequently, in an attempt to do this he says, disingenuously, there is
more than mere description in Clare’s poetry:
Just because Clare’s poetry abounds in actualities, just because it is full of precise delightful detail as a
granary is full of grains, does not mean that it is doomed to pile up and sink down in its own materiality.
10

He illustrates this with reference to the cesspool in the ‘Mouse’s Nest’, which embodies, for Clare,

not only the reality of all such places as places, with distinct characters and histories, but also their
value as a set of memories and affections at the back of his mind. There is dreamwork going on here as
well as photography.11

Yet, for this to be the case there would surely be no need to admit to the photographic elements of such poetry as
existing in the first place. To admit such, and then deny their actual affects on the reader in favour of an assumed
“dreamwork” in operation seems pointless. If a poem is not photography, then that will be apparent and will not
need an apology.

Heaney excuses Clare for certain stylistic faults (‘lines repeating and intersecting with the trajectory of other lines’12)
because accurate observation underlies them:
This is why the “ands” and “whens” and self-contained couplets and end-stopped movement of the
lines do not irk as they might. They are clearly a function of the perception rather than a fault of
execution. […] They are both a prerequisite and consequence of one kind of accuracy and immediacy.13

By apologising for the descriptive nature of Clare’s poetry (and, elsewhere, poetry like it) Heaney is in effect
apologising for his own poetry. This is indicated in his following statement:
The poet who would be most the poet has to attempt an act of writing that outstrips the conditions
even as it observes them. The truly creative writer, by interposing his or her perception and expression,
will transfigure the conditions and effect thereby what I have been calling “The Redress of Poetry”. 14

One cannot help but sense that he regards himself too much as ‘the poet who would be most the poet’. Here, he
apologises for descriptive poetry by claiming that (in his case at least) it is not merely descriptive. He claims that the
descriptive poet’s perceptions and expressions (although he is not specific as to what he means by the latter) will
transform in some sense the appearance of objects described.
Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion in the Introduction to their anthology The Penguin Book of Contemporary British
Poetry inadvertently indicate that for Heaney transforming an object’s appearance is achieved through
defamiliarisation. Concerning his poem, ‘The Grauballe Man’ they write:
As Heaney’s eye ranges over the anatomy it transforms skin and bone to a clutter of inanimate things:
the wrist to ‘bog oak’, the heel to a ‘basalt egg’, the mortal wound to a ‘dark elderberry place’, and so
on.15

It should be pointed out that defamiliarisation is dependent upon vision in order to revive our awareness of objects
that have become over-familiar through constant exposure to them. To this extent, it is an empiricist mode of writing.
Seen in this light, Heaney’s transfigurations are not as transcendental as they initially appeared to be.

What we really see in Heaney is little more than a contemporary outworking of tenets introduced by The Movement
in the late 1950s, which reacted against what it considered excessive imprecision in the poetic language of the New
Apocalypse poets of the 1940s, especially with regard to its metaphorical style. Referring to the New Apocalypse
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period, Robert Conquest, in his Introduction to his influential anthology of Movement poetry, New Lines, notes that
‘the debilitating theory that poetry must be metaphorical gained wide acceptance’. 16 In contrast to New Apocalypse
poetry, he welcomes the emergence in the late 1940s and early 1950s of poets whose poetry is, ‘empirical in its
attitude’17 and values clear meanings along with a ‘refusal to abandon a rational structure and comprehensible
language’. 18
It is legitimate to ask in what sense was “The Movement” really a “movement”? In The Movement, Blake Morrison
notes that the poets often included in this grouping, ‘themselves have frequently denied the validity of the group
label that was affixed to them’. 19 However, such denials, he concludes,
should be treated with scepticism. Some show that same distaste for sensational journalism which can
be detected in the Movement’s critics. Some, again, take the narrow view that the only bona fide
movement is one in which all the poets gather in one place in order to plan a strategy. Others seem
symptomatic of a dislike of being associated with any group activity […]. Most of the disavowals,
moreover, were made in the late 1950s and early 1960s, at a time when the writers were beginning to
move in different directions and wanted their “individual” talent to be recognised. The impugning of
the Movement label is an understandable development, but not to be too readily trusted.20

Notwithstanding the niceties associated with the use of the term, the poetry advocated and practised by the poets
often linked to it has had, nevertheless, a significant influence on British poetry since the 1950s; as Andrew Crozier
has recognised: ‘The present-day canon has its roots in the Movement’. 21
A later gathering of poets often acknowledged as being heirs to the Movement’s aesthetic became known as The
Group. This group was initiated by Philip Hobsbaum who, while studying at Cambridge University, met Peter
Redgrove who urged him to start a poetry group, which he did in his London flat in late 1955. Attendees at these
meetings included Ted Hughes, George MacBeth, Peter Redgrove, Edward Lucie-Smith, Rosemary Joseph, Julian
Cooper, Peter Porter and Martin Bell. When Hobsbaum had to leave London in 1959 to study for a PhD at Sheffield
University, Lucie-Smith took over running the London meetings until its disbandment in 1965, due to ever increasing
numbers that made the original purpose of the meetings difficult to accomplish. Meanwhile, Hobsbaum now a
lecturer at Queen’s University, Belfast, formed a branch of the Group there. Attendees included Heaney, Michael
Longley, Edna Longley and Derek Mahon. Heaney was seen as something of a rising star within this group. This is
noted by Ulster poet James Simmons: ‘In those old gatherings under the auspices of Philip Hobsbaum in Belfast it
was obvious that Seamus was being groomed for stardom’. 22
Although the Group asserted it had no unified poetic agenda as such, an indication of its poetic aims can be discerned
from the sorts of poets it nurtured and the poetic values asserted by Hobsbaum himself.23 The first thing that is
noticeable about Hobsbaum’s poetic is its objection to the suggestiveness and lack of plot in T. S. Eliot’s poetry:
If we suggest Langland, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Wordsworth and Eliot are among our greatest poets, it is
the last-named that appears to be the wild card in the pack. All the others had a high regard for plot and
logic that carries them through the aesthetic variability of their poetry. Eliot, on the other hand, seems
to work rather by suggestion, qualitative progression, evocative catalogue.24

His criticism of Eliot extends to what he sees as the negative influence on English poetry of Eliot’s use of the
American idiom: ‘Some damage was done to English verse by too close an imitation in the 1930s of the American
idiom as evidenced in such poets as Eliot and Pound’. 25 He also sees a disparity between Eliot’s American writingstyle and traditional English poetic writing practice. Although Hobsbaum does not see this in itself as necessarily
negative, the implication is that American modernism is largely a geographical and cultural entity, unable to
successfully function within an English milieu:
Again, Eliot’s work exhibits the characteristic American qualities of free association or phanopoeia and
autobiographical content. English verse, however, has been at its best as fiction: an arrangement of
what is external to the poet to convey the tension or release within.26

This poetic “nationalism” is also expressed more explicitly, and with some frustration in the following:

I would never deny that Eliot and Pound, who derive much from Whitman, are fine poets. But is it not
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time to insist that they are fine American poets? And that therefore the influence they may be expected
to have on English poets is limited? 27

Hobsbaum makes further statements as to the unsuitability of “American” modernism for the English reader:

Whitman’s abstractions and random collocations have a raw life of their own, a form even through
their formlessness; and this has remained highly characteristic of American poetry ever since. The
Waste Land (1922) is, indeed, a heap of broken images: this is its meaning, and, to some extent, its
distinction. But that kind of writing has never worked well in England.28

However, he saw a remedy to this state of affairs in the Movement:

The poems of the Movement were self-contained, formal, and sought to be unrhetorical. Like most
schools of poetry, the Movement proved too constricting for its more talented members. […] But the
Movement was a necessary spring-cleaning whose real achievement may have been to arouse interest
in a number of poets of the 1930s who had been unjustly neglected.29

Hobsbaum voiced reservations concerning the use of ambiguous language in poetry, preferring narrative devices and
accurate description. He recognised in Edward Thomas that,
Thomas will often act out his feelings in terms of story, scene and character, rather than state it in his
own person. And this brings him close to the writings of the finest poetic realists － Wordsworth, for
example, whose best work is in narrative form, and is akin to the great nineteenth-century novelists,
themselves the heirs of Shakespeare.30

The examination of Hobsbaum’s poetic attitudes bears some resemblance to those of his former tutor, F. R. Leavis.
One can envisage Hobsbaum unequivocally agreeing with Leavis’s criticism of Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind’, for
what Leavis saw as its confused imagery due to Shelley’s ‘weak grasp upon the actual’.31 Certainly, this is not
something Leavis could accuse Heaney of, as Heaney’s poetry is characterised by a use of decidedly accurate
description, especially of the quotidian in rural settings (Ciarán Carson refers to him as ‘a writer with the gift of
precision’).32 This, he has in common with Georgian poetry with its, ‘country cottages, old furniture, moss-covered
barns, rose-scented lanes, apples and cherry orchards’.33 Such is the accuracy of Heaney’s descriptiveness that it
prompts J. W. Foster to write in The Achievement of Seamus Heaney:
Not only are Heaney’s poems about manual work on the farm－ploughing, planting, harvesting, horseshoeing－but they are themselves manuals on how the work is actually done. It is amusing, for instance,
to set ‘Churning Day’ beside E. Estyn Evan’s account of churning in Irish Heritage (1942) and Irish Folk
Ways (1957).34

Moreover, this reliance upon descriptive accuracy lends to the charge that his poetry is readily paraphrasable. In
‘Seamus Heaney－from Major to Minor’, R. Caldwell observes that, ‘there is too often the feel with his poetry that the
paraphrase is the end of the matter: there is little of the multifaceted richness of suggestion that invites one to probe
further’.35
Something that should not be overlooked, as it is of some significance in an understanding of Heaney’s poetic
temperament and modus operandi, is the influence upon him of Wordsworth. Hugh Haughton notes that ‘the Lake
Poet’s texts haunt Heaney more radically than those of any other poet’,36 and though ‘Heaney’s early poems do not
directly echo Wordsworth, his criticism of the 1970s hitches them unforgettably to the Wordsworthian star’.37 Also:
It was very much as an Irish follower of Wordsworth that Heaney first presented himself as a poet-critic.
In critical discussions such as ‘Feeling and Words’ (1974) and ‘The Making of Music’ (1978), Heaney
not only re-created Wordsworth in his own image but forged a poetic image of himself out of
Wordsworth.38

Furthermore:

Heaney’s sustained encounter with the Romantic poet during the 1970s played a crucial part in the
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forging of his discursive identity as a major poet, not only in the essays ofPreoccupations (1980),
which did so much to shape public perception of his work, but in the autobiographical poems of North
(1975), Stations (1975), and the ‘Glanmore Sonnets’ of Field Work (1979).39

Additionally:

In his introduction to The Essential Wordsworth (1988), Heaney calls the Lake Poet’s achievement ‘the
most securely founded in the canon of native English poetry’ since Milton’s. He declares him ‘an
indispensable figure in the evolution of modern writing, a finder and keeper of the self-as-subject, a
theorist and apologist whose Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802) remains definitive’.40

Wordsworth’s penchant for writing apologia for his poetry is also apparent in Heaney who ‘has used critical prose as
a powerful instrument in helping define the terms through which his own work can be understood. In readings,
essays, interviews and lectures, he has proved himself […] an eloquent self- promoter of his own art’.41 Moreover, he
is ‘not only an unreconstructed admirer of the English Romantic poet but an avowed heir to the Wordsworthian
defence of poetry’.42
Similarly to Wordsworth, Heaney also sees the value of poetry as having to do with its functionality as an educative
process in service to humanistic and ethical concerns. In his 1989 inaugural lecture on having been elected Professor
of Poetry at Oxford University he said:
Professors of poetry, apologists for it, practitioners of it, from Sir Philip Sidney to Wallace Stevens, all
sooner or later have to attempt to show how poetry’s existence at the level of art relates to our
existence as citizens of society－how it is “of present use”.43

This “present use” is closely associated with politics, as is seen when he says:

The truth is, the purer and more concentrated a poet’s faculties and the more aligned within his
sensibility the poles of politics and transcendence, then the simpler and more distinct will be something
that we might call the poetic DNA pattern.44

Moreover, Heaney readily admits to humanist leanings when he says, ‘I am still enough of a humanist to believe that
poetry arises from the same source as that ideal future which Derek Mahon, in his poem ‘The Sea in Winter’,
envisages’.45 Additionally, Heaney shows his deference to Wordsworth’s emphasis on poetry as a vehicle for
unambiguous content by saying that, ‘as Wordsworth once said, our subject is indeed important’.46 Later he says that,
‘the best poetry will not only register the assault of the actual and quail under the brunt of necessity; it will also
embody the spirit’s protest against all that’.47 The interesting thing here is that Heaney views the ‘assault of the
actual’ as a given, independent of poetic linguistic invention and creativity. His vaguely phrased qualification to this
assertion (‘it will also embody the spirit’s protest against all that’) can be taken less seriously since such a “protest”
is absent from his own poetry.
I am aware it is not composition etiquette to conclude an article with a quote but I feel that in this instance it would
be appropriate. One of the most perceptive criticisms of Heaney is that made by Al Alvarez, which is cited in James
Fenton’s The Strength of Poetry:
If Heaney really is the best we can do, then the whole troubled, exploratory thrust of modern poetry
has been a diversion from the right true way. Eliot and his contemporaries, Lowell and his, Plath and
hers had it all wrong: to try to make clearings of sense and discipline and style in the untamed,
unfenced darkness was to mistake morbidity for inspiration. It was, in the end, mere melodrama,
understandable perhaps in the Americans who lack a tradition in these matters, but inexcusable in the
British.48
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Limited Poetic Meaning and the Wordsworthian Legacy
First published in Pirene’s Fountain
2009

The stimulus behind this essay lies in a question, namely: What is the value of a poem if it does not enable one to
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identify personally with it to the extent that (to paraphrase Keats): it becomes a wording of one’s own thoughts? 1 In
other words, why should a person persist in reading a poem if it fails to prompt in their mind images and emotions
that specifically are their own? This question, although seemingly naive, if treated seriously, leads to a much wider
area of discussion: that of the relationship between the reader and the text. In academic circles, this debate is hardly
new and has arguably been the main motivation behind the development of most forms of literary theory － from
New Criticism to Post-structuralism. This literary discussion was indirectly influenced by ideas that were present in
art during the first quarter of the twentieth century; ideas that in turn had been influenced by discoveries in science
and technology during that period.

Before that time the predominant philosophical idea in science was that of positivism, which was formulated by
French philosopher Auguste Comte who, as Arthur I. Miller notes in Einstein, Picasso, ‘advocated progress toward a
science cleansed of theology and metaphysics’.2 In the 1880s, Ernst Mach expanded this concept by stating that ‘only
phenomena reducible to sense perceptions (or laboratory data) could be considered physically real’.3 The resultant
implication was that physical objects existed independently of the senses. However, this view began to be seriously
challenged with the appearance of new technologies in science. New inventions such as the aeroplane, the motorcar,
and wireless telegraphy were significant in changing people’s ideas about time and space.4 The discovery of X rays
‘seemed to render inside and outside ambiguous, the opaque became transparent and the distinction between two
and three dimensions became blurred’.5 In mathematics, new geometries could be conceived of as more than three
dimensional, with the implication of movement in time and space.6
These new discoveries and their implications had ramifications that were becoming apparent outside of scientific
discourse. In painting, the arrival of postimpressionism signalled a reaction against representation and naturalism.7
The pioneering cinematography of Edward Muybridge and Étienne-Jules Marey with their multiple images
‘permitted change with time to be portrayed either on successive frames of film or on a single frame, in addition to
depicting different perspectives on serial frames’.8 The new discoveries in science thus led to new ways of thinking
about and practicing art:
The general line of argumentation among art historians is that the roots of cubism are in Paul Cézanne
and primitive art. This view discounts completely how astounding developments in science,
mathematics and technology contributed to the very definition of “avant-garde”. It has long been
known that the roots of science were never really within science itself. Why then should the roots of the
most influential art movement of the twentieth century lie totally within art? 9

Artists who have proven to be influential in the art of the twentieth century were not operating in an intellectual and
aesthetic vacuum but were actively engaged in discussing and learning about the scientific ideas surrounding them.
For instance, Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon included ideas of four-dimensional space that were introduced to
him by Maurice Princet, an insurance actuary in Picasso’s circle who had an interest in advanced mathematics.
Picasso ‘listened to his discourses on non-Euclidian geometry and the fourth dimension, which Princet gleaned
mostly from Poincaré’s widely read book La Science et l’hypothèse’.10 Princet’s discussions fascinated Picasso and
significantly changed his thinking. Poincaré had proposed that the fourth dimension be understood as a sequence of
scenes, however Picasso drastically modified this by representing ‘different views of a scene all at once,
simultaneously’.11 This resulted in an ambiguous visual representation, which was probably one of Picasso’s
objectives.12 Indeed, the geometrical representation of spatial simultaneity that Cubism depended upon necessarily
produced visual ambiguities.

Furthermore, the geometrical imagery underlying cubism (largely engendered by mathematics 13) assisted Picasso in
his goal ‘of seeking a representation based in conception rather than perception’.14 This movement away from an
empirical representation of phenomena marked a radical shift in the aesthetic of visual art. This aesthetic is
described by Thomas Vargish and Delo Mook in Inside Modernism:
In Western art before Modernism the principal visual model for representing the world was that of
optical similitude or perspective, […]. This model valorised the space of a single- point perspective, […].
Such space is sometimes called “classical” by art historians and sometimes “realist” or “realistic”, […].
As the cubist and other modernist artists were fond of pointing out, […] single-point perspective was
not realistic but actually “illusionist”, […]. “Classical perspective” assumes a neutral, homogenous
space in which objects exist independently […]. This model of spatial representation employs the same
geometric principles as Newtonian space － it is also neutral, homogenous, and in all ways a suitable
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medium for Newton’s laws of motion, his mechanical worldview. The fundamental goal of the
practitioners of linear perspective was the rendering of three-dimensional objects on a twodimensional surface […]. An underlying premise in linear perspective is that light travels in straight
lines. This premise is combined with the premisses of Euclidean geometry to formulate rules for the
geometric construction of a perspective rendering of a scene as if observed through a window. […] This
method of rendering perspective, premised on the validity of Euclidian geometry, may properly be
termed “linear” […].15

Einstein’s criticisms of Euclidian geometry and further developments in the field of quantum mechanics helped
confirm the validity of the new artistic outlook. As Miller observed:
Advances in atomic physics, dependent on methods Einstein pioneered for theory building as well as on
his relativity theory, led to abstractions in visual imagery and a concomitant break with classical
causality.16

He continues:

A hallmark of classicism in art and science is a visual imagery abstracted from phenomena and objects
we have experienced in the daily world. There is no such visual imagery in quantum mechanics or in
highly abstract art. Artists and scientist had to seek it anew rather than extrapolate it from the
everyday world. Just as it is pointless to stand in front of a Mondrian or Pollock, for instance, and ask
what the painting is of, so it’s pointless to ask what the electron under quantum mechanics looks like.17

We can find echoes of this in Vargish and Mook’s Inside Modernism:

Cubism does not pretend to represent the single possible visual conception from a given perspective.
Instead each cubist painting proposes to engage the viewer in a specific conception of a contained
visual reality － in what Herbert Read called ‘a construct of the visual imagination’. A cubist work
presents itself not as the only valid representation of a given reality, but as one legitimate
representation of it. A cubist work of art does not say, ‘If you stood here where I specify at the moment
I dictate you would see exactly what you see represented in this picture’. Only Realism gets that
dogmatic. Instead the cubist work says, ‘I represent this plastic reality, this visual conception. My
representation is imaginative. It has a right, a right not to demand your passive agreement but to invite
your imaginative participation’.18

The transmission of these artistic ideas into poetry was almost certainly due to Picasso’s close friend, the poet
Guillaume Apollinaire. Apollinaire, as Eduardo Kac says,
sought a Cubist approach to poetry. In certain poems he employed fragments of sounds and images
among words scattered on the page to convey the perception of a given scene or moment from a variety
of perspectives, paralleling the pictorial strategies of his friends Picasso and Braque. In other works he
created compositions of concise visual rhythm and rarified semantical density.19

This practice also contributed to the narrative innovations that were being seen in modernist poetry. This is
articulated by Alan Soldofsky in ‘Bifurcated Narratives in the Poetry of Robinson Jeffers, C. K. Williams, and Denis
Johnson’:
In the context of the defining narratives of high modernism－Hart Crane’s The Bridge, T. S. Eliot’s The
Waste Land, Ezra Pound’s Cantos, and William Carlos Williams’s Paterson － poets experimented with
narrative structure […]. These experimental narratives tended to be disjointed and […] influenced by
cubism and other experimental forms of visual art, […]. In the case of Pound and Eliot, the deployment
of narrative fragmentation and disintegration works as an organizing strategy, a method of cubist
assemblage, particularly in The Cantos and The Waste Land, that compels the reader to construct an
emotional coherence out of the text’s manifold discontinuities.20

This is particularly apparent in the first two lines of The Waste Land (‘April is the cruellest month, breeding / Lilacs
out of the dead land’), which combines the perspectives of Geoffrey Chaucer and Walt Whitman. As is well known,
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“April” alludes to the opening lines of the Prologue of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales:
Whan that Aprill, with his shoures soote
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote
And bathed every veyne in swich licour,
Of which vertu engendred is the flour 21

“Lilacs” alludes to Whitman’s ‘When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d’－an elegy for Abraham Lincoln:
When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,
And the great star early droop’d in the western sky in the night,
I mourn’d, and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring.
Ever-returning spring, trinity sure to me you bring,
Lilac blooming perennial and drooping star in the west,
And thought of him I love.

Eliot has used merely two words, “April” and “Lilacs”, to present simultaneously the decay/renewal motifs that are
held in tension in Chaucer and Whitman, two poets chronologically separated by centuries but here conjoined. This
is only one example of many such that can be found in The Waste Land. Instead of subjecting thoughts to the logic of
uninterrupted statement, Eliot’s “cubism” allows for a variety of perspectives that (as Kac is quoted above as saying
in relation to Apollinaire) ‘convey the perception of a given scene or moment from a variety of perspectives’.
As the twentieth century progressed, this poetic cubism made redundant the need for poetry to describe phenomena
the way it once did and marked a diminishment in the expression via poetry of subjective mental states based upon a
stable authorial persona. Instead, poetry became verbally inventive and utilised shifts in spatial and temporal
perspective, as well as incorporating the fragmented college affects of cubist painting. The sum of these innovations
was a hermeneutical plurality that had hitherto not been possible in poetry. This threw open a challenge to readers
to become actively engaged in the interpretative process, rather than to be merely passive observers to a work’s
perceived biographical, autobiographical or descriptive elements.

Nevertheless, these liberating developments in poetry have found themselves having to compete alongside a more
critically approved poetry that looks back to an earlier world-view. This attitude, which stems from some of the
central poetic ideas of William Wordsworth, seeks to diminish the autonomy of poetic language and to focus
attention upon phenomena. It is based upon the idea that reality exists outside of perception, and that the main
function of poetic language is merely the delineation of this reality. By doing this it has served to maintain a poetic
aesthetic that is founded entirely upon an appreciation of only one function of poetic language: that of denotation.
Furthermore, this poetry is in principle incompatible with what we now know about the psychological mechanisms
that underlie the process of reading, a process that recognises the reader’s active participation in the interpretation
of what is read.
The negative results of this have been critiques of individual poetic works based solely upon this criterion. We have a
situation, today, in which the majority of celebrated poetry is being written because of, and for, this critical
sensibility－and the publishing outlets that reflect it. Consequently, the majority of contemporary poetry is no longer
about reader identification but about author communication. This poetry is written largely to convey the poet’s
thoughts and feelings about a specific event, situation or place he or she has experienced. The poet is not necessarily
concerned with whether the reader is emotionally affected or not by the poem, as long as he or she understands
clearly the “message” the poet is trying to convey. This message may consist of some “important” insight gained
from an experience, or it could be (as is most often the case) a commonplace observation about contemporary life.
Such poetry is, as I suggested, a legacy of Wordsworth’s poetic aesthetic.

It is becoming increasingly recognised that one of the most dominant aspects of Wordsworth’s influence is that
which derives from the philosophical empiricism upon which part of his poetic aesthetic was based.22 Wordsworth
used this empiricism mainly as a rationale to champion a more descriptive and discursive poetry than arguably had
been formerly the case. It can be demonstrated that Wordsworth’s poetry relies too consistently upon a descriptive
realist aesthetic derived from empiricist beliefs about subject/object relationships. As a result of this, it can be
observed that Wordsworth’s poetic theory and practice are limiting both as a rationale for the creative impulse and
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as a critical methodology. This theory operates within the context of an assumed authorial persona, an individual
consciousness, remarking upon an external reality. It assumes that the reader’s role in the cognitive process of poetic
appreciation is essentially passive, a mere witnessing to the experiences and perceptions of the authorial persona.
Consequently, readers are excluded from any participation in the creation of a meaning that has individual
significance for them, and with which they can fully empathise. This lack of a plurality of meanings limits poetry’s
emotional effect, as well as greatly reducing the possibilities for varied exegetical analysis.

The diminishment in poetry volume sales over the past 50 or so years is, arguably, due to the increasingly empiricist
mode of writing that has found favour during this period. To obstruct the ambiguity inherent in language is to
obviate the natural instincts of human beings to make sense of themselves and their experiences. If one looks at the
poetry of children and the so-called “bad” poetry of adults, for instance, one finds it replete with imprecision.
Contemporary poetry fails to sell in vast numbers because it leaves little to the imagination and disallows a personal
interpretative interaction with the text. Its prose-like quality, which is excessively similar to prose fiction, leaves the
reading public faced with a choice: to read poetry, or to read a novel. They generally opt for the latter because they
perceive it as more value for money.
Ideally, each reader should be permitted the fundamental privilege of formulating a meaning which would (for that
reader) be the quintessence of the poem’s significance. The poem, in and of itself, is of little consequence other than
as a cipher for this practice to occur. The words and images of a poem should be looked upon as devices that enable
readers to recall their own experiences, reflect present circumstances, and anticipate future desires. Each word
should have the potential to enable the reader to derive personal significance from it. By doing this, the reader
becomes, in effect, the composer of the poem, and the definer of its limits. It is of minor importance whether the
commonly received meaning of the poem is discerned by the reader or not, as the ultimate aim of such a personal
response is to enhance the enjoyment value of the work for that reader alone. What the poem is “meant” to mean
from an authorial standpoint should not be of paramount concern for readers wishing to gain satisfaction and
enjoyment from the work. Such an approach to reading poetry, if widely understood and accepted, could possibly
restore poetry to its status as a significant artform.
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22. It is important to stress that I am not claiming that Wordsworth is consistently empiricist in the way that a philosopher might
aspire to be: indeed, there is a place to be found within this argument for the recognition of his transcendentalism. While it is
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empiricism on Wordsworth naturally figures in the argument.

The Influence of Wordsworth’s Empiricist Aesthetic on Seamus Heaney’s Criticism and Poetry
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It is becoming increasingly recognised that one of the more dominant aspects of Wordsworth’s influence on
twentieth century poetry is that which derives from the philosophical empiricism upon which part of his poetic
aesthetic was based.1 Wordsworth, however, is not consistently empirical in the way a philosopher might aspire to
be and for that reason, there is room for an acknowledgment of his transcendentalism. The claim that Wordsworth is
an “empiricist” poet depends upon selecting certain features of his work, whether ideas or stylistic qualities, which
co-exist with other features of a different tendency: features that, in their strongest form, merit the description
“transcendentalist”.
Of course, Wordsworth is a poet, and although he may be a philosophical poet, he is not an academic philosopher;
consequently, these two seemingly unrelated aspects in his work might be difficult to reduce to a cohesive
conceptual system. For the most part, Wordsworth used this empiricism as a rationale to foreground a more
descriptive poetry than had formerly been the case. Consequently, Wordsworth’s poetic influence has largely served
to maintain a poetic aesthetic that is founded almost entirely upon an appreciation of only one function of poetic
language: that of denotation.

W. J. Bate, in From Classic to Romantic, demonstrated the links between empiricist ideas and Romantic theories of
imagination not only in Wordsworth, but also in Coleridge and Keats. What this discussion attempts to do, then, is to
isolate a tendency, rather than to make a claim about the essential character of Wordsworth’s work. In fact, it is a
tendency that is stronger in the 1790s, and which is reduced to some extent under the influence of Coleridge’s later
developed philosophy. However, it remains true to say that, even when “empiricism” ceases to have much
relationship to Wordsworth’s central purposes, he is still a poet who displays deference for things as they are, and
who is relatively opposed to the fantastic.
That Wordsworth is a poet in whose work visual precision and description is of fundamental importance can no
longer be held in doubt. In Wordsworth: A Philosophical Approach, Melvin Rader says of him:
His mind was distinguished by the combination of very sharp perception and very intense subjectivity.
[…] But no less remarkable was the acuteness of his sensory perceptions. In his old age he remarked
with justifiable pride: ‘I have hardly ever known anyone but myself who had a true eye for nature’.
This minute accuracy of his visual and auditory impressions was preserved by a most retentive
memory.2

This aspect of his writing procedure is promoted in the titles of many of his poems such as: ‘Suggested by the view of
Lancaster Castle’; ‘Who fancied what a pretty sight’; ‘On seeing a Needlecase in the Form of a Harp’; ‘When looking
at the present face of things’ and Descriptive Sketches. Indeed, it was the visual precision and descriptiveness in
Wordsworth’s poetry that so enamoured Coleridge, in their early relationship. In Coleridge’s Philosophy of Nature, J.
A. Appleyard notes that while listening to Wordsworth’s poetry a realisation that occurred to Coleridge was that, ‘it
was possible to describe nature with a fresh simplicity and exactness that surpassed anything he had thought
possible’.3 This fidelity to nature was important to Wordsworth because for him nature was the interface between
the material world and the spiritual, and he believed that by describing it accurately in poetry two things would be
possible. The first would be, as Robert Langbaum says in The Modern Spirit, to ‘show the spiritual significance of the
world, to show that we evolve a soul or identity through experience’.4 The second, because the mind that perceives
nature is ‘itself part of the nature it perceives’, it is possible for us to have confidence ‘in the reality of ourselves and
the external world’.5 These two beliefs formed the main thrust of his poetic agenda, and the bulk of his writings and
poetry can be seen as an apologia for them.
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Indeed, Geoffrey Hartman, in relation to Descriptive Sketches, mentions Wordsworth’s failure to wrest control of the
visual sense from its subservience to nature:
The eye, the most despotic of the bodily senses in Wordsworth, is thwarted in a peculiar manner. It
seeks to localise in nature the mind’s intuition of ‘powers and presences’, yet nature itself seems
opposed to this process, and leads the eye restlessly from scene to scene.6

In this view of Wordsworth, it is nature, or sense data, which is the controlling factor in vision. Similarly, in Book II of
The Prelude, Wordsworth recognises nature’s unremitting controlling influence over his senses:
My soul was unsubdued. A plastic power
Abode with me; a forming hand, at times
Rebellious, acting in a devious mood;
A local spirit of his own, at war
With general tendency, but, for the most,
Subservient strictly to external things
With which it communed. 7

However, Wordsworth’s recognition of the despotic nature of vision should not lead us to the conclusion that his
passivity in the presence of nature was undesirable to him. Wordsworth’s writings and correspondence are replete
with his advocacy of what has been called the ‘static nominals of reason’: his use of language in a nominal way.8
David Pirie, in William Wordsworth: The Poetry of Grandeur and of Tenderness, comments that, ‘instead of concocting
imaginary worlds for our diversion’, Wordsworth, ‘directs us back to the one world which is real’.9 In ‘Techniques of
Truth in the Poetry of William Wordsworth and Ezra Pound’, Geoffrey Clifford Jaggs notes:
His interest is not in language for itself, but as a means to an end. That end is an irreducibly empiricist
one: we are of the earth, our nature bound up in the larger nature that sustains us. Our engagement
with the universe is prior to language, but language－or poetic language, at least－is in a constant state
of reaching out to the universe.10

Elements of this can be seen in his poem ‘The Influence of Natural Objects’:
Wisdom and Spirit of the universe!
Thou Soul, that art the Eternity of thought!
And giv’st to forms and images a breath
And everlasting motion! not in vain,
By day or star-light, thus from my first dawn
Of childhood didst thou intertwine for me
The passions that build up our human soul;
Not with the mean and vulgar works of Man;
But with high objects, with enduring things,
With life and nature; 11

With regard to Wordsworth’s subtitle for Book VIII of The Prelude (‘Love of Nature leading to Love of Man’) Pirie
writes:
This subtitle still misdirects many readers in their approach to The Prelude as a whole and to much of
Wordsworth’s other poetry as well. […] ‘Love of Nature’ sounds soothingly abstract whereas the
poetry itself is often defiantly concrete and insists upon the unqualified actuality of ‘rocks, and stones
and trees’.12

Of the poems in Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth writes, ‘I have at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject,
consequently, I hope that there is in these poems little falsehood of description’.13 In a letter to his sister concerning
Dryden he writes:
That his [Dryden’s] cannot be the language of imagination must have necessarily followed from this.
That there is not a single image from Nature in the whole body of his works; and in his translation from
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Vergil, whenever Vergil can be fairly said to have had his eye upon his subject, Dryden always spoils the
passage.14

Here, Wordsworth reproaches Dryden for mishandling his translation of Virgil’s accuracy of description as inferred
from the phrase: ‘to have had his eye upon his subject’. It seems not to have occurred to Wordsworth that translation,
at its best, might well try to avoid literal interpretations in favour of evoking the mood and register of the poem.
Similarly, in the dedication to Robert Jones at the beginning of Descriptive Sketches Wordsworth writes:
You will meet with few images without recollecting the spot where we observed them together;
consequently, whatever is feeble in my design, or spiritless in my colouring, will be amply supplied by
your memory. 15

The two key words here are ‘observed’ and ‘memory’. For Wordsworth memory is accurate observation replicated
in the present. He calls upon Jones to overlook any faults in the poetic structure and evocation of feeling confident
that the accurate description of the natural settings will rekindle his memory. Consequently, an important aspect of a
poem－its ability to move one emotionally－is under-played. Indeed, Wordsworth seems to undervalue many of the
traditional tenets of poetic practice. For example, as Walter Raleigh points out, he pays little attention to the role of
expression in poetry:
In the Preface to the later editions of the Lyrical Ballads, where he gives a careful analysis of the
character of the poet, Wordsworth makes only the barest allusion to this essential gift of expression.
Yet the delight in giving a resonant voice to feeling, the love of the exquisitely turned phrase and of the
gorgeous trappings of imagery are found in many, if not all, of the best poets.16

The 1802 Preface and Appendix to Lyrical Ballads, and the 1798 ‘Advertisment’ for it are pregnant with instances of
Wordsworth’s favouring of the capacity for describing things experienced. The Preface was already retrospective in
its first version of 1800. The extended version, published in the second volume in 1802, retains this retrospective
character, in that it is largely intended to explain the purpose of the poems published in 1798, as well as the more
recent ones. In the Preface of 1802, Wordsworth writes:
The principle object, then, [. . .] was to choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate
or describe them, [. . .] in a selection of language really used by men, and, at the same time, to throw over
them a certain colouring of imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in
an unusual aspect (Emphasis added).17

It is noticeable that he links the recording of sense-data with the act of “imagining” as if they existed in a natural
syllogistic unity. This conception of the imagination is not what might seem to us the “common-sense” one: that
imagination flourishes not because we have things (images, objects etc.) presented to us phenomenologically but,
rather, because of their absence which forces us to imagine them in our mind’s eye.18 Here, Wordsworth is
advocating the use of imagination to shore up reality to make more explicit what has been seen.19
It was Wordsworth’s conviction that the imagination could not be separated from ‘incidents’, ‘situations’, or even
objects which led him to devise the familiar formula in ‘Tintern Abbey’ about ‘the mighty world / Of eye and ear,－
both what they half-create, / And what perceive’. However, by the time he came to write Book Eleven of The Prelude
(1805) Wordsworth was able to change the relationship between creation and perception so that some priority
(albeit a problematical one) was given to the former: ‘but this I feel: / That from thyself it is that thou must give, /
Else never canst receive’. This formulation is not quite as strong as the concept of imagination to be found in the
Intimations Ode (the later stanzas of which date from 1804) where the primacy of imagination is seen as being
figured in terms of Plato’s doctrine of pre-existence.

Further to the above quoted passage from the Preface, is its emphasis on the modifying power of the mind expressed
as throwing over, ‘incidents and situations from common life’ a ‘certain colouring of imagination, whereby ordinary
things should be presented to the mind in an unusual aspect’. Later in this thesis, I will discuss at some length this
modification process and argue that it should not be seen as necessarily being at odds with the passage’s equal
emphasis on describing things. For Wordsworth, the two amount to almost the same thing－at least in practice if not
(perhaps) in theory.
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In an effort to be able better to justify description in poetry, Wordsworth redefines poetry as recollected emotion.
This recollected emotion, as R. L. Brett and A. R. Jones say in their Introduction to Lyrical Ballads, ‘needs some
empirical event to have caused it, therefore, describing this event (or scene) recreates the emotion (or something
like it) and, therefore, is poetic’.20 According to this view, for poetry to exist it must be based upon a memory, which
in turn is based upon an experience, which in turn is based upon the senses, which in turn are based upon
phenomena. ‘Every poet has to work with the world of the senses’, Maurice Bowra says, ‘but for the Romantics it
was the instrument which set their visionary powers in action’ (Emphasis added).21 In light of this, the following
statements made by Wordsworth become more meaningful:
But habits of meditation have, I trust, so prompted and regulated my feelings, that my descriptions of
such objects as strongly excite those feelings, will be found to carry along with them a purpose
(Emphasis added).22

[The poet considers man] as looking upon this complex scene of ideas and sensations, and finding every
where objects that immediately excite in him sympathies which, from the necessities of his nature, are
accompanied by an overbalance of enjoyment (Emphasis added).23
The objects of the Poet’s thoughts are every where; though the eyes and the senses of man are, it is true,
his favourite guides, yet he will follow wheresoever he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which to
move his wings (Emphasis added).24

[Of the general passions and feelings of man] And with what are they connected? Undoubtedly with our
moral sentiments and animal sensations, and with the causes which excite these; with the operations of
the elements, and the appearances of the visible universe; [. . .] These, and the like, are the sensations
and objects which the Poet describes, as they are the sensations of other men, and the objects which
interest them (Emphasis added).25

In these assertions, we see an extreme concentration upon the objects of the “real” world as catalysts for producing
poetry. This marks a considerable departure from the operating procedures of seventeenth-century poets who ‘even
at their most lucid, never allowed an interest in the actual nature of objects to prevail over the “profound
sensuousness” of the meanings they intended to convey’.26 The result of this is that the poem becomes, as M. H.
Abrams clearly recognises,
essentially the internal made external [. . .] embodying the combined product of the poet’s perceptions,
thoughts and feelings. [. . .] The paramount cause of poetry is not [. . .] the effect intended upon the
audience; but instead an efficient cause － the impulse within the poet of feelings and desires seeking
expression.27

Wordsworth is concerned with the idea of the poet as teacher whose sole function is to deliver “truth” to an
unquestioning audience. The poet is someone who, by some mysterious and nebulous gift of insight, has access to the
hidden world of truth that lies covered beneath the veil of language. Wordsworth unmistakably articulates this in the
Preface to Lyrical Ballads:
He is a man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm
and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than
are supposed to be common among mankind; a man pleased with his own passions and volitions, and
who rejoices more than other men in the spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate similar
volitions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of the universe, and habitually impelled to create
them where he does not find them.28

Wordsworth felt himself equal to this calling and his developing theories on poetics were, ‘a clearing ground for his
own work, [. . .] with what happens, or should happen, in the poet’s mind in the act of composition’.29 His main
consideration was whether he, the poet, had sufficiently described his state of mind.30
One of the outcomes ensuing from this view of poetic language was that it enabled the rise in Britain in the late
1950s of The Movement. The Movement reacted against what it considered excessive imprecision in the poetic
language of the New Apocalypse poets of the 1940s, especially with regard to its metaphorical style. Referring to the
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New Apocalypse period, Robert Conquest, in his Introduction to his influential anthology of Movement poetry, New
Lines, notes that ‘the debilitating theory that poetry must be metaphorical gained wide acceptance’.31 In contrast to
New Apocalypse poetry, he welcomes the emergence in the late 1940s and early 1950s of poets whose poetry is,
‘empirical in its attitude’32 and values clear meanings along with a ‘refusal to abandon a rational structure and
comprehensible language’.33
It is legitimate to ask in what sense was “The Movement” really a “movement”? In The Movement, Blake Morrison
notes that the poets often included in this grouping, ‘themselves have frequently denied the validity of the group
label that was affixed to them’.34 However, such denials, he concludes,
should be treated with skepticism. Some show that same distaste for sensational journalism which can
be detected in the Movement’s critics. Some, again, take the narrow view that the only bona fide
movement is one in which all the poets gather in one place in order to plan a strategy. Others seem
symptomatic of a dislike of being associated with any group activity […]. Most of the disavowals,
moreover, were made in the late 1950s and early 1960s, at a time when the writers were beginning to
move in different directions and wanted their “individual” talent to be recognised. The impugning of
the Movement label is an understandable development, but not to be too readily trusted.35

Notwithstanding the niceties associated with the use of the term, the poetry advocated and practised by the poets
often linked to it has had, nevertheless, a significant influence on British poetry since the 1950s; as Andrew Crozier
has recognised: ‘The present-day canon has its roots in the Movement’.36
A later gathering of poets often acknowledged as being heirs to the Movement’s aesthetic became known as The
Group. This group was initiated by Philip Hobsbaum who, while studying at Cambridge University, met Peter
Redgrove who urged him to start a poetry group, which he did in his London flat in late 1955. Attendees at these
meetings included Ted Hughes, George MacBeth, Peter Redgrove, Edward Lucie-Smith, Rosemary Joseph, Julian
Cooper, Peter Porter, and Martin Bell. When Hobsbaum had to leave London in 1959 to study for a PhD at Sheffield
University, Lucie-Smith took over running the London meetings until its disbandment in 1965, due to ever increasing
numbers that made the original purpose of the meetings difficult to accomplish. Meanwhile, Hobsbaum now a
lecturer at Queen’s University, Belfast, formed a branch of the Group there. Attendees included Seamus Heaney,
Michael Longley, Edna Longley, and Derek Mahon.

Heaney was seen as something of a rising star within this group. This is noted by Ulster poet James Simmons: ‘In
those old gatherings under the auspices of Philip Hobsbaum in Belfast it was obvious that Seamus was being
groomed for stardom’.37 In relation to this, Heather Clark in The Ulster Renaissance, says:
Hobsbaum was more of a mentor to Heaney than to any of the other major poets involved in the group;
it is perhaps not by accident that in one interview he referred to Hobsbaum as a ‘teacher’ and his
workshop as a ‘class’ 38

Clark also notes, in relation to a favourable review by Heaney in Hibernia of Hobsbaum’s A Group Anthology, that the
review,
shows that, even before he had met Hobsbaum, Heaney was aware of his presence in Belfast, and was
impressed by his commitment to fostering local talent. His early enthusiasm contrasts sharply with
Longley’s and Mahon’s relative indifference, and shows that he was more susceptible to Hobsbaum’s
influence from the start.39

Although the Group asserted it had no unified poetic agenda as such, an indication of its poetic aims can be discerned
from the sorts of poets it nurtured and the poetic values asserted by Hobsbaum himself. The first thing that is
noticeable about Hobsbaum’s poetic is its objection to the suggestiveness and lack of plot in T. S. Eliot’s poetry:
If we suggest Langland, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Wordsworth and Eliot are among our greatest poets, it is
the last-named that appears to be the wild card in the pack. All the others had a high regard for plot and
logic that carries them through the aesthetic variability of their poetry. Eliot, on the other hand, seems
to work rather by suggestion, qualitative progression, evocative catalogue.40
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His criticism of Eliot extends to what he sees as the negative influence on English poetry of Eliot’s use of the
American idiom: ‘Some damage was done to English verse by too close an imitation in the 1930s of the American
idiom as evidenced in such poets as Eliot and Pound’. 41 He also sees a disparity between Eliot’s American writingstyle and traditional English poetic writing practice. Although Hobsbaum does not see this in itself as necessarily
negative, the implication is that American modernism is largely a geographical and cultural entity, unable to
successfully function within an English milieu:
Again, Eliot’s work exhibits the characteristic American qualities of free association or phanopoeia
and autobiographical content. English verse, however, has been at its best as fiction: an arrangement
of what is external to the poet to convey the tension or release within.42

This poetic “nationalism” is also expressed more explicitly, and with some frustration in the following:

I would never deny that Eliot and Pound, who derive much from Whitman, are fine poets. But is it not
time to insist that they are fine American poets? And that therefore the influence they may be expected
to have on English poets is limited? 43

Hobsbaum makes further statements as to the unsuitability of “American” modernism for the English reader:

Whitman’s abstractions and random collocations have a raw life of their own, a form even through
their formlessness; and this has remained highly characteristic of American poetry ever since. The
Waste Land (1922) is, indeed, a heap of broken images: this is its meaning, and, to some extent, its
distinction. But that kind of writing has never worked well in England.44

However, he saw a remedy to this state of affairs in the Movement:

The poems of the Movement were self-contained, formal, and sought to be unrhetorical. Like most
schools of poetry, the Movement proved too constricting for its more talented members. […] But the
Movement was a necessary spring-cleaning whose real achievement may have been to arouse interest
in a number of poets of the 1930s who had been unjustly neglected.45

Hobsbaum voiced reservations concerning the use of ambiguous language in poetry, preferring narrative devices and
accurate description. He recognised in Edward Thomas that,
Thomas will often act out his feelings in terms of story, scene and character, rather than state it in his
own person. And this brings him close to the writings of the finest poetic realists － Wordsworth, for
example, whose best work is in narrative form, and is akin to the great nineteenth-century novelists,
themselves the heirs of Shakespeare.46

He praises Wordsworth for his ‘unwavering gaze’47 and compares the 1805 and 1850 versions of The Prelude －
favouring the 1805 version because it ‘exhibits a preternatural keenness of eye and ear’. 48 He cites the following
samples from this version:
The moon stood naked in the heavens at height
Immense above my head . . .

Far, far beyond, the vapours shot themselves
In headlands, tongues, and promontory shapes,
Into the sea, the real sea . . .

Meanwhile, the moon looked down upon this shew
In single glory, and we stood, the mist
Touching our very feet . . . 49

He looks favourably on these: ‘Here the concrete particulars of the summer night assume startling urgency as they
impinge upon the young traveller’s mind’. 50 Similarly, he comments on the emphasis of observation evident in the
Discharged Soldier passage in Book IV of the 1805 Prelude:
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[The passage’s] sharp, detached details never lapse into catalogue: what fuses them together is the
sense of man’s vulnerability and loneliness. And it is Wordsworth’s greatness that he can make so
static a mode as description－description, moreover, of a stationary object－develop in the manner of
narrative. This effect of development is partly owing to the poet’s sense of the beholder: we are keenly
aware of Wordsworth himself watching the old man.51

With Regard to ‘The Ruined Cottage’, he notes that it shares with The Prelude ‘the accurate observation of detail’. 52
So much so, that of the following passage from ‘The RuinedCottage’,
At the door arrived
I knocked, and when I entered with the hope
Of usual greeting Margaret looked at me
A little while, then turned her head away
Speechless, and sitting down upon a chair
Wept bitterly…53

he can say, ‘The action is as graphic as that of a stage play’.54 Of the returning visit of the peddler to the cottage in
‘the wane of summer’, when the cottage displays signs of decay, Hobsbaum notes that the detail is ‘sharp and
accurate’.55 Also the lines,
And, stranger, here
In sickness she remained, and here she died,
Last human tenant of these walls. 56

prompt him to write: ‘The graphic simplicity is characteristic and supreme: no embellishing metaphors are required
here. The observed facts speak for themselves […]’. 57 He concludes his analysis of Wordsworth’s poetry by
complimenting it for its “novelistic” character and dependency upon experience:
The poems I have discussed brought something new to literature. They show, for instance, a handling of
narrative vastly superior to anything since Shakespeare and the medieval poets; and an aspect of
narrative unknown even to these great narrators－the concentration upon a single experience until all
its implications are drawn out of it. In many respects, these poems unite the virtues of prose and poetry
－clarity and definition on the one hand, emotional heightening and dramatic rhythm on the other.58

This penchant for an aesthetic grounded in quotidian experience is further illustrated by Heather Clark where she
notes that Hobsbaum (and other London Group writers) ‘shared a commitment to ordinariness, a predisposition to
formalism, and a distrust of Modernism’.59 She quotes him as saying in A group Anthology that the ‘defects besetting
poets who are isolated from their audience’ [are] abstraction, eccentricity, an element of private jargon, a sensibility
so subjective that it failed to relate to the outside world’.60 These ‘defects’ Clark says ‘were mercilessly picked apart
during Group discussions, during which the poet was encouraged to render his or her subject clearly’.61 Furthermore,
in his A Theory of Communication Hobsbaum ‘posits that words must rely on their context for meaning － that
language is never arbitrary’.62 As Clark further observes, he,
favours the dramatic and concrete over the abstract and remote. If the author limits meaning to a
word’s context, then the reader is never confused. In a good poem, according to Hobsbaum, the reader
may seek to complete the puzzle, but never to fill the gaps.63

The foregoing examination of Hobsbaum’s poetic attitudes bears some resemblance to those of his former tutor, F. R.
Leavis. One can envisage Hobsbaum unequivocally agreeing with Leavis’s criticism of Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West
Wind’, for what Leavis saw as its confused imagery due to Shelley’s ‘weak grasp upon the actual’.64 Like Hobsbaum,
Leavis saw in Wordsworth an enthusiastic commitment to the “actual”. He was critical of any insinuation that
Wordsworth’s poetry contained transcendental elements because he saw this as potentiality damaging to
Wordsworth’s reputation should his poetry come under the scrutiny of New Criticism. Therefore, in Revaluation, he
steers Wordsworth away from accusations of mysticism towards the more grounded practice of liberal humanism:
Wordsworth, we know, is the ‘poet of Nature’, and the associations of the term “Nature” here are
unfortunate, suggesting as it does a vaguely pantheistic religion-substitute. […] But Wordsworth
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himself, […] proposes something decidedly different when he stresses ‘the Mind of Man’ as ‘My haunt,
and the main region of mysong’.65

Leavis regards him as so far removed from the mystical life that his poetry can act as instruction to daily
commonplace living:
[Wordsworth] stands for a distinctly human naturalness; […] A poet who can bring home to us the
possibility of such a naturalness should today be found important. In Wordsworth’s poetry the
possibility is offered us realised － realised in a mode central and compelling enough to enforce the
bearing of poetry upon life, the significance of this poetry for actual living.66

That his poetry should enable this derives from his early upbringing, ‘in a congenial social environment, with its
wholesome simple pieties and the traditional sanity of its moral culture, which to him were nature’.67 This early
nurturing was able to produce a man who ‘was, on the showing of his poetry and everything else, normally and
robustly human’.68 Leavis says that Wordsworth’s reputation as a mystic and the ‘current valuation’ of his greatness
is due largely to the ‘visionary moments’ and ‘spots of time’.69 He acknowledges that Wordsworth, himself, placed
value on the visionary aspect of his verse but thinks it important to examine the significance he assigns to it. Leavis
then cites the following from Book II of The Prelude:
and, at that time,
Have felt whate’er there is of power in sound
To breathe an elevated mood, by form
Or image unprofaned; and I would stand,
Beneath some rock, listening to sounds that are
The ghostly language of the ancient earth,
Or make their dim abode in distant winds.
Thence did I drink the visionary power.
I deem not profitless those fleeting moods
Of shadowy exultation: not for this,
That they are kindred to our purer mind
And intellectual life; but that the soul,
Remembering how she felt, but what she felt
Remembering not, retains an obscure sense
Of possible sublimity, to which,
With growing faculties she doth aspire,
With faculties still growing, feeling still
That whatsoever point they gain, they still
Have something to pursue. 70

Leavis, while admitting that the passage is philosophically vague, nevertheless, tries to recuperate it from any
transcendentalist taint by drawing our attention away from its vagueness and towards the ‘sober verse’ in which
these ineffable experiences are presented.71 Moreover, having glossed over this transcendentalism Leavis refers to
the eighteenth-century poet Mark Akenside to root Wordsworth in a pre-transcendentalist tradition:
How strong are the eighteenth-century affinities to this verse Mr. Nichol Smith brings out when, in his
introduction to The Oxford Book of Eighteenth Century Verse, he quotes a piece of Akenside and suggests
rightly that it might have passed for Wordsworth’s. Wordsworth’s roots were deep in the eighteenth
century. To say this is to lay the stress again － where it ought to rest － on his essential sanity and
normality.72

In light of this discussion of Leavis, it is possible to discern his influence on Hobsbaum’s poetic ideas, especially those
directly related to Hobsbaum’s writings on Wordsworth.
As well as Leavis, Hobsbaum was also influenced to some extent by Philip Larkin. That Larkin is considered an
empiricist poet should not now be a controversial observation. Indeed, displaying a characteristic droll cynicism
Larkin has said that ‘deprivation is to me what daffodils were to Wordsworth’, consequently empathising, albeit
cautiously, with Wordsworth’s poetic. 73 Of his poem ‘The Whitsun Weddings’, Antony Easthope says that his
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‘vehement and traditionally English empiricism is well illustrated’ in it.74 Easthope later ponders: ‘If the poetry of
Larkin […] does indeed recirculate an old-fashioned poetic empiricism, the question is how it has maintained its
almost exclusively privileged position within English culture’.75 Furthermore, Hobsbaum, himself, in a 2002
interview he gave with Gerry Cambridge for the journal The Dark Horse, confirms that Larkin was an empiricist poet.
When asked the question: ‘What was behind your own poetry, which to anyone who’s read it is lucid and solidly
founded in actuality?’ rather than denying Cambridge’s portrayal of his poetic style, Hobsbaum says:
Well, a lot of that was Philip Larkin, and my own early reading of Hardy and Wilfred Owen. […] Now I
don’t regard Larkin really as a great poet－I think he wrote one great poem, ‘Church Going’. […] I think
that ‘Church Going’ is one of the great poems of our time, really.76

This tacit agreement with Cambridge’s assessment of Hobsbaum’s poetic style, and his introduction of Larkin to
partly explain it, implies that Larkin’s poetry was also ‘lucid and solidly founded in actuality’; a description that
perfectly defines empiricist poetry.

As was indicated earlier, Seamus Heaney was something of a protégé of Hobsbaum and it is perhaps reasonable to
assume that Heaney’s poetic may owe something to this fact. Hobsbaum’s poetry criticism, as we have seen, does
connect his poetry aesthetic to many of the concerns that preoccupied Wordsworth; and Wordsworth, as will be seen,
did have a significant influence on Heaney. Furthermore, Hobsbaum’s involvement with The Group, which can be
seen as an heir to many of the Movement’s poetic concerns, and his personal championing of Heaney as a talent
(which suggests a shared poetic aesthetic) does indicate that Hobsbaum was a decisive in Heaney’s poetical and
professional development. The remainder of this essay will attempt to show that Heaney places great value on
poetry that is dependent upon sense impressions. 77
The influence of Wordsworth on Heaney is well known. Hugh Haughton notes that ‘the Lake Poet’s texts haunt
Heaney more radically than those of any other poet’,78 and though ‘Heaney’s early poems do not directly echo
Wordsworth, his criticism of the 1970s hitches them unforgettably to the Wordsworthian star’.79 Also:
It was very much as an Irish follower of Wordsworth that Heaney first presented himself as a poet-critic.
In critical discussions such as ‘Feeling and Words’ (1974) and ‘The Making of Music’ (1978), Heaney
not only re-created Wordsworth in his own image but forged a poetic image of himself out of
Wordsworth.80

Furthermore:

Heaney’s sustained encounter with the Romantic poet during the 1970s played a crucial part in the
forging of his discursive identity as a major poet, not only in the essays of Preoccupations (1980), which
did so much to shape public perception of his work, but in the autobiographical poems of North (1975),
Stations (1975), and the ‘Glanmore Sonnets’ of Field Work (1979).81

Additionally:

In his introduction to The Essential Wordsworth (1988), Heaney calls the Lake Poet’s achievement ‘the
most securely founded in the canon of native English poetry’ since Milton’s. He declares him ‘an
indispensable figure in the evolution of modern writing, a finder and keeper of the self-as-subject, a
theorist and apologist whose Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802) remains definitive’.82

Wordsworth’s practice of explicating his poetry is also apparent in Heaney who,

has used critical prose as a powerful instrument in helping define the terms through which his own
work can be understood. In readings, essays, interviews and lectures, he has proved himself […] an
eloquent self-promoter of his own art.83

Moreover, he is ‘not only an unreconstructed admirer of the English Romantic poet but an avowed heir to the
Wordsworthian defence of poetry’.84

Similarly to Wordsworth, Heaney also sees the value of poetry as having to do with its functionality as an educative
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process in service to humanistic and ethical concerns. In his 1989 inaugural lecture on having been elected Professor
of Poetry at Oxford University he says:
Professors of poetry, apologists for it, practitioners of it, from Sir Philip Sidney to Wallace Stevens, all
sooner or later have to attempt to show how poetry’s existence at the level of art relates to our
existence as citizens of society－how it is “of present use”.85

This “present use” is closely associated with politics:

The truth is, the purer and more concentrated a poet’s faculties and the more aligned within his
sensibility the poles of politics and transcendence, then the simpler and more distinct will be something
that we might call the poetic DNA pattern.86

Moreover, Heaney readily admits to humanist leanings when he says, ‘I am still enough of a humanist to believe that
poetry arises from the same source as that ideal future which Derek Mahon, in his poem ‘The Sea in Winter’,
envisages’.87 Additionally, he shows his deference to Wordsworth’s emphasis on poetry as a vehicle for
unambiguous content by saying that, ‘as Wordsworth once said, our subject is indeed important’.88 He also alludes
(via Emerson－a “pupil” of Wordsworth) to the Wordsworthian ideal that poetry should comprise self-reflection:
The poet－as representative man, as representative woman－this Emersonian figure then comes under
the strain of bearing witness in his or her own life to the plane of consciousness established in the
poem.89

Turning to Heaney’s poetry, we can see that it is characterised by his use of accurate descriptions (Ciarán Carson
refers to him as ‘a writer with the gift of precision’) of the quotidian in rural settings.90 This, he has in common with
Georgian poetry with its, ‘country cottages, old furniture, moss-covered barns, rose-scented lanes, apples and cherry
orchards’.91 Such is the accuracy of Heaney’s descriptiveness that it prompts J. W. Foster to write in The Achievement
of Seamus Heaney:
Not only are Heaney’s poems about manual work on the farm－ploughing, planting, harvesting, horseshoeing－but they are themselves manuals on how the work is actually done. It is amusing, for instance,
to set ‘Churning Day’ beside E. Estyn Evan’s account of churning in Irish Heritage (1942) and Irish Folk
Ways (1957).92

Moreover, this reliance upon descriptive accuracy lends to the charge that his poetry is readily paraphrasable. In
‘Seamus Heaney－from Major to Minor’, R. Caldwell observes that, ‘there is too often the feel with his poetry that the
paraphrase is the end of the matter: there is little of the multifaceted richness of suggestion that invites one to probe
further’.93
Something of Heaney’s discomfort with a more than functional use of poetic language can be seen in his critique of
Dylan Thomas in The Redress of Poetry (based on a series of lectures he delivered as Oxford Professor of Poetry)
where he contends that Thomas ‘continued to place a too unenlightened trust in the plasticity of language’.94 It
would seem that for Heaney, poetry is primarily concerned with language as unequivocal communication. In his
critique of Thomas’s poem ‘Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night’, he calls this unequivocal communication
“knowledge”. He praises Thomas’s poem for delivering a clear message:
The poem does not begin with words, as the young Thomas too simply insisted that poetry should, but
it moves towards them. And it is exactly the sensation of language on the move towards a destination in
knowledge which imbues ‘Do Not Go Gentle’ with a refreshing maturity.95

Here we see how he not only admonishes the ‘young Thomas’ for his assumed poetic naiveté, but also infers from the
poem’s “clarity of meaning” that Thomas has achieved the necessary poetic maturity, a maturity that has enabled
him to make his meanings clear in order to ‘move towards a destination in knowledge’ that does not ‘begin with
words’ (i.e. linguistic resourcefulness). Heaney’s use of the term “knowledge” is significant because it has a
resonance with Wordsworth’s belief in the ‘poetic experience as a form of knowledge’.96 His reservations about
poetic language extend also into his opinion of poetic artifice. Of Thomas’s use of it, he thinks that ‘the demand for
more matter, less art, does inevitably arise’.97 Elizabeth Bishop, however, has his approval because ‘she never allows
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the formal delights of her art to mollify the hard realities of her subjects’.98

However, he appears to support both sides of the argument when he admits that, ‘Poetry cannot afford to lose its
[…], joy in being a process of language as well as a representation of things in the world’.99 His empiricism is
unavoidably evident in this statement. Yet, it is puzzling why he should introduce into this statement mention of the
joys of linguistic processes given that elsewhere he is critical of them. Certainly, in the Oxford lecture mentioned
above he is distrustful of linguisticingenuity:
And yet, limber and absolved as linguistic inventiveness may seem in poetry, it is not disjunct from or
ever entirely manumitted by the critical intelligence. If it appears to be so, that may simply mean that
there is none of said intelligence available in that particular quarter.100

Here, he places reason above artifice and content before form. Words are to be manipulable to specific and
conventional meanings. Paradoxically, there seems little room here for the joy poetry evokes by ‘being a process of
language’. Yet, his circumspection regarding the linguistic and formal properties of a poem is still very much evident.
This can be seen in his cautious praise of Thomas:
Thomas came through with a poem in a single, unfumbled movement, one with all the confidence of a
necessary thing, one in which again at last the fantasy and extravagance of the imagery and diction did
not dissipate themselves or his theme.101

Heaney can be seen here, again, favouring poetic content over poetic language.

This concern with content before form is also evident in his reference to a line from John Clare’s, ‘Mouse’s Nest’. The
line is: ‘With all her young ones hanging at her teats […]’; and Heaney comments: ‘“Hanging on” would have had
certain pathetic, anthropomorphic associations that would have weakened the objective clarity of the whole
presentation’.102 He praises Clare for avoiding the more impressionistic phrase “hanging on” in favour of the more
visually accurate ‘hanging at’ that Clare does use. He thinks it a good thing of Clare’s ‘Mouse’s Nest’ that ‘there is an
unspectacular joy and totally alert love for the one-thing-after-anotherness of the world’.103 However, he is aware
that this approach to poetry needs defending. Consequently, in an attempt to do this he says there is more than mere
description in Clare’s poetry:
Just because Clare’s poetry abounds in actualities, just because it is full of precise delightful detail as a
granary is full of grains, does not mean that it is doomed to pile up and sink down in its own
materiality.104

He illustrates this with reference to the cesspool in the ‘Mouse’s Nest’, which embodies, for Clare,

not only the reality of all such places as places, with distinct characters and histories, but also their
value as a set of memories and affections at the back of his mind. There is dreamwork going on here as
well as photography.105

Yet, for this to be the case there would surely be no need to admit to the photographic elements of such poetry as
existing in the first place. To admit such, and then deny their actual affects on the reader in favour of an assumed
“dreamwork” in operation seems pointless.

He excuses Clare for certain stylistic faults (‘lines repeating and intersecting with the trajectory of other lines’106)
because accurate observation underlies them:
This is why the “ands” and “whens” and self-contained couplets and end-stopped movement of the
lines do not irk as they might. They are clearly a function of the perception rather than a fault of
execution. […] They are both a prerequisite and consequence of one kind of accuracy and immediacy.107

For Heaney,

The poet who would be most the poet has to attempt an act of writing that outstrips the conditions
even as it observes them. The truly creative writer, by interposing his or her perception and expression,
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will transfigure the conditions and effect thereby what I have been calling “The Redress of Poetry”.108

Here, he apologises for descriptive poetry by claiming that it is not merely descriptive. He contends that the
descriptive poet’s perception and expression will transform in some sense the appearance of objects described.
Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion in the Introduction to their anthology The Penguin Book of Contemporary British
Poetry inadvertently indicate that for Heaney transforming an object’s appearance is achieved through
defamiliarisation. Concerning his poem, ‘The Grauballe Man’ they write:
As Heaney’s eye ranges over the anatomy it transforms skin and bone to a clutter of inanimate things:
the wrist to ‘bog oak’, the heel to a ‘basalt egg’, the mortal wound to a ‘dark elderberry place’, and so
on.109

It should be pointed out that defamiliarisation is dependent upon vision in order to revive our awareness of objects
that have become over-familiar through constant exposure to them. To this extent, it is an empiricist mode of writing.

Interestingly, Heaney’s use of defamiliarisation owes more than a slight debt to Coleridge’s understanding of
something similar to it as alluded to in Biographia Literaria. In it Coleridge mentions with approval, an unpublished
poem of Wordsworth’s he heard Wordsworth reading aloud one time. Of the poem Coleridge writes:
It was the union of deep feeling with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in the observing, with
the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects observed [,,] and with it the depth and height of the
ideal world around forms, incidents, and situations, of which, for the common view, custom had
bedimmed all the lustre, had dried up all the sparkle and the dew drops. 110

Here we see a description of the workings on a poem of a method that achieves a similar affect to that which we now
call defamiliarisation. It should also be considered, that Wordsworth’s poetic practice (as has been pointed out by
Heaney in his Introduction to his selection of Wordsworth’s poems, published by Faber) favoured something akin to
defamiliarisation. In discussing ‘Resolution and Independence’, Heaney remarks, with reference to Wordsworth’s
Preface to LyricalBallads:
What happens [here] is that a common incident is viewed under a certain ‘colouring of imagination’;
ordinary things are presented to the mind in an unusual way and made interesting. 111

Seen in this light, Heaney’s “transfigurations”, as portrayed by Morrison and Motion, are not as transcendental as
they might appear to be.

In conclusion, this discussion of Heaney’s use of a “Wordsworthian defamiliarisation” is also relevant to the larger
debate concerning modernist and postmodernist poetry’s debt to Romanticism, as has been noted by Thurley,
Larrissy and Gregson among others.112 Part of this debate involves Wordsworth’s penchant for discursiveness, which
can be seen manifesting itself as an influence in British postmodern poetry. Discursiveness (specifically in relation to
its poetic manifestation rather than within its philosophical framework) is a mimesis of thought processes and is,
therefore, empiricist. Although it could be argued that in much of postmodern poetry these thought processes
present themselves as plural and discontinuous, nevertheless, the lexical aspects (abstract nouns etc.) of
discursiveness disallow connotation despite the discourse’s fragmented appearance. What can be conveyed via
discursiveness in all its forms (recollection, rumination, speculation and confessional) could be rendered more
concisely with highly concentrated imagery.
Discursiveness, as has been noted, came to fruition with Wordsworth, as can be seen in this extract from ‘Tintern
Abbey’:
That time is past,
And all its aching joys are now no more,
And all its dizzy raptures. Not for this
Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe,
Abundant recompense. For I have learned
To look on nature, not as in the hour
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Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes
The still sad music of humanity, 113

Every phrase is intended to propel the reader’s understanding forward to the next phrase so that enough semantic
information can be gathered to enable hermeneutic closure. Meaning is produced retrospectively, i.e. after having
read the passage. The “message” of the passage is more important than the individual semantic elements that
comprise it and consequently the passage is captive to the logic of uninterrupted statement. Examples of this can be
seen even in more “experimental” British Postmodern poetry such as that of J. H. Prynne in ‘Frost and Snow, Falling’,
where we find this:
So that when the snow falls again the earth
becomes lighter and lighter. The surface conspires with us, we are its first born. Even
in this modern age we leave tracks, as we
go. And as we go, walk, stride or climb
out of it, we leave that behind, our own
level contemplation of the world 114

This is essentially Wordsworthian discursiveness: a reference to phenomena intermingled with philosophical
ruminations about it.

That discursiveness is so amply evident in experimental works could be regarded as nothing more than the use of it
ironically: in the sense that these instances of it are used to defamiliarise the transparency of such discourse as it is
presented in poetry that is more conventional. This may be so, but I am not sure whether irony is totally divorced
from an empiricist aesthetic, in that its effect is dependent upon readers recognising its presence. That irony can be
recognised indicates that ambiguity is absent (or severely limited), and that closure is intended: the poet intends the
reader to recognise the irony, and the reader responds by obeying. How else could irony operate without this tacit
agreement between poet and reader?
This article has attempted to show the importance of Wordsworth’s influence on Seamus Heaney’s criticism and
poetry. Most notably the influence of the empiricist aspect of Wordsworth’s poetic, rather than that of the
transcendentalist aspect that is forgrounded in writers such as M. H. Abrams. To do this I have traced the
development of this influence through The Movement poets, The Group and the criticism of Philip Hobsbaum. I have
also been critical of this aesthetic and its limitations as a mechanism for producing poetic resonance. This is not to
deny what is to be found in Heaney’s poetry that is valuable, only to emphasise that such aspects should not be
regarded as solely sufficient for the purposes of poetic composition, as I believe has become the case in Britain.
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Songs and Poems
First published in The Argotist Online
2016

What is it about a song that makes it superior to a poem? Is it the melody or the vocal rendition? Is it the lyric? Is it
the musical arrangement? No doubt, it is all of these things, but for me the main answer is that songs generalise
whereas the majority of poems today do not. When I say “poems today” I am referring mainly to contemporary
mainstream poems, those with which the majority of poetry readers will be familiar; in other words anecdotal and
descriptive poems that contain very little ambiguity or mystery. Because of this, such poems fail to enable a reader to
personally identify with them. Indeed, the majority of these poems are intended solely as vehicles for information
transfer, information that could just as easily be conveyed in a prose form. Such poems are written merely to convey
the poet’s thoughts and feelings about a specific event, situation or place experienced, or in the act of being
experienced. The poet is not necessarily concerned with whether readers can personally identify with the poem, so
long as they understand clearly the information the poet is trying to convey. This may consist of some “important”
insight gained from an experience, or it could be a prosaic statement or commentary about some commonplace
aspect of contemporary life.

Songs, though, do more than this. They excite both the imagination and emotions; they enable you to unlock your
own highly personal box of images, memories and associations. At one time, poetry was also able to do this because,
like song, it utilised generalisation but since Wordsworth (and largely because of his influence) poetry has become
more novelistic and descriptive. Before Wordsworth, poetry (the sort written by William Blake or Thomas Wyatt, for
instance) was closer to the song or ballad tradition, in that it tended to avoid descriptive elements. As is well known,
song predates poetry－or rather, songs became poems once they were written down and read privately.
The limitations of poetry that does not generalise are plain to see if we compare some lines from one with those of a
song. First the poetry－a stanza from Frank O’Hara’s ‘Cambridge’:
It is still raining and the yellow-green cotton fruit
looks silly round a window giving out on winter trees
with only three drab leaves left. The hot plate works,
it is the sole heat on earth, and instant coffee. I
put on my warm corduroy pants, a heavy maroon sweater,
and wrap myself in my old maroon bathrobe.

What we see here is prosaic and descriptive prose that leaves little to the reader’s imagination. In contrast to this, let
us look at some song lyrics, one by Leonard Cohen and two by Bob Dylan. In Cohen’s ‘Night Comes On’ from the
album Various Positions, we have this verse:
I said, ‘Mother I’m frightened,
the thunder and the lightning,
I’ll never come through this alone’.
She said, ‘I’ll be with you,
my shawl wrapped around you,
my hand on your head when you go’.
And the night came on.
It was very calm.
I wanted the night to go on and on
but she said, ‘Go back to the world’.

Unlike O’Hara, Cohen is not averse to generalising. Consequently, this verse is loaded with interpretative possibilities.
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From the beginning of this verse, ambiguity is allowed to operate in that we cannot be certain if the speaker is
addressing his actual biological mother or whether “mother” is a metaphor for God or “Mother Nature”. Similarly,
we cannot be sure whether the thunder and lightening that frightens him is literal or metaphorical. The imprecision
surrounding his fear serves to enrich listeners’ experience of the song and allows them to decide for themselves the
precise nature of this “fear”. Moreover, this imprecision allows for numerous enquiries. The speaker’s mother tells
him that she will be with him when he goes. Where is he going? Is he going into the fearful situation represented by
the thunder and lightening? Is this situation an existential experience analogous to what Christian contemplatives
have referred to as “the dark night of the soul”? Is the “night” in ‘the night came on’ also metaphorical? Perhaps, it
stands for a feeling of comfort and reassurance brought about by the knowledge that his biological
mother/God/Nature is with him in some sense. If so, does he want it to continue? He probably does but something
tells him to ‘go back to the world’. Who tells him this: the “mother” figure or the “night” (whatever the latter
represents)? That this verse can invite such questions indicates its superiority to the O’Hara stanza quoted earlier.
Similar ambiguities and the questions they prompt can be found in the following verse from Dylan’s ‘Changing of the
Guards’ from the album Street Legal:
Fortune calls.
I stepped forth from the shadows to the marketplace.
Merchants and thieves, hungry for power, my last deal gone down.
She’s smelling sweet like the meadows where she was born
on midsummer’s eve, near the tower.

Like Cohen, Dylan is not afraid to generalise. He is also unafraid to mix poetic registers, instances of which are his use
of archaic-sounding phrases such as ‘I stepped forth’, ‘smelling sweet like the meadows’ and ‘on midsummer’s eve’
alongside the more demotic ‘last deal gone down’. This adds a linguistic variety whilst paying homage to his poetic
inheritance. The verse states at its beginning that ‘fortune calls’, but we are not told for whom. Is it for the speaker?
Is it for the listeners? Is it for humanity in general? Dylan leaves the choice up to us. The verse then introduces a
persona with ‘I stepped forth from the shadows’ but this persona is not developed or elaborated upon, and we are
left guessing as to its identity. Even the word ‘shadows’ (so vague that Pound surely would have frowned upon it)
leaves open innumerable interpretive possibilities. Furthermore, phrases such as ‘merchants and thieves’, and
‘hungry for power’, not only function as specific symbols for corruption, decay and amorality, but as more general
statements about the nature of the human condition. In addition, more questions are prompted by the figure of the
woman. Who is the woman who is ‘smelling sweet’? How is she like the meadows? Why is the word ‘meadows’
plural－how can she be born in more than one meadow? Is the meadow a meadow? If not what does it symbolise?
What is the tower－is that symbolic also?
Similarly with Dylan’s song ‘The Wicked Messenger’, more questions are raised than answered. The first verse is:
There was a wicked messenger from Eli he did come,
with a mind that multiplied the smallest matter.
When questioned who had sent for him he answered with his thumb,
for his tongue it could not speak, but only flatter.

We note immediately the presence of ambiguity with the line: ‘from Eli he did come’. We are not told if Eli is a place
or a person. The name has biblical connotations and can easily be a person. In the Old Testament Eli was the judge
and high priest of Israel and although loyal to God, his reluctance to remove his two corrupt sons from the
priesthood resulted in disgrace. Dylan’s lack of indication as to whom or what Eli is allows us to perhaps see a
biblical reference in the name. If we take the name as referring to the biblical Eli then we have to ask the question: If
the messenger was sent by Eli (who was a faithful servant of God) why is he seen as wicked? Is it because his mind
‘multiplied the smallest matter’ (possibly meaning he was neurotic), or that his ‘tongue it could not speak, but only
flatter’ (possibly meaning he was a liar)? Are these common human failings sufficient grounds for someone to be
designated as wicked? Alternatively, perhaps the messenger is wicked because there is a crudity about him － he
‘answered with his thumb’ (he gave the finger, perhaps?). For want of detailed information, we simply do not know.
Still more mysterious is the line: ‘When questioned who had sent for him’. This alludes to the possibility that
perhaps Eli is not a person but a place since whoever sent for the messenger was requesting it from another
geographical location than the one the messenger inhabited. If Eli is a person, then Eli would have been the one who

52

sent him－there would be no need for a second person to request it.
With the second verse we have:

He stayed behind the assembly hall. It was there he made his bed.
Oftentimes he could be seen returning.
Until one day he just appeared with a note in his hand which read
‘The soles of my feet, I swear they’re burning’.

From the first two lines of this verse, we obtain the impression that the people of the community he has entered have
shunned him, which has forced him to live in less than hospitable surroundings. There is irony in this, in that his bed
is behind the assembly hall－a place that one often associates with the (usually friendly) gathering of a community,
yet he has been isolated. With the line: ‘Oftentimes he could be seen returning’, more questions are prompted. From
where is he returning? Is it from Eli (be it a place or person)? What is the reason for the frequency of his trips to and
from the community? Is he on some secret errand－if so, for whom? When he does return from one of his trips Dylan
describes it as: ‘until one day he just appeared’ － no one has seen him returning on this occasion. The note he is
carrying which reads: ‘The soles of my feet, I swear they’re burning’, seems ominous. Does it indicate some sort of
eternal judgment and damnation for him and/or the community? The final verse is:
Oh, the leaves began to fallin’ and the seas began to part.
And the people that confronted him were many.
And he was told but these few words which opened up his heart
‘If you cannot bring good news, then don’t bring any’.

The first two line of this verse have apocalyptic connotations. The falling leaves evocative of decay and death and the
parting seas connoting massive geological and meteorological upheavals redolent of End Time prophesies. Such is
the message that he delivers to the community that he is confronted by them with the words: ‘If you cannot bring
good news, then don’t bring any’. As I have attempted to demonstrate, the songs ‘Night Comes On’, ‘The Changing of
the Guards’ and ‘The Wicked Messenger’ utilise vagueness and ambiguity to allow the listener to create highly
individualised interpretations.

In conclusion, then, each reader should be permitted the fundamental privilege of formulating a meaning which
would (for that reader) be the quintessence of the poem’s significance. The poem, in and of itself, is of little
consequence other than as a cipher for this practice to occur. The words and images of a poem should be looked
upon as devices that enable readers to recall their own experiences, reflect present circumstances, and anticipate
future desires. Each word should be twisted, stretched, moulded and free-associated from in order to signify
anything the reader wants them to signify. By doing this, the reader becomes, in effect, the composer of the poem,
and the definer of its limits. Such an approach to reading poetry, if widely understood and accepted, could possibly
restore poetry to its status as an important and popular art form.
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Blogs
Some of the following blog posts, those specifically regarding my views on poetry, on reflection, seem needlessly
confrontational. The only explanation I can find for this is that they were written during a period when I was actively
involved in various Internet forum discussions and other Internet related activities, where I felt slightly
overwhelmed by various poets who disagreed fiercely and vociferously with my views on poetry. As a result, I
became somewhat over-defensive of my poetic beliefs, and this hypersensitive attitude manifested itself in various
blog posts I wrote.
Dan Schneider’s Article on Gregory Corso
30 June 2005

I just read a very interesting analysis of Gregory Corso’s work by Dan Schneider. What was most interesting was
Schneider’s rating of Corso above Kerouac and Burroughs in the Beat pantheon. Only Ginsberg came out ahead of
Corso. Schneider says:
the Beat Generation, i.e.－the Beatniks－really just consisted of 2 real poetic talents & a lot of hangerson. The 2 being Allen Ginsberg & Gregory Corso. Kerouac & Burroughs were really prosists － &
mediocre, at best, LeRoi Jones a token, & Anne Waldman & Diane Di Prima bedwarmers.

While I understand Burroughs’s placement, I think Kerouac should be awarded more credit. Yes, much of his prose is
prosaic but his poetry by far makes up for this. His use of novel word juxtapositions in ‘211th Chorus’: ‘quivering
meat / conception’, and in ‘The Thrashing Doves’: ‘all the balloon of the shroud on the floor’ are, like Ginsberg’s use
of them in Howl (‘hydrogen dukebox, starry / dynamo in the machinery of night’), truly inspired. It is difficult to
imagine what early Bob Dylan would have been like had these lines not been written.
I think that Corso’s placement in the pantheon (given that Kerouac was primarily a novelist) is about right. His
poetry, despite a tendency towards the prosaic, does generalise sufficiently for connotation to operate. And
Schneider is right in citing Corso’s ‘Last Night I Drove a Car’ and ‘The Mad Yak’ as being particularly inane.
Sean O’Brien and Seamus Heaney Redefining the Mainstream
15 January 2006

In Sean O’ Brien’s piece (‘Rilke and the Contemporary Reader’) in Poetry Review (issue 95-3) he rightly
acknowledges that much contemporary poetry in Britain is ‘indulgently anecdotal’. He sees this anecdotalism as
traceable to Philip Larkin (for older exponents) and Frank O’Hara (for younger ones). He says that these influences,
‘trade on an attachment to authenticity which is felt to outbid both technical reach and thematic scale. Both serve a
misconceived “democratic” notion of poetry as entertainment, in which equality (a notion misplaced in this context)
emerges not in diversity but as sameness’.
This seems strange coming from a poet whose career could be said to have embraced and championed realist
tendencies in poetry. Indeed, he seems to have won every mainstream poetry prize going (including the
Cholmondeley Award, the Somerset Maugham award, the E. M. Forster Award, and the Forward Prize). And Poetry
Review (with typical hyperbole) describes him as ‘the poet-editor-critic of his generation’. Peter Forbes in issue 91-1
of that publication reasserts O’Brien’s mainstream credentials:
The members of this group of mainstream-poets-who-are-currently-making-the-running (they need a
handy name but we’ll come to that later) have been winning the prizes in the last few years: Carol Ann
Duffy (virtually everything); Sean O’Brien (Forward), Don Paterson (Eliot and Forward First), Michael
Donaghy (Forward), John Burnside (Whitbread), Jamie McKendrick (Forward), Jo Shapcott (Forward),
Ruth Padel (National Poetry Competition), Ian Duhig (National Poetry Competition), Paul Farley
(Forward First Collection). Prizes may not sell many extra copies of books but they play an important
role in the consolidation of poetic reputations.

54

Peter Porter in his review for Poetry Review (issue 91-1) of O’Brien’s Downriver includes O’Brien with, among others,
Don Paterson, Glyn Maxwell and Simon Armitage as poets who ‘bring back intellectualism and populism to British
Poetry’. Porter sees these poets as ‘delivering us’ from ‘the hermetically sealed Old Experimenters in J. H. Prynne’s
Cambridge’. Of these “saviours” of British poetry, Porter says that they ‘cared enormously about versification’ and
that their material was ‘sharply observed’ and (echoes of the anecdotal?) ‘wittily presented’. Porter notes that
O’Brien ‘writes with the ease and assurance of a poet so at home with the real world’. This need/desire for realism is
further expressed in O’Brien’s entry under the academic staff biographies list of Sheffield Hallam University:
His poetry often combines demotic and more literary language and is strongly aware of its northern
location－a poem such as ‘Cousin Coat’ creates an angry presence of historical injustice, closed mines
and cenotaphs, by enhancing the rhythms and rhymes of ordinary speech. This means that when a
more extravagant word is used, it feels necessary.

Thus, we see realism (as geographical location and linguistic functionality) emphasised and esteemed. For Porter,
such realism is preferable to what he sees as O’Brien’s former less-functional language, which ‘sometimes tended to
be strangled Laocoon-wise by their ramifications, their lineation and syntax tangling like roots in a pot’.
David Wheatley, in his Guardian (October 5, 2002) review of the mainstream poet John Fuller’s Now and for a Time,
notes that O’Brien, in The Deregulated Muse, sees Fuller as a postmodernist poet. This is a designation, which, says
Wheatley, ‘must have left readers of Jeremy Prynne and the Conductors of Chaos poets scratching their heads in
disbelief’.

Given all this, I fail to understand why, in recent years, mainstream poets such as O’Brien have been willing to bite
the hand that feeds them. Could it be that they sense the Hand’s “imminent” demise, and are preparing for the time
when they will have to jump ship and adequately explain themselves to their new crew in terms of a redefinition of
their poetic lineage?
Something of this can be glimpsed with Seamus Heaney in his The Redress of Poetry where he appears to want his
cake and eat it. He says: ‘Poetry cannot afford to lose its […], joy in being a process of language as well as a
representation of things in the world’.

His empiricism is unavoidably evident in this statement. However his about-face on the nature of poetic language is
puzzling. Could this turnaround perhaps indicate that Heaney realises that his poetic modus operandi is beginning to
lose currency in the more progressive circles of academic poetic discourse, and that to fully safeguard his
posthumous poetic reputation he has to enable future critics of his work to capably defend his reputation against
charges that he is a merely descriptive poet?
Yet, his continual wariness of the linguistic and formal properties of a poem is still very much evident. This can be
seen in his cautious praise (also in The Redress of Poetry) of the descriptive poet Edward Thomas:
Thomas came through with a poem in a single, unfumbled movement, one with all the confidence of a
necessary thing, one in which again at last the fantasy and extravagance of the imagery and diction did
not dissipate themselves or his or his theme.

Here, Heaney can be seen elevating poetic content over poetic language. This would seem to bring in to question his
sincerity in saying that poetry cannot afford to lose its ‘joy in being a process of language’.
To Connote or Not to Connote
14 April 2007

It is not often that I’m quoted, so when I came across George Szirtes’ 2007 Stanza Lecture, and saw that he’d quoted
the following statement (which I’d made on an online poetry forum last year) I was quite flattered until I continued
reading, and saw his response to it. The quote from me is:
I don’t think there is such a thing as difficult poetry, only poetry that connotes or denotes. The former is
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always considered difficult by opponents of it. The Waste Land is more connotative than a Simon
Armitage poem, for instance, that is why The Waste Land is seen as difficult.

His response to it is:

I am not sure how this writer can draw a sharp distinction between connotation and denotation in any
speech, let alone poetry. Connoting and denoting are simultaneous processes.

Semantically and cognitively, connoting and denoting may be simultaneous processes but their creative usage in
poetry necessarily modifies to some extent the balance Szirtes observes. If this were not the case then literary
criticism would not be as problematic as it is.
Besides, most readers would, I’m sure, agree that The Waste Land is more connotative than an Armitage poem. This
is not to say that Armitage’s poems do not connote; the difference is in the extent that they do when compared with
The Waste Land.
William Wyler’s Wuthering Heights
3 February 2009

Looking at the barrage of overrated and over-produced contemporary films, it is easy to forget that film once aspired
to be an art form. One such film is William Wyler’s 1939 underrated version of Emily Bronte’s novel Wuthering
Heights, which is for me the best film adaptation of that novel. Whilst the film deals with only the first 16 chapters of
the novel’s 34, it compensates by capturing perfectly the emotional essence of the book, which for me resides in the
relationship between Cathy and Heathcliff. When read in light of having seen this film, the rest of the novel’s 18
chapters seem almost like an afterthought or padding.
Wyler’s use of camera, lighting and mise-en-scene take much from the German Expressionist cinema of the 1920s,
which is to be expected since many of this school’s filmmakers and technicians had, by the early 1930s, relocated to
Hollywood and become part of mainstream film production there. This expressionist style is well suited to the film,
as it provides a visual equivalent to the novel’s gothic atmosphere.

The film quite deservedly won an Academy Award for Best Original Score, by Alfred Newman. Indeed, it is difficult to
separate film and score, so entwined and essential are they, that they become almost dyadic. To listen to Newman’s
score alone is a deeply emotional experience.
However, Wuthering Heights did not win the Academy Award for Best Picture, which went to the unfortunately titled,
Gone With the Wind. In my view, this was an oversight because Wuthering Heights is the far superior film. One cannot
help but suspect that Gone with the Wind won because it was an adaptation of a Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, which
dealt with a “big” subject. However, for me, the really timeless and universal themes are dealt with in Wuthering
Heights.
Carrier of the Seed Available as a Free Ebook
5 August 2009

My poem Carrier of the Seed is now out as a free ebook with Blazevox. You can download it at:
http://www.blazevox.org/ebook.htm
What the critics have said about it:
Jake Berry:

‘Excellent, mythopoeic, my kind of stuff’.
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Marjorie Perloff:

‘It’s very striking. The reader is propelled forward, thematically and mythologically. The result is
extremely interesting’.

Hank Lazer:

‘An engaging avalanche of a poem, and I like the collision of various registers of language throughout
the poem. Overall, a feel of contemporary myth-dream propelled narrative to it. A truly contemporary
quest’.

Andrew Duncan:

‘It negates a whole repertoire of well-loved effects and also demands the reader to switch off their
routine response and find a new way of reacting to the text. Carrier, presented as one long continuous
strip, has a straightforward phonetic organisation: every line is three words long. This disconnects the
line break from the flow of sense of the text. The telltales, which show someone’s emotional state,
which make it possible to slip into the rhythm of a text and a situation, are effaced. The text thus breaks
free from the limits of a soul and could for example be the voices of several different people, standing at
different points of a situation. It ceases to be owned by a personality, which we could try to reconstruct
in order to identify with it and share what it owns’.

Pam Brown:

‘The poem is breathlessly written, imbued with distinctive imagining and, perhaps surprisingly, it also
maintains a satisfying, dynamic-yet-steady rhythm, reading like a long, measured monologue or song.
Side intersperses antiquated traces that sometimes suggest classic fairy-tales － robes, kingdoms,
forests, parlours, maidens, minstrels, pilgrims, with a contemporary everyday lexicon of cybernetics
and with plain speech. The made-up language overtakes the poet intrinsically and emphasises the
suffusion of feeling that pulses throughout the poem’.

Adam Fieled:

‘Reading the poem is like riding on a high-velocity train; it doesn’t get sluggish, and there are no breaks
in the continuity of the sustained, rapid rhythm. This is a poem that takes what someone like Barrett
Watten did and extends its range. It has the kind of heart and soul that Watten does not, yet it maintains
the sleek feeling and pungent sharpness of Watten’.

John Couth:

‘All the way through to the poem’s conclusion, with its implied continuation, the reader will have
embarked down an extraordinary route of languages, registers and vocabularies, which function to
arrest, surprise and disrupt, languages that flow together, collide and cut across each other’s current
like a plaited waterway. In turn, this flow has been enriched by the assimilation of artefacts from
different generations of writers; these deepen the work interlacing it with echoes and experiences from
different times and cultures. The integration of so many disparate elements into one cogent construct is
the poem’s triumph’.

John M. Bennett:

‘Say, this is an excellent piece’.
Michael Rothenberg:
‘I like it a lot’.

Reviews of it can be found at the following sites:
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Stoning the Devil:
http://adamfieled.blogspot.com/2007/12/jeffrey-side-carrier-of-seed.html
Jacket:

http://jacketmagazine.com/35/r-side-rb-brown.shtml
Apochryphaltext:

http://www.apocryphaltextpoetry.com/Vol._2,_No.2_3/carrier_of_the_seed_jeffrey_side.htm
Big Bridge:

http://www.bigbridge.org/REV-CAR.HTM
Exultations & Difficulties:

http://timtim.typepad.com/exultationsdifficulties/2008/04/melting-into-na.html
Shearsman:

http://www.shearsman.com/pages/editorial/reviews2008/jc_side.html

The haunting cover photo was done by my friend Rachel Lisi whose other photography, artworks and writings can
be found at:
http://www.kundavega.com/

Can There Ever Be Another High Modernism?
7 August 2009

This post is developed from a comment I left on Adam Fieled’s blog Stoning the Devil, in relation to his ‘Flarf Time’
post, which was his response to Nana Gordon’s ‘Flarf: Memorable? Novel?’ post on her blog. The exchange between
Adam and Nada revolved around poetic value and cultural significance: Adam arguing that poetry should ideally be
able to encompass these concepts, and Nada arguing (if I understand her position correctly) that such concerns were
not necessarily applicable in evaluating poetry’s “worth”.

My own view is a position held between these two opposites. Whilst I accept that ultimately a poem’s emotional
value cannot be objectively estimated outside of its personal significance to individual readers, I believe that each
poem has within it a potential for historical significance, by either moving poetic language forward or, as in the case
of Ginsberg’s Howl, having a cultural impact largely independent of linguistic concerns. As is probably the case, very
few poems written since the appearance of Howl have achieved anything near a national or international cultural
significance.
But having said this, Flarf’s “frivolity” of approach is (if albeit depressing) perhaps apt for our times, as is its
estimation of poetic “value”. Perhaps poetry should not be taken very seriously, at least not that which has been
written during the past 50 years, or so. However, many poetic schools seem to take themselves very seriously.
Perhaps, this is why such schools form in the first place. It is certainly a fact that, historically, many poets have
written a particular style of poetry as a way of being accepted by one of these schools, if only to potentiate their
publishing opportunities－poetic schools are more marketable than desperado poets are.

Of course, alongside this state of affairs there arise the inevitable rivalries and poetic factions. Perhaps I am mistaken,
but the only exception to this seemed to be the relationship between the Beats, the New York School and the Black
Mountain School. They seem to have got on very well together － at least from what I have gathered from reading
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biographies of Ginsberg and Kerouac.

As we know, poetry is not read much now. Consequently, poetry has become culturally insignificant. I read
somewhere that if all the poets now writing vanished from the earth; their absence would not affect the culture one
jot. I am afraid this may be true. This cannot be accurately said for practitioners of the other arts such as music,
painting and film. They seem to now do for us what poetry used to do.

Of course, a similar state to that which is present regarding poetry now, was present before High Modernism, as can
be seen in the poetry anthologies of the first decade of the Twentieth Century. Nevertheless, I do not see an
equivalent to High Modernism on the current poetic horizon － or at least not that which doesn’t involve a multimedia approach, which I think would not really count, as a multi-media’s affects would rely on more than words
alone. Although I accept that a poetic sensibility can be expressed in most art forms to some extent, I think that what
we have come to know as poetry － i.e. that which is read on the page or heard being spoken － would be lost in a
multi-media approach.
Has British Poetry Had Any Significance since Wordsworth?
25 August 2009

This may seem an outlandish question, but I think it has some force behind it. Of course, the influence of Wordsworth
on contemporary British mainstream poetry need hardly be stressed, and I have written extensively about this
elsewhere. It is because of this influence, that most of the celebrated British poetry of the Twentieth Century tended
towards mediocrity when compared to American poetry of the same period. Certainly, there will be individual lines
or stanzas from British poetry that belie this statement, but generally I believe the statement to be accurate.
In my last blog entry (‘Can There Ever Be Another High Modernism?’), I suggested that since High Modernism, poetic
innovation has been slight. Nevertheless, what little of it there has been seems to have been the product of an
American sensibility: the most acute example being, perhaps, Language Poetry. Indeed, the more I look at the poetry
of the last century, the more I see it as having been predominantly the manifestation of this American sensibility,
incarnated in American-born poets such as Eliot, Pound, Stein, Stevens, Kerouac, Ginsberg, Ashbery, Bernstein and
others. The only exception to this American ascendancy was Joyce, who was Irish.
Even before the Twentieth Century, America was, for the most part, producing the better poets, such as Whitman,
Dickinson and Poe. It is certainly true, one could argue, that from Poe to Eliot the influence of French poets such as
Baudelaire, Rimbaud and Verlaine was very much present, but it was American poets rather than British poets who
seem to have had the perceptiveness to see something of value in these French poets, and appropriate it.

British poetry, conversely, has continued in the tradition of Wordsworthian empiricism and parochialism, largely
antagonistic to any use of a poetic language that basis its effects on aspects other than descriptiveness and anecdotal
confession. How long this will remain the case is uncertain.
Is Stephen Burt’s “New Thing” All That New?
1 September 2009

I have just seen an article by Stephen Burt called ‘The New Thing: The Object Lessons of Recent American Poetry’ in
The Boston Review in which he says:
For much of the past decade, the most imitated new American poets were slippery, digressive,
polyvocalic, creators of overlapping, colorful fragments. Their poems were avowedly personal, although
they never retold the poets’ life stories (they did not tell stories at all); the poets used, or at least
mentioned, difficult ideas, especially from continental philosophy, although they never laid out
philosophical arguments (they did not lay out arguments at all). Nor did they describe concrete objects
at length. Full of illogic, of associative leaps, their poems resembled dreams, performances, speeches, or
pieces of music, and they were, in M. H. Abrams’s famous formulation, less mirror than lamp: the poets
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sought to project their own experiences, in sparkling bursts of voluble utterance. Their models, among
older authors, were Emily Dickinson, John Berryman, John Ashbery, perhaps Frank O’Hara; some had
studied (or studied with) Jorie Graham, and many had picked up devices from the Language writers of
the West Coast. These poets were what I, eleven years ago, called “elliptical”, what other (sometimes
hostile) observers called “New Lyric”, or “post-avant”, or “Third Way”. Their emblematic first book was
Mark Levine’s Debt (1993), their emblematic magazine probably Fence (founded 1998); their bad
poems were bad surrealism, random-seeming improvisations, or comic turns hoping only to hold an
audience.

He then sees a move away from this sort of poetry to that typified by (among others) Devin Johnston, Jon Woodward
and Alice James. He describes this as follows:
The poets of the New Thing observe scenes and people (not only, but also, themselves) with a selfsubordinating concision, so much so that the term “minimalism” comes up in discussions of their work,
though the false analogies to earlier movements can make the term misleading. The poets of the New
Thing eschew sarcasm and tread lightly with ironies, and when they seem hard to pin down, it is
because they leave space for interpretations to fit. Woodward’s Rain, with its five-word lines and fiveline elegiac stanzas, makes a good example:
the slick
of rainwater converts each thing’s
outside to an image of
inside the only object without
a soul is the sun

So says one stanza; six pages on, another reads:
the tar they use to
fill the cracks shines orange
from the orange streetlights but
is blacker than the asphalt
which doesn’t shine

We may have to reread to see, amid these scenes, the grief (for Woodward’s dead friend Patrick) that
guides the whole book.

My apologies for being obtuse but how does this sort of poetry exemplify anything new? Granted, in contrast to the
poetry that Burt sees as non-descriptive and elliptical it is different. Nevertheless, it is not historically new in the
development of poetic writing since High Modernism. On the contrary, it seems merely to represent a style of poetic
writing that has always been active in mainstream poetry, namely that which has always relied on an empiricist
aesthetic in describing phenomena. Indeed, Burt seems to acknowledge this:
This turn among poets to reference, to concrete, real things, has parallels, if not contributory causes, in
literary academia. By 2001 there were books, articles, and anthologies devoted to “thing theory”,
showing how literary works depend on the structures and histories of the “solid objects” (Douglas
Mao’s term) that they might depict.

Therefore, it is curious that Burt sees this as novel. He adds:

Reference, brevity, self-restraint, attention outside the self, material objects as models, Williams and his
heirs as predecessors, classical lyric and epigram as precedents: all these, together, constitute the New
Thing.

This statement could have been made at any point in history about mainstream empiricist poetry. By the way, some
of what I say in my article ‘Empirical and Non-Empirical Identifiers’ in Jacket magazine, may inform any discussion
this blog entry fosters.
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Another Day for Kent Johnson
26 September 2009

A new book by Kent Johnson is now available. It’s called Day and is published by Blazevox. It has had some good
reviews, including the following by Juliana Spahr:
If the 836-pp. Day established Kenny Goldsmith as without a doubt the leading conceptual poet of his
time, the 836-pp. Day by Kent Johnson may well be remembered for nudging the politics of Conceptual
Poetry out of blithely affirmative, institutional framings, and into truly negational critical spaces.

Commendation indeed, if Spahr had actually said it, but it is a fabrication by Johnson, in keeping with the parodic
tone he sets for the book. For, indeed, Johnson’s Day is an exact reproduction of Kenny Goldsmith’s “work” of the
same name. I’ve put “work” in quotes because Goldsmith would readily agree that the work in question was not
“created” by him in any authorial sense. He describes his working procedure for the book as follows:
I am spending my 39th year practicing uncreativity. On Friday, September 1, 2000, I began retyping the
day’s NEW YORK TIMES word for word, letter for letter, from the upper left hand corner to the lower
right hand corner, page by page.

His term for this procedure is “uncreative writing”, which is,

(http://www.geoffreyyoung.com/thefigures/day.html)

a constraint-based process; uncreativity as a creative practice. By typing page upon page, making no
distinction between article, editorial and advertisement, disregarding all typographic and graphical
treatments, Goldsmith levels the daily newspaper. DAY is a monument to the ephemeral, comprised of
yesterday’s news, a fleeting moment concretised, captured, then reframed into the discourse of
literature.

(http://www.geoffreyyoung.com/thefigures/day.html)

However, this arduous undertaking of retyping the whole newspaper is not all it appears to be, for he later
contradicts himself by saying:

But in capitalism, labor equals value. So certainly my project must have value, for if my time is worth an
hourly wage, then I might be paid handsomely for this work. But the truth is that I’ve subverted this
equation by OCR’ing [scanning] as much of the newspaper as I can.

(http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/goldsmith/uncreativity.html)

Johnson’s appropriation of the “work”, therefore, can be seen as a logical extension of Goldsmith’s procedural
stratagems, and perfectly within the ethical scope that Goldsmith has allowed for himself (and presumably others) in
the publishing arena. Indeed, if Johnson, or anyone else, for that matter, had not done this, it could be argued,
convincingly, that Goldsmith had proclaimed his aesthetic in vain.
However, such a compliment that Johnson has paid to Goldsmith’s aesthetic, could be seen as something of a
poisoned chalice, in that it has painted Goldsmith into a corner. For if he were to sue Johnson, he would be seen as
something of a hypocrite, and thereby lose some artistic credibility. But if he doesn’t sue Johnson, he will leave his
other “works” open to the same fate as has been visited on Day in this instance. Of course, Goldsmith could have
avoided such a dilemma by simply publishing the book anonymously, but that is, perhaps, too much a council of
perfection that not even his aesthetic could countenance.

Incidentally, it could be said that Johnson’s appropriation of Goldsmith’s “work” is, perhaps, the more innovative
and audacious act in comparison to Goldsmith’s “original” gesture, which, I think most will recognise, was based on
an already established artistic precedent.
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Day by Kent Johnson is priced at $30, plus shipping and handling. ($300 for each of ten numbered copies signed by
the “Author”, no charge for shipping and handling.) All copies come with specially designed, affixed stickers (on
cover, back cover, title page, spine, etc.) to impart authorship, copyright, blurbs and co-production. It can be
purchased at Blazevox:
http://www.blazevox.org/bk-kj4.htm

Rachel Lisi 1970-2010
12 November 2010

A dear friend of mine, Rachel Lisi, has passed away. I am deeply shocked and saddened. She was a great visual artist,
with her photography and graphics, and also wrote poetry. She was also one of the cover illustrators for Argotist
Ebooks. She was working on her third cover for Argotist Ebooks but was unable to continue due to her illness.
I’d known her since 2003, and over the years, she had been a true and loyal friend to me. She was always friendly
and upbeat, never complaining about anything.
Her website of artwork, photography and poems can be found here:
http://www.kundavega.com/

From her introduction to her site:

My name is Rachel Lisi. This small corner of cyber space allows me to share different things with you.
For some time I have been following the crafts of photography and poetry finding many hills and
valleys along the way. I am still trying to find the right path, but surrendering to the guidance of the day
and night and every turn of my imagination. As always, I continue to evolve and learn within this circle
of creating.

I have asked her family if it is ok if I do an ebook of her poems and artwork as a tribute.
Here is a photomontage of her on YouTube:
Tribute To Rachel Anne Lisi

http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3D8xbL4R0CS34&h=2d
4d7
Thank you Rachel for your friendship and generosity of spirit. I will miss you greatly.
The Academisation of Avant-Garde Poetry
24 June 2012

Jake Berry’s essay, ‘Poetry Wide Open: The Otherstream (Fragments In Motion)’ deals with the issue of certain types
of avant-garde poetry as not yet having found favour within the Academy, or with poetry publishers of academically
“sanctioned” avant-garde poetry. The damaging aspects of this exclusion, and the concept of an “approved” versus
an “unapproved” avant-garde poetry, are also examined in the essay. And these things could well be described as
“the academisation of avant-garde poetry”.
Academic poetic output is operating to a healthy extent in the US, where university creative writing departments are
flourishing. The University of Pennsylvania has its Kelly Writers House programme, its PennSound website and its
Center for Programs in Contemporary Writing, all sympathetic to academic avant-garde poetry. The University of
Pennsylvania also edits Jacket2, an influential online poetics website, which was formerly called Jacket, and which
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was edited by the independent John Tranter before he passed it over to the university. And similar things are
happening in the UK, with various institutions such as the Contemporary Poetics Research Centre at Birkbeck
University, and the Poetry and Poetics Research Group at the University of Edge Hill, both promoting academic
avant-garde poetry.

Consequently, one could say that the term “avant-garde” has now, essentially, been appropriated by the Academy,
and, as such, has become associated with the sort of poetic writing practices that could be fairly said to represent
“establishment” poetry, to the extent that the historical resonances of the term “avant-garde” have become
meaningless. In contrast, Bob Grumman’s term, “otherstream”, which Berry uses in his essay to describe poetry that
is marginalised by the Academy, can be seen as a more apt replacement for the term “avant-garde”, which has now
become obsolete as an appropriate description for poetry that isn’t anecdotal, descriptive or prose-like.
This Argotist Online feature presents Berry’s essay, the responses to it from poets and academics it was first shown
to, and an interview with Berry where he addresses some of the criticisms voiced in these responses.

Many poets and academics (including those most famously associated with Language Poetry) were approached for
their responses but declined. Other poets and academics that had initially agreed to respond ultimately declined. I
mention this not as criticism but merely to explain the absence of people who one would normally expect to have
responded and taken part in such a discussion.
The feature can be found here:

http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/The%20Academisation%20of%20Avant-Garde%20Poetry.htm
Response to Ann Bogle
11 August 2012

Ann Bogle, someone who I thought was a friend (or at the very least, a friendly acquaintance), has been spreading
malicious gossip about me online, saying that I called her friend Bobbi Lurie “psychotic”. Here’s the link to it on her
blog:
http://annbogle.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/american-candid.html

You will need to scroll down the page to find her reference to Bobbi Lurie, so I’ll quote it:

You had represented (though I might have wanted an editor in you besides) my e-chapbooks, so, for
that career-related investment I had made with you, I failed to defend Bobbi Lurie more fully (by
disassociating from you? retracting my e-books?) when you described her as psychotic in an email.

As can be seen, this is mostly incoherent, but her comment relating to Bobbi is quite clear. What Ann hasn’t done is to
explain the context whereby I came to use that word in relation to Bobbi. Here is that context.

In late 2011, Ann, asked me to publish an ebook of Bobbi’s poetry. I told her that I would rather not do so, as Bobbi
and I had, a few years previously, been in an email communication with each other that had started off amicably but
for some reason on Bobbi’s part became what I can only describe as increasingly eccentric, incoherent and
somewhat belligerent towards me, for no reason I was aware of. The culmination of this was an accusation she made
towards me, saying that I was trying to make her cancer worse. Because of this, and because, by that time, I was so
exasperated by the frequency and confusing nature of her emails, I called a halt to our communications.
When Ann asked me to publish Bobbi, I mentioned this state of affairs to her, saying that I would rather not have
anything to do with Bobbi because of it. However, after Ann had explained to me that Bobbi had been going through
a difficult period, I was moved to reconsider my refusal and agreed to publish her after all, but on condition that Ann,
or her then literary associate, Marc Vincenz, be an email intermediary between Bobbi and myself, as I couldn’t cope
with the thought of having to communicate with her again, to which Ann agreed. As things turned out, though, I
heard no more from Ann about this, and assumed that Ann or Bobbi had changed their minds regarding publication. I
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later found out from Ann that the reason Bobbi had decided not to publish with me, after all, was because Ann had
told her that I had said she was “psychotic” in one of my emails to Ann.

The following is the full email correspondence that Ann and I had regarding the publication of Bobbi’s ebook. As can
be seen, Ann has taken the word “psychotic” very much out of its original context:
Jeff,

21 November 2011

I just got a note from my friend and one of my favourite writers, Bobbi Lurie. She’s learned her first
poetry collection has gone out of print, and she asked if I know anything about ebooks. What I know is
that you publish them—amazing ones. Could I suggest that she contact you?
Best,
Ann

Ann,

1 December 2011

I’ve had dealings with Bobbi Lurie in the past, and to be frank it wasn’t all that pleasant. Her email
exchanges with me became more and more psychotic and confusing, and her tone and language were so
belligerent towards me (at one point accusing me of trying to make her cancer worse—whatever that
meant) that it would be a pain to have to deal with her again.
Sorry for my negativity, and I appreciate your trying to help her out.
Best,
Jeff

Jeff,

1 December 2011

Thanks for letting me know of the experience you’ve had with Bobbi, as sad as it makes me to hear it.
Marc Vincenz suggested he might be able to reissue her first book via Mad Hatters’, but I haven’t
mentioned it to her yet, not wanting to get her hopes up and disappoint her in case Carol Novack
withdraws funding from the press. Carol has cancer, too. I have had to make my way carefully with
Bobbi myself, as I know her life circumstances have not been easy, and she becomes suddenly
distrustful. The internet, especially, though she is a good writer there, sometimes even better than good,
at times deluges her with confusion.
I’m sure there will be a place for her first book as an ebook.
Thanks for writing.
Best,
Ann

Ann,

3 December 2011
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The only way I could consider doing an ebook for her is if you or Marc act as intermediaries for me. I’m
very sorry Carol has cancer also.
I’ve attached an email I send to people who have cancer, advising them how to treat it using apricot
kernels. Perhaps you could forward it to Carol and Bobbi.
Best,
Jeff

Jeff,

9 December 2011

Thanks. I’ll pass on your file to Bobbi and Carol. Carol cannot read due to her brain cancer, but her
assistant and friend, Douglas, can read it for her.

Bobbi is on the road for cancer treatment, but I heard from her, and she’d like to bring out the first book
as an ebook with Argotist. I talked to Marc Vincenz, and he said that he and I can handle the details with
her. Sound good? Let me know if there’s anything we need to do first and when. Thanks so much, Jeff.
Best,
Ann

Ann initially accused me of calling Bobbi “psychotic” in the Otherstream Facebook group, after I had removed her
from The Argotist Online Facebook group for ignoring my requests not to post things there that were not related to
poetry. Here is how I announced to the other group members that I had removed her from it:
I’ve had to remove Ann Bogle from the Argotist FB group, as she was relentless in her determination to
carry on starting threads that were not poetry related, and also “hijacking” other threads by posting
comments not related to the threads’ topic matter. I explained to her that the Argotist group was solely
for discussion of poetry but she ignored me, and continued unrelentingly. I, therefore, had no choice but
to remove her from the group.

I assume Ann was so outraged at this, that she felt the need to vent her anger in the Otherstream Facebook group,
and in doing so try to damage my character by representing falsely the Bobbi Lurie situation, as explained above.

For Ann to have done this is quite disturbing. She must have known the potential damage it could have caused to my
character. It is especially disquieting considering the reason for it was fairly trivial: merely my removing her from a
Facebook group.
Here is the Otherstream Facebook group exchange I had with Ann where she says I called Bobbi “psychotic”. As can
be seen her posts are extremely incoherent and rambling, whether this is intentional on her part, I don’t know:
Ann Bogle:

You had represented (though I might have wanted an editor in you besides) my e-chapbooks, so, for
that career-related investment I had made with you, I failed to defend Bobbi Lurie more fully (by
disassociating from you? retracting my e-books?) when you described her as psychotic in an email. The
links to my e-books are probably still working. Rachel Lisi designed the cover of one of them, and
Daniel Harris gave ten illustrations. All I wanted to say, and you are avoiding the subject rather stupidly,
is, and I said it in more than one place and way, your poetics collection of essay, responses, etc. and fight
with Seth Abramson about it, did not name names in a way that might have been useful in considering
or applying your arguments. Your cry that it went by not celebrated caused me to plunge in as a reader
preparing to review your email correspondence, Other Voices, with Jake Berry. Jake, in turn, took a dip,
a little swim, in my prosetics, and responded kindly. I am in your coral as a writer, and you are revoking
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my digressive strategies. It seems strange you represented my collections as e-books unless you were
aligning yourself in another silent debate in poetry.
Jeffrey Side:

Ann, I was unaware that the links to your ebooks were not working. I will correct that. If I had intended
to remove the actual ebooks I would not have left them as listed on the site. If that is what all your
silliness is about, then you should have told me the links were inactive instead of causing trouble here. I
assumed you were more mature than this.
Regarding my saying Bobbi Lurie was psychotic. I said her emails to me had become psychotic and
confusing to me, much like your posts here have been.
Ann Bogle:

Define “psychotic” then. You are wildly evasive. Who knew you were wild? I wrote “distrustful” and you
are not? I wrote “confusion” and you are not confused. Bobbi knows about this correspondence that Jeff
quotes here accurately (it is plain that Jeff and I do not have day jobs), painstakingly, and, okay,
Princess Di . . .

Shortly after this exchange, Marc Vincenz told me that Ann had now left the Otherstream Facebook group. I wish her
no ill will, and hope she can resolve some of the issues she has with me.
Second Response to Ann Bogle
14 August 2012

Here is Ann Bogle’s response to my blog post of 11 August 2012:

http://annbogle.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/jeffrey-side-and-american-candid.html

In that blog post I explain that I didn’t call Bobbi Lurie “psychotic”, as Ann had previously said I had done in an email
to Ann, but had, rather, referred to Bobbi’s emails to me as becoming ‘more and more psychotic and confusing’,
principally at the point at which Bobbi accused me in one email of trying to make her cancer worse. I think anyone
accused of this would take such an accusation as not being consistent with reality, hence my use of the word
“psychotic” in relation to this. The word “psychotic” means, by the way, in case Ann doesn’t know the definition of it,
“being out of touch with reality”, and as Bobbi’s accusation that I was trying to make her cancer worse falls very
much into this area, I felt justified in using that word. I did not say, I stress, that Bobbi, herself, was psychotic, but
that what she was saying was.

Ann says in her response to my blog post that Bobbi has told her that Bobbi might seek legal advice regarding my use
of the word “psychotic”. Ann says of Bobbi: ‘She says the word “psychotic” is incriminating even in defence against it.
She emailed she could find a lawyer’. If one can’t refer to the word “psychotic” to defend oneself from the accusation
that they had called someone it, then that would be very strange. I’m only going, though, by what Ann says Bobbi has
said regarding this. I don’t know if Bobbi said it or not.
Ann also says in her response to my blog post that my blog post accuses Ann of incompetence and malicious gossip. I
don’t think I do accuse her of the former but certainly of the latter, as the latter was, as is plain from my blog post,
motivated by her anger at my removing her from The Argotist Online Facebook group. The malicious gossip in
question, being her accusation that I called Bobbi “psychotic”, which she first mentioned in the Otherstream
Facebook group and then in a post she made at Fictionaut, which has now been removed by a Fictionaut
administrator as it was defamatory.
Ann then says in her response to my blog post:
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Side sent Bobbi quack remedies for cancer, she told me, and that when she lived in London, she met
many Brits who believed in false hope remedies such as those Side proposed to her.

This is referring to the period when Bobbi and I were in communication with each other. I sent Bobbi various links to
alternative cancer therapies. I wouldn’t characterise them as “quack” therapies, though, as most were being
delivered by reputable hospitals and clinics.
Ann then says in her response to my blog post:

In a message dated 8/12/2012 11:49:19 P.M. Central Daylight Time, bobbilurie@.com writes:

YES, JEFF SIDE’S BRAIN: DRINKING WATER WHILE STANDING ON YOUR HEAD AND SPEAKING IN
HUNGARIAN IS NOT A CURE FOR CANCER, JEFF SIDE’S BRAIN . . . YOU’LL JUST MAKE MY CANCER
WORSE . . .

I have no idea if Bobbi did actually write this or not. If she did, then I would like to take the opportunity to say that I
have not advised her to drink water while standing on her head and speaking Hungarian, which, of course, she
knows full well is not true.
Third Response to Ann Bogle
17 August 2012

Ann Bogle has made a further false accusation about me in the comments thread of one of her recent blog posts
regarding me. Here is a link to the blog post:
http://annbogle.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/american-candid.html

The comments stream is at the very end of this long blog post. The same comments stream can also be found in
another part of her blog, here:
http://www.blogger.com/comment.g?blogID=21023072&postID=8315023444307361429

She says (referring to the emails between her and myself that I posted in my first blog response to her initial
accusation about me): ‘Jeffrey Side posted emails he didn’t write’. If I didn’t write them, who did? Maybe she
mistyped “he” for “I”, and the sentence should read: ‘Jeffrey Side posted emails I didn’t write’.
It so, then why did Ann, in the Otherstream Facebook group thread where I also posted the same emails in response
to her accusing me there of having called her friend Bobbi Lurie “psychotic”, say: ‘Bobbi knows about this
correspondence that Jeff quotes here accurately’. This comment can be found here:
http://annbogle.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/american-candid.html

It can also be found in the original Otherstream Facebook group thread, which will remain in that group as evidence,
should Ann try to manipulate the reproduction of that thread she has posted on her blog. It is sad that Ann has had to
recourse to a blatant lie about me.
She also goes on to say, somewhat incoherently, in the comments stream of her blog:

Marc Vincenz and Jeffrey Side have censored using their positions as administrators of web groups. I
don’t have Bobbi’s permission [I have her permission as of 4:29 p.m. today] to post the comment she
wrote to me above that explains much that Jeffrey Side forgot to explain in his purple campaign. Anny
Ballardini instantly assumes that I did what Jeffrey Side alleges in the flame threads he started at
Otherstream and at Argotist. He deleted half the proof of it, and I deleted my own comments from one
thread that he said intruded, yet he claimed that he deleted my comments.
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Why she has decided to involve my friends Marc Vincenz and Anny Ballardini in this situation is unclear. Marc is not
an administrator of any Facebook group that I am aware of, and if she is alluding to the Otherstream Facebook group,
then she is mistaken, as he is not the administrator of that group, which is administered very fairly by my good friend
Jake Berry. I administer The Argotist Online Facebook group, and make no apology for it.
I don’t know what Ann is referring to, in the second paragraph of the above quote from her, when she says that:
[Jeffrey Side] deleted half the proof of it, and I deleted my own comments from one thread that he said
intruded, yet he claimed that he deleted my comments.

Perhaps she is referring to the thread in The Argotist Online Facebook group that she “highjacked” by using it to post
links to her Fictionaut posts in, despite the thread being started by someone who was merely alerting the group to an
essay he had just had published, and which had no bearing on Ann’s Fictionaut posts at all. I warned Ann not to do
this, but she ignored me, and so I deleted that thread, and one other that she did the same thing in.
Ann then, in the comments stream of her blog, quotes from an email Bobbi Lurie recently sent her, which says:

We should write story titled JEFF SIDE’s BRAIN—the title of this email sounds appropriate—but why
should we give jeff side any credence? who the hell is he? he is a nutso brit—i’ve met so many when i
lived in england—they believe in false “remedies” more so even than Americans . . .

I won’t point out the irony of Bobbi calling me a “nutso brit”, even though I didn’t call her “psychotic”.
Ann then says in the comments stream:

Bobbi, I fully understand what you’re saying; it is a big issue with all of us, and women especially
because men define women as nuts who have their own viewpoints.

I, for one, would never define women as nuts, and most of the men I know who write poetry would not, either, so I
don’t know why Ann is saying this.
Ann then quotes, again, from a recent email to her from Bobbi, who says:

yes. ok. true enough. no shame in needing to be on morphine for pain from cancer (perhaps Jeff Side
disagrees?). the fact that he won’t answer me as to why he thinks i am psychotic. you can mention that i
have been fighting so many things.

Why Bobbi thinks I should disagree about her being on morphine for cancer is not clear. I have never suggested to
anyone that they should stop taking morphine for pain relief. I wonder if Bobbi has read my blog posts, so far,
regarding this whole situation. Had she done so, she would know that I never said she was “psychotic”. I urge her to
read them.
Ann goes on to quote Bobbi as saying:

if he freaked out over me having cancer . . . that sickens me. yes. “the morphine poems” you can post
this as well—it’s the cover for the book and if he wants to call it psychotic it was actually my rebellion
against persona poems due to “poetess” woman who lied about having cancer, not only in her “persona”
poems but in her bio, in her promotion of her book, in her recommending her book to cancer patients
when she did not even research the disease she claimed to have. i begged her to write a statement
about her “true” life. her answer “but if i told the truth: no one would believe me”. she also placed her
fake cancer poems in an anthology which specifically requested poems ONLY from cancer patients and
their families. she also posted her fake cancer poems on a site meant ONLY for cancer patients and that
place was specifically meant for cancer patients to express their ANGER about having cancer.

I am not in the least “freaked out” about Bobbi having cancer. If my sending her a few links, in 2008, about
alternative treatments has caused her so much anger towards me, I sincerely apologise for it.
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Ann goes on to quote Bobbi as saying:

so “the morphine poems” was based on these rules which i set down for myself (while on morphine,
while in severe pain—and i dare Jeff Side to call such an endeavor while dealing with unbelievable pain
and fear “psychotic”—i wonder if HE could have survived such an ordeal and i DARE him to answer me
about this—he having the nerve to call me a name which condemns someone so utterly—he hasn’t the
courage even to answer my email to him requesting (in the most polite language) “why” he calls me
such a diagnosis when he is not a medical professional or any other such thing.

Again, Bobbi can’t have read my blog posts, and Ann can’t have alerted her to them, otherwise this paragraph, by
Bobbi, would not have been written. I should, also, mention that I didn’t receive an email from Bobbi regarding this. I
don’t doubt she sent it; I just didn’t receive it. I have changed email addresses several times since I was last in
correspondence with her.
Ann then comments:

Side says he’s defending his character as someone who wrote that her emails were increasingly
psychotic not that she was and he dragged her name through the press to make his minor point.

Ann can’t seem to understand that it is she and not me who has dragged Bobbi into this. Ann first brought up Bobbi’s
name in the Otherstream Facebook group thread, accusing me of calling Bobbi “psychotic”, and then she contacted
Bobbi and invited Bobbi to join in this “debate” online.
I really can’t understand Ann’s anger towards me, which seems out of all proportion to my having merely removed
her from The Argotist Online Facebook group.
Nothing New under the Sun
19 June 2013

Here is an article written by Kenny Goldsmith praising Richard Prince who has made a facsimile copy of The Catcher
in the Rye, inserting his own name in place of J. D. Salinger’s:
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2012/04/richard-princes-latest-act-of-appropriation-the-catcher-in-therye/
Goldsmith writes:

A few months ago, a friend pulled off her bookshelf a new appropriation work by Richard Prince, one so
radical and so daring, that I almost couldn’t believe it was by the same artist. The premise of the book
was achingly simple: a reproduction of the first edition of The Catcher In The Rye, identical in every way
except the author’s name was swapped from J. D. Salinger to Richard Prince. The production value of
the book was astonishingly high, a perfect facsimile of the original, right down to the thick, creamy
paper stock and classic typeface.

It is peculiar how Goldsmith forgets to mention his own book Day (another work of “unoriginality”) being similarly
appropriated (though in a far more ironic and conceptual manner) by Kent Johnson, a few years ago, who, I think,
might have been the first person to do this sort of thing with a published book.
It appears nothing is original in conceptual art anymore, even when it’s trying to be unoriginal.
Ann Bogle Apologises to Me—Sort Of
11 July 2013
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Ann Bogle emailed me recently to apologise for her part in a public dispute we had with each other last year. For
those interested, here are links to my blog posts where the dispute is explained:
Response to Ann Bogle:

http://jeffrey-side.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/response-to-ann-bogle.html
Second Response to Ann Bogle:

http://jeffrey-side.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/second-response-to-ann-bogle_3143.html
Third Response to Ann Bogle:

http://jeffrey-side.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/third-response-to-ann-bogle.html
In her email of apology Ann said:

I apologise to you for an event that led to other events in August last year. I hope you will accept my
apology, in particular for bringing up Bobbi Lurie’s email correspondence with you in the OtherStream
thread. It was not appropriate to bring it up there or to air it. It was in a flaming thread that you
initiated because I had persisted in adding comments about Prosetics (my coinage) in poetry contexts,
most particularly, in The Argotist Group.

Country Without a Name will become a book this year to be published by Veery Imprints.
Acknowledgement of Argotist Ebooks as its first publisher will be included in its pages. I appreciate
your steadiness in working as an e-publisher and your own poetry, when I can find it, and I wish I could
find more of it. We were indeed allies and I hope you will view it that way once again.

In response to this, I replied:

Thanks for your apology. I can only accept it, though, if you are willing to make it a public apology. I will
then accept it publically.

Ann replied:

I will post my apology, first, along with this note, mine, second, in response to yours of today, July 5,
2013, at Ana Verse as a Page (rather than as a blog entry) called “My Apology to Jeffrey Side”—unless
you have had thought of de-posting the several blog posts that critique me and Bobbi Lurie. Then our
posts will not be permanently available on the Internet, as per Bobbi’s request. Perhaps you plan and
prefer to leave your critiques of us posted as an explanation of part of history.

In keeping with the artistic design of Ana Verse, the related entry I wish could remain at Ana Verse is
‘American Candid’—that I view as a spontaneously-written collaborative play and that I de-posted at
the request of Bobbi Lurie, who has asked both you and me not to use her name publicly in any
connection with the word “psychotic”, for reasons she had stated in a comment she at first allowed to
be posted at Ana Verse following my single-entry response to you and that she later asked me to depost because her name appears there in connection with the word “psychotic”—as do these THREE or
FOUR emails.
Please let me know your wishes.

She then posted her apology at her blog, notifying me thus:

Jeff, there I posted my email to you verbatim: http://annbogle.blogspot.com/p/my-apology-to-jeffreyside.html

I replied:
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I am satisfied with your posting your apology email at Ana Verse but please amend the sentence:

‘I hope you will accept my apology, in particular for bringing up Bobbi Lurie’s email correspondence
with you in the OtherStream thread’.
to:

‘I hope you will accept my apology, in particular for bringing up Bobbi Lurie’s email correspondence
with you in the OtherStream thread, and misrepresenting what you said about her in relation to the
word “psychotic”.
And also amend the sentence:

‘It was in a flaming thread that you initiated because I had persisted in adding comments about
Prosetics (my coinage) in poetry contexts, most particularly, in The Argotist Group’.
to:

‘It was in a thread that you initiated because I had persisted in adding comments about Prosetics (my
coinage) in poetry contexts, most particularly, in The Argotist Group’.
Also please remove my email address from the header of your apology email.

Once you have made these amendments (and not reposted ‘American Candid’) I will post your apology
at my blog, with a note saying I accept it. I will also remove the several blog posts that critique you and
Bobbi Lurie.

She replied:

I’ll amend the Apology I posted without the word “flaming” in it as a compromise; otherwise, STET, no
mention of the word “psychotic”.

“STET”, for those who don’t know, means: “let it stand”, and is used as an instruction on a printed proof to indicate
that a correction or alteration should be ignored. So here, Ann has agreed to remove the word “flaming” from one
sentence, but not to amend the crucial sentence:
to:

I hope you will accept my apology, in particular for bringing up Bobbi Lurie’s email correspondence
with you in the OtherStream thread.

I hope you will accept my apology, in particular for bringing up Bobbi Lurie’s email correspondence
with you in the OtherStream thread, and misrepresenting what you said about her in relation to the
word “psychotic”.

I replied to Ann:

I can’t accept your apology without your mentioning in it the reason why I was in dispute with you in
the first place, namely that you said that I had called Bobbi “psychotic”, when in fact I only said her later
emails to me were. It is perfectly possible for someone’s writing style to be “psychotic” when they
themselves are not. I made this clear to you at the time.
Without your apology being amended in this way, I can’t accept it, nor can I remove my blog posts
regarding the issue. For me to accept the apology as it stands, would mean I would have to leave my
blog posts in situ in order to contextualise your apology, which you probably wouldn’t like.

Ann, however, was adamant that no further compromise on her part should be made, replying:
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Jeff, it’s okay to me if you do not accept correct apology, but it’s a shame in terms of peace and
friendship.

Her apology (albeit without the inclusion of the word “flaming”) can be found at her blog here:
http://annbogle.blogspot.co.uk/p/my-apology-to-jeffrey-side.html

In this apology, she also links to another part of her blog where she has reproduced fully the thread from the
Otherstream Facebook group that initiated my dispute with her. That she should do this after both Bobbi and myself
requested she not do so, demonstrates a lack of consideration, especially towards Bobbi whom, as far as I can tell,
Ann has no grievance with. Incidentally, as far as I know, no one who has taken part in the thread has given her
permission to publish their private comments in it. This probably constitutes an infringement by Ann of Facebook’s
privacy policy, which she might or might not be aware of.
Given this, and her apology being incomplete, and possibly insincere, I am in no reasonable position to accept it as an
apology.
What’s in a Name?: The Art & Language Group and Conceptual Poetry
6 August 2013

In his essay, ’Charmless and Interesting: What Conceptual Poetry Lacks and What It’s Got’ Robert Archambeau asks:
‘In what sense is pure conceptualism poetry, beyond the institutional sense of being distributed and considered
through the channels by which poetry is distributed and considered?’ The answer to this question would clarify the
relationship between conceptual poetry, conceptual art and the generally accepted definition of poetry as being
specifically a literary art whereby language is utilised aesthetically and evocatively.
That some of the concerns and practices of conceptual poetry are not new in the world of conceptual art needs no
extensive repetition here. However, it is interesting to note that in relation to conceptual poetry’s use of texts and
lexical elements to comprise its works, a fairly recent historical precedent already exists. This can be seen in the
theories, practices and works of 1960s conceptual artists such as Lawrence Weiner, Edward Ruscha and Robert
Barry; and also in the theories, practices and works of the conceptual art group known as Art & Language, which was
formed by Terry Atkinson, Michael Baldwin, Harold Hurrell and David Bainbridge in 1968. Others affiliated with this
group, included Ian Burn, Michael Corris, Preston Heller, Graham Howard, Joseph Kosuth, Andrew Menard, Terry
Smith, Philip Pilkington and David Rushton. These artists were among the first to produce art from textual and
lexical sources.
The notable similarity between the theories of this group and those of conceptual poetry’s is that the group
developed, extended and championed the conceptual theories that were initiated by artists such as Marcel Duchamp.
The group also held the view that the practice of art should be systematically theoretical and entirely separated from
concerns relating to craft or aesthetics. These and other ideas appeared in the group’s journal, Art-Language, the first
issue of which appeared in 1969.

A direct parallel with the works of these artists and those produced by conceptual poets is not my intention here.
There will be differences in scale (both physical and theoretical) and presentation between them; suffice to say, that
the common element they share is that of a conceptual approach to their works, and as such, this leads us back to
Archambeau’s question (‘In what sense is pure conceptualism poetry, beyond the institutional sense of being
distributed and considered through the channels by which poetry is distributed and considered?’), and also one that
I would like to ask. If it is at all possible to agree that both the Art & Language group and conceptual poetry share
similar theoretical stances and working practices, then in what sense is the work produced by conceptual poetry
more suited to be called poetry than that of the Art & Language group?
In one of the two Facebook discussions I took part in recently about Archambeau’s question, it was mentioned by
someone that the term “poetry” was merely an honorific one, conferred by the academy on what it deemed was
poetry: the logical extension of this being that if the academy should deem, for instance, a text-book to be poetry then
it would have to be accepted that a text-book was, indeed, poetry. In response to this, someone else mentioned that
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the approach of the literary theorist Roman Jakobson was more reasonable, in that Jakobson saw poetry as marked
by specific functions in language rather than by an arbitrary redesignation by the academy of general texts. I agreed
with the latter.
In light of this, it seems to me that given that there is no significant difference between the work of the Art &
Language group and that of conceptual poetry, for the work of the latter to be designated as poetry whilst that of the
former is not, seems a peculiarly inconsistent and whimsical act on the part of the academy. It seems to me, that
neither the Art & Language group nor conceptual poetry can accurately be described as producing works of poetry,
given that they are both operating from within a conceptual art aesthetic and theoretical stance.
Michelle Greenblatt RIP
21 October 2015

Just heard that Michelle Greenblatt, a poet and editor friend, died last Monday. She was only in her early thirties. I
hadn’t had contact with her for some months, and assumed that this was due to her fibromyalgia, which she suffered
from terribly. I’m very shocked and saddened. My thoughts are with her husband and family. Rest in peace, Heavenly.
She was poetry editor and music editor for the website Unlikely Stories:
http://www.unlikelystories.org/biogreenblatt.shtml

Here are some of her poems at that site:
http://www.unlikelystories.org/12/greenblatt0812.shtml

Here is an ebook of her collaborative poems with Vernon Frazer I published in 2011:
http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/DARK%20HOPE.pdf

The Monopolisation of Avant-garde Poetry
29 March 2016

Here is an article by Tim Allen called ‘The Kiss of Life? The Kiss of Death? Some Thoughts on Linguistically Innovative
Poetry and the Academy’:
http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/Allen%20essay.htm

Tim wrote it in connection to a feature at The Argotist Online concerning the relationship between academia and
avant-garde poetry. The feature is several years old, and was an attempt to get a discussion going about what
appears to be an increasing tendency within the English departments of some academic institutions in the US and the
UK to monopolise the practice, discourse, dissemination and publication of avant-garde poetry, thus creating a sort
of “gold standard” by which avant-garde poetry is to be measured, validated and approved as being “worthy” of
academic interest.
I thought the best way to start this discussion was to do a feature about it for The Argotist Online, consisting of
articles by US and UK academics responding to an article by Jake Berry that was critical of academic encroachment
into the sphere of avant-garde poetry. The feature can be found here:
http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/The%20Academisation%20of%20Avant-Garde%20Poetry.htm

My original hope for the feature was to get responses to Berry’s article from academics closely involved in this
monopolisation process. To that end, I approached many academics, both in the US and the UK, who were involved,
to a greater of lesser extent, in this process. Few replied to me, and the majority of those that did, refused to take part
in the feature. One or two did initially agree to take part but later changed their minds, for such reasons as having
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lack of time or having more pressing deadlines for other projects to meet. Consequently, without the involvement of
these academics in the feature, the feature was ignored, and failed to garner any online interest, despite being
viewed thousands of times within the first few hours of it being online.

Recently, Tim and I were discussing these issues via email, and I suggested to him that he formulate his opinions on
the subject as an article, so that they could be accumulated in one place and read by others. He readily agreed, and
consequently wrote the article mentioned above.
My thanks to him for taking the time to write it.

Review of Christopher Plummer’s Memoirs
25 October 2019

Christopher Plummer’s In Spite of Myself is one of the best showbiz memoirs I’ve read. It’s very long (over 600 pages)
but never boring, largely due to Plummer’s narrative skill, wit and charm.

A large part of the book reads like a Who’s Who of the American and British theatre of the 1950s and 1960s, with
Plummer having worked with most major theatrical figures of those decades, from Elia Kazan to Peter Hall. And his
friendships have also ranged widely, including figures such as Noël Coward, Rex Harrison, Laurence Olivier,
Katharine Hepburn, Raymond Massey and Jason Robards. He is always generous towards everyone he mentions,
even to those who have treated him unfairly, either professionally or personally; and he is always self-deprecating.
He is, perhaps, better known for his film work (particularly in The Sound of Music) but a major part of his career has
been in the theatre, on both sides of the Atlantic. In the 1960s, he was a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company,
living in Britain for a large part of that decade. And amongst the major theatrical classical roles he’s played
throughout his career are Hamlet, Macbeth, Henry V, Richard III and King Lear.

The book is also full of interesting detail about Plummer’s more personal life: his visits to different countries (he’s
extremely well travelled), his favourite hotels and restaurants, his house moving adventures, and movingly about the
deaths of his pet dogs, which he kept in the 1980s and 1990s.
As you can imagine for a 600-plus-page book, there is far more in it than I have been able to touch on here, so I highly
recommend it－especially to anyone interested in theatre and film of the past 60 years.
An Old Poem I Wrote
22 January 2020

Here’s an old poem by me that I just came across again after many years. I wrote it around 1991. It’s never been
published.
The Threshold of Jove’s Court
I told them to enter
and see the lamenter
who was a repenter
and became an assenter
to fall to the centre
and become a consenter
and be a frequenter
noble dissenter
and upset tormenter
and bookish augmenter
to make the restrictions
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and get the convictions
to cause the new frictions
to burn the sad fictions
like Los’s predictions
and all his old dictions
and Ida’s depictions
and Milton’s inflictions
and Beulah’s conflictions
she turned to transfixtions
as she came to the confidante
who showed her the miscreant
who made her feel elegant
with the power of lubricant
and the eyes of the vigilant
and the thoughts of the postulant
and the cowardice of the reverent
and the diplomacy of the celebrant
and the hatefulness of the ignorant
and the safety of the inhabitant
and the words that are blighted
and mediocrity knighted
or the men who are not righted
or the women who are frighted
and soft voices that are spited
with the opinions that are slighted
and the warnings that are lighted
to the ones who feel plighted
as the stalkers who are sighted
turn out to be heighted
for the simple publicity
that crowns our great city
with its glass walled cubicity
and its sky bound toxicity
Lawrence Upton RIP
2 March 2020

A few days ago, I was saddened to hear that the poet and director of Writers Forum, Lawrence Upton, had died on
the 16th February 2020. For about a year early in the last decade, I corresponded with him via email, discussing
many things relating to the UK avant-garde poetry scene, and also about his association with the poet and founder
of Writers Forum, Bob Cobbing, with whom he collaborated on a number of projects.
Around the time of our email correspondence, I published his Commentaries on Bob Cobbing as an ebook with
Argotist Ebooks, which can be found here:
https://www.argotistonline.co.uk/COMMENTARIES%20ON%20BOB%20COBBING.pdf
I also published a poetic work of his, Memory Fictions, which can be found here:
https://www.argotistonline.co.uk/MEMORY%20FICTIONS.pdf

He said he wanted to also write an article for The Argotist Online about a (then) fracas concerning Writers Forum, in
which he felt that certain people involved with Writers Forum were attempting to remove him as its director. He’d
written about this on Writers Forum’s blog but felt that a formal and detailed article by him concerning the
situation would better advertise the unfairness of his treatment. And that as The Argotist Online reached a wider

75

readership than Writers Forum’s blog did, it would be the best place for his case to be heard.

I said that I’d be interested to read anything he wrote, and would likely publish it once the aforementioned ebooks
had been published. Unfortunately, after they had been published he changed his mind about writing the article. I
think by then he might have had a rapprochement with the various parties involved.
Here is his Writers Forum blog post about the situation:
http://www.wfuk.org.uk/blog/?cat=8

And just in case that link becomes redundant at some stage in the future, here is a link to a PDF of the blog post:

https://www.argotistonline.co.uk/Theft%20of%20Writers%20Forum%E2%80%99s%20Reputation%20(a%20bl
og%20post%20by%20Lawrence%20Upton).pdf

I belatedly found out about Lawrence’s death from a post on the British and Irish Poets Listserve, which I only
occasionally log into these days. One other subscriber to that list, the poet Cris Cheek, posted the following
regarding Lawrence:
Please help bring pressure to bear so that Lawrence Upton's papers and collections do not become
landfill fodder. The situation is precarious. Lawrence has no next-of-kin (as far as we know) and might
have died intestate. We need to gain access to the building to ascertain if there is a will and to begin to
assess the condition of the mountain of materials inside his house. It is currently boarded up by the
police for security and possibly in danger of being declared a public health and safety hazard by the
coroner's office. Time is in short supply. This petition seeks to demonstrate the importance of his
materials for future research by scholars and practitioners:
https://www.ipetitions.com/petition/the-archive-of-lawrenceupton?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=&loc=thank-you-page

I echo his sentiments and urge people to sign this petition.
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Internet Discussions
The following are a few of the online discussions I have taken part in over the years. They cover a range of poetry
topics and related areas. Some of them lasted for more than a few days, and most ended ether abruptly or fizzled
out due to lack of continuing interest from its participants.

In most of the discussions, text that appears within square brackets are explanatory notes made by me to clarify in
certain instances to whom a particular response is being addressed or for other explanatory purposes.
Only one of the discussions has been edited by me to improve clarity, and to remove various digressions from the
topic being discussed, and that is the British and Irish Poets Listserve discussion of October 2016.
A Facebook discussion about my article ‘The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and the Avant-Garde’

Jeffrey Side

March 2009

From my new blog entry:

[Quoting from the blog entry] ‘I came across an interesting interview with Seamus Heaney (a recent recipient of the
David Cohen prize for literature, being awarded £40,000) by Dennis O’Driscoll (‘Beyond All This Fiddle’) where
Heaney says about the avant-garde:
It’s an old-fashioned term by now. In literature, nobody can cause bother any more. John Ashbery was a
kind of avant-garde poet certainly and now he’s become a mainstream voice. The work of the
“Language Poets” and of the alternative poetries in Britain － associated with people in Cambridge
University like J. H. Prynne － is not the charlatan work some perceive it to be; however, these poets
form a kind of cult that shuns general engagement, regarding it as a vulgarity and a decadence. There’s
a phrase I heard as a criticism of W. H. Auden and I like the sound of it: somebody said that he didn’t
have the rooted normality of the major talent. I’m not sure the criticism applies to Auden, but the gist of
it is generally worth considering. Even in T. S. Eliot, the big, normal world comes flowing around you.
Robert Lowell went head-on at the times － there was no more literary poet around, but at the same
time he was like a great cement mixer: he just shovelled the world in and it delivered. Now that’s what I
yearn for－the cement mixer rather than the chopstick.

Several things about this statement need to be addressed, so I will go through it step-by-step’.
Ira Lightman

Good blog entry, Jeff, and thanks for drawing my attention to it.

I was lucky enough to be visiting Rob MacKenzie, of ‘Off Ardglas’, I know there are two, my Rob has not been writing
for sometime, when I read your blog.

Rob and I had just been talking about poetry, and some of what Heaney is trying to say was echoed. Certainly,
Heaney is hampered by being an absolutely terrible poet himself, a quite execrable translator of Beowulf, and
someone who only has energy in the early work, and then one makes a conscious effort to try to read his later work
to keep up the momentum, as a kind of interest in a celebrity.

Also, for those of us who do not hold the spiritual and religious life as something one has to “be open to” be mocking
and embarrassed about, like Heaney and Hill, in talking publically about; then it’s Auden and not Eliot, finally. It is
the faux-nervous kvetching that destroys Heaney, Hill and Eliot for posterity, although Eliot is more, as Pound had
him, an interesting wreck.

I share his [Heaney’s] feeling of wanting to get through to a larger public, without sacrificing what a whole poem can
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do (he talks of how bitty poetry can be at the end).
Jeffrey Side

You make some very good points. Yes, most of the major and minor establishment poets seem to feel that they
should take a position on religious and spiritual life, as if that, in some sense, added credibility to their muse.
Tom Mandel

Of poetry I read only the old stuff and my friends and some younger poets if they come to me via my friends or by
accident. It’s not a virtue, but I have to say it in order to properly frame the fact that I’ve never read a line of Seamus
Heaney’s poetry. It may be wonderful. Certainly, the fact that it’s “mainstream” (if that is so he applied the term to JA
[John Ashbery] not himself) would not stand in my way. What he says of “avant-garde” on the other hand is not
really false. If you imagine that these terms are ahistorical (i.e. that there is always an avant-garde, always a
“traditional” posture), then you aren’t scratching away at reality very intensely as Dostoevsky might describe it. The
terms are certainly historical, and the avant-garde narrative is *quite* tired by now. It’s a datum inside of
modernism and by now is the repetition of a repetition etc. This has nothing to do with “the new” of course. There is
always something new. Things move to mainstream to make room for the new.
Really, in the above, only my last sentence matters.
Ira Lightman

Actually, Tom, the whole matters to me, a lot; like the Dostoevsky citation a lot, has the bottom that Heaney’s
remarks lacked by being all about only poets, and only some poets at that.
Jeffrey Side

Tom, I have to disagree with you that the avant-garde narrative is exhausted. Certain of its practices and techniques
may be out of date, but its main concerns (which I see as having to do with the nature of poetic language as being
non-functional as opposed to the mainstream view of it as being functional) are, to me, still pressing issues. Certainly,
Heaney has written extensively on why he thinks poetic language should be functional, and his poetry is a
celebration of this.
Charles Bernstein

I am sure if Mr. Heaney read my work more closely he would take back the remark that people like me are not
charlatans.
Tom Mandel

Non-functional? There’s a lot of non-functional language in “mainstream” poetry. Maybe you mean “nonfunctionalist?” If so, you think that’s less so of e.g. Herrick? to take a random case.

Jeffrey － the problem is that there was never such a thing as *an* avant-garde. It’s a 3d order term, useful largely
in/as rhetoric. But the effectiveness of a piece of rhetoric is situational, and this one is now a yawn.
I’m amazed, Charles, that you recommend “close reading”.
Jeffrey Side

Tom, no I really do mean “non-functional”, as I’m chiefly responding to Heaney’s vocabulary.

I’ve always said that Herrick (and Herbert, for that matter) was always something of an exception in his poetic
milieu due to his pattern poetry, however cautiously that was presented.

The term “avant-garde” may, arguably, be as you describe it (though how one would establish this unmistakably is
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debatable) but for all practical purposes how does this contend with Heaney’s sophistic attempts to make
inconsequential, as you say, “non-functionalist” language? If you believe there can be such, that is.
Tom Mandel

Well, if you are really asking how one “contends” with someone like Seamus Heaney, I think Charles nailed it: irony. I
hardly think trotting out avant-garde theory, on the other hand, puts much of a steed under your balls for jousting.
But, to each his own.
Ira Lightman

Jeff, you are the right person to lead a response to the O’Driscoll interview with Heaney. Many poets are simply
intimidated by the breadth of vision for a poet implied in the O’Driscoll questions. You have an active interest, a
frustration and a self-frustration under the glare of the intimidation. Many others crack giggly, nervous, sometimes
very funny, jokes.
What I mark, sociologically, about the Blairitely-political Heaney here is that now that Prynne has been marketed by
Bloodaxe, Prynne’s work cannot simply be dismissed. It is notable that a poem by Prynne hovers over Heaney’s
answer, a counter-intimidation, a presence of language style. The Language Writers, name checked with the usual
insouciance, do not really exist as poets of poems here, they are the bogeyman of the bigot.
But something has shifted, in Heaney’s canny ear for the narrow paddock of UK and Irish poetry-reading opinion,
and there is excitement for the reader, terror for Heaney, in the thought that neo-Georgian poetry cannot go on,
cannot be writing new poems now, in earnest, with the same insouciance as heretofore. The thought of political
legitimacy for Prynnites as much as for Heaneyites, and for some in a fringe-like feelers-out-for-the-future way
reading the Language Writers and (unmentioned here) the Modernist contemporaries of the neo-Georgians, ghosts
this moment.
Political efficacy (vote for me, buy my book) is all about having a certain gravitas of applying counter-intuitive
theoretical earnest with just a touch of demagoguery, while having a strength in being, if Blair, at least not son of
Blair with no theoretical earnest and a borrowed coat of many colours. Yes, David Cameron, I’m thinking of you.
Jeffrey Side
Thanks, Ira.

Aidan Semmens
Interesting stuff, Jeff－and interesting discussion here too. If I can add my late penn’orth, it comes not as a coherent
argument but in the form of a few stray observations.

I’d like to consider myself avant-garde, but I rather fear Heaney’s right to describe it as a historical term. Also, as
Chris Hamilton-Emery has suggested in Pages, ‘the paratactical and related techniques (and attitudes) that set “us”
apart from the neo-Georgians have become so widespread in their use they have become “mainstream”‘. (I don’t
myself believe that’s quite true, but I can see Chris’s point). On the other hand, if “avant-garde” and “modernist” (in
all its variations) are old-hat, how the hell can I describe, maybe to the person with only a passing interest if any,
what sort of thing this is that “we” are involved with?
A couple of observations arising directly from the Heaney interview:

As others here have already said, or at least strongly implied, O’Driscoll’s questions are generally a lot more
interesting and vital than Heaney’s answers.

I find it very interesting that the work of his own that Heaney most often refers to is North, which is now 34 years old.
(I’d like to say it’s his best work, but in truth I haven’t read most of what’s come since.) Can we infer that “success”
has softened him up, removed the hardness and grit, reduced him to a self-parody? He wouldn’t be the first or last to
suffer that fate.
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Jeffrey Side
Aidan, I accept what you say. A part of me sees it this way too. But I get the impression that the writing agendas and
practices of poets who place themselves at a distance to poets such as Heaney, regarding style and technique, do
comprise, if not an organised “avant-garde”, then, a coherent alternative－whatever it can be called.
I do see a “them” and “us” demarcation (at least in Britain) between those poets writing conventional lyrical poetry
and those not doing so.
Aidan Semmens

And now I’ve read your Jacket piece in full, Jeff－fascinating, brilliantly argued and entertaining. I’m－what, amused?
Awed? － that you have bothered to expend such time and thought on Heaney, but very grateful that you have
because you have used it to illuminate so much about the past and present state of the poetic world in these little
islands.
Your statement ‘For Heaney, poetry is primarily concerned with language as unequivocal communication’ is one I
must salt away for the precision with which it defines, by opposition, what poetry is for me. In my book,
“unequivocal communication” is the aspiration of prose, and what defines its distinction from poetry.
The quotes from Hobsbaum are equally well chosen－as is Alvarez’s wonderful put-down.
Jeffrey Side

Thanks, Aidan. It was a labour of love, mostly. I find I learn more about the poets I am critical of than those I like
when writing such things, because a critical stance forces me into research about them. I find I have very little to say
about poets I like.
Yes, “unequivocal communication” is something that should be left out of poetry. For some time now, I have been
trying to get this over to mainstream poets in various poetry discussion forums but with no joy.

I think Heaney’s poetry is an extreme case, in that, strictly speaking, he is no longer representative of the sort of
mainstream poetry that is favoured by the large UK poetry presses － which is quite frivolous, with smatterings of
postmodernism thrown in for good measure.
You could leave a response to my article in Jacket if you want.
Aidan Semmens

I’ve taken up your suggestion of writing to Jacket about your words of wisdom. ;-)
[The discussion ended at this point]

A discussion in the comments area of Andrew Shields’ Blog, about his blog post on Simon Armitage’s poem
‘Night Shift’
February 2010

Andrew Shields’ blog post:
Looking for Simon Armitage’s ‘Night Shift’ (another poem from Zoom!), I found two postings of it in essays by Jeffrey
Side that decry Armitage’s poem from two very different perspectives. In one, Armitage’s poem is used an example
of how weak contemporary poetry is in contrast with Bob Dylan’s lyrics (‘Ambiguity and Abstraction in the Lyrics of
Bob Dylan’ [Side’s essay] from The Argotist Online). In the other, Armitage’s poem is used an example of weak
“empiricist” poetry (‘Empirical and Non-Empirical Identifiers’ [Side’s essay] from Jacket). In both cases, Side argues
that the poem ‘leaves nothing to the reader’s imagination’ and is hence weak. But just because the scene described
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in the poem is clear does not mean the poem does not do anything, and just because the scene is free of abstractions
does not mean that the poem does not make abstract interpretation possible. (I’m going out on a bit of a limb in
saying this because I have not read the whole essay in either case.)

So here’s the poem (I feel free to quote the whole thing since it’s already on-line in two places, thanks to Side’s
interest in it; in fact, I’m grateful to him that I don’t have to type it all up but can cut and paste!):
Once again I have missed you by moments;
steam hugs the rim of the just-boiled kettle,
water in the pipes finds its own level.
In another room there are other signs

of someone having left: dust, unsettled
by the sweep of the curtains; the clockwork

contractions of the paraffin heater.
For weeks now we have come and gone, woken
in acres of empty bedding, written
lipstick love-notes on the bathroom mirror

and in this space we have worked and paid for
we have found ourselves, but lost each other.
Upstairs, at least, there is understanding
in things more telling than lipstick kisses:

the air, still hung with spores of your hairspray;
body-heat stowed in the crumpled duvet.

Given my interest in the issue of “evidence” in Armitage’s poems, it’s not surprising that I noticed the ways in which
identifying evidence plays a role here: the poem is about all the “signs” that “you” have left behind, signs that make it
clear that the speaker has ‘missed you by moments’. As in ‘Snow Joke’, each detail is something that first has to be
identified as more than just a detail; only then can it be “read” (or “misread”) as evidence, as a sign.
That is at the level of the poem’s story (that paraphrasable thing that Side identifies), but, as with my point about
evidence in ‘On Miles Platting Station’, every feature of the poem could be read as “evidence” of something else, by
the very fact of its being in a poem. I am reading the details of the poem as evidence of how evidence works, so I pick
out the details that are evidence of that, but a different reading could be developed about the role of “heat” in the
poem, or perhaps the repetition of the word “lipstick”.

It’s striking that Side holds up songwriters (Dylan, Cohen) as better poets than Armitage. I wonder what he would
make of Armitage’s lyrics? On his Scaremongers [a band Armitage formed] CD, or in the musical documentaries that
he has written lyrics for (see the Century Films website).
The discussion:

Andrew Shields
I just emailed something to Jeffrey Side:

I am fascinated by how your two essays privilege Neil Young, Bob Dylan, and Leonard Cohen on the one
hand and “non-empiricist” poetry on the other! I’ve been thinking a lot lately about lyrics, abstraction,
and generalization, and your quotation from Neil Young at the end of the empiricist/non-empiricist
essay [‘Empirical and Non-Empirical Identifiers’] nails one thing I have noticed about how lyrics tend
to work these days: the listener can sing along and make the words belong to him.
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One example I keep coming back to is radically simple: ‘Bye Bye Love’, by The Everly Brothers. It’s so
banal, but anyone can identify with it:
There goes my baby with someone new
She sure looks happy I sure am blue

The power and popularity of such a song are a scandal for the kind of “empiricist”, “non-abstract”
poetics that you criticize (something I am willing to admit even though I pursue that poetics myself!).

Jane Holland

I don’t have the poem to hand, but is ‘November’ the poem about the funeral, where the “evidence” is hair still
caught in a hairbrush? S A [Simon Armitage] does this very well.

I understand the complaint about simplicity and transparency in the writing, but I think that does － like fiction －
allow a space in the reader’s head to “imagine” what remains unsaid. For what it’s worth, I prefer S A when he
treads over less mundane territory, using metaphor and repetition to excellent effect.
Love it or hate it, Zoom was a milestone in contemporary poetry. Maybe not for the avant-gardists, but then, it
probably didn’t much interest train enthusiasts either.
Mark Granier

I love Dylan, Cohen AND Armitage. And all of these lyricists can be perfectly straightforward (some of Dylan’s
greatest songs are almost completely transparent: ‘Oxford Town’, ‘Hattie Carroll’, ‘Lay Lady Lay’, ‘Don’t Think
Twice’), but you’d hardly dismiss them as ‘prose configured into a rhythmic pattern’ [a phrase used by Side in one of
his essays]. No mention was made either of the lullaby tetrameter in Armitage’s poem, which gives it a more intimate
mesmeric music. He [Side] quotes [in one of his essays] Keats’s demand that poetry ‘should surprise by a fine excess,
and not by singularity’ [a quote from one of Keats’ letters, which Side cites in his essay], but it was Keats who
asserted that ‘we hate poetry that has a palpable design on us’, which puts paid to much of the post-advance rearguard project. The Armitage poem Side sets out to diminish doesn’t have ‘palpable’ designs; it can be taken in like a
song. It works through imagery, mood, tone, atmosphere and rhythm, like a love song, like blues. And anyway, Side is
overlooking those poems by Armitage which do exhibit a ‘fine excess’, though again, the excess is in the mood,
imagery, etc.
Jeffrey Side

Mark, I agree to a point when you say ‘… ‘Lay Lady Lay’, ‘Don’t Think Twice’), but you’d hardly dismiss them as
‘prose configured into a rhythmic pattern’. But you also have to take into account that intermingled within his
[Dylan’s] more straightforward songs are lines that are general, non-specific and mysterious such as these from ‘Lay
Lady Lay’:
‘Whatever colors you have in your mind / I’ll show them to you and you’ll see them shine’
‘His clothes are dirty but his hands are clean’
And from ‘Don’t Think Twice’:

‘It ain’t no use in turnin’ on your light, babe / That light I never knowed / An’ it ain’t no use in turnin’ on your light,
babe / I’m on the dark side of the road’
I think you’ll find that most contemporary mainstream poetry would look upon such lines as inappropriately vague.
Andrew Shields

Jeffrey, I’m not sure about one of your examples: ‘His clothes are dirty, but his hands are clean’.
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That seems to me to be a perfectly crisp “imagist” line in keeping with the kind of poetics you call “empiricist”. Not
vague at all!
Andrew Shields

Jane, I looked up ‘November’, and it’s not the one you thought it was. But I do remember noticing the hairbrush, too,
and at some point soon I’ll probably stumble across that one again, as I’m working through S A for my seminar on
his work.
Jeffrey Side

Andrew, it does seem that way at first glance, but it raises the question: In what way are his hands clean? Is this
alluding to moral probity (i.e. as when someone says “I have nothing to feel guilty about, my hands are clean”) or
merely physically clean hands. If we take the lines literally, that he has dirty clothes but always washes his hands,
then they seem slightly ridiculous, in my view. If we take them more metaphorically, as alluding in some sense to
moral probity, then the lines have more resonance. Yes his clothes are dirty, he is saying, but he has a clear
conscience. To the woman he is appealing to “lay” with him, this is a statement of self-justification that he hopes will
persuade her. So in this reading, the lines are not as empirical as they appear.
Mark Granier

Jeffrey, it seems to me that your arguments cancel each other out. Nobody said that that line by Dylan was empirical,
but it certainly seems no LESS empirical than lines/images from the Armitage poem, such as:
‘water in the pipes finds its own level’
or

‘we have found ourselves, but lost each other’
or

‘ . . . there is understanding
in things more telling than lipstick kisses:

the air, still hung with spores of your hairspray;
body-heat stowed in the crumpled duvet’.

The evidence may be empirical, but the mood and suggestiveness of these phrases and images (words like ‘level’ and
‘spores’) is anything but.
You began your article [‘Ambiguity and Abstraction in the Lyrics of Bob Dylan’] by asserting: ‘To many people
contemporary poetry is a turn-off. The reason for this is that the majority of these poems are boring’.

Some truth in this of course, though I find it weirdly perverse that you pick on Armitage, who is surely one of the
most popular poets now writing. You could describe either of them as “just a song and dance man”, though it might
be as well to acknowledge the original irony in that apparent self-deprecation.
Jeffrey Side

Mark, isolated in the way you have taken them these lines do seem less empirical. But if you look at their placement
in the poem you will see that they function as adjectival phrases to build-up a picture of the scene in the room: ‘Once
again I have missed you by moments; / steam hugs the rim of the just-boiled kettle, / water in the pipes finds its own
level’. These phrases give us a more detailed description of the room the poet is occupying－a very physical one by
all counts. As do the lines:
the air, still hung with spores of your hairspray;
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body-heat stowed in the crumpled duvet.

Regarding ‘we have found ourselves, but lost each other’, true, this is not empirical but it is what I call in my longer
essay (that Andrew mentions in the opening of his blog on this topic [‘Empirical and Non-Empirical Identifiers’])
“philosophical discursiveness”, which limits poetic connotation to some extent, and is, therefore, as limiting as
empirical poetry is.
Andrew Shields

Jeffrey, I don’t think this point is very convincing: ‘isolated . . . they do seem less empirical’.

Such lines can be descriptive and empirical but also do other things, just as ‘his clothes are dirty but his hands are
clean’ can be literal but, as you point out, can also lead away from the literal.
That is, just because a poem contains empirical description, or even consists entirely of empirical description, that
does not mean that the poem cannot provide grounds for interpretation (as in my reading of Armitage in terms of
abstract issues of evidence).
I also keep coming back to the claim in your essay [‘Empirical and Non-Empirical Identifiers’] that “Night Shift”
contains no metonymy. But surely the poem is all about metonymy: the effects are being presented instead of the
causes. Almost all the details are metonymies for the absent person!
Jeffrey Side

Andrew, yes, some empirical lines do have some potential for a broader interpretation of them. That is not my point,
really. My point is that such lines are used by Armitage in such a way as to preclude the possibility for a broader
interpretation. Besides, each phrase follows on logically and coherently with the next one to produce a cohesive
shared meaning. This in itself inhibits plurality of meanings, to the extent that the poem can only be about his
missing his girlfriend while she is at work－as you touch on with your point about metonymy.
Andrew Shields

Well, Jeffrey, that pretty [much] sums up where we disagree: for me, a poem with a ‘cohesive shared meaning’ does
not “inhibit a plurality of meanings”, and for you, it does.

Still, it seems to me that the very fact that this entire discussion is a response to that particular poem belies your
critique of it! If it were such a crappy poem, surely it would not generate such an interesting discussion!
Jeffrey Side

Andrew, I think, though, that the discussion isn’t so much about the poem as our differing approaches to poetry. I
tend to go for a more heavily connotative and less lexically coherent type of poem than perhaps you do. Of course, it
is a matter of personal taste, and I’m not arguing that mine is better than yours or others’. I just find Dylan’s use of
language and turn of phrase more interesting than Armitage’s when it comes to the potential for large-scale
connotation.
All language is able to connote to some extent, so obviously there will be some [connotation] in Armitage’s poem. My
underlying point, though, is that there is more in Dylan, perhaps not in ‘Lay Lady Lay’ and the other songs
mentioned here, but in the majority of his considerable opus. I don’t know if this can be said of Armitage’s works to
date.
I don’t even think this is an issue that Armitage is concerned with. I think that he sees his poetry as communicating
clearly to a wide variety of people from all backgrounds, hence his unadorned use of language. Dylan, on the other
hand, probably just writes for himself, and if others like it that’s a bonus.
Andrew Shields
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Jeffrey, I’m suddenly reminded of Philip Pullman’s remark about why he writes children’s literature: there are fewer
things you are not allowed to do when you write for children! And I am certainly aware of the ways in which, when
writing something that is going to be a lyric first and foremost, I feel as if there are fewer taboos than if I am aiming
to write a poem. The role of cliché is much different in songs than in poetry, for example.
Still, the idea that Dylan does a wider range of things than Armitage is one I’ll have to think about; after all, Armitage
has written many lyrics in his career (for his band; for his musical-documentary collaborations with Brian Hill), and
one thing I want to ponder in the seminar I’m teaching this term is whether his writing changes when he writes
lyrics.
[The discussion ended at this point]

A discussion in the British and Irish Poets Listserve about Avant-Garde Poetry and its relationship to
political change
May 2010

The following discussion is an amalgamation of two separate discussions that took place in May 2010 covering
similar topics. It’s been edited to improve clarity and to remove various digressions from the topic being discussed.
Text that appears within square brackets are explanatory additions to this facsimile, to clarify in certain instances to
whom a particular response is addressed or for other explanatory purposes.
Discussion One

David Lace
‘Cambridge Poetry and Political Ambition’ by Robert Archambeau:

http://samizdatblog.blogspot.com/2010/05/cambridge-poetry-and-political-ambition.html
Jeffrey Side

I have never understood the necessity for a political avant-garde poetry. I always thought that such poetry would
need to have a widespread readership to make even a splash in the political sphere; and even that would be
contingent on such poetry being transparent and easily understood by disinterested readers. This is not something
the poetry of Prynne, for instance, can lay claim to. If Cambridge Poetry in 2010 is more transparent syntactically (or
moving towards it) than Prynne’s poetry, and, therefore, more discernable to a hoped-for wider readership, can we
really say it is any longer an avant-garde poetry? Not that avant-garde poetry necessarily should be inscrutable, but
rather that striving for clarity for the sake of a political message, seems to be slightly perverse in such poetry.
Jamie McKendrick

Behind this comment there’s the assumption that only poetry which is “transparent and easily understood” can have
any political efficacy. It also assumes that the “disinterested” reader, whoever that may be, will be put off and
paralysed by difficulty. Poetry, avant-garde or other, surely needs to hope for the depth rather than the width of its
readership?
Jeffrey Side

Very true Jamie.

My comments were relating to Prynne and those poets who take him as an influence. Prynne, rightly or wrongly, is
noted for his “difficultness” and his specialised use of various argots drawn from science etc. Such poetry has not a
mass appeal to affect political change. This is a commonplace observation.
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Jamie McKendrick
Jeff, it’s a common enough observation to say that poetry, in general, lacks mass appeal, and not just that of Prynne
and those who take him as an influence. I see no reason why its difficulty shouldn’t even make its
politics fasten more enduringly in the reader’s consciousness.

The whole question of political efficacy, not just of poetry, can be very dispiriting if you consider the UK’s biggest
ever march (somewhere between the police figure of 750,000 and the organizers’ estimate of two million) had no
restraining effect on the war in Iraq.
Alison Croggon

It’s a shame nobody’s talking about the fascinating dialogue on Archambeau’s blog between him and Andrea Brady,
and the following discussion, on how/whether poetry can actually resist, or whether it remains in its very resistance
towards dominant modes of expression an impotent gesture. Robert points out:
Many of us have at one time or another turned to the idea of poetry, and the teaching of poetry, as acts
of political resistance. The rejoinder to this notion of resistance-politics comes in a comment Alain
Badieu once made about Gilles Deleuze. For Deleuze, says Badieu, “nothing was interesting unless it
was affirmative. Critique, ends, modesties . . . none of that is as valuable as a single affirmation”.

He finishes by referring to George Oppen, who strikes me as a political thinker of exemplary lucidity. But I don’t
think in any of Archambeau’s critique he’s refusing the possibility of political traction; rather he’s questioning what,
precisely, it is. Andrea suggests a few practical ways in which it works, as well as teasing out some assumptions.
Jeffrey’s point that poetry is little read, so therefore it doesn’t have any, is just crude and misses the point (both of
the politics and the poetry): it’s leverage that matters, where precisely the pressure is placed, but in individual
readings of poems and speaking more widely. The so-called avant-garde has often been quite good at placing the
lever quite so, although the effects are only clearly visible much later.
Anyway, it’s hard to imagine an avant-garde poetry that isn’t political. And claiming it can never reach an audience
(which is manifestly untrue anyway, now and historically) simply ignores people like Mayakovsky or Brecht,
products of their time and place, for sure, but overtly politically resistant poets notable for their public popularity.
Jamie McKendrick

I’d missed the origin of this conversation and the discussion on Robert Archambeau’s blog. I’d go along, though, with
most of this. My only reservation is when you say ‘It’s hard to imagine an avant-garde poetry that isn’t political’－
this may be true but it would have to include some pretty repugnant politics.
Jeffrey Side

[Quoting Allison Croggon] Jeffrey’s point that poetry is little read, so therefore it doesn’t have any, is
just crude and misses the point (both of the politics and the poetry): it’s leverage that matters, where
precisely the pressure is placed, but in individual readings of poems and speaking more widely. The socalled avant-garde has often been quite good at placing the lever quite so, although the effects are only
clearly visible much later.

Anyway, it’s hard to imagine an avant-garde poetry that isn’t political. And claiming it can never reach
an audience (which is manifestly untrue anyway, now and historically) simply ignores people like
Mayakovsky or Brecht, products of their time and place, for sure, but overtly politically resistant poets
notable for their public popularity.

It’s not so much that it’s little read, as that the sort of poetry which is normally considered avant-garde uses
language opaquely (or should do, ideally), therefore, the problem is more that of “translation”.
Yes, Brecht was effective, but mainly for his plays, which can contribute to political change.
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Something which is being overlooked in all of this, is how is Cambridge Poetry going about effecting political change
poetically. This was Robert Archambeau’s main objection to the claim that is was.
Sean Bonney

Jeffrey, not all avant-garde poetry is opaque. Andrea Brady’s ‘Wildfire’ isn’t. Complex, yeh, but what worthwhile
writing isn’t?
Tim Allen

Agreed. This idea that avant-garde poetry is by definition opaque is just not true. Some of it is, yes, but most of it isn’t.
Much of it is far less opaque than examples from high modernism. Opaque is an adjective that a reader can bring to
certain works through their own attitude and expectations whereas if they brought a different set of attitudes and
expectations then an experience of the opaque could be avoided.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Sean Bonney’s comment] That may be, Sean, but I would argue that opaqueness is, perhaps, the
distinguishing feature between avant-garde poetry and complex mainstream poetry, if not how do they differ?
I suppose I’m using high modernism as the yardstick. We need a yardstick of some sort don’t we?
Sean Bonney

Jeffrey, the fact that plenty of avant writing is not opaque shows that opacity has absolutely nothing to do with those
distinctions.
Jeffrey Side

But that is to beg the question, surely? If clarity in avant-garde poetry qualifies it as being avant-garde, what do we
call mainstream poetry? Surely, that would be avant-garde also. That it is not considered this by avant-garde poets
means we need another yardstick.

If avant-garde poetry is not to be distinguished by its syntactical opaqueness then that leaves only its “content” (I
assume you are inferring a politically radical content) as a distinguishing feature, but such a content can also be a
feature of some mainstream poetry. So what’s the difference, really?
Sean Bonney

Your logic is really very flawed, Jeffrey. It’s pretty dull to try and argue using such ludicrously vague terms. Of course
there’s a difference, but both “avant” and “mainstream” poetries are so wildly various it’s impossible to make some
kind of hard and fast distinction that will be valid in every case. What about all the over-laps. Is Ted Hughes a
mainstream poet? Is Lee Harwood? Some broad distinction along the lines of different attitudes to and uses of the
tradition might work, but it would be far too vague to be of much help, and basically wrong anyway. Whatever,
opacity certainly doesn’t cut it as a distinction.
Anyway, your whole point about a politicised avant-garde is basically wrong because (1) it imagines that any text’s
political efficacy can only be measured by its transparency, and that a political writer must write clearly and simply,
which would have been news to Marx, for one, and (2) it seems to think that all poets do is write poems, and ignores
the possibility that poets who try and write politically may be also engaged in actual political work that in its turn
will inform their writing.
Jeffrey Side

Sean… point by point:

1) ‘Your logic is really very flawed, Jeffrey’.
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How so? All I was doing was pressing you on the difference between non-opaque avant-garde poetry and nonopaque mainstream poetry, which both hold content as the a feature.
2) ‘It’s pretty dull to try and argue using such ludicrously vague terms’.

But you do this yourself when you say ‘both “avant” and “mainstream” poetries are so wildly various it’s impossible
to make some kind of hard and fast distinction’.
Either we know what avant-garde poetry is or we don’t.

3) ‘Whatever, opacity certainly doesn’t cut it as a distinction’.
But what does, then? That’s all I’m asking.

4) ‘Anyway, your whole point about a politicised avant-garde is basically wrong because (1) it imagines that any
text’s political efficacy can only be measured by its transparency, and that a political writer must write clearly and
simply, which would have been news to Marx, for one’,
How can any political idea or message be conveyed, then? Marx didn’t write political avant-garde poetry as far as I
know.
5) ‘and (2) it seems to think that all poets do is write poems, and ignores the possibility that poets who try and write
politically may be also engaged in actual political work that in its turn will inform their writing’.
If they are engaged in actual political work then that is not relevant to the political efficacy of their poetry. They are
separate issues. But I’m not talking about poets in general who may write clearly and have a penchant for activism.
I’m talking about avant-garde poetry claiming to achieve what activism can.
Sean Bonney

Sorry Jeffrey, looks like you just misread or misunderstood everything I was trying to say. Never mind.
Ian Davidson

Poetry and politics do seem inextricably and sometimes inexplicably intertwined. The best political poetry, to me,
seems to be that that doesn’t try to persuade me of anything, that abandons rhetoric as quickly as it can use it, and
that undercuts its own position.

So Prynne in Refuse Collection (on the barque website) is against war but never allows the poem the comfort of an
anti war position. And Sean Bonney in Commons (available on the web) is similarly restless, (Commons is a great
poem and if you haven’t already read it, read it). Andrea Brady’s ‘Wildfire’, also up on the web, has been mentioned.
And then almost from another tack Lee Harwood’s constant sliding off from a position as a judgement on the
illusionary quality of clarity. Those lapses into silence.
And Pound, sure, but what about Muriel Rukeyser’s work from the 1930s, or Aime Cesaire’s Notebook, or Langston
Hughes’ Montage to see that modernist experimentation wasn’t necessarily right wing, or male or white. And Frank
O’Hara’s work is deeply political and concerned not just with politics of sexuality but also of race and power.
It’s early, the sun is up and there must be something else to do.
Tim Allen

Jeffrey, I really do admire your stubbornness. You get yourself into some right corners and dig deeper and deeper
into those corners. I’m not being sarcastic either. You go into such detail, especially when responding to others, that
most of the time I get lost and I don’t know what I think about it any more. Take this oblique issue, as a difference
between mainstream and avant-garde. One moment I think you have got it wrong, as I pointed out, following on from
something Sean said, then I think that yes, from a certain angle you could be right－the trouble is it all depends on
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what we mean by oblique, and who and what we are applying the term to.

One problem here is the difference between avant-garde in the arts in general and avant-garde in poetry. The avantgarde in other arts is very rarely experienced as being oblique, because of the particular nature of those arts, how
they function and are responded to etc. But poetry, the medium of words, functions in a different way and therefore
our experience of it, our reception, mostly operates in an area of complexity/difficulty. This is why I think there is
some truth in your notion of the oblique － but I think you are coming to it from the wrong direction. For me it is
“oblique” (if it is) because it is language. And with “poetry” this is language separated from the usual jobs it performs
in everyday conversation, in stories and novels, on the news and in blogs etc.

Traditional poems and songs of all sorts, from all around the world, could be seen as oblique when measured against
the usefulness of other types of language use, but we don’t have a problem with them do we? Why not? It is not that
we understand them intellectually (we probably don’t), it’s because we understand them emotionally－we bring an
openness to them, a good will, a desire etc. They work on us. (I happen to think this is a lot to do with the
unconscious but I am not sure if that is relevant here.) However, there is a certain type of late C20 poetry which, for
many and various reasons, fails to work in that way on certain people－the channels that are normally open appear
to be closed up. But if the channels were really closed up from the side of the poet (I’m not saying this doesn’t ever
happen because it certainly does, but it is a lot more rare than we think) then it would mean that nobody responded
to the work－but this is not the case, obviously. So the bulk of the closing-up must be happening on the reception
side. Therefore there is something happening in the work that elicits this failure－but is it obliquity? My answer is no,
not as such.
Conversely we have a type of poetry, again it is one that has mostly come to us in late C20 English speaking countries,
which seems to deliberately avoid such problems, by being written for wide gaping channels that it knows are open
and ready for it. This, in my opinion, is the only way in which a straight case could be made for the difference
between mainstream and avant-garde (what the hell do we mean by that anyway, these days?) being down to
obliquity and transparency. For me it is too straight a case－the line disappears into the distance.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Ian Davidson’s comment] But are the poems you mention, Ian, effecting political change? The obvious
answer is that they are not. This is the point Robert Archambeau is making in the blog post that inspired this thread.

You say that the best political poetry ‘doesn’t try to persuade me of anything’, this may be true of the best, but it
doesn’t address the question Archambeau is making regarding the claims that Cambridge Poetry is effecting political
change.
The hesitancy you note in Prynne’s Refuse Collection suggests that he is, perhaps, aware that such poetry is best read
philosophically rather than as manifestos or a call to arms.
Tim Allen

Let’s take Prynne as an example (and only as an example, not because I think he does it better than anyone else－for
me he is one of many). Prynne’s poetry is not “political” in the sense that Adrian Mitchell’s was, not because it isn’t
agitprop but because it is a poetry that exists the way it does because of the political. I think we can say this about
many of the poets we associate with the British avant-garde, but particularly Cambridge. It was very much a political
turn that propelled Prynne AWAY from a political poetry in the normally accepted sense. The irony is that this
makes it even more political, while not being a political poetry. Hope that makes sense.
Jeffrey side

Tim, I take on board what you say. My basic point is that although poetic language (both mainstream and avantgarde) allows for certain amounts of obliqueness, opaqueness, ambiguity etc. It is avant-garde poetry that has
usually made more of these aspects than mainstream poetry (at least mainstream poetry since The Movement).

How this relates to political poetry depends on how one views the use of language in avant-garde poetry. I view it as
being, ideally, opaque (resistant to any one meaning), others here perhaps view it, more or less, as able to
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communicate more limited meanings. I say “others here”, but I mean those advocating an avant-garde poetic
language able to effect political change.

It seems to me obvious that to seriously intend one’s poetry to effect political change one has to make that poetry’s
“message”, “sentiments”, etc. capable of being communicated clearly to as wide a group of readers as you hope to
influence by it. So avant-garde poetry that claims to do this necessarily has to have more in common linguistically
with mainstream poetry than with avant-garde poetry that is more influenced by high modernism or early language
poetry.
That’s all I’m saying, really.
Sean Bonney

[Addressing Jeffrey Side’s reply to Ian Davidson] Jeffrey, an effective political poem doesn’t have to necessarily be a
‘manifesto’ or a ‘call to arms’. Poetry is far more complex than that: the question is more to try and work out
whatever it is that poetry can specifically contribute to political discourse, if that’s what it wants to do－I am not for
a second [saying] that poetry has to be an expression of a political stance, not at all, but some does, and it’s
something that poetry always has done, as more interesting elements of this thread have been talking about.
But in terms of political poetry, I’m interested in asking what it’s got, what it can do that other forms, philosophical,
rhetorical, propaganda can’t get to. Andrea’s ‘Wildfire’, for example, is a political essay on the history of the
chemical weapon white phosphorus, but as it’s a poem she’s able to bring in all sorts of connections, associations,
leaps etc. that would have been impossible in, say, a conventional history essay.

There’s a good line somewhere in Ed Dorn’s essays, where he says that he writes poetry because it [is] the quickest
way he can get to whatever it is he wants to say. Amiri Baraka (when he was still Leroi Jones) has a line that ‘Poetry
aims after difficult meanings. Meanings not already catered too’.
Oh and one more thing－isn’t [it] a bit vague to be talking about “political” poetry. Everything is political, even more
so now.
Jeffrey Side

Sean, I am not saying avant-garde poetry shouldn’t be political or that political poetry doesn’t exist. I’m only saying
that it can’t affect political change in the way, say, a riot can.
[The discussion ended at this point]
Discussion Two
Jeffrey side
There’s a follow up on Robert Archambeau’s blog to his post about British avant-garde political poetry:
‘Poetry and the Challenge to the Public Sphere’:
Quote:

As for the claim that the British experimental poetry associated with Cambridge has “challenged the
public sphere”－well, I’m not convinced it has, not if what we mean by the public sphere is anything
like what Habermas meant. Which is not to say anything more than that. To say this doesn’t imply that
poets should give up on poetry as the minimum condition for being political (Tom Paine, the heroic
challenger of the public sphere Plumb cites, wrote poetry － some people still read his poem “Liberty
Tree”). Nor does pointing out the over-grand nature of these particular claims imply that poetry should
submit to bureaucratic control (I’m not even sure what that would look like). Nor does it mean that
there’s no politics to poetry. But it does mean that the effects of British experimental poetry on the
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public sphere have, in these particular instances, been overstated. The public sphere in Britain
continues much as it would have otherwise, and I don’t think it is aware of any threat from the vicinity
of, say, J. H. Prynne. (Note that Prynne hasn’t made any claim to such transforming power, just some of
his more zealous advocates, as quoted above).

I should say that I do think that the way much of this poetry has been distributed and read has often
occurred at an interesting angle to the public sphere. For decades, Prynne and those associated with
him often published in the kind of micro-press world that’s familiar to many poets: self-publishing, free
distribution to a small network of those who are interested, tiny journals, etc. This seems to me less like
a challenge to the public sphere than a withdrawal from it into something that sits somewhere between
the private sphere of family and friends and the public sphere. But an alternative－a good thing in itself
－isn’t the same thing as a challenge. (It is also, I might add, exactly “the institutional space allotted to
poetry and literature in late-capitalist culture”, not a breaking out of that space, as Kerridge and Reeve
maintain)”.
Jeremy Green

http://samizdatblog.blogspot.com/2010/05/poetry-and-challenge-to-public-sphere.html

I think this is misleading. Habermas presents an idealized model of the public sphere as it emerged in the 18th
century (that’s why RA mentions Tom Paine). Habermas goes on to argue that the public sphere, such as it was, gave
way over the course of the next two centuries to the privatized mass media, which is something distinctly different:
publicity and public relations replace the ideal of reasoned debate in an arena open to all (well, all bourgeois white
males).

To assume that political “efficacy” (but isn’t that a wretchedly positivistic term?) entails stirring up this (fantastically
idealized)public sphere, Tom Paine style, suggests a reductive notion of what politics might be. (Likewise, I think it’s
reductive to suggest that there is “a” public sphere and a private sphere). An “avant-garde” poet (more scare quotes,
more scarecrows) might engage in a variety of activities－write a poem, attend a demonstration, stop by the polling
station, sign a petition, blog a bit, march on Downing Street . . . in each case, the meaning of the politics of these
actions needs to be “produced” (can’t, in other words, be assumed). One thing (some) avant-garde poetry has been
very good at, I’d suggest, is in looking at the conditions and costs of politics (in all these instances) as something
unstable, unsettled, slippery and often delusive. To bludgeon all of that into a mash with the club of “efficacy”
doesn’t strike me as terribly useful.
Jeffrey Side

Jeremy, point by point:

1) ‘I think this is misleading. Habermas presents an idealized model of the public sphere as it emerged in the 18th
century (that’s why RA mentions Tom Paine). Habermas goes on to argue that the public sphere, such as it was, gave
way over the course of the next two centuries to the privatized mass media, which is something distinctly different:
publicity and public relations replace the ideal of reasoned debate in an arena open to all (well, all bourgeois white
males)’.

I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to read Archambeau’s response to one of the comments left on his blog relating
to this. Archambeau responds: ‘The definition of the public sphere (and its others) is a pretty standard one from
Habermas, not mine alone. As I said, the most common criticism is that actual manifestations don’t live up to the idea.
You are not alone in taking issue with it (I believe I made a note on some of the reasons for finding Habermasian
public sphere ideas problematic)’.
2) ‘To assume that political “efficacy” (but isn’t that a wretchedly positivistic term?) entails stirring up this
(fantastically idealized)public sphere, Tom Paine style, suggests a reductive notion of what politics might be’.

I agree. I don’t think Archameau disagrees, either. It seems to me he is responding to claims that Cambridge Poetry is,
or can be, effective in this way. Like you, I don’t think it can for the reasons you give. Whether it has very long-term
influences is hard to test, and is only something that can be confirmed retrospectively. I don’t think Archameau
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would disagree with this, either.

3) ‘(Likewise, I think it’s reductive to suggest that there is “a” public sphere and a private sphere). An “avant-garde”
poet (more scare quotes, more scarecrows) might engage in a variety of activities － write a poem, attend a
demonstration, stop by the polling station, sign a petition, blog a bit, march on Downing Street . . . in each case, the
meaning of the politics of these actions needs to be “produced” (can’t, in other words, be assumed)’.
Again, I agree with you. I don’t think there is a sharp divide between public and private spheres. I’m not sure
Archameau does, either. He mentions these spheres in the following context, when he says:
For the most part, the claims I engage in the essay have to do with the purported power of a specific
kind of experimental poetry to make an impact on the public sphere. The Cambridge History of
Twentieth Century Literature, for example, claims that this kind of poetry sets out to be “capable of
challenging the public sphere”.

And David Shepard has said that such poems ‘recombine a language fragmented into technical jargons’
incorporating the vocabulary of specialised discourses into the poetry and thereby ‘return[ing] this knowledge to
the public sphere from its sequestration in the ivory tower’.
He seems, here, to be addressing the claims of others that such poetry has efficacy in the public sphere.

4) ‘One thing (some) avant-garde poetry has been very good at, I’d suggest, is in looking at the conditions and costs
of politics (in all these instances) as something unstable, unsettled, slippery and often delusive. To bludgeon all of
that into a mash with the club of “efficacy” doesn’t strike me as terribly useful’.
Again, I agree. Poetry can’t be politically effective in the short-term. As Tim Allen said in another thread [discussion]
on this topic, any poetic influence can only be measured over the long-term. I don’t think Archameau would say it
can’t be. I think he’s simply saying what you and I are saying, that poetic influence is not an immediate thing.
Jeremy Green

Fwiw . . . that’s really not at all what I was saying. This question or point about “effectiveness” is either crashingly
banal－
PAXMAN [a former British TV news anchor]: Tell me, Prime Minister, how have your planned public sector cuts been
shaped by your reading of J. H. Prynne?

CAMERON [David Cameron, a former British Prime Minister]: Well, Unanswering Rational Shore [a book by Prynne]
did give me pause, but in the end I find Prynne’s recent work rather a tough nut to crack, though I do like the one
about the weasels.

－or wielded in such a way as to obscure more interesting questions . . . Or: What kinds of transactions take place
between text and reader in an innovative work? How might these be comprehended? Are they in any sense
generative of a political imagination? (a leading question, sure). Is carnivalizing a range of discourses sufficient when
late capital’s technodada does it already? Or even more specifically: Does Bruce Andrews’ poetic assault on syntax
and semantics best achieve his declared aims? Has Prynne, as Wilkinson suggested, written himself into a corner?
Why is Douglas Oliver’s ostensibly political workless successful than his earlier writing? . . . so on, so forth . . .
Jeffrey Side

I don’t think Archameau is questioning the more “nuanced” aspects of political poetry that you mention, and I don’t
think I have been either. One does assume, though, that some of the poets engaging with these issues are not doing so
merely to exercise their philosophical wings, and do, indeed, hope that some positive influence is born of it－either
within the individual reader or wider society at a later stage in time. To the extent that they are, I think questions of
“effectiveness” are, indeed, relevant and shouldn’t be too easily dismissed.
However, as I made clear in my last response to you, I am in agreement with what you have said, and I’m sure
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Archameau would be also. I think his point is not so much in disagreement with you as with those claims he sees as
advocating Cambridge Poetry as a political force other than in the more refined sense you describe political poetry as
ideally being.
[The discussion ended at this point]

A Facebook discussion about conceptual poetry

Jeffrey Side

August 2013

This is a very important quote from Robert Archambeau’s article ‘Charmless and Interesting: What Conceptual
Poetry Lacks and What It’s Got’:
In what sense is pure conceptualism poetry, beyond the institutional sense of being distributed and
considered through the channels by which poetry is distributed and considered?

It hits the nail on the head. No one from the conceptual poetry camp has been able to answer it, as far as I know.
Michael Robbins

I don’t think that’s a problem. “Poetry” is an honorific －nothing more －that’s granted to different productions at
different times. The “institutional sense” is sufficient. (I am, obviously, anti-conceptualism, but “it’s not poetry”
seems to me an especially weak position.)
Jeffrey Side

Thanks, Michael. I’ll take it from now on that every comment you make in a lexical form is a poem!
Michael Robbins

That doesn’t follow, of course. You can call anything a poem if you want to & no one will pay you the slightest bit of
attention. Many thousands of people calling something a poem, including the arbiters of poetic distribution, might
just make a difference, tho.
Robert Archambeau

Well, I was talking about institutions of distribution and reception, specifically. The Schoedinger’s cat scenario － a
sestina written but left in a drawer－would lead a lot of people to want to expand “institution” to include things like
“the tradition referenced” or something. And a bunch of linguists and formalists don’t even care about institutions,
but look at things like the kind of language function that’s stressed or whatever (Shklovsky, Jacobson, etc.). I’m not
prepared to talk about all, or even some, of conceptualism in terms of those things, but I wish someone would.
Jeffrey Side

I agree, Bob, that’s how I took your quote. In an institutional sense, conceptualism is regarded as poetry, and this
complicates any objections to it as such, for once we accept unquestionably the institutional status of it as such, we
have lost an effective means to criticise it.
Michael Robbins

Well, again, this is a non sequitur. It just makes no sense to say that because conceptualism is poetry, we have no
means to criticize it. Bob is not making such a point. And although it seems to me quite misleading to say that
Shklovsky & Jakobson have no interest in institutions, neither provides grounds for denying the honorific to
conceptualism－on the contrary, in fact. This line of questioning is a red herring.
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Robert Archambeau
What I mean about, say, Jakobson is that he sees the poetic as defined by a specific function in language, rather than
by recognition in/distribution by socially recognized poetic institutions like journals or whatever. But yeah, I bet he
has a lot to say about institutions. I have only read more overtly linguistic stuff by him.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Michael Robbins’ comment] Michael, I didn’t say because conceptualism is poetry, we have no means to
criticise it. I said that if we blindly accept what a few academics have called it, i.e. that it is, indeed, poetry, then we
can’t criticise it for being, as I think it is, “not poetry”, Once you accept it as poetry, how then can you criticise it for
being not poetry?
Bob, I agree with what you say about Jacobson’s point. It makes sense. For institutions to arbitrarily name and define
things, even in the humanities, is problematic. Besides, as far as I can see, only a handful of academics have named
conceptualism as poetry. So Michael’s consensus argument, even if it were valid, doesn’t really apply here.
[The discussion ended at this point]

A discussion in the British and Irish Poets Listserve about my essay ‘Limited Poetic Meaning and the
Wordsworthian Legacy’

Jeffrey Side

July 2015

‘Limited Poetic Meaning and the Wordsworthian Legacy’.

This essay endeavours to show how the Modernist innovations in poetry in the early years of the twentieth century
became marginalised as serious poetic techniques in favour of a more realist sort of poetic style that was largely
influenced by the poetic aesthetic of William Wordsworth:
http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/Side%20essay%208.htm
Gerard Greenway

Jeffrey, I’m more than doubtful that ‘It can be demonstrated that Wordsworth’s poetry relies too consistently upon a
descriptive realist aesthetic derived from empiricist beliefs about subject/object relationships’.
Imagination－lifting up itself
Before the eye and progress of my song
Like an unfathered vapour, here that power,
In all the might of its endowments, came
Athwart me! I was lost as in a cloud,
halted without a struggle to break through;
And now, recovering, to my soul I say,
‘I recognise thy glory’.
Prelude VI

Jeffrey Side
Gerard, but if you notice you will see that this extract belies what he is saying in it. The text itself is more or less a
description of his thoughts regarding his advocacy of the imagination as a means to inspire his verse. It is not in itself
a demonstration or application of the imagination in poetic form. It is a sort mimesis of his thought processes, and so
could be said to be empiricist in the same way as mimesis of nature is.
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Or to extend this slightly, he generally sees phenomena as a veil that hides a superior reality normally imperceptible
to us. So in this sense, his descriptions of his thought processes about this “reality” could also be said to be mimetic
－but of the “unseen”.
Peter Riley

It’s good that a discussion is taking place here after so long, but it’s one we’ve had before. I remember at least twelve
years ago trying to persuade Jeff that his view of Wordsworth as the source of all that’s wrong with modern poetry
just didn’t make sense, but I got nowhere. I wouldn’t want to try it again.
Tim Allen

Oh dear, I really am having second thoughts about saying what I am going to say below. Yes, as Peter says, we’ve
been here, but . . .

Let’s forget Wordsworth a moment. What I find in Jeffrey Side’s thoughts is a genuine attempt to eek out some basics
with regard to the “split”. By doing this he gets up the noses of folk on both sides of the split, including of course
those who don’t think there really is a “split” or that if there is it is a minor thing that doesn’t really matter in the
long run. Jeffrey’s questions have relevance to my own concerns in this area －the difference being that he is a lot
more daring and forthright in his targets. He delves into things in a way that invites those entangling knots that form
in this kind of discussion about poetry, which then get pulled tighter and tighter.
I think that what he has to say about Wordsworth is important, but only if you share his view that there is a
dichotomy and that it is relevant. If you don’t share those views then don’t argue with him, because then you will
both be on a hiding to nothing (as we have seen before). Someone who actually shares his view that there is a
problem and that it is relevant can then look objectively at what he says about Wordsworth.
Jeffrey Side

Thanks, Tim, for your support. Yes, there does seem to be a denial that a split exists. Maybe this is to encourage a
sense of camaraderie and goodwill between the “opposing” camps. I can see no other reason for it.
Gerard Greenway

Jeffrey, ‘An unfathered vapour’ does not smack of empiricism to me :) I think you are pushing terms (mimesis,
empiricism) to the point of meaninglessness, or rather inversion. On your usage Blake, at war with Lockean
empiricism, seeing the sun as an army of angels might be described as empiricist and mimetic. It is the central
concern of the major theoretical statement of the time, Biographia Literaria, to oppose the empiricist theory of mind
(Hartley’s) with the philosophical idealism-saturated theory of the creative imagination. And in all theories of the
poetic imagination－Coleridge, Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley－the experience of poetic imagination is opposed to the
ordinary, individuated sense of self and brings into question the ordinary opposition of subject and object. But, yes,
Wordsworth is a discursive poet. He is a philosophical poet. The philosophical poet, whether it be Wordsworth or
Eliot in Four Quartets, seeks to give an account of the lyric/visionary moment. But the discursive and the visionary
are not in opposition, they are part of the same movement. In a poem like Shelley’s ‘Mont Blanc’ the
discursive/analytic is identical with the lyric/visionary, and the kernel is the question of the relation of subject and
object－a theme impossible to miss in Wordsworth.
Tim Allen

[Addressing Jeffrey Side’s comment] Well Jeffrey there are always different ways of telling the same story, let alone
the different stories that can be told about a single occurrence. And when that occurrence is already historical and
subject to the vagaries of changing interests and fashions it is even more of a devil to smoke out. Indeed, “denial”
might be part of it, but such a denial can be conditioned by so many different life factors and motivations that it
makes it difficult sometimes to distinguish true opinion from expediency. I’ve talked here before about some of those
different shades of opinion/motivation regarding this subject so I won’t repeat myself now.
I think that part of the problem of rooting this thing down to Wordsworth is because it is impossible to actually root
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such a thing in a single person or oeuvre. I believe you are right about Wordsworth in the sense that yes, the kind of
limiting psychological realism, and the way such a thing utilises poetic language, does find an echo in some of the
things Wordsworth wrote both about and within poems, but other things echo through Wordsworth too, some of
them almost saying the opposite. But this is the trouble when talking about poetry, when trying to suck out
philosophical abstractions from the slippery actions of language. Romanticism in general was full of contradictions.

In relation to one of my takes on the subject of the split, which is that it is the modern Brit mainstream that is the
anomaly, that a lot more unites the wider history of poetry to the poetics of modernism than does the parochial
heritage of the movement etc., it could of course be the case that Wordsworth was one of the roots of that difference.
This is the case you are making and I think it is a fair case to make, but because of the stuff I’ve referred to above I
don’t think you are going to convince anyone－people often see in a poet’s work only what they want to see.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Gerard Greenway’s comment] Gerard, I will respond to your points in order, as follows:
‘“An unfathered vapour” does not smack of empiricism to me :)’

Wordsworth’s use of the phrase ‘An unfathered vapour’ is as a simile: an attempt to describe how he sees the
imagination operating on him as inspiration. In other words, the image is serving solely a descriptive function, albeit
describing an abstract concept. As a simile, like all similes, it is striving to make something more precisely knowable
via language. Ted Hughes does this a lot, and he was a fan of Wordsworth and nature poetry.
‘I think you are pushing terms (mimesis, empiricism) to the point of meaninglessness, or rather inversion. On your
usage Blake, at war with Lockean empiricism, seeing the sun as an army of angels might be described as empiricist
and mimetic’.

I’m not sure which Blake poem you are referring to here, but I’m sure the imagery you mention is such that I would
not see it as you think I would. Blake was more abstract than Wordsworth. For example in Blake’s ‘To the Muses’ the
phrase ‘chambers of the sun’, in the first stanza, does not specifically refer to anything in nature. I can allow that the
phrase ‘chambers of the East’ in the previous line, however, does. It refers to the cavernous areas located near the
mythical Mount Ida (represented in line one as ‘Ida’s shady brow’). The phrase ‘chambers of the sun’ does not allow
for closure in this way. The word “sun” (a source of light) has no connection semantically with the word “chambers”
(a source of darkness). Also the sun is noted for its lack of vacuity, unlike caverns. We see here, a mixture of the types
of uses for imagery that Blake employs. I’m not against such a mixture, by the way, but I don’t see it as frequently
employed in Wordsworth－certainly not in much of the Prelude, which is more of a philosophical treatise about how
Wordsworth’s mind operates. So I don’t think Wordsworth is doing anything similar to Blake, or even attempting to.
He is more concerned with describing his philosophical state of mind and the way nature forms this mind state.
‘It is the central concern of the major theoretical statement of the time, Biographia Literaria, to oppose the empiricist
theory of mind (Hartley’s) with the philosophical idealism-saturated theory of the creative imagination’.

This is a common misconception about the Biographia. It is impossible for me to deal with this here, as it is a very
complicated and nuanced area. I do deal with it, though (and Hartleian philosophy in relation to Coleridge), in my
article about Coleridge’s early empiricism, which you can find here
http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/COLERIDGES%20EARLY%20EMPIRICISM.pdf

‘And in all theories of the poetic imagination － Coleridge, Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley － the experience of poetic
imagination is opposed to the ordinary, individuated sense of self and brings into question the ordinary opposition of
subject and object. But, yes, Wordsworth is a discursive poet. He is a philosophical poet. The philosophical poet,
whether it be Wordsworth or Eliot in Four Quartets, seeks to give an account of the lyric/visionary moment. But the
discursive and the visionary are not in opposition, they are part of the same movement. In a poem like Shelley’s
‘Mont Blanc’ the discursive/analytic is identical with the lyric/visionary, and the kernel is the question of the
relation of subject and object－a theme impossible to miss in Wordsworth’.
Again, I can’t deal with this here, but have done so in my PhD thesis about Wordsworth, a PDF of which I can send
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you if you wish.

As I have said in the past to most of my critics here, all their objections to my criticism of Wordsworth can be found
in my thesis and other articles. It is simply too exhausting to discuss such things here. So my apologies if I sound
evasive.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Tim Allen’s comment] True, it is difficult to locate empiricist poetry’s genesis with Wordsworth. It goes
back further in history －a lot of the Greek and Roman poets were just as culpable, at least from what I’ve seen in
modern translations. But my point is not that Wordsworth invented this mode of poetic expression, but that those
who came afterwards were specifically influenced by him (and Coleridge). Again, at the risk of plugging my thesis, I
have a chapter in it on this influence, and how it played out in the 20th century, via late modernism, through to the
movement, onto the confessional poets and up to Heaney. I don’t go any further, as the thesis was about Wordsworth
influences in that century.
Gerard Greenway

Coleridge too is an empiricist, Jeffrey! I think I am under no misconception with regard to the urgency with which
Coleridge seeks to counter empiricism, or his philosophical sources.
I exit.

Tim Allen

I’d buy that Jeffrey, the only change I would make in that sentence would be, “those who came afterwards were
specifically influenced by THAT SIDE OF him”. But I get lost in the sort of exchange you are having with G. Greenway,
when it comes down to picking out lines and saying that such a line points to this belief or that belief. I know it’s
what we do, indeed, what we have to do sometimes, but when it’s within a polarised black and white like this I just
find it too iffy.
Re Coleridge: I get confused by Coleridge. And I am never quite sure if it’s because he was confused himself. One
thing we have to remember is that those people lived in a world where they had to deal with the default metaphysic
of believing in God, which means that their relationship to various abstract philosophical concepts was not the same
as that of a C20 atheist, even though the concepts have the same meaning on paper. Do you know what I mean?
Jeffrey Side

Tim, yes, those who came after him were, indeed, influenced by “that side of him”. The other side, though, the poems
where his empiricism isn’t as pronounced－and there were some－are sometimes seen as not up to being his best
work. In a way, you could say that he is not so much to blame for his influence (if that makes sense) than his later
proselytisers are, people such as Edward Thomas etc.

Coleridge is confusing, and that is why I am reluctant to discuss him here, outside of the context of my thesis, which
needs to be read to avoid common misunderstandings of what he actually believed and thought about the ideals of
empiricism and transcendentalism in poetry. He did later on depart to some extent (though not as great as some
people think) from the more extreme empiricism of Wordsworth, but was an avid supporter of his for many years
before that, accepting Wordsworth’s poetic ideas as almost gospel. He was far less dogmatic than Wordsworth,
though.
[The discussion ended at this point]

A discussion in the British and Irish Poets Listserve about song and poetry
October 2016
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Jeffrey Side
I’ve been reading the song and poetry discussion here [referring to a discussion about song and poetry elsewhere on
the list] with great interest. Many of its themes have engaged me for many years, and so it’s good to see such a
discussion (perhaps long overdue) appearing here.

From what I’ve been able to glean from it, there seems to be two camps of opinion: One camp has Jamie [McKendrick]
and Peter [Riley] arguing that song lyrics differ from written poetry in that they don’t consist of the various prosodic
and metric formulations that are classically associated with written poetry. The other camp has David [Lace] and
Tim [Allen] arguing that this might be true but it doesn’t “devalue” the emotional and aesthetic appreciation of a
song lyric－even when separated from the music－because prosody no longer matters in evaluating the worth or not
of a poetic text. Have I summarised these positions faithfully?
Regarding the Jamie/Peter camp. I agree that written poetry has historically (at least up until High Modernism)
stressed the importance of prosody and metre (though there are some exceptions, such as the poetry of Whitman
and Dickinson, and possibly others I’m unaware of) but I don’t think that song lyrics necessarily can be devoid of
these aspects. Song lyrics by Bob Dylan and Leonard Cohen do, indeed, have some prosodic elements (I think
Christopher Ricks has looked at this in the case of Dylan), and they also have other poetical elements, such as rhyme,
alliteration, allusion, etc. It might be true, as far as I can tell, that song lyrics by these writers don’t contain any
strictly formal poetical metre, but neither does the majority of contemporary written poetry that is highly regarded
in some quarters. Does this, then, suggest that such prosody-lacking written poetry should be evaluated as being
more similar to song lyrics than to written poetry, if the lack of prosody in song lyrics is seen (at least by Jamie and
Peter － as I understand their position to be) as distinguishing it from written poetry. In other words, is written
poetry that does not contain any prosodic elements or metrics really more like a song lyric than written poetry that
uses these elements. If so, that would be a very controversial proposition, as it would be dismissing nearly all of the
poetry written since High Modernism － including experimental poetry. Of course, I might have misunderstood
Jamie’s and Peter’s position on this, and so am open to correction.
Regarding the David/Tim camp position, I admit, I do have sympathy with it, if only because the Jamie/Peter camp
position (if I’ve represented it faithfully) re-categorises nearly all written poetry that has no prosody, as being
distinct from written poetry that does have it. This jettisons much of what has come to be regarded as poetry.

Again, I admit I might have misunderstood both sides’ positions. The discussion hasn’t been that easy to make sense
of to be truthful.
Jamie McKendrick
Hi Jeff,

There may be a couple of misunderstandings here, but still the way you’ve framed this summary is lucid and helpful.
Sorry if this reply is just notes but I hope it helps.
“Regular” metrics are not a requirement of poetry－that’s undeniable. (To your example of Whitman could be added
the Bible, Smart and Blake’s prophetic books and a host of others. Dickinson, however, always “engages” with a
metrical arrangement, however she bends it, but that’s beside the point.) We agree so far?

Again you’re right that Cohen and Dylan and innumerable lesser songwriters － pop and other － use prosodic
elements as well as rhyme and refrains (which have been taken into poetry via song). There are a great number of
common features between song and poem, and quite a few have been mentioned in the exchange.
Here is where the argument becomes more complex, and I’m not sure I can do full justice to it because I lack a
musical training and some of the basic knowledge, so you’ll have to tolerate any imprecision and I hope someone
better equipped can explain my points more clearly.

I should say that Peter’s argument is different from my own. This at least is how I understand him (and apologies if
I’m wrong). He treats song and poem as two aspects of the same impulse, not only historically entwined but also
inherently joined, and I believe he sees no useful purpose in a separation. I’ll give three extended quotes, as I think
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he knows more about the technical aspects of song than I do, and his argument may also offer the kind of summary
that Kent [Johnson] was asking for:
A song, strictly and traditionally speaking, offers less opportunity for shifting the meaning in
performance. The words follow a syllabic and rhythmic pattern dictated by the music, and each verse
has to conform to that pattern or it would not fit the music. Extra unstressed syllables etc. can be
slipped in but that’s about all. If you speak the lyrics of a song without the music this difference
becomes immediately apparent.
[. . .]

I’m definitely of the opinion, Tim, that the skill required to write song lyrics is basically the same as that
which is needed to write poems. This doesn’t mean that songs can always be judged by the same
standards － it’s a technical skill in handling words and form. Songs can certainly be as effective as
poems, when sung or not. And possibly as subtle or ambiguous, though some of that might depend on
the performance. It’s unlikely that a “song” as generally understood can reach to the extended
seriousness or sublimity that poetry can. The sing-song quality of songs, the closely repeated rhythmic
units and rhyme tend to make songs small-scale. Small-scale is fine but not everything.

Finally:

The point, then, Tim, about the kind of music is that I don’t see how we can deny Jamie’s point that the
spoken/read poem offers much greater opportunities for subtle emphases and re-emphases, delicate
sub-textual phasing, disturbances such as enjambment etc. A song setting of the same poem cannot
possibly retrieve all this, it is too fixed to the temporal dictates of the tune.

For the purposes of my argument this last point is significant, but also the first. I have to concede (and many counterexamples I’ve given show) that making some impassable division between song and poem is an artificial and
doomed project. But these last elements Peter mentions are for me crucial to the way we write and read poems, they
are so involved in the way we receive meaning that, my argument goes, to all intents and purposes it’s more useful
for us to consider them separately. (I’m choosing my words carefully here－they are not really separate forms but
it’s far more sensible, in order to appreciate what they do, to consider them as such.) From the start I’ve said that
this view is not going to withstand any philosophical scrutiny, but that it’s still worth considering, otherwise we’ll
undervalue what makes poems poems and probably not be acknowledging what songs can do either.

So a simplified answer to your relevant question is that songs and poems both have a prosody (regular or otherwise),
but they have (broadly) different approaches to it. (Ok no poem is exactly like another and no song either, but I hope
you can see what I mean.) The argument here needs a great deal more detail － which I can supply on the side of
poetry but am less confident regarding song, and hope that maybe Peter or Michael could explain better.
I know that in your essay [referring to ‘Ambiguity and Abstraction in Bob Dylan’s Lyrics’] you do quote and
comment on a Dylan song, but I was thinking of quoting another one just to illustrate my view. Have to be a later post
when I have a bit more time!
Jeffrey Side

Jamie, thanks for your explanation. It has cleared up a few things for me. I just wanted to be certain that you were not
saying that all poetry that lacked prosody or metre was not poetry, and that song was of lesser artistic or aesthetic
value because prosody and metre usually don’t figure prominently in most instances of it.
Jamie McKendrick

I’m much relieved that up to this point you follow my argument. Both points you’ve understood are very decidedly
my view. A minor adjustment to the first, however, would be that all poetry (and probably all song) is susceptible of
metrical analysis － including Whitman. (Let’s assume for simplicity’s sake we’re talking about English because
French might provide another set of problems.) As is prose － susceptible － for that matter, and one or two critics
have made the arduous attempt. As is speech if transcribed. But it’s easier to scan poems and songs because they are
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or can be arranged in lines. So yes, this is not a peculiarity of poetry, and I certainly don’t assume poetry needs to
have any regularity in its metrics. The last person who believed this probably died six and a half years ago.
On the second point, again you’re absolutely right － I’ve had a lot of trouble dispelling this assumption which has
repeatedly been made about my argument. If I have to say again how much I love Dylan, I’ll start hating him!
Obviously we can all argue for an aesthetic preference, for Milton over Dylan, for Joni Mitchell over the last two
laureates, but none of that follows from my argument.

I still feel I’m missing an essential part of what I’ve been trying to articulate, which is probably why I’m doggedly
pursuing it.
I’m hoping with the Dylan song I mean to post that some of these obscurer elements will become clear. I don’t think
you’ll be in agreement, but that’s fine. At this stage, I’d happily just settle for not being misunderstood.
Tim Allen

I was out all day yesterday and I couldn’t believe the number of posts I’ve just gone through on this.

Anyway, I’ve said what I think [referring to the discussion about song and poetry elsewhere on the list] and tried to
say why. It’s interesting though, because I am not actually all that bothered by the original problem of the
poem/song lyric thing. I think it’s quite funny. For me its not a problem that Dylan was given the Nobel, it’s
completely understandable to me, but it’s also completely understandable to me why some people, knowing their
views on stuff, should disagree. It’s funny because both these views point to bigger and wider problems about
literature and value. I disagree quite intensely for example with Jamie’s saying [in the discussion previously referred
to] that Dylan’s lyrics are mostly bad poetry when compared to what he considers good poetry, but again this points
to much bigger issues with regard to poetry that lie outside the area of lyric and poem comparison that have formed
the subject matter of most posts.
I find it slightly disappointing that on a list such as this it only appears to be only David, Jeff, Mark [Weiss] and myself
who have come down on the Dylan side, the lack of comment from experimental (or whatever) poets who are
engaged with cross-genre practice is noticeable－maybe it’s a generation thing.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Jamie McKendrick’s comment] Jamie, I think we are in agreement on this. My love of song has never
been predicated, anyway, on whether it is poetry or not. I think that whatever it is, it has, perhaps, had more
relevance culturally since the 1960s than most poetry has had in this period (maybe Ginsberg’s poetry was an
exception) but that’s another matter. I sense you will disagree with that, and that’s ok. It’s just how I see it.

[Addressing Tim Allen’s comment] Tim, is Jamie saying that he thinks Dylan’s lyrics are mostly bad poetry compared
to what he thinks is good poetry? I haven’t been able to make sense of (or follow much) the Lace/McKendrick
discussion [the discussion previously referred to], so I genuinely don’t know if he thinks this or not. Do you think it,
Jamie?

I agree with him on his general views about the differences in song and poetry, though. True, I did not hold that view
originally, but now that he has given a fuller explanation of his position (and Peter’s), I have to say I agree with it. I
realise that he and I will probably never agree on many other issues regarding poetry but on this issue I can’t find
anything I can disagree with. That is not to say that at some future point, someone else might come along and
persuade me otherwise.
I think, though, that generally I am more in agreement with you on poetry matters than I am with Jamie; and what
you say about the proponents of the avant-garde on this list failing to defend Dylan is true. I have found this also to
be the case in other contexts. I no longer find it easy to believe proponents of the avant-garde who say they like
Dylan while showing none of his influence in their work－that goes for mainstream poets, too, like Simon Armitage.
Robin Hamilton
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Hi, Tim,

I think when you suggest that the support for Dylan on the list is minimal, you’re rather downplaying the position of
someone like me who feels that Dylan is indeed a major artist and deserves recognition as such. And further, that his
work, whatever we call it, is better than (at least) 99% of whatever is found on the page and called a poem today. But
given that this opinion is shared by even such an academically respectable figure as Christopher Ricks, and on the
music side by Wilfred Mellors, I hardly think he’s under-recognised by whatever we choose to call the establishment.

That said, I feel that the words of his songs alone, read on the page, aren’t, to say the least, as powerful as the same
words sung by Dylan, and probably neither is as effective as the experience (which I haven’t had) of watching Dylan
perform live on a stage.
If you want to call what Dylan does, guitar, harmonica, voice and all, a poem, then all I can say is we’re using the
word in different senses. That’s no big deal, simply a terminological disagreement over how we slice and dice the
Imaginative Experience Cake.
What bothers me much more, and I may be misreading you here, is an apparent assertion that the words alone are
Wholly Admirable. This seems to me to both misconceive what Dylan does, and to diminish him as an artist. Sure,
individual lines stand out, and many can stand on their own, but to rip them out of the whole － it’s like taking a
soliloquy from a Shakespeare play and holding it up for admiration, while ignoring the rest of the five acts. It can be
done, Choice Flowers From Shakespeare, but the end result ain’t particularly satisfying.

Hey, did you notice that in the Telegraph interview today, where he bemusedly wondered what the hell the fuss was
about－or those may have been the words of the other figure in the dialogue－he referenced ‘Willie McTell’ as one
of maybe five of what he thought were his best pieces?
Jamie McKendrick

[Addressing Jeffrey Side’s comment] I don’t disagree with this at all, Jeff. But by “cultural relevance” I think you’re
talking about both distribution and appreciation. Distribution is involved with a whole industry of promotion and
image and sales. (I’m saying what you’ll already know.) Appreciation includes a vast swathe of responses from
adoration to critical commentary. (I’m not making any evaluation here －though I’m more interested in the latter.)
But also something more elusive which we could call “influence” － something that gets into our heads and hearts,
colours our perceptions and shapes our way of perceiving the world.
Over here the only poets in the last fifty years who have reached that level of fame that Ginsberg had (has?) are the
Liverpool Poets. And, interestingly, especially in the case of Roger McGough, being in The Scaffold, the tie-in with
popular music was very marked. (Some quite good songs as well.) Since then you could include Hughes’s Birthday
Letters as a best seller but whatever its merits I think the breadth of its appeal has had more to do with biographical
interest.

What I’ve called “influence” as a sort of shorthand is in many cases ephemeral as well as elusive. So figures like
Dylan, Cohen and Mitchell, to cite a few names that have been mentioned already, have kept influencing their
listeners for several generations which makes them especially interesting to look at. (This is kind of saying that,
although I’m at odds with your essay [referring to ‘Ambiguity and Abstraction in Bob Dylan’s Lyrics’] on Dylan and
poetry, I’m very much in favour of your engagement with the whole phenomenon of songwriting in relation to
poetry.)
I’m talking too much on this list so I’ll keep this one brief. That would be a yes to your question, Jeff [referring to
Jeffrey Side’s question to Tim Allen: ‘Is Jamie saying that he thinks Dylan’s lyrics are mostly bad poetry compared to
what he thinks is good poetry?’], but I’d prefer for the moment to leave it a little more suspended than an outright
comparison because there are so many elements in Dylan’s songs that I appreciate, and some of those have a lot to
do with poetry. If this looks like havering [vacillating], it’s because I want to formulate something a bit more
interesting than a statement of my aesthetic preferences (riveting as that may be). Tomorrow when I have some time
I’ll do what I promised and take an example from Dylan’s songbook and try to say a bit more about this.

Just to add, I think I’ve understood Tim’s points. If he hasn’t quite understood mine, that’s probably my fault as I’ve
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been trying to say several things at once and have been having to defend my already dodgy argument from
misrepresentation. I don’t think the issue maps out at all neatly along some kind of mainstream-avant divide. With
conservative mainstreamers being haughty about popular culture and the avant-garde embracing it, or equally vice
versa. I think the question touches on issues that equally concern whatever tendency and may even be a fragile
bridge between them.
Anyway I’m happy you [addressed to Jeffrey Side] see what I’ve been trying to get at with regard to the differences
in song and poetry.
Tim Allen

[Addressing Robin Hamilton’s comment] Hummm, well yes I often think that ‘the words alone’ are ‘wholly
admirable’, but for the life of me I don’t see how that belittles anything else. There has been a tendency in these
conversations towards an unwillingness to separate off parts － if someone was to praise Dylan’s guitar playing on
The Good Is Gone album [he means Good as I Been to You] that would not be a belittling of his vocal performance or
the strength and mystery of the songs (which were all traditional of course － again with spare and suggestive
narratives and imagery which far outshine a good deal of finicky literary poetry that pretends to be doing similar). Of
course with someone like Dylan it all becomes one, and is supposed to, and I have never denied that－for me it’s just
not the point.
[Addressing Jeffrey Side’s comment] The thing is Jeff I agree, or at least have no argument, with the notion of the
difference between poetry and song － at least as it has been argued here by Peter (I found Jamie more difficult to
understand on this) but I don’t happen to think that such a difference, when it is a difference, and that isn’t ALWAYS,
is very important with regard to the root of the discussion. If you look at my reasons for backing up the Dylan thing
you should see that my argument is not dependant on this lyric/poem thing.
Just a point with regard to “influence” which you mention[ed] below [before]. Influences often come at crucial times
in our lives, especially in our teens. Armitage came to Dylan far too late for such an influence, however much he likes
him. Dylan was a huge influence on me as he was for so many of my generation who liked to scribble words down,
and many of those took different aspects of his influence than I did (Dylan has never been all of one, even in the early
days) but I doubt very much if Dylan has been such an influence subsequently, which is why I suggested the lack of
avant support is probably a generational thing. I just think that if the terms of the debate were wider (GOD help us)
and not just referring to song-writerly lyrics more people might have cottoned on to the implications, with regard to
their own practises and those of work they admire and promote, of the arguments against. Not sure if I put that very
well－getting tired, need an afternoon snooze.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Robin Hamilton’s comment] I agree with this, Robin.

For me, there is no need to measure what Dylan does by the standards of written poetry. Many of his songs simply
don’t read on the page as powerfully as he sings and performs them. For a long time, I tried to deny this, thinking I
was underselling him if I didn’t argue that what he is doing is strictly the equivalent of written poetry. By thinking
this, I was assuming that written poetry was automatically a superior art than songs are, and that because I valued
Dylan so highly, it was my duty as a fan to make sure he was allowed to enter the “hallowed halls of poetry”, so to
speak. I now see that as a mistaken aim. I now see that even if song and poetry are not the same, one is not better
than the other. And so to say that Dylan’s art is one of song is not to say that his art is less than poetry. As Robin says,
to limit him to written poetry standards diminishes what he actually does.
Tim Allen

[Addressing Robin Hamilton’s comment] Robin－please excuse the fact that I’m going to take things from your post
separately, because each in its own way is a separate issue.

I am not suggesting that support for Dylan on the list is minimal－there has been mostly a very positive appreciation
of Dylan as a songwriter and performer (the exceptions have been through lack of exposure due to taste, which is
quite understandable and reasonable－except it makes it harder for them to understand the counter argument etc.).

102

I was saying that support for the idea that there was nothing categorically wrong in Dylan getting a prize for
“literature” has been out-posted by those with a different view.

I never mentioned anything about any “establishment”. It’s true that I don’t give a monkeys about the status (earned
or unearned) of the holder of an opinion (not with this arty stuff anyway) but that’s a by-and-by. I suppose you are
referring to my saying that the argument is at base bigger than the way it has been framed here－yes－but that’s not
to do so much these days with “establishments” － some of the people I agree with on such stuff are as much an
establishment in their own sphere as anybody else－but let’s not go there . . . please . . . not now . . .
What happened to my snooze? Had to do the hoovering, it woke me up.
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Jamie McKendrick’s comment] Jamie, a few years ago, I would, no doubt, have disagreed with you, but I
think my views then were essentially born out of my need to defend Dylan from the charge that he was not a serious
artist; a charge that had been levelled against him by many people in (or associated with) avant-garde and
mainstream poetic circles.

The irony is that Dylan would probably look at my defence as being meaningless, as I don’t think he even sees what
he does as being essentially equivalent to written poetry. He would see himself as a performer and singer first.
Tim Allen

I think you are right on that Jeff. If Dylan was on the Nobel committee Dylan would not have been given the prize. But
that’s just his opinion, I or anyone else can have another. Comes back to how much Sean [Carey] has got it wrong [in
the discussion previously referred to] in his assessment of Dylan as an “ego” － just because you have an ego it
doesn’t mean that you can’t look at that ego from a distance－hey, I quite like that.
Jeffrey Side

Tim, sorry for not responding to your posts. They have been coming rather quickly and I will need time to read them.
Robin Hamilton
Hi, Tim

[Addressing Tim Allen’s comment] We’re never going to agree on this, I suspect, but unteasing why we’re coming
from wherever is maybe useful.

Deep down, we’re probably seeing different Dylans. When I look at him, I see (among other things) the inheritor of a
particular tradition, the young Dylan sitting beside the aged Blind Willie McTell, both with their guitars, both singing
the blues. Sure, he extends the tradition, but he’s still part of it, and I get the sense, perhaps unfairly, that you want to
do to him what was done to Shakespeare, rip him out of his context and set him up on a pedestal as an object for
Unique Adoration.
As to the Nobel issue . . .

Frankly, comes down to it, Dylan is bigger than the Nobel, and even if he hadn’t got the Nobel, he’d outlast many who
have. It’s a useful publicity exercise for under-rated writers, but I suspect that when the Awarders get it right, it’s
mostly by accident. At least when it comes to “literature”. Chemistry, Physics, and Physiology on one side, with
Economic Sciences stirred in later, while we have Literature and Peace on the other, you might as well divide all
human life between War and Peace, while you’re at it.
As for the approval of the Establishment － I’d rate that with the weight I give to the number of disks sold, one
balancing the other. Sure, both Popular Judgement and Consensus Acknowledgement have some sort of significance,
but neither is a guarantor of truth.
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Jeffrey Side
Tim, I’m reading all your posts and will gather my responses in one forthcoming post.
Jamie McKendrick

His relation to a tradition of song is something I believe Dylan also holds dear, and that informs the words as well as
the music. He often gets spoken of as an absolute singularity, and the Nobel merely adds to that, so for me the image
of him singing beside Blind Willie McTell is really important. I mentioned two of his most obvious and often noticed
influences earlier － Woodie [sic] Guthrie and Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music. But Dylan from the
very start has been astonishingly eclectic and I think that has contributed to the breadth and durability of his appeal.
Earlier, Mark [in the discussion previously referred to] (I’m not quoting exactly) argued that he was always a better
artist than the “folkies” were. I take this, in part, to be a reference to the1965 Newport Folk Festival where he was
benightedly booed by a section of the audience for going electric. But the American folk tradition which obviously
and crucially includes Blues, and I would say Jazz as well, is one of the glories of world, not just US culture, so seeing
Dylan within it is not in any way to diminish him.
Jeffrey Side

Tim, not all of your posts were addressed to [should be: “refer to”] me, so I’ll respond to those that don’t as well as
to those that do. I’ll put my responses beneath quoted passages by you.

‘There has been a tendency in these conversations towards an unwillingness to separate off parts－if someone was
to praise Dylan’s guitar playing on The Good Is Gone album [he means Good as I Been to You] that would not be a
belittling of his vocal performance or the strength and mystery of the songs (which were all traditional of course－
again with spare and suggestive narratives and imagery which far outshine a good deal of finicky literary poetry that
pretends to be doing similar). Of course with someone like Dylan it all becomes one, and is supposed to, and I have
never denied that－for me it’s just not the point’.
Personally, I’m willing to separate parts of Dylan’s art. There are, indeed, distinct elements of it in play. Each can be
appreciated separately in my view, but it is the gathering together of them in one performance that makes them
effective. I’ve read his lyrics on the page, and though they do have striking turns of phrase, and utilise poetic
ambiguity far more effectively than much of modern mainstream written poetry does, the naked text on the page
seems sparse and dry. Maybe this isn’t the case with all his lyrics－how could it be; he’s written so many of them,
that many will compare favourably with written poetry when read as texts. His lyrics are, indeed, poetic and do
contain poetic elements like metaphor, allusion, symbolism etc. It is only that the placement of the words and
phrases on the page, don’t read as smoothly, as, say, Eliot’s ‘Prufrock’. To say this, isn’t denying that they are poetic
or literary, etc. just that they don’t read as pleasingly as they sound when sung. A poor comparison (I can’t think of a
better one) is that between the performance of a play and the text of the play being read as a story. Or the watching
of a film with the sound turned down and the colour (if it is in colour) removed. Both art forms need their other
elements to fully be effective, as does Dylan’s art.
‘If you look at my reasons for backing up the Dylan thing you should see that my argument is not dependant on this
lyric/poem thing’.
Can you explain this? I must have missed that part of the discussion.

‘I think you are right on that Jeff. If Dylan was on the Nobel committee Dylan would not have been given the prize.
But that’s just his opinion, I or anyone else can have another’.

I’m not against him having a Nobel－though I know you aren’t saying I am. I’m just stating that for the record. He
does, indeed, deserve to have one. I do regard what he does as being “literature”, as that term accommodates (or
perhaps should) all art forms that operate with words, and songs do.

As I said to Jamie, a few years ago I would have been in full agreement with you. But I don’t see Dylan as needing to
be defended anymore regarding his needing to be recognised as a “written poet”, as I don’t see written poetry being
superior to song.
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Tim Allen
[Addressing Robin Hamilton’s comment] Sorry Robin but I really do not understand your second sentence below
[before] － particularly the pedestal thing, and as for ‘unique adoration’, well, this is so far from the truth it’s
ridiculous and I don’t know what I’ve said here that makes you think it.

One of the biggest problems with the way lists like this function is the way we often have to repeat something we
said a lot earlier in the exchanges, and when there is a lot of it and followed by hundreds of other posts it just gets
lost.

Near the start of the discussion I mentioned the fact that I had very mixed and complicated feelings regarding Dylan,
both the man and the output, and I think I even said somewhere that I never put anybody on a pedestal, ever. The
fact that culturally Dylan is on a pedestal has got nothing to do with me, but of course I will have opinions regarding
that fact. So, what the hell are you talking about?
Regarding the “ripping him out of his context”? Which context? Dylan it seems to me has always questioned and
ripped himself out of “contexts”. Are you saying that the tradition Dylan walked into is the only context that is
important? And so much could be said about that so-called “tradition” at the time anyway, the folk boom of the early
60’s America, with its various colours and disparate roots, let alone the way it evolved in urban liberal coffee houses
frequented mainly by young, white, radically political and culturally liberal middle class “folk”, that it is just
meaningless to refer to Dylan as some sort of “inheritor” of anything.
Where you are exactly coming from Robin, on this topic, needs clarification.
Tim Allen

[Addressing Jeffrey Side’s comment] Yes to everything in your long paragraph Jeff.

I also need to say that I got the title of the album wrong, it’s Good as I Been to You, which along with World Gone
Wrong was a brilliant performance of traditional songs with just Dylan on guitar and harmonica. (I hope that by
saying brilliant I haven’t put the man on the pedestal, Robin － it’s just the way we show our appreciation of
something good.) Somebody else might use the word boring or god-awful－so it goes, it’s not important.

But going back and explaining why my argument does not rely on the lyric/poem thing is more difficult－I’d have to
go back and find the bits and reform them (which I might if I get the time). In a very general way it’s my way of
explaining why I agree with your sentence below [before]－’I do regard what he does as being “literature”, as that
term accommodates (or perhaps should) all art forms that operate with words, and songs do’.

Thanks to what Peter was saying [in the discussion previously referred to] about what Denise Riley says I am in full
agreement about that same distinction between the possibilities of poem and song that you have come around to.
The distinction might be endlessly compromised but nevertheless for a certain type of poetry on the page it holds
true.
Jeffrey Side

Tim, once I’d got over my mistaken view that written poetry was automatically superior to song (how I got that view
is a mystery: probably it was due to reading some reviews by poetry traditionalists in various little magazines in the
1980s), I could begin to see the two arts (written poetry and song) as not needing to be in competition with each
other. Of course, there are inevitable similarities between them: the most obvious being that they are both
dependent on words (leaving aside visual poetry, which relies less on words for its effectiveness－I’m aware, though,
that this point might be contested).
Speaking for myself, I find song more “powerful” than written poetry, as it has the advantages of having melody,
singing and musical accompaniment (usually) as factors. These aspects (if of some quality － we can recognise bad
melodies, bad singing and bad musical accompaniment), for me at any rate, heighten the emotional significance of
the words. Written poetry (mainly that of the last 60 or so years), by and large, seldom does this for me, and largely
engages me only intellectually, similar to the way reading philosophy or literary criticism does. This is one of its
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major disadvantages, despite it having more intellectual/philosophical discursiveness (in some cases) than song has.
I accept that this is probably an eccentric view, and is expressed here as purely an opinion.
Tim Allen

I’ll attempt to restate the reason why I think the use of words within what we call a song and the performance of that
song is just as much “literature” as the use of words in a poem or novel.

To begin with this has absolutely nothing to do with the differences, either in quality or manner, between the
poem/lyric/words on the page and the same in a song e.g. it has nothing to do with the quality of a Dylan lyric
compared with a page poem. Secondly it is not at base to do with how good or bad we think Dylan is as a wordsmith
because it is possible to agree with what I am going to say below while still thinking that Dylan doesn’t deserve the
prize because he is not good enough.

Literature appears to be that area of human activity concerned with the purposeful use of words above and beyond
utilitarian communication, recording and information giving. It is part of the larger concept of art. It involves itself
both with the seemingly true and the seemingly unreal and is closely associated both with story telling, personal
expression/exploration of feelings and opinions and imaginative invention. (I’m sure any of us would be able to
provide their own general definition such as this one).

In order to work, to be presented, literature needs form, but there is no predetermined form for literature in general.
Different uses of literature seem to require different forms and these forms developed and changed over time.
Literature’s most common forms today, particularly in what we call the “west”, are poetry, fiction, song lyrics and
scripts (feel free to add to this list). Poetry and fiction as they appear on the page are unaccompanied language (I say
‘appear’ because there is no such thing as unaccompanied language, it is just that in these instances there is no
immediate accompaniment, such as music or pictures or voice).
However, they developed INTO those forms. Literature did not develop OUT of those forms. They are a part of
literature, but they are not the only part. The novel for example is a particular type/form of fiction/story telling
which has been very successful, but at heart it is an artificial form of language use. Poetry is a far broader and far
more problematic form of literature than the novel because of the huge variety of purposes and contexts in which it
has been written. Form-wise, very broadly speaking, fiction developed out of oral story telling while poetry
developed out of singing and chanting, but the details of these developments, though very interesting, have no
bearing on the main issue. Any higher status and priority given the “unaccompanied word” forms of literature does
not disqualify the other forms from adhering to the general definition of literature I gave above. If so then this points
to a much narrower and much more recent and westernised idea of literature, one which would in fact require a
different definition. As an aside I don’t think it would be a definition which would go down very well in the wider
culture. It would be seen, quite rightly, as retrogressive and elitist.

As a writer of the stuff they call poetry, and as that poetry is written first and for-most [foremost] on the page and for
the page, of course I recognise its differences and possibilities compared with lyrics written to be sung. But this has
got absolutely nothing to do with the above argument.
Despite the above statement re writing poetry, there is in fact no way of knowing or judging the actual strength of a
particular art form as it operates/impinges (whatever word you want) on an individual sensibility. While it is not
important to my argument above I still think it has relevance when trying to understand the reasons behind the
counter arguments－which is what draws me in this case towards a type of reception theory. I don’t go along with
the post-modern cultural levelling theories, but I can see where they come from and why they are so appealing. I
have always found the patronising judgements on another’s individual capacity for experience which are made by
those artists, writers, critics and cultural philosophers with a hierarchical notion of art not just unpleasant but, more
importantly, entirely unprovable.
Apologies for the length but it was unavoidable.
Jeffrey Side

Tim, would it be fair to summarise your position as being encapsulated in the following statement: “In order to work,
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to be presented, literature needs form, but there is no predetermined form for literature in general”. And do you
mean by this, that all forms that have developed in order to make literature manifest are only arbitrary, and, as such,
are of no significance when it comes to evaluating the validity or importance of any one of these forms over the other?
And, therefore, the form that gives shape to what we call “poetry” is the same as that which gives shape to what we
call “song”; and, as such, it would be a mistake for anyone to make qualitative and aesthetical distinctions between
them, given the arbitrary nature of their formation. Is this in essence your position? Or have I assumed too much? If
it is your position, it seems a reasonable one.
Kent Johnson

Jeffrey, your endorsing paraphrase of Tim’s New Historicist-like take directly contradicts your statement earlier
today (how quickly things change!) that song is immanently superior to poetry.
Robin Hamilton
Kent,

You say: ‘Tim’s New Historicist-like take’.

I wouldn’t see Tim’s position as particularly New Historicist, and he himself describes his position (I’m quoting from
memory, so Tim will correct me if I’m wrong), as ‘(something like) Reception Theory’.
And which branch do you mean? Greenblatt’s Cultural Materialism (which uzyins disdainfully described as,
‘anecdotal history’), or (Real) New Historicism, which sees its paternity in Foucault and Lever’s Tragedy of State?
Enquiring Minds Wish To Know.
Kent Johnson

Hi Robin, nothing complicated here, really.

As I said, ‘New Historicist-like’ . . . I was simply referring to Jeffrey’s paraphrase of Tim’s position, which in the most
generic ways seemed to echo Foucault, in the corniest sense. I probably shouldn’t have bothered to use the term, one
types quickly before a whole afternoon of the Packers and the Cubs on TV. I’m sure Jeffrey’s post was very quickly
typed too.
Your distinction between Foucault and Greenblatt seems a little too pleading, under the circumstances. All in
perspective!
Jeffrey Side

Kent, you might have missed it, but I started my paragraph [the one that Kent Johnson referred to as contradicting
Jeffrey Side’s summary of Tim Allen’s position] with: ‘Speaking for myself, I find song more “powerful” than written
poetry’, and ended the paragraph with: ‘I accept that this is probably an eccentric view, and is expressed here as
purely an opinion’. I wasn’t stating it as an absolute.
Regarding my “summary” of Tim’s position; it could be incorrect. I might have been assuming too much in it. I’ll
have to wait for his reply to find out. I don’t think that if it is correct, it necessarily rules out the possibility of
personal preferences to be made regarding how individuals approach songs or poetry. At least, I don’t think that is
what Tim is suggesting.
Kent Johnson

Jeffrey, I fully realize you were speaking for yourself. My point was that you were contradicting yourself! No big deal.
I am fully conversant with self-contradiction . . .
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Jeffrey Side
Kent, I could only be contradicting myself if my summary of Tim’s position led to the conclusion that personal
preferences regarding whether individuals prefer songs to poetry or vice versa should be ruled out. I don’t think it
does. At least, I hope it doesn’t.
Jamie McKendrick

[Addressing Tim Allen’s comment] Tim, I feel a certain responsibility for having set off this mad hare about
“literature” with my first post about Dylan－which I meant as a slightly self-parodying gesture without knowing (as
someone/yourself said) this had become a hot topic on Facebook, so it was already wound up and ready to course.
I’m afraid for me the word “literature”, apart from being a handy heading for academic courses, is almost a term of
abuse. The Greeks managed pretty well without it. There’s poetry, and then there’s . . . the rest－no, I’m just messing.
All of this anyway is helpfully clear, unlike my own contributions.

I think you’ve made a good case throughout as to why, for you as a reader/listener as well as a practicing poet,
there’s just no point in making any distinction between song and poem. I’ve made my case for the difference in that
the rhythms of speech on which poetry relies, but not exclusively (as, for example, “sprung rhythm” at least to my
ear reads like a brilliant, deliberate synthesis of speech rhythms and song) make poetry a form whose effects have
happily veered away from what is possible in song (usually a lot less on the level of language)－a divorce, if you like,
which has been very much to the advantage of poetry’s resources, quite a few of which I’ve mentioned. I’ve made the
case but I don’t think it has convinced many people. Someone with more knowledge about beat and tempo in music
might have made it more convincingly.

Rather than trying to prove poetry’s superiority to song, my impulse was to defend poetry’s autonomy (its sad world
of “fandom” and academics as someone belittlingly said)－for which I’m not really concerned about the perception
of elitism which has been mentioned. I consider that largely misrepresentation. I’m more galled by the idea that
poetry is to be seen as insignificant beside the grand idols of popular music and should try to make itself more like
them, without, of course, the aid of the huge commercial industry that underwrites them.
I don’t think that we greatly disagree on that last point.
Tim Allen

[Addressing the comment by Jeffrey Side summarising Tim Allen’s position regarding literary form] Not quite,
because of course people are going to find [quoting from that summary] ‘significance when it comes to evaluating
the validity or importance of any one of these forms over the other’. But such evaluations are not going to be always
determined by the same thing, the point is that they all partake in the same general area of language use. And
similarly there are always going to be aesthetic distinctions, how can there not be, but again, such distinctions are
not going to be agreed upon by all and fixed in stone, they are probably as fluid as are the opinions about them.
Anyway, enough. Some other posts here today have reminded me of how stupid people can be about this list
sometimes. Depressing.
Tim Allen

[Addressing the comment by Kent Johnson criticising Jeffrey Side’s summary of Tim Allen’s position regarding
literary form] Kent, I have no objection to my argument being called New Historicist. As far as my limited knowledge
goes of it I can see how it might be called that. I’ve been trying to think about how my argument could be put without
historisising (is that a word?) and it’s very difficult.
Jeffrey Side

Tim, Kent meant that my paraphrase of your position was ‘New Historicist-like’, as he puts it, not actually New
Historicist. He seemed to be using the New Historicist-like tag to connect it to Foucault in order to say it was
reminiscent of him but in a corny way. I wasn’t conscious of Foucault when I wrote it, but whether it is ‘New

108

Historicist-like’ or “corny”, probably matters little to its content, which Kent thought contradictory to my earlier
statement about my personal preference for song over poetry (because, for me, words on a page are not as
“powerful” as words sung).

But as I said to Kent earlier, it could only be contradictory if my paraphrase led to the conclusion that personal
preferences regarding whether individuals prefer songs to poetry or vice versa should be ruled out. As it transpired,
my paraphrase was not an accurate one, as you pointed out to me, but as a “standalone” statement I don’t think it
contradicts my statement about liking songs more than poetry.
In my statement about liking songs more than poetry, I don’t think I was making (to quote from my paraphrase)
‘qualitative and aesthetical distinctions’, merely saying that I personally found songs more “powerful” than written
poetry. It could be, though, that Kent understood “powerful” to be equivalent to ‘qualitative and aesthetical
distinctions’, I don’t know.
[The discussion ended at this point]

A discussion in the British and Irish Poets Listserve about poetry print books and poetry ebooks

Tony Frazer

October 2017

OK. First there’s some confusion with regards to nomenclature. Print on demand is a method whereby the book is
available though online sellers, and is printed (one at a time) to meet the customer order. The publisher does nothing
other than to establish the title, and place it on the printer’s computers. As far as I’m aware no-one in the poetry
world uses pure p-o-d (including Salt in its heyday), and the biggest users of the system are the self-publishing
intermediaries such as Lulu. There are also only 3 real p-o-d suppliers, I think, in this country, and one of those is
Amazon’s closed environment, Create Space.

What just about everyone IS doing is using Short Run Digital Printing (SRDP), whereby we print our books using
digital presses, where the unit costs are higher than offset litho but where we can viably order, say, 10 copies at a
time. To get a decent unit cost via offset litho, you need to print a minimum of 500 copies (I’ve heard that this may
have dropped to about 400, but the point still stands). It will be no surprise to you that few poetry books sell 500
copies. (I’ve been told that a sale of 500 is good going for a poetry small press in the USA, for instance, where the
population is 5 times larger.) What many people miss in the midst of these numbers is that there is one other
important factor, which is WHEN the stock is sold. The great advantage of SRDP is the fact that one is able to respond
to sudden demand by quick restocking, and not have cash tied up prior to that. Because it’s lack of cash flow that
cripples all small businesses, and carrying large unsold stock － cash tied up doing nothing. The other advantage is
that, if you have a successful title－one that sells out its 500-copy offset run－you face an awkward choice: let it go
out of print, or re-order another 500, when demand might actually be only for another 50. With SRDP you can
respond to the demand. I believe Carcanet uses offset litho for its initial print-runs, and then restocks thereafter
using SRDP, if necessary.
I’d have to place a spreadsheet here to explain the issue most easily, but, if you compare 2 situations:

1) Where in month one, you buy 500 copies offset-printed, at, say, £1 per copy, and then figure on that chart when
the sales occur at, say, 60% of retail, and see when cash flow is positive.
2) You go SRDP, print 100 at, say, £1.75 per copy, sell some of those, reprint 25 a month later to meet demand, etc.,
etc.

It only makes sense to go offset if you can sell 500 copies relatively quickly, or if you have regular demand for your
titles from bookstores. If you’re Faber, or Picador, for instance, one copy in every Waterstone’s would justify the
initial offset print-run.
Shearsman uses a mix of SRDP and p-o-d, with about 35% of sales going through p-o-d. I have stock of all Shearsman
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titles, but not large stock － and in some cases, mostly very old titles, I only have one or two copies. I can restock
within 3 or 4 days, and quicker if necessary, which is good enough to respond to unexpected demand. To give some
classic examples from the Shearsman list:

1) A book by a writer who will remain unnamed has sold all of 17 copies over several years, and that includes 10 that
the author bought. The author is not well-known; the book is interesting, albeit showing some of the difficulties
inherent in a first collection. If I’d printed that through offset the losses would have been substantial.

2) Some books just sell in trickles, all the time. No sudden burst of sales, ever. These are often by classic authors: in
my case the Spanish poets, Gustavo Adolfo Bécquer and Rosalía de Castro, which Shearsman published in bilingual
editions 10 years ago, sell on average 2 copies every month, without fail. (Sales over 10 years come to around 290 of
each title.) These are mostly through the p-o-d channel and sell, I imagine, to students of Spanish literature who are
struggling with the original texts. No yellowed and ageing stock, but freshly printed copies all the time (or recentlyprinted if sold by me direct).
3) You might recall that Helen Macdonald won the Costa Prize three years ago. She then wrote an article in The
Guardian about the 6 books that had most influenced her writing on nature. As I recall, only 2 of these were in print,
and one of those was R.F. Langley’s Journals, published by Shearsman in 2006. Up until that point the book had sold
a highly respectable 600 copies or so. In the month after Helen’s article appeared, I shifted another 250. Not long
after that the New York Times reprinted the article in the US, and a whole bunch more shifted through the American
p-o-d channel. The book has now sold close to 1,400 copies. If I’d been wedded to offset printing, I’d most likely have
lost those sales by not being able to respond to the demand in good time.

One advantage I’ve not mentioned so far is drop-shipping. This is an order to the printer to send a batch of books to a
third party. I do this a lot, where it’s more cost effective to do so than have the books sent to me and then onward
ship them to the third-party. It means I get the printer’s discounted freight charges from UPS, rather than the list
price. I also use SPD in California to wholesale my US titles, and drop-ship stock to them from a California print
facility. This means no shipping across the Atlantic－an enormous advantage.
Sorry if this is boring…
Peter Green

Thanks, Tony for that overview of POD and SRDP processes and the economics of poetry publishing. I suspect I am
another poet whom you have tactfully un-named.
Jeffrey Side

Tony, have you thought of only publishing free poetry ebooks? You’ll get more readers a month that way than you
would probably get in yearly book sales. It would save you having to apply for funding. I realise, though, that there is
still a stigma against poetry ebooks － especially free ones. But if poetry publishers really believe poetry should be
widely read, then perhaps that is the way forward.
As far as I can tell, Geoffrey Gatza was a pioneer in that. I started doing it from his example. So hats off to him.
Tony Frazer

I’ve done it, Jeffrey. And I make free samplers available in PDF form for all titles.

I no longer need funding － the press pays for itself, and has done since 2007. I no longer subsidise it in any way,
other than by providing my time free of charge.
Jeffrey Side

Couldn’t you convert your publishing operation into an all free ebook affair to maximise readership potential?

Perhaps (if you are not already dong so) you could convert all the poetry books you published, say, ten years ago into
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PDF format and make them available free. I certainly would download them－or the ones that I liked. If you did that
and found it worthwhile, it might encourage you to publish all your books in PDF format only, and for free. What do
you think? Does that sound too outlandish?
Tony Frazer

First, that presumes that the authors, who own the copyrights, would be willing to do so. Second, it scuppers possible
republication by another house, or indeed by myself in a new edition, and/or undermines future collected/selected
editions by the same author. Third, I like hard-copy books. Fourth, if the press has no income at all, I can’t cover the
press overheads.

Don’t get me wrong: I’ve nothing against what you do, or what Geoffrey Gatza does. But Gatza also publishes regular
books, just like Shearsman, and has a huge list. If anything, Shearsman’s going in the opposite direction, in so far as
I’m starting a new list next year to republish out-of-print books that I think should still be available － where I can
obtain the rights.
Jamie McKendrick

I’d like to speak up for those dinosaurs among us－well, literate dinosaurs－who still like books. Books, bookshops
and libraries. As it happens, I bought a Shearsman book three days ago. I think publishers and booksellers and where
possible writers are worth paying for.
Tony Frazer

Thanks, Jamie!

Jamie McKendrick
De nada! It was a Spaniard.
Ricky Ray

As a lover of both books and ebooks, thought I’d offer my opinion, though it’s complex and contradictory. As a
consumer, I find myself more and more drawn to e-format, and by that I mean epub, mobi and azw3 (kindle), not
PDF, which tends not to render well on some mainstream readers. PDF is fine for reading on the computer or tablets,
but I personally don’t do much collection reading there, and groan or toss the book aside when I’m constrained to
PDF. I still buy physical collections new and old all the time, but in most cases, I’d rather carry it along with 5,000
poetry collections on my e-reader than carry a single book. Except when I’m on vacation, which is another story. So
in my daily reading I’ve relegated physical books to toilet duty.

As a poet, however, if I were to have a collection accepted and published in e-format alone, a part of me would feel as
if I hadn’t published a book at all. I know it’s untrue and nonsensical, but the feeling persists nonetheless, partially
due, perhaps, to the fact that I don’t think most reviewers, prize committees, etc., let alone family members, will
spend time with an e-only book. On the other hand, I would hate to have the book confined to physical format and
would like it published both physically and electronically, which I could then share with my network according to
their reading preferences. Whether the ebook is distributed freely or sold is another matter, but I’m a pirate when it
comes to file “worth” and sharing, so I’ll just nod to my download finger on that.
And then, as an editor of a journal, I’m avowedly non-print, mostly because journals tend to sit unread and get
shuffled along to the recycle bin or trash, and I don’t want that ecological weight on my conscience.
Patrick McManus

Interesting following this thread － just makes me realise as a book dinosaur how much larger my house would be
without it’s thousands of books and all converted to ebooks S P A C E!!!!!!
cheer Patrick old and grumpy
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ps might also take a lot of weight off the foundations－very tempting－
Ricky Ray

Also, on the matter of sharing ebooks, there’s the library angle to consider. Many of my ebooks, from publishers big
and small, come from Overdrive or ProQuest libraries. This includes Carcanet, Faber, Enitharmon, Copper Canyon,
BOA Editions, FSG, Norton, Coach House, Wesleyan, Auckland and other university presses, etc. From some brief
research I did on the subject, both providers make it fairly easy to distribute through them, and then the books can
get picked up by libraries in the UK, US, CA, AU, NZ, etc., often simply by a patron or two within the library making a
request for its acquisition.
Drew Milne

[Addressing Tony Frazer’s first comment] Not boring. One of the most interesting and illuminating posts on this
forum that I’ve read.
The poetry world owes you a big thank you for all the work you do, Tony, and it is clear that you do it for the art
rather than for the money. A big cheer from me for you generosity.
Tim Allen
Seconded.

Pierre Joris
Triplicated…

Michael Peverett
Responding to Ricky (though with thanks to all for such an interesting thread):

I’m starting to go the same way as you. Though I prefer reading physical books, I find I now do a lot of reading in
places where a smartphone is simply more convenient; for instance, in the workplace, in a queue, in the dark. I’m
starting to buy new poetry titles on Kindle now.

Also, I don’t have the storage space for a large standing collection of physical poetry books. So my books get moved
on to the local Oxfam bookshop very quickly, even if I loved reading them. By the time I buy another book by the
same poet, I’ll most likely have got rid of its predecessor, thus I can’t refer back to it. A library on Kindle will work
much better from that point of view.
Alec Newman

Amazon seem to have stopped offering small press poetry books for sale unless the publisher pays a fee (I think they
want £25 a month off me). I’ve also noticed that a few titles represented by Central Books aren’t available. Has
anybody else noticed this?
Tony Frazer

I haven’t been asked by Amazon to do this, and a cursory check just now showed a number of Shearsman titles in
stock. So, Shearsman appears to be unaffected by any such change.

They did approach me about 5 years ago to move over to Create Space, which I would not have wanted to do as I
would have to have still maintained my main printer －Create Space won’t supply sellers than Amazon, and won’t
permit drop-shipping to third parties. I got away from their approach because the product wasn’t good enough. At
the time they couldn’t offer a printed spine on any book under 120 pages, and I pointed out that 80% of my books
were under this threshold and that this was unacceptable. They agreed, apologised and never came back.
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Thanks to Drew and Tim for their kind responses.

With respect to Salt, I would second Drew’s comments. Chris and Jen did a lot of good there, but in the end couldn’t
square the circle, so to speak. They needed to pay the mortgage, and put bread on the table, and I don’t think one
should begrudge them that. They made some mistakes towards the end, certainly, and it’s clear that some authors
were poorly handled－lack of communication, if nothing else. Looking back, I can see what they were trying to do:
essentially, to build a kind of Bloodaxe operation, but with less funding (but lower overheads). I’m not sure that
there was room for another Bloodaxe, alas. I did once tell a Senior Figure in UK poetry publishing that I knew exactly
what I would have to do to compete with his press, and that I thought, given time, I could probably do it. However, in
order to quadruple, or even quintuple, turnover, I would need to take on work I didn’t like and play a populist game
with which I’m uncomfortable. To do all that I would need staff; paying for the staff would blow the increased
income. Net result in financial terms: similar to now. Net result in terms of fame etc.: probably increased, but who
cares?
Jeffrey Side

[Addressing Ricky Ray’s comment] You make some good points. Like you, I was reluctant to have anything I wrote
published as an ebook for much the same reasons you have. But after Geoffrey Gatza published my long poem Carrier
of the Seed as an ebook, and I found out what the downloads were after a few months (over 8,000, I think), I revised
my opinion about ebook publication. For me, gaining lots of readers is preferable to holding a beautifully printed
book in my hands, that doesn’t sell well, and therefore remains largely unread － unless you’re Heaney or Ashbery
etc.
Yes, it is a shame that, as you say, reviewers and prize committees pay no attention to ebooks. But that will probably
change as ebooks become more of the norm. Besides, what does it matter if your book or ebook wins a prize or not?
Prizes only help to increase book sales, and ebooks don’t need that, as they get lots of readers anyway.
Philip Rowland

Jeffrey, I take your point about potentially reaching more readers, but doubt that downloading an ebook is often
equivalent to holding a printed book in one’s hands, with the close attention that invites. I’m fairly sure, for instance,
that the print issues of the poetry journal that I published at first in editions of 200 copies was read more carefully by
those who did read it than by the thousands who’ve dropped in on the later online issues for－if the statistics are to
be believed－around 5 minutes on average.
Jeffrey Side

Philip, like some readers of some books, there will be some readers of some ebooks who don’t read them as carefully
as others would. Surely it all depends on the individual reader and the particular ebook’s content. If not, then as a
literary culture we have a serious problem.
I think, eventually, any reluctant ebook readers will become acclimatised to the technology － if the history of the
eventual adoption of technology by the public is taken into consideration.
Philip Rowland

Hi Jeffrey－(brief, belated response): You’re probably right that ‘any reluctant ebook readers will eventually become
acclimatised to the technology’. But don’t you sometimes feel there’s a difference in the quality of the experience of
reading on-screen and in (book-bound) print, the latter more conducive to “deep” reading, perhaps? Or perhaps my
eyes/brain are not fully acclimatised… (as the grammatical slip in my last message could also indicate)!
Jeffrey Side

Philip, I don’t necessarily see such a difference － at least not in terms of “quality”. There is, of course, a different
physical experience between reading a book and reading on-screen. The most obvious being that you can feel the
texture of a book in your hands while reading it. For some, this, in itself, is the sole reason why they buy books. As to
the psychological experiences that the contents of a book induce in one while reading it and those induced while
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reading on-screen, I can’t say I’ve noticed a difference. But that might just be me.

Besides, now that devices for reading ebooks can replicate exactly the look of printed pages (even in sunlight), I think
their “on-screen” display is no different than that of a printed page. With PCs the difference still pertains, but almost
everyone now downloads ebooks to reading devices. Such devises also weigh less than a thick paperback book, and
so are effortless to hold. I’ve read books, the enjoyment of which have been ruined because they are too thick and
heavy. An example of which is The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. It’s so thick and heavy, that reading it is
unpleasant for me.
I think we have reached (or are fast approaching) a point when such devises will be the preferred choice for reading.
Books will still exist, as there will still be a market for them, given that many people like the physicality and look of
books. But whether books will sell as well as they do (or used to do) is another question.
Ricky Ray

As Jeffrey says, the look/experience of e-readers like Kindle feel so close to that of a physical book that I become just
as invested as I would in a bound volume. Reading on computers, however, does still feel different for me and so I
tend only to consume articles, individual works, etc., there. And then there are the technological advantages: the
ability to modify the font size/type at will, to look up words in multiple dictionaries with a touch of the finger, to
highlight and save to a document of highlights, to flip between creative works and reference works on the fly, etc. I’m
not sure about it becoming the preferred choice for reading anytime soon－the vast majority of people I see reading
on the subway, for instance, use physical books, as does most of my reading network, and the publishing industry has
so much invested in keeping the medium alive … and the cost of most ebooks which, unlike books, have no resale
value, I personally find unconscionable－one reason I’d rather see publishers like Shearsman expand to e-libraries:
publisher gets paid but consumer reads for free (or taxes).
Also, on the ebook downloads, unfortunately downloads don’t equal reads or even a cracking of the book, but still I
agree about the potential reach. I had another life in music and free music downloads didn’t translate to listens
either. Many downloaders simply hoard without consuming, but then if they participate in sharing networks,
interested parties find the media through them (and I was surprised at the volume of people interested in my poetry
materials in this manner, including obscure stuff), which brings up another important point to consider in terms of
exposure: a decent-sized segment of the potential audience won’t go to a publisher’s site to find books, but if they’re
available on distribution platforms, authorized (e.g., Overdrive/Proquest libraries and Amazon) and un- (e.g.,
Soulseek and torrent sites), they’ll eagerly engage.
Philip Rowland

Re. ‘the technological advantages: the ability to modify the font size/type at will, to look up words in multiple
dictionaries with a touch of the finger, to highlight and save to a document of highlights, to flip between creative
works and reference works on the fly, etc.’, I was reminded of the counter-argument－the case for the disadvantages
of being able to do all that－put forward in Nicholas Carr’s book The Shallows. Which I don’t have to hand, but might
try to dig out…
Ricky Ray

Thanks for the reference, just obtained the book and looked over his synopsis and I’d agree that the internet can
(and often does) lead to lessened engagement, but having these functionalities centralized on an e-reader actually
makes me more engaged. I could look up words, highlight etc., with a book, but I almost never do (yes I’m a lazy
sod ;-), and now I routinely peel back the layers, so I suppose in my case it’s down to temperament, at least in part.
And too there’s the access to materials I could never afford otherwise… that said, I hated the idea of e-reading and
resisted it for years, so you can probably smell something of the zeal of a convert in my assessments. :-)
Jeffrey Side

Ricky, yes, ebook downloads don’t equal reads. I can only make estimates as to how many actual readers of my
ebooks there are. This is very unscientific, but if one of my ebooks is recorded as having had, say, 10000 downloads a
week, I assume that even though 10000 downloaders didn’t actually read it, that number of downloads allows for
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still quite a lot of actual readers－possibly even more readers than would buy a physical version (i.e. a book) of that
ebook a week. I’m talking about poetry books, though, not popular fiction books－the latter, presumably, sell well,
anyway.

As you say, it is the sharing networks and interested parties that, at this stage in ebook history, account for their
wider dissemination. I think that as time goes on, ebooks will gain more “credibility”, and become widely available
everywhere online.
I’m optimistic about the future of ebooks as a technology, because I can’t see people living 800 years from now still
arguing the case for books as being the best and only way written material should be read.
Jamie McKendrick

With the reference to Ivan Illych on the Occitan thread, I was wondering if he might shed light also on this topic. It’s
so long since I read him but I have the impression that his arguments about the vernacular were also arguments
against the crushing force of commodification and the market, and the advocacy of different ways of valuing and
exchanging both things and culture.

I know I’ve been talking along with others about the diminishing market for books and about contracts etc. but I’m
also aware that poems belong to another order and should hold on to that otherness. As Tim said, none of us began
(or continued) writing poems expecting to earn money from the art, so I fully respect Jeff’s recommendation of free
ebooks, and Ricky’s argument for both books and electronic media, as one way of dealing with this, even if I haven’t
accustomed myself to any new format. Poetry needs to defend itself against a ghastly hierarchy of presses, prizes,
and token prestige which threatens to overwhelm it.
The sense of poetry being other comes to the fore towards the end of Antonio Machado’s Retrato:
Y al cabo, nado os debo, debeisme cuanto he escrito.
A mi trabajo acudo, con mi dinero pago
el traje que me cubre y la mansion que habito,
el pan que me alimienta y el lecho en donde yago.

(At the end of the day, I owe you nothing, but you owe me for what I’ve written. / I go to work, and pay with my
money / the clothes I wear and the house I live in, / the bread that feeds me and the bed I lie in.)

The Spanish without accents, and the English just a crude “literal”. The poet here pays for his daily requirements by
doing his work (in M’s case as a school teacher of French). The poems he does for free, would seem to be what the
first line claims. Though it’s a debt he speaks of, it’s not money he means, it’s something other. His working life
renders unto Caesar what is Caesar’s but his poems are of a different order.

While I’m actually interested in the sub-species of economics in publishing － and would very emphatically add
buying from independent bookshops, who are also crucial contributors, to Drew’s recommendation of buying books
from the presses’s websites －I think poetry needs to hold out robustly against this notion that the market is what
determines its value. If anything it’s its readers who do so, and by what channels those readers, few as they may be,
come to it is of very secondary importance.
Robert Hampson

I thoroughly agree with all of this.
Jamie McKendrick

That ‘nado’ should be “nada”. Mistakes in English, Latin and now Spanish. Maybe I’ll have more luck with
Languedocian.
Jeffrey Side
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Jamie, I agree with you also.

I remember when I first started publishing free poetry ebooks, one poetry book publisher told me that, strictly
speaking, what I was doing wasn’t really publishing, and that only publication in book form would likely be
considered as legitimate. He also said that free poetry ebooks would be seen as placing too little value on a poet’s
work, and, therefore, wouldn’t attract that many submissions from poets. He added that free poetry ebooks (indeed
poetry ebooks in general) would most probably not be eligible for nominations for the various poetry prizes, or even
be likely to be reviewed by the “serious” poetry magazines and journals.

This pessimistic outlook has proven true. I used to get upset by it, until I realised the potential of free poetry ebooks
to reach many readers. In the end, I came to see that the important thing isn’t being nominated for poetry prizes or
getting high profile reviews, but simply getting poetry out there to as many people as are interested in it free of
charge.
Jaime Robles

This is a very complex issue, and ordinarily I wouldn’t address it because emails will never allow for an adequate
understanding of the publishing industry in all its hydra-headed glory. But since Tim asked something about why are
we all blokes, I figured I’d throw in some confusing comments.
My credentials are that I have worked in every form of publishing from small to fine arts to mid-size to corporate
publishing.

The following comments are not meant to comprise an argument or thesis of any kind, and are just random reactions
to comments made and grossly simplified.

One big factor left out of the discussion is RISK (did someone bring that up? If so I missed it). Any publishing house
takes a risk when publishing an author, especially if that author is not well-known, and that risk is about survival.
Publishing a number of books not only increases the risk, it also increases the stability of the press. One book may
fail but another may succeed which means the publisher is still in business. It is also why so many publishing houses
produce so many books with track records, either in English or another language. As poets we tend to think because
we have created a book by devoting hours of our quickly disappearing lives to its every comma, vowel and consonant
that that book has worth. And it does. It has worth to us and worth to those who love us. It may have worth (lots of it)
to the editor who chose it out of a pile (and it is a rather large pile) of other manuscripts. But the other very
important factor that determines the book’s worth in the business side of publishing is sales. Few sales, questionable
worth to the publisher’s survival. Few sales, questionable worth to other authors the publisher might want to
produce.
Most editors like to read. And they specialize in what they like to read. Publishers in corporate publishing have been,
until the advent of Rupert Murdock (can I really blame it on him? Probably), editors in a past life.

Most distributors and publishers provide detailed accounts of books sold, books unsold, and returns (which are the
same as losses and difficult to control or predict) on which they base their royalties. Those who don’t provide those
accounts are usually small publishers, or idealistic starting-out publishers. They also have trouble with royalties.

Sometimes it’s difficult to determine the finances behind sales. I’ll repeat an example I’ve mentioned before. Several
years ago, UC Press closed its poetry program, which was run by a former poet laureate and two prize winning poets.
These editors were committed to the work they chose and the books were beautifully designed. The CFO who
crunched the figures said the poetry program was running at a 160% loss. How is that even possible? The CFO did
not include endowments to the program, which were considerable. Financially, these beautifully made, carefully
chosen books could not make adequate sales on their own without subsidy.
Most academic books these days are produced digitally as a kind of p.o.d., and the state of the art is pretty high,
except for museum quality art books, which have always required specialist production teams.

Don’t compare the publishing industry with the art market. Apples and oranges. Or more precisely, apples and
orangutans. I am reminded of Broodthaers piece in which he says after 10 years of not being able to make a living as
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a poet and writer, he decided to become an artist.

I like physical books because I can write in them with a pencil.

Got an ongoing problem with publishing? Try publishing someone else’s book. Try publishing five of your friends’
manuscripts. From reading the manuscript to selling it at book fairs or talking a distributor into taking the books and
selling them for you.
As for the unscrupulous… they exist. We have a fleet of them inhabiting the White House at present (do you have
some at No. 10?). Usually they go for higher stakes than poetry.
See Broodthaers re: his galleries http://www.weserburg.de/index.php?id=913&L=1.
Over and out,

Michael Peverett
Books bought and books read don’t equate in any format. Anyone who browses second-hand shelves knows that
many of the second-hand poetry books show every sign of being unopened. Early in this thread Tony mentioned R. F.
Langley’s Journals, just one of the many books I’ve bought over the years and never got round to reading before the
time came to send them to Oxfam.
I’ve read some eBooks attentively. In the early days I used to print them out, though that seems like weird
transitional behaviour now.

Attentive reading is rare. When it does happen there’s always an air of serendipity about it. I began writing about
poetry in order to compel me to attend to the same poem for a long time. Not always the best thing to do. For some
poets’ work speed-reading is almost better, you see what’s worth seeing more clearly in that kinetic glancing way.
Tim Allen

This is a whole subject in its own right Michael － the psychology behind book buying followed by reading or not
reading or delay.

If I buy a novel 9 times out of 10 I will read it, if not immediately then probably within two years. When I buy a
poetry book this doesn’t happen, it is more like 1 time out of 10 will I read the whole thing within a day or two of
getting it. The vast majority entail dipping in and out for a month or so from which about half of them will eventually
end up being read right through and half of them not looked at again except for reference or whatever－even if I like
them. Lack of time is a big factor, but so is overload and the problems demanded by the actual reading－the brain
does not work in the same way when reading poetry, it requires its own space.

I think I’ve told you before that this was one of the reasons I stopped reviewing－it was destroying my ability to read
poetry healthily.
Jeffrey Side

Good to hear from you, Jaime. I thought you’d left the list. I didn’t know you had worked in publishing. Yes, risk is a
major decisive factor for all book publishers, and it does limit what they can make available to the public.
Michael, yes, when I used to buy a lot of poetry books secondhand I noticed their pristinely smooth spines. And in the
days of remainder bookshops, their shelves were always full of poetry books that could not be sold. They were still
quite expensive though－around £10 in 2002. Had they been £1 more sales would have accrued.
Philip Rowland

Jeffrey－not sure if your comment was referring in part to mine, and this is marginal to the main discussion, but just
to be clear: I’m not arguing for books as ‘the best and only way written material should be read’－or I wouldn’t have
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moved the journal I edit online, to be able to continue getting the work out there, potentially to a wider audience, and
for free. See https://noonpoetry.com/issues/ if you fancy reading some really short poems.

Sure, plenty of books, like downloads, go unread, and the “quality” of the reading experience, when it happens, is a
quite variable and subjective matter.
Jamie McKendrick

Hi Jaime, it’s welcome to have this clear perspective, as with Tony’s posts, from someone with an extensive history
of publishing, and it’s worth having the element of “risk” made explicit, and explained so sharply. I think that risk
has been implicit, though, in a number of the posts. Even the list of recent poetry press closures here make that risk
evident.
I’m wondering whether, despite its population being five times that of the UK, things are even riskier for poetry
presses in the States. Enzensberger said with remarkable precision that poetry can count on 1,354 readers in every
country, the same whether in Iceland or the US. (US has a population 1000x larger than Iceland.) Though a witticism,
it may hide a bit of truth. Whatever, those CU losses are quite spectacular.
The question remains－when relatively large amounts of money are poured into supporting poetry presses whether
the recipients are using the money wisely and whether the funding bodies, for us the AC are applying the right
criteria, and how that process could be wiser or righter.

The reference I made to the visual arts was more by way of contrast than comparison. I’m aware of the differences
and of why they’re not really comparable, but I don’t think there’s any harm in looking out from the burrow at
greener pastures. Actually in many ways I prefer the burrow.

Of course. It’s the possibility of using a pencil that changes things. I should have thought of that. Likewise. I won’t use
a biro on books… some kind of superstition Joe Orton obviously didn’t have.
Just a coda on returned books － those I suppose are what supply the remainders flogged off cheap to outlet
bookshops. A thing that pisses off small bookshops who may be selling at £12 a book that people can find a hundred
yards away for £2. One bookshop owner I know is reluctant to stock Faber for this reason, but there are other
presses doing the same.
Jeffrey Side

Philip, I wasn’t referring to your comment but to criticisms of ebooks in some publishing quarters. My apologies if I
gave that impression. Thanks for the link to your site. I’m glad we share the same poetic objectives. Do you also write
poetry?
Jaime Robles
Hi Jamie,

1,354 seems high. More like 534, I imagine. But that higher figure is an average, I’d guess, including writers over
centuries of time and The Kalevala. I’m not sure about risk in the US v GB. We have heaps of poetry publishers, most
of whom fall into the no-advances, no-royalties, publishing-for-love category and most of whom are magazine
publishers. No aspersions there, from me. I created my first press at the age of 24, and like my partners was totally
oblivious to anything about publishing outside of the obvious fact that you turn manuscripts into books. A list of US
publishing houses, primarily for magazines but also some book publishers, can be found at the Council of Literary
Magazines and Publishers: http://www.clmp.org. Some of these only publish one or two books a year.
The caveat about comparing art and poetry was actually in response to Luke. [Referring to another discussion.]

Unless corporate publishing has changed its policy, which it does, returns are losses; they are pulped. Remaindered
books are those that were left in the warehouse past their sell-by date. Most large publishing houses have limits to
how long they will promote and store books.
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The NEA (US equivalent of AC) has a general policy not to question artists of any kind because it becomes difficult to
determine the line between oversight and influence. They do require a financial accounting of how their money was
used, but that’s it. This question of oversight v. influence has caused amazing havoc in Congress, which budgets the
NEA. Congress is a notoriously conservative body with its fair share of right-wing religious nuts, so every once in a
while (say when a “Piss Christ” is made using the money they allocate) all hell breaks loose over the arts program.
The NEA is constantly struggling to survive.

Yes, I’m happier with explicit, otherwise I get confused. Sharp explanations have got me lots of trouble over the years,
I try to temper it with humor (of a sort). I don’t seem to be able to burnish my language, except by writing obscurely
nuanced poetry.
And Tim: In the US, corporate publishers have expected authors to do the bulk of their promotion since the 1990s,
and since all US corporate publishing is owned by businessmen outside the US, it’s probably safe to say that is the
policy in Europe and the UK as well. Corporate publishers seldom promote books past a certain formula of cost,
which is then figured as part of the production; it is a very small percentage. Legendary editors, like Max Perkins,
simply are that: legendary. Tony is the closest thing we have to Perkins, and he’s not in corporate publishing.
Perhaps such editors also still exist in other parts of the world, like South Asia and Micronesia, perhaps. An author’s
desirability is partly determined by the extent of their outreach: do they have a website, will they travel to read, will
they pick up the cost of traveling to read, etc.?
Hi Jeffrey, and thanks ever so much! For all. Yes, I’m back for the mo.
Jamie McKendrick

Sharp I meant in a good way! And thanks for this further information and for clearing up my misunderstanding about
remaindered books.

Thinking about the Enzensberger Postulate, it suddenly strikes me that the figure 1,354 is probably pretty close to
the number of poetry books published annually in the UK. If the publication rate is higher, which wouldn’t surprise
me, and that indeed is the readership, then we really are in trouble.
Luke Lemmett

Just a note to say that visited a local independent bookstore, and was somewhat disappointed that most of its (small)
poetry section was quite conventional. Seemed like you had to attend readings or other events there, to get much of a
taste of what can be found on-line. Not necessarily a bad thing, I was just surprised.
Philip Rowland

Hi Jeffrey － yes (as far as I can). My collection, Something Other Than Other, which came out last year from Isobar
Press, a small press specialising in English-language writing from Japan, can be found on its site
http://isobarpress.com

along with recent titles I’d recommend such as Kotan Chronicles, by Genzo Sarashina, proletarian poetry from the
20s and 30s about the Ainu and Japanese settlers, and a version of Il Porto Sepolto by Ungaretti (its impact partly due
to the influence of Japanese poetry) by Andrew Fitzsimons, a poet who is also based here in Tokyo.
These are not available as ebooks, but excerpts from some of the books are available online (hopefully leading to
purchase of books in some cases!)
Tim Allen

Well yes I know Jamie, but as I said some, poets are just not in a position to do the bulk of their own promotion,
however much they might want to. This obviously skews the sales towards those who are poetry activists and
networkers, but of course there is no correlation between the quality of the poetry and being a poetry activist or
networker － which is not something I’ve thought about before. Interesting. Just what undiscovered jewels are out
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there?

Good to hear from you again by the way.
Jamie McKendrick

Jaime not Jamie－but I see it’s just a typo.
Tim Allen

Sorry. Yes a typo. Sorry Jaime Sorry Jamie.
Jeffrey Side

Thanks Philip. I’ll check that link out.

I didn’t realise you were in Japan. Do you know Jane Joritz-Nakagawa, by any chance? She’s an American poet who
has lived in Japan for many years. She’s written a few articles for me, and I’ve published, as an ebook, a monograph
she wrote.
Philip Rowland

Hi Jeffrey － yes, I know Jane Joritz-Nakagawa － not very well, but we’ve met at events now and again, and read
together in Kyoto several years ago. I think she has an anthology of poetry by expatriate women poets coming out
soon.

Another Japan-based poet (and translator of modernist and avant-garde Japanese poetry) you might find interesting
is Eric Selland: see
http://isobarpress.com/?page_id=161

where there’s also a link to a conversation between him and Jane, from 2012.

Incidentally, having mentioned The Shallows: How the Internet is changing the way we think, read and remember
(2010) earlier in this thread, and now dug it out, here’s a paragraph which sums up the author’s view on the Kindle:

‘When a printed book － whether a recently published scholarly history or a two-hundred-year-old novel － is
transferred to an electronic device connected to the Internet, it turns into something very like a Web site. Its words
become wrapped in all the distractions of the networked computer. Its links and other digital enhancements propel
the reader hither and yon. It loses what the late John Updike called its ‘edges’ and dissolves into the vast, roiling
waters of the Net. The linearity of the printed book is shattered, along with the calm attentiveness it encourages in
the reader. The high-tech features of devices like the Kindle and Apple’s new iPad may make it more likely that we’ll
read e-books, but the way we read them will be very different from the way we read printed editions’.
Jeffrey Side

Philip thanks for that link. It looks interesting.

I heard Jane was not well. I emailed her yesterday to see how she was, but have had no reply. I hope she is ok.

Thanks for the quote from the book. I can see how such a reading experience could occur with some presentations of
ebooks. Some could, indeed, be designed to be like websites etc. At the level I operate on, though, my ebooks are
presented in a PDF format, so look exactly like printed books.

I think that an ebook’s presentation largely depends on the device you are reading it on. Some people read ebooks on
their mobile phones. In such cases, an ePub format is more suitable than a PDF format, because mobile phones have a
smaller screen (or reading area) than bespoke reading devices such as an iPad or kindle. The ePub format is not an

120

ideal way to view poetry though, at least not to my taste. But I realise that we live in an age where technology rules,
and so I will start converting my ebooks to an ePub format－or to be more accurate, offer both an ePub and a PDF
version of them.
I don’t know how much longer the ePub format will last, though, as mobile phone screens are getting larger and
more suited to a PDF format.
[The discussion ended at this point]

A discussion in the British and Irish Poets Listserve about where poetry sits in relation to academia, and vice
versa

Luke Lemmett

December 2017 to January 2018

Where does poetry sit in relation to academia, or vice versa? Obviously, it’s difficult to make a living from it without
being an academic, and that there’s no point in snobbery.
I hope the question is not too broad, I have little experience of these things. I mean sitting a PhD sounds kinda fun,
and very motivating, but far too expensive, especially.
Jamie McKendrick

Auden suggested learning a trade to keep as far from academia as possible. I took that seriously and worked as a
plasterer through my twenties. Not really complaining but if I’d kept on I’d be earning nearly 7 or 8 times what I do
now as a translator.
Luke Lemmett

Is there a poetry underground outside academia? I mean, I think there is

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not anti academia, though I’ve known a couple of punks who seemed to be. I’d just be
reassured, if the “underground” didn’t reduce to the authority of academia. Not just for me!
Jeffrey Side

Luke, you might find this interesting regarding the “underground” aspect:

http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/The%20Academisation%20of%20Avant-Garde%20Poetry.htm
And Tim Allen’s response to it:

http://www.argotistonline.co.uk/Allen%20essay.htm
Luke Lemmett
Thanks.

I supposed the original article by Berry [referring to Jake Berry’s article that was part of the feature about academic
poetry at The Argotist Online, that was linked to in the first link in Jeffrey Side’s comment] was going the other
direction, that academic sanctioning isn’t necessary, rather than sufficient. The latter seems difficult to take seriously,
at least deliberately so. I mean I’ll never be part of any academy, but then for similar reasons I won’t be entirely
“knowing” either, so probably more useful to think about how opposition to an ‘otherstream’ impinges on the
academy itself.
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Tim Allen
Hi Luke － thanks for reading the article [referring to Tim Allen’s article that the second link in Jeffrey Side’s
comment linked to]. I haven’t got in on this thread because I’ve been away and a bit busy.
I tried to do too much in that article while not spending enough time on the different issues－so I think some of the
issues get lost in the mix. I also tried to be fair－too fair maybe, even though some of the stuff I say in there could be
taken badly by some in academia. But very few people have contacted or spoken to me about it so I doubt if many
have actually read it to the end. It’s really a sociological essay, but one based on my own experience and intuition.
Jeffrey Side

Tim, I think your article was ignored (as was the wider feature it was relating to [the feature about academic poetry
at The Argotist Online]) is because most, if not all, of the people supportive of (and professionally involved with) the
“academic avant-garde poetry project” don’t want to give any dissenting voices of the project the oxygen of publicity.
Even to such an extremely balanced assessment of it that your article proved to be. One can’t blame them, I suppose,
as no one likes criticism.
But that not a single “member” of that “body” came forward to comment, is beyond explanation. For a while, I
thought that whoever is in charge of the “movement” told them not to. That last sentence is meant to be tongue-incheek, by the way－unless, of course, it is, indeed, some kind of coordinated movement. Will we ever know?

Correct me if I’m wrong, but my understanding of academia as it operates within avant-garde poetry is that it has no
real counterpart in mainstream poetry. It seems to me, that mainstream poetry is less centralised－in the sense that
it seems more disparately organised and disseminated (almost hobbyist-like－I mean that respectfully) than is the
case with academic avant-garde poetry, which seems to me to have become something of a production line in recent
years.
David Lace

I’ve done more reading of the articles on the Argotist [articles that were in the feature about academic poetry at The
Argotist Online] and the general consensus seems that the problem isn’t to do that much with teaching poetry itself
but with possible “favouritism” creeping in between student and teacher and the teacher promoting the student’s
poems and getting them published in magazines respected by academia. But poets who are not students don’t have
this advantage and so their poems won’t see the light of day etc. This means that only students supported by
teachers/academics etc. will get their work respected. Leading to an inaccurate picture to the outside world of the
state of play about what avant-garde poetry is. In other words, a very limited view of what avant-garde poetry is.
Tim Allen

That’s about the size of it David. That’s one of my points anyhow.
David Lace

Tim, glad I summed it up ok. I don’t know why the Argotist essays on it were ignored seeing as it seems to be a very
important issue. Almost like cancer running through academic poetry.
Jamie McKendrick

Though I struggled with the print format of your Argotist piece [referring to Tim Allen’s article at The Argotist
Online], Tim, I gathered your initial objection was the introduction of poets reading via a series of irrelevant
academic accolades. I think we’re in agreement about that.

Geoffrey Hill, Craig Raine and J. H. Prynne have all been academics but that says nothing (at least to me) about their
work as poets. I remember one poet being introduced as Sir Professor X Y (or was it the other way round) and
thinking in Quakerish mode just the name would do fine.
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Tim Allen
The term “academic poetry” was always pretty vague but I suppose back in the day it came to mean a type of poetry
that was usually formally exact and self-consciously learned, with a classical bias and references etc. － something
that was never expected to be popular outside of the coterie, but I’m not sure if I ever read such a thing so maybe it
never really existed.

In my article I make a distinction between the post-avant (never mind the terms － it’s what they stand for that
counts) poetry written from mostly within higher education establishments and systems and post-avant poetry
written mostly outside of that. Among the polarities between the two I described the former as smooth and the latter
as jagged etc. I am not going to repeat here all the other differences, my point being that there ARE noticeable
differences.
Peter Riley

Has anyone thought of not classifying poetry?
Jamie McKendrick

A recurrent thought for me, I’m afraid. I’ve expended rather too much time and effort hereabouts in that enterprise.
David Lace

Tim, I think “academic poetry” can also mean in today’s context poetry written by post avant poets ‘within higher
education establishments and systems’ as you say. Poetry that is no longer ‘formally exact and self-consciously
learned, with a classical bias and references’ but is still held as being more “superior” than the same poetry written
by post avant poets outside of higher education.

This has reminded me that the term “theory” in relation to post avant poetry doesn’t necessarily refer to prosody
and other aspects of poetic composition but more to the ideologies and concepts underlying the way poems are
written and received by readers. The term is used more “philosophically” than it is in mainstream poetry, which uses
it to refer to close reading, and traditional analysis of metaphors and similes etc. From what I can gather, post
avant/avant-garde poets and academics are more heavily into theory than their mainstream equivalents. Is that right?
Tim Allen

I’m here David, but have had my mind elsewhere. I think there are multiple reasons why the issues I raise in the
article are not being talked about, and most of those reasons are connected with the problem itself, so it’s a Catch 22.
I have friends who privately agree with me but who for understandable reasons prefer not to debate it.
Thanks for your support as well.
Peter Riley

Yes, but are all academics actually “academics”?

Is Tim one? Carol Anne Duffy? Simon Armitage? J. H. Prynne? Keston Sutherland? Robert Sheppard? Peter Hughes?

It makes sense to me to think in terms of an older word, “learnèd”. Some poets are learnèd and some are not and
some are half a dozen of one and six of the other. You’re then talking about features of their poetry rather than their
income.
David Lace

Peter, you’ve missed the point. It’s not about what “academic” means and who can rightly be called one. It’s about
avant-garde poets employed by academia giving their poetics students an unfair publishing and promoting
advantage because they are operating from within academia.
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In the list you give Carol Anne Duffy and Simon Armitage aren’t avant-garde poets. The others could or not be
“learnèd”. What does that word mean anyway in this day and age? The point is that avant-garde poets who work in
academia (whether they are learnèd or not) have influence and prestige in avant-garde publishing, conferencing and
networking circles, which is helpful to them and any of their students whom they choose to promote.
Peter Riley

Surely what you say about avant-garde poets and their relation to the academy is the same as for any other kind of
poet. Of course creative writing tutors promote, as far as they are able, what they think are brilliant students. Before
C W [creative writing] it was done through personal extra-mural contacts, and still is. If there is a problem, it is the
same problem for non-avant-garde poets.

Some avant-garde practices were invented within universities and have never been anywhere else. Some avantgarde poets claim to scorn the success which is attained through networking, conferences and all that, as a model of a
corrupt society. Possibly some non-avant-garde poets do too.
Thanks for clarifying the issue. I missed some earlier contributions, including Tim’s essay. Not being an A-G [avantgarde] poet I have little to say.
David Lace

Peter, I agree, the problem does exist within mainstream academic poetry circles but according to the original
Argotist piece [the feature about academic poetry at The Argotist Online] about the issue, the problem manifests itself
more concertedly and is more organised than any individual academic mainstream poetry tutor giving a helping
hand to one or two of his/her promising students.

I think Jeffrey earlier alluded to it being something along these lines, rather than the haphazard way it operates in
non-avant-garde academic poetry circles.

Another thing that the Argotist piece seems to be saying is that this problem is not one that is associated with avantgarde poetry per se, but is connected to avant-garde poetry as it manifests itself and is taught and promoted in
academia. So I don’t think the Argotist piece is anti-avant-garde poetry in principle.

Tim is an avant-garde poet and he too is critical of the situation, as are his friends (who might also be avant-garde
poets), as he said earlier: ‘I have friends who privately agree with me but who for understandable reasons prefer not
to debate it’. Presumably they prefer not to debate it because they feel that doing so might damage their standing
within avant-garde poetry circles.
Tim also said earlier: ‘I think there are multiple reasons why the issues I raise in the article are not being talked
about, and most of those reasons are connected with the problem itself, so it’s a Catch 22’. I agree with him.
Tim Allen

It depends on who is doing the talking David. While I suppose I am one side of a certain line the term covers such a
wide variety of different poetic practises these days that the only real pointer it gives is to a kind of community of
names, not tribal exactly but similar. As I’ve said here before I don’t particularly mind what my stuff [poetry] gets
called but I am interested when people try to eek out particulars. In some respects I don’t think some of my work is
any closer to the avant than a poet such as Peter Riley, but it depends on what work we are referring to. Peter Riley
says he is not an avant-garde poet and I suppose he is right, but the “community of names” he is associated with, and
who tend to be the ones who appreciate his work most, definitely include many who get so labelled etc.

Nevertheless, some of the things that currently mark out a poet as being called “experimental” or avant are pretty
obvious －those who incorporate technology as an integral part of the work (and not just a means) －those whose
work appears to cross boundaries with other art forms (this would include the performative) － those whose
processes of composition include methodologies associated with artificial forms, found texts, restrictions and chance
－ and those whose work appears to break the usual rules of language etc. But after that it becomes a bit more
difficult but thinking of a lot of work that has appeared over the past decade I would include － those whose work
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seems to be engaging with issues of language itself, especially as those issues relate to political and cultural
questions about gender and identity.
So, have I left anything out?
Robert Hampson

Thanks, Tim. This sounds like a useful outlining of the contemporary “experimental”.
Jamie McKendrick

I have to say, that like Robert, I find Tim’s last post describing a series of cross-over poetic manoeuvres clear and
helpful. Sadly, I find myself stranded on the wrong side of this divide.

I have far more concern, vaguely returning to that C W [creative writing] topic, about its teaching if it were to
perpetuate these kinds of binaries, explicitly or otherwise, as I think it sometimes does, than I’d have about the
hegemony of university networks.
Robert Hampson

In response to Jamie’s last point, there is the issue of where the students themselves situate their work － and the
kind of networks they might already be part of. I am thinking here of some of my own research students. Some of
these I have co-supervised with Andrew Motion and Jo Shapcott, where I have had responsibility for the critical
component of the PhD. Two I co-supervised with Andrew Motion were Declan Ryan and Robert Selby－one working
on Ian Hamilton; the other on Mick Imlah. The positioning of each can be read from this－and my networks are no
use to either. Another, co-supervised with Jo Shapcott, was already published by Carcanet (however we/you want to
read that) before she started and had an extensive network in place.

She has produced some work (not prompted by me) with found material (thinking of Tim’s earlier email [comment]),
though most of her work is not in this mode. (She has also used the term “hybrid” from time to time for this practice.)
Another, supervised solely by me, would not identify herself as “avant-garde”, but, after working on Forche, Notley
and Berssenbrugge (by her own choice), is now producing poetry which her previous publisher is regarding with
suspicion . . . and puts down to my bad influence. Again, these are poets with their own well-established networks,
and “the hegemony of university networks” doesn’t apply.
Jamie McKendrick

Good to have some detail on this, Robert.
Robert Hampson

Thanks for this, Jamie. In my sense of the current “avant-garde” scene in London, there are obviously clusters of
practitioners around Royal Holloway, Birkbeck, and Roehampton (for example), and this is embodied in various
events organised in these institutions. However, most of the poetry readings in London take place outside the
institutions: Jeff Hilson’s Xing the Line or S J Fowler’s various projects seem to me to be apart from the official
institutions, though both individuals have university affiliations. Writers Forum, the most influential of the London
“avant-garde” poetry institutions, has always been outside the university system, and there are a number of less
well-known reading series (like those run by Mischa Foster Poole and others) which are outside the academy. The
field of “avant-garde” publication (presses and magazines) － with the exception of Veer press － is also largely
outside the academy. One more thing: after a certain point, one of the features of “avant-garde” publication is that
influence is generally in inverse relation to age. No country for old men.
Tim Allen

Interesting evidence from the concrete world Robert. Thanks.
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But I am wondering here what exactly constitutes an individual’s well-established network, and just how distant it is
from institutions and professional contacts, including second and third hand contacts through like-minded friends
etc.
I think the ‘university affiliations’ you mention below [before] are just as important with regard to the issue as are
things from within the system. But in general what direction do you think it is going?
Very interesting final sentence too. Tell me about it.
David Lace

Good point, Tim. I think Robert’s outlining of things is perhaps a bit naive. Your point about ‘second and third hand
contacts through like-minded friends etc.’ is probably how the “influence” really operates.
Also, Robert’s hint (complaint?) that the old are in some way excluded is interesting.
Tim Allen

Yes. Exactly. This is a point I try to make in the article but I think it gets lost.
Luke Lemmett

What no one has explained yet, is how academics can sponsor their students, how that works beyond a good
reference. Spill it!
Jamie McKendrick

I think Luke’s question about how this patronage is actually supposed to function deserves an answer. (Patronage or
in Bourdieu’s terms “institutionalised cultural capital”)
David Lace

Jamie, “patronage” is a good word to use. There’s nothing wrong with literary patronage per se－literary modernism
probably wouldn’t have happened without it. Nor would many now historic artistic movements. I think Tim’s point
and the Argotist’s [referring to the feature about academic poetry at The Argotist Online] is that such “patronage” has
become too organised and almost factory-like. Almost serving as a PR campaign for avant-garde poetry that is seen
as “the acceptable sort” as opposed to that which isn’t. This is what the general gist of the Argotist piece [the feature
about academic poetry at The Argotist Online] seems to be getting at when it says: ‘The ultimate concern regarding
the academisation of avant-garde poetry, is that a two-tier system is being created, comprising of experimental
poetry that is officially sanctioned, or legitimised, by the academy, and an experimental poetry that is not’.
Jamie McKendrick

David, the quote you give sums up the issue well. Though I’ve trespassed onto the conversation, I’m sure others here
know more than I do, as I’m situated on the periphery of the academy, and I’m not particularly signed up to any
camp.

So the question doesn’t have to be skeptical, but I too was wondering how much difference being in some kind of
academic circle actually makes for individual poets, how it helps them find an audience. If I hear some poet praised
by what I consider a trustworthy source I’d be disposed to look at the work. This process was traditionally done by
reviewing, but that seems an activity in decline. What we’re calling the avant-garde does seem to have a far higher
profile with regard to critical articles, research etc. so perhaps it’s there that the exclusion for some is more keenly
felt.
David Lace

Jamie, I think you are right in saying ‘What we’re calling the avant-garde does seem to have a far higher profile with
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regard to critical articles, research etc. so perhaps it’s there that the exclusion for some is more keenly felt’. I think
this aspect is a good measuring tool to gauge things with. Mainstream poetry doesn’t seem to have an equivalent set
of yardsticks－or if it does it is never seen as such.

So because of this it would be very easy for an “outsider avant-garde” poet, who had no links to academia, no
academic contacts or academically affiliated peer-group network to [not] be noticed by academia. And should he/she
try to “break-in” to all of this he/she would probably be seen as a “gatecrasher” who hasn’t “properly gone through
the system (avant-garde postgraduate writing courses, going to avant-garde academic conferences, reading their
poems at “sanctioned” avant-garde poetry readings and informal avant-garde poetry reading get-togethers etc.).
He/she would stand no chance of any a consideration.
And as Robert alluded to earlier, if the said poet was also “the wrong age”－over 40, he/she may as well pack-up and
go home. It is probably no coincidence that most (if not all) newly recognised avant-garde poets are young, as it is
predominantly the young who go through the higher education system.

So all of this has a lot to do with class, age and which avant-garde academic peer group network you are part of. I
can’t put it all down, as Peter alluded to, to just one or two university tutors giving their favourite students a helping
hand. That sort of thing does go on, but isn’t that significant to this wider problem.
David Lace

I should have said:

“So because of this it would be very easy for an “outsider avant-garde” poet, who had no links to academia, no
academic contacts or academically affiliated peer-group network to not be noticed by academia”.
And not:

‘So because of this it would be very easy for an “outsider avant-garde” poet, who had no links to academia, no
academic contacts or academically affiliated peer-group network to be noticed by academia’.
Jamie McKendrick

David, yes I’d added the negative in that sentence. As I said it’s not an area I feel qualified to comment on. I’d say it’s
a general affliction of poets to feel overlooked, common even to those we might feel have received an undue amount
of attention. And there’s often a reality to it, when the media only bother if there’s a large cash prize or a squalid
quarrel involved.
It’s all a bit speculative as the conditionals in your 2nd paragraph register, so it might be worth hearing from
someone who has some real evidence of exclusion. When you say such a poet －ignored, uninvited and old to boot
(though 40 sounds young to me!)－’May as well pack up and go home’, my response is that (apart from the age) this
is the condition in which all poets begin, and most continue. It goes with the territory so you keep on only if it
matters enough to you.
David Lace

Jamie, I agree that the media and poetry prizes can make some poets feel ignored, but I think this sort of “being
overlooked” is mainly the situation with individual poets (most probably mainstream ones, who see prizes as
something worth having). The type of “being overlooked” in the context of academic avant-garde poetry seems to be
a problem that affects “types” or “schools” of poetry, as well as individual “maverick” poets (William Blake comes to
mind here).

It was very astute of you to note [earlier] that ‘What we’re calling the avant-garde does seem to have a far higher
profile with regard to critical articles, research etc. so perhaps it’s there that the exclusion for some is more keenly
felt’. And I think it goes some way in illustrating the more “professional” approach academic avant-garde poetry
takes in perpetuating itself as opposed to the more “relaxed” way mainstream poetry does. The constant need to
“create content” for the subjects of the ‘critical articles, research etc.’ forces the academic avant-garde poetry “king
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makers” to constantly look for poets to study － poets presumably drawn from the ranks of the very ones that
academic avant-garde poetry academics are teaching. It is a form of “literary inbreeding”.

40 is not old to me either, but I just used that number to say “poets who are not the usual age students are at
university”－which is around 23.

From the discussion so far it seems that only Tim and I fully agree. I would say that you are perhaps agnostic on the
subject. I think, as Tim said earlier, a few more on this list agree but are too afraid to say so for obvious reasons.
It reminds me a bit of the debate about racism in the Metropolitan Police Force－police officers who knew it went on
never came forward until the media exposed it all.
Jeffrey Side

David, I’ve been avoiding this discussion in case it resulted in too much of a heated argument. But the discussion has,
so far, been generally courteous. What you have said tallies with what I think and have written about in the past;
though you have articulated it far more eloquently and forthrightly.
I’m pleased that The Argotist Online feature about this topic has prompted at least this discussion here. I had
originally hoped it would have caused more of an online impact but from what Tim has said I can see why it hasn’t.

In the spirit of friendship, I invite those of you here who agree with the Argotist feature but are too wary of making
yourselves known here, to contact me privately to express your views. I genuinely want to hear what other
(unrevealed) supporters of the Argotist feature think. It would be good to get the views of some women supporters.
The feature was originally criticised because of the predominance of male participants. I did try to get some female
ones, but the ones I approached refused to take part.
David Lace

Thanks Jeffrey. Appreciated. Cheers.

[The discussion ended at this point]
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Interviews
Interview with Ami Kaye of Pirene’s Fountain
March 2009
Ami Kaye: Mr. Side, it is a pleasure to have you with us for this interview. We are especially interested in hearing
some insights from the “other side of the fence!” Please tell us about your work as a poet and as an editor.
Jeffrey Side: Thanks for inviting me. I’m honoured you asked.

I like to write poetry that’s heavily connotative, so that readers can make their own minds up about what a
particular image or phrase means. I don’t like poetry that tells you everything, or spells things out for you. I think
this is because I came to poetry from having a love of song. Song is largely connotative.

Because I didn’t read any poetry at the time, I was quite naïve about it, and assumed that it would be as connotative
as song was. It was quite a disappointment to find out that this wasn’t the case. But in my naiveté, I didn’t realise that
the sort of poetry I was reading wasn’t really representative of poetry in general. It was only when I discovered older
poetry, the sort written by William Blake or Thomas Wyatt, that I saw that poetry could be as good as song. This is
because the older the poem, the closer it is to the song or ballad tradition. As you know, song predates poetry－or
rather songs became poems once they were written down and read privately. After examining the older poetry, I saw
that it was its tendency to generalise and avoid descriptive elements that made it “song-like”. Poetry up until around
the time of William Wordsworth tended to generalise, after Wordsworth (and largely because of his influence)
poetry became more novelistic and descriptive.
The editing came about only because I wanted to promote the sort of poetry that used generalisation (which made it
closest to the song tradition) and which was being ignored by mainstream poetry because of this. So I started The
Argotist Online, to act as a platform for such poetry. The name for the site was taken from a journal I deputy edited
from 1996-2000: The Argotist. This had national sales in the UK, being sold through Blackwell’s bookshop chain. It
had poetry in it but it was mainly an arts review with articles and interviews on a range of art topics. Our big coup
was getting an interview with Nobel Laureate Joseph Brodsky. I also edited an issue of an undergraduate journal
called Off-the-Cuff while I was at Liverpool University.
Ami Kaye: What qualifications do you think are necessary to become a literary editor? What type of decisions and
responsibilities does an editor face?

Jeffrey Side: I think the main qualification you have to have is enthusiasm based on a reason why you’re doing it. In
my case, the reason for The Argotist Online was to promote a certain sort of poetry I felt was being underrepresented.
Other editors will have other reasons. But you have to have a motivation; otherwise you’ll lose interest.

Regarding what types of decisions and responsibilities you face, I suppose that depends on the nature of the journal
or on-line journal. Because The Argotist Online is aimed at people who are mainly sympathetic to non-mainstream
poetics, I tend to choose articles, interviewees and poetry that would interest them. But I’m also aware that people
can’t be pigeonholed and so there’s a lot of content on the site that would appeal to a broader audience, such as the
series of songwriting interviews with singer/songwriters.
The main responsibility outside of deciding what to publish is making sure that once you decide what to publish it
gets published. I don’t like to let people down, so if I ask them for an article or to be interviewed I make sure that it
goes ahead and appears on the site.
Ami Kaye: What is the difference between a print and online journal, if any, in your opinion?

Jeffrey Side: The most noticeable difference is that with an on-line journal you don’t have to do a print run, find a
distribution network, find retail outlets and find the funding for all of this. All you have to do (in my case at least) is
find a web host and make sure you exchange links with lots of similar sites.

Also, an on-line journal is always “present” and accessible in a way a print journal isn’t. By that I mean that surfers
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are always, every second, coming across an on-line journal by accident, whereas once a print journal has been sold
and bought, and is in someone’s home, there’s less chance for that publication to be “discovered” by thousands of
people simultaneously.
Ami Kaye: Many poets wonder why their submitted work was not accepted, when clearly, some of the work chosen,
in their opinion, was not superior to theirs. What insights can you share about the selection process of a poetry
magazine?

Jeffrey Side: I suppose many poems are rejected simply because they’re not the sort that the journal they’re sent to
publishes. This is why it’s important for poets to read the journal’s submission guidelines. The majority of poems
I’ve rejected have fallen into this category. But given this, selection is always a matter of personal preference, and
poetry evokes different responses in different people. I can only select poems I like, even if others would disagree. To
use a cliché: There’s no accounting for personal taste.
Ami Kaye: What can you tell poets whose work is rejected? What advice can you give to submitting poets who are
just starting out?

Jeffrey Side: The only advice I can give is to say to them that they should read the submission guidelines of every
journal they submit to. Another thing they should think about when they’re starting to write poetry is to decide early
on what style they’ll concentrates on, be it formalist, experimental, open form etc. This is important because most
journals have a preference for one style or another, and the poet new to submitting has a better chance of their work
being accepted if they bear this in mind.
Ami Kaye: Tell us a bit about your reviewing process, Mr. Side. What are the different components that go into
writing a good review of a poem or book of poetry?

Jeffrey Side: For me, there are three useful components for writing a good review. The first is to do a close reading.
A close reading allows for an evaluation of the different elements of a poem’s design, such as its formal properties,
imagery, metaphor, simile etc. The second is to examine the ways in which a poem is effective or ineffective in using
language to convey plural meanings. For me, this is the yardstick for all poetry criticism. The third is to have some
grasp of the history and evolution of poetry because this prevents writing about a poem as if it existed independently
of an aesthetic and intellectual context.
Ami Kaye: Do you think it is a good idea for a journal to have a guest editor every so often?

Jeffrey Side: Yes. I see no reason why not. If a journal wants to devote an issue to a certain theme or topic then a
guest editor knowledgeable in that area would be a good idea.

Ami Kaye: Thank you for your time with this interview. One final question. How do you balance writing your own
poetry with the demands of running your poetry magazine? Do you find you have less time to submit your own work
and even less time to write? How can you circumvent those difficulties so you can keep your own work going?

Jeffrey Side: I wish I could give an answer that would be interesting to your readers, but the truth is I haven’t
written any new poems for some time now. I’ve a backlog of poems (and notes for ideas for poems) to draw on if
need be, though. I suppose I’ve expressed all that I feel needs to be expressed by me poetically in this backlog and
what has been published. I feel this is particularly the case with my long poem Carrier of the Seed, which I finished
writing in 2005.
Interview with Ami Kaye of Pirene’s Fountain
September 2010
Ami Kaye: How did you think of starting Argotist Ebooks?

Jeffrey Side: Well, it seemed to be the next logical step to publishing poetry at The Argotist Online, which I’d been
doing since 2005.
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Ami Kaye: How many submissions do you get?
Jeffrey Side: Around seven a day.

Ami Kaye: How do you select from among the submissions?

Jeffrey Side: I just go by my personal taste. I suppose that’s why the catalogue is quite diverse.
Ami Kaye: Do the books have the ability to be published in print format down the line?

Jeffrey Side: Yes, there’s that possibility. Though for me, publishing ebooks has certain attractions over publishing
printed books in that I can publish an ebook in 15 minutes, at no cost, and with no retail price. To do the same with a
printed book would be difficult, especially as far as making it free is concerned. It’s important to me that they’re free,
as I think that since poetry book sales make little money anyway, there’s no point in limiting public access to poetry
for the sake of minuscule returns. Poetry’s not as widely read as it used to be in, say, the 1850s, so potential readers
of it need incentives to bother checking it out; and making it free is part of that, for me anyway.
Ami Kaye: How do you choose covers for your book?

Jeffrey Side: Some of the poets I publish do their own cover designs, and for those that can’t either Rich Curtis or
Rachel Lisi, two visual artists, do designs for them. Rich and Rachel write poetry too, which enables them to find
visual motifs for designs in the poetry collections I send them.
Ami Kaye: How long does it take for you to read a manuscript, put the book together and have it ready to download?

Jeffrey Side: I can publish an ebook in about 15 minutes, but it takes about a week to prepare the manuscript. I don’t
read one manuscript in one sitting as I’ve usually got two or three others that also need my attention, so I rotate
between them. Once that’s done, it takes a few days for each cover to be designed, either by the particular poet or by
Rich or Rachel. When I have the covers, I format the manuscripts to conform to the standard design I use, and then
put them online. Given the varying rates of progress for each stage, I can publish three ebooks a week.
Ami Kaye: Do you know of other presses that operate in this way?
Jeffrey Side: No, but I expect there are some.

Ami Kaye: What kinds of titles do you publish?

Jeffrey Side: All styles of poetry and experimental fiction.

Ami Kaye: What is the advantage of a book like this for readers?

Jeffrey Side: Well, an important advantage is that an ebook is universally available, and as opposed to a printed book,
you can download and start reading one within minutes without leaving your home. This is especially important for
people who live in remote villages, or who are unable to walk or are physically challenged in some way. Ebooks also
don’t need any physical storage space. You can store literally hundreds of them in a portable reading device or on a
USB flash drive. So in this respect, they’ve got far greater portability than printed books. They’re also more easily
searchable than printed books, and their text can be resized for people with visual problems. Once portable reading
devices become as commonplace as mobile phones, I think ebooks will be the norm, and print books will exist mainly
for collectors and archivists, or bought as special gifts for weddings and christenings etc.
Ami Kaye: Are you enjoying your foray into book publishing?

Jeffrey Side: Yes, especially at the low-key level I’m involved in.
Interview with Anny Ballardini of Fieralingue

131

October 2010
Anny Ballardini: Could you please describe your Publishing House? Would you like to illustrate your work as a Poet?

Jeffrey Side: Argotist Ebooks publishes free poetry ebooks. The reasons they are free is that it costs nothing to
produce them, so to charge for them would be inappropriate. It is difficult to describe what Argotist Ebooks
publishes. So far, its publications have not conformed to any homogeneous poetic aesthetic. Broadly speaking,
though, most of its publications are what could be called “avant-garde”－a term that I’ve grown uneasy with, as it
has become meaningless given that there is now an academic poetic establishment that has co-opted the term for
itself, and is disseminating an academically sanctioned “avant-garde poetry”. So perhaps Argotist Ebooks is not
publishing “avant-garde” poetry at all, or at least not the sort that has been assimilated by the academy.
It’s difficult to illustrate my work, but here is a poem written in 1991, which few people have seen:
GOLDENROD

I watched you gather goldenrod in the fields.
I watched you swimming in the forest.
And I watched you keeping your hands upon your knees.

You breathe like a scientist.
And your breath becomes the count of dreams.
You smell as sweet as the secondhand books you throw away.
And you write in longhand on paper before the woods run out.
And the caverns in the earth are not singing.
And I cannot walk around the laboratory.
And I cannot rest my fingers.
And I cannot stay in when the sun is out.

I used to think you were a gift to the experimenters.
I used to think you were a gift to the men fighting for their home.
Or the men who cry on the heath and moors.
Or the men who fall in the underground.
Or the men who wait for us when the clock stops.

I watched you gather goldenrod in the fields.
The sun was escaping from your hair and your feet
were deep in the wet grass.
And your arms were filled with goldenrod.

Anny Ballardini: Are there any parameters by which you understand the political correctness of a literary work?
Could you please describe them? Could you give some examples based on the books you published?

Jeffrey Side: I can’t really answer the question, as I don’t believe that poetry that thinks of itself as political is of any
urgent relevance to the aesthetics of poetry, which has always been my main concern. I assume that some of those
poets who write what they call political poetry hope it will have some interest philosophically, if nothing else.
The failure of the high profile and well-supported political protest song “movement” in the USA in the 1960s should
be an indication that if such a popular and internationally well-publicised mass movement as that failed, then
certainly “political” poetry (avant-garde or otherwise) has little hope of success.

Anny Ballardini: What is the difference between online publishing and printed publishing in terms of involvement,
risks, returns be they monetary and/or in terms of feedback/gratification?
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Jeffrey Side: I only edit online material but have been involved with print editing in the past, mainly with The
Argotist magazine in the 1990s. The differences between the two are that with online publications you don’t have all
the hassles of having to do print runs, finding distribution networks, finding retail outlets and finding the funding for
all of these things. This has made online publishing a more inexpensive and efficient delivery system for publications
than would be the case using the infrastructures available for printed matter.
Also, online publications are always ubiquitous in a way that print ones can never be. Which is to say, that people
surfing the Internet are always, by the second (and no doubt simultaneously), coming across online publications
whether by accident or design.
Anny Ballardini: With the general economic crisis that has hit not only the U.S.A., what is your forecast on the future
of the book?

Jeffrey Side: I think the future of printed books will be that they will still be available but for mainly archival
purposes, and for collectors of beautiful objects. There may also be a market for them as gifts for special occasions
such as weddings, christenings and other rights of passage celebrations. But as a utility, printed books will be used
rarely when devises such as Kindle become as ubiquitous and as affordable as digital wristwatches.
Anny Ballardini: Where does your work lie?

Jeffrey Side: I have no sense of my work. I just do what needs doing, when time permits.
Interview with Paul Brookes of Wombwell Rainbow
January 2019
Paul Brookes: When and why did you begin to write poetry?

Jeffrey Side: I started writing poetry in 1990, after being introduced to Bob Dylan’s songs by someone. I was taken
by Dylan’s use of words and rhyme, and his ability to make his songs personally significant and relatable to
experiences in my life with an uncanny accuracy. I thought this was a wonderful gift to have, and wished that I had it.
But not having any ability to write songs, I thought I’d try writing poetry instead.
Paul Brookes: Who introduced you to poetry?

Jeffrey Side: Apart from the person who introduced me to Bob Dylan’s songs, there was no one else. After hearing
Dylan’s songs, I began to read (and read about) poetry on my own initiative. This led me to want to study it formally
at university, which I later did.
Paul Brookes: How aware were and are you of the dominating presence of older poets?

Jeffrey Side: When I started writing poetry in 1990, I was only aware of two older poets who had a dominating
presence. The first was Seamus Heaney, whose presence and influence was widespread in British mainstream poetry.
The second was John Ashbery, whose presence and influence was widespread in American avantgarde poetry.
Paul Brookes: What is your daily writing routine?

Jeffrey Side: I don’t have one. I tend to operate on impulse and spontaneity when it comes to writing poems. I do,
though, jot down phrases that come to me every so often, and file them away for possible later use when writing a
poem.
Paul Brookes: What motivates you to write?

Jeffrey Side: I think what motivates me, is a hope to connect with people. To write poems that hopefully people will
find personally significant and relatable to experiences in their lives, as Bob Dylan’s songs are for me.
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Paul Brookes: What is your work ethic?

Jeffrey Side: I don’t really have one. I just write whenever the mood takes me.

Paul Brookes: How do the writers you read when you were young influence you today?

Jeffrey Side: There have been many poetry influences on me since I started writing poetry. Primary influences are:
Bob Dylan, T. S. Eliot and William Blake. Secondary influences are: Leonard Cohen, Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac.
It’s difficult for me to specify how these writers influenced me; apart from saying that without their influence my
poetry would have been different－if that makes any sense.
Paul Brookes: Who of today’s writers do you admire the most and why?

Jeffrey Side: I admire Bob Dylan the most, if only because out of all the celebrated poets around today, none have
enriched my imagination and emotions as much as he has. I know that sounds like an unschooled response but I have
to be honest.
Paul Brookes: Why do you write?

Jeffrey Side: As in a previous answer, to hopefully connect with people, so they can hopefully find personal
significance and relatability to experiences in their lives through my poems, as I do through Bob Dylan’s songs.
Paul Brookes: What would you say to someone who asked you “How do you become a writer?”

Jeffrey Side: I’d tell them to read some books on how to be a writer, and to go to a creative writing workshop. It is
probably easier to be a writer now than at any other time in history, what with the enormous information resource
that is the Internet, and a myriad of online writers’ forums, blogs and publishing outlets etc.
Paul Brookes: Tell me about the writing projects you have on at the moment.

Jeffrey Side: I’m currently working on a collaborative project with Jake Berry, that involves writing aphorisms with
the use of a dice. Apart from that, I’m not writing. I tend to be occupied most times with publishing poetry ebooks for
other poets, and adding new content to The Argotist Online.
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Miscellany
Responses to Critics－Part I and Part II
Part I consists of negative reactions to my essay ‘The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and the Avant-Garde’, and
my responses to this. The essay was published in Jacket in 2009, and the editor, John Tranter, shortly afterwards,
decided that to get some sort of critical debate about Heaney started, there should be an invitation to Jacket readers
to submit their reactions (positive and or negative) to the essay. These reactions would then be published alongside
the essay, along with my responses to them. In this section, I have included all the negative reactions to the essay.
Part II consists of my response to Seth Abrahamson’s critique of my Introduction to a feature at The Argotist Online
called ‘The Academisation of Avant-Garde Poetry’.
Responses to Critics Part I
Jamie McKendrick’s Response in Jacket to Jeffrey Side’s Article ‘The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and
the Avant-Garde’.
March 2009

Contemporary criticism owes a huge debt to figures like Jeffrey Side who fearlessly expose the lies and subterfuges
of the mainstream. It’s worth the effort subjecting an off-the-cuff remark by Heaney in an interview to a severalthousand-word scholastic investigation (and with proper footnotes too) if it can serve to show just how nefarious
these tendencies really are. How dare Heaney suggest, for example, that J. H. Prynne and his followers have avoided
publishing with commercial presses when the blame can be laid at the mainstream’s door? Even if Prynne himself
has declined to be published in certain commercial anthologies and other poets affiliated with him have expressed
scorn for the larger poetry outlets, that doesn’t let the mainstream off the hook. What’s to stop them subsidizing
experimental work out of their own pockets, amply lined as they are and stuffed with undeserved tenners? [UK tenpound notes.]
As Side has so unequivocally demonstrated, pretty well everything Heaney writes in his criticism clearly comes from
a defensive attitude towards his posthumous reputation. What could be clearer? Like other figures in the
mainstream he can sense the tide is turning. These days there are queues forming down many high streets for the
work of poets whose reputations Heaney is now subtly trying to undermine.

And it’s good to see that point about Heaney’s aesthetic subservience to the Movement reiterated－an argument on
which figures like Robert Shepherd have lavished much critical care － for surely no-one can now doubt that the
principles of composition learnt at the feet of Eric Hobsbawm [McKendrick means Philip Hobsbaum], when he was a
teenager, have shaped and powered Heaney’s entire “career”. It’s obviously an irrelevance that no one now reads
Hobsbawm and hundreds of thousands of readers know and enjoy Heaney’s poems. In this respect, it’s also wise of
Side to refrain from quoting a single line of Heaney’s poetry because that would unnecessarily complicate his
brilliant insight about Heaney’s un-connotative use of language.
It was also heartening to see Ira Lightman’s invective: a prose style like his must take a certain aesthetic
commitment－his last paragraph, no small feat, almost outdoes Side in its sharpness and vehemency:
Political efficacy (vote for me, buy my book) is all about having carrying a certain gravitas of applying
counter-intuitive theoretical earnest with just a touch of demagoguery, while having a strength in being,
if Blair, at least not son of Blair with no theoretical earnest and a borrowed coat of many colours.

And why should severe difficulties in writing a single coherent sentence be an obstacle to judging the supposed
intricacies of poetry? Finally, I don’t see why Mr John Muckle thinks he has a right to step in with his seemingly
logical and unruffled observations. Can’t he just see how cunning and defensive and dissembling Heaney is? To
doubt Side’s own veracity would be a typical mainstream ploy.
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Jeffrey Side’s First Response
April 2009

Jamie, just to respond to a few points you make in your letter about my Heaney article. I will quote from your letter
and add my comments beneath.

‘It’s worth the effort subjecting an off-the-cuff remark by Heaney in an interview to a several-thousand-word
scholastic investigation’.

I see no reason why a casual remark should not be examined in depth if it is representative of more considered
statements made by Heaney in the past. You will note that the brunt of my article deals specifically with statements
made by Heaney in his The Redress of Poetry, which fully rehearses his opinions and theories about poetry, as well as
his, sometimes, dismissive evaluations of other poets. Indeed, the article goes into such depth because I anticipated
accusations similar to the one you and John Muckle have made.

‘How dare Heaney suggest, for example, that J. H. Prynne and his followers have avoided publishing with commercial
presses when the blame can be laid at the mainstream’s door? Even if Prynne himself has declined to be published in
certain commercial anthologies and other poets affiliated with him have expressed scorn for the larger poetry
outlets, that doesn’t let the mainstream off the hook. What’s to stop them subsidizing experimental work out of their
own pockets, amply lined as they are and stuffed with undeserved tenners? [Ten-pound notes.]’
Your last sentence is not something that I suggested in my article, therefore, I will regard it as mere pique on your
part. Regarding Prynne’s reluctance to be published in mainstream quarters, this certainly is not the case with
regard to Bloodaxe, who published his collected poems. And I cannot be sure that he has shunned mainstream
publishers in the past, as you assert. You will have to be more explicit to convince me. If other poets ‘affiliated with
him have expressed scorn for the larger poetry outlets’, does this mean that such “scorn”, as you put it, was born of
offers of publication from such quarters? I seriously doubt it. Such a reaction is likely to be because of a lack of such
overtures.
‘As Side has so unequivocally demonstrated, pretty well everything Heaney writes in his criticism clearly comes from
a defensive attitude towards his posthumous reputation. What could be clearer?’
All I can do is to ask you to read my article more closely, and less defensively yourself, and to do some exploration of
the sources mentioned in the endnotes.

‘And it’s good to see that point about Heaney’s aesthetic subservience to the Movement reiterated－an argument on
which figures like Robert Shepherd have lavished much critical care － for surely no-one can now doubt that the
principles of composition learnt at the feet of Eric Hobsbawm [McKendrick means Philip Hobsbaum], when he was a
teenager, have shaped and powered Heaney’s entire “career”‘.

I think this is something of a red-herring. Because an area of research has been well mined doesn’t invalidate the
veracity of its conclusions, indeed, quite the contrary. Hobsbaum’s poetic ideas (which I have detailed in my article,
and elsewhere at even greater length) are reiterated in Heaney’s critical writings, if you would care to look more
closely into the matter.
‘In this respect, it’s also wise of Side to refrain from quoting a single line of Heaney’s poetry because that would
unnecessarily complicate his brilliant insight about Heaney’s un-connotative use of language’.

Rather than quoting Heaney’s poetry, I chose to quote from his critical writings, as it was this mode of discourse that
my article was grappling with. It is possible that connotation, to some degree, is present in his poetry. Language is
naturally connotative; no matter how hard one strives to make it less so. The matter for me is not that connotation
can be found in Heaney’s poetry, but rather to what extent Heaney has controlled its affects. Again, my article
demonstrates something of Heaney’s cautious approach to connotation regarding his views of John Clare’s poetry.
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Jamie McKendrick’s Second Response
April 2009
Jeffrey, what made me write in with annoyance in the first instance was the whole tenor and direction of your article,
from the title onwards, which wanted to establish a pattern of “dissembling”－essentially dishonesty and bad faith, a
serious charge－in Heaney’s writings. Your copious footnotes and quotations from his prose revealed no such thing.
No doubt all this looks to you like “academic polemic” but it looks to me more like a grievance-in-waiting you’ve
hung onto Heaney’s interview reply. The result is to make the reader question your own honesty, as indeed Swords
[Desmond Swords－another person who responded to Side’s article] did. His approach follows your own example:
he’s making assumptions about your motives just as you did about Heaney’s, the difference being that you were
wearing a scholarly carapace, and he a cap and bells.
But let’s move on to the article:

You take a number of instances from The Redress of Poetry in which Heaney weighs, with considerable care, the rival
claims of life and art on poetry and, in each case, you arbitrarily assert that he only cares about the mimetic function,
the life side of the equation, and has no serious regard for the other side, presumably your side, though it’s hard to
see you as the perfect advocate for the art when Heaney is portrayed as underselling it. (This is a world I don’t think
even Pope could have imagined.)

Let me take some examples. You quote Heaney saying ‘And yet, limber and absolved as linguistic inventiveness may
seem in poetry, it is not disjunct from or ever entirely manumitted by the critical intelligence’. Like it or not, Heaney
has taken pains in the way he’s expressed this tension (‘not disjunct from or ever entirely manumitted by’) only to
have you flatly “translate” his argument into a ‘distrust of linguistic ingenuity’ and to claim ‘he places reason above
artifice and content before form’. This is a travesty of scholarship － it’s like saying, regardless of what the author
actually writes, he means what I want him to mean. Heaney gives due weight to both claims and you say he’s
dismissing one of them. You start from a rigid, aprioristic position and blindly ignore even the evidence you adduce.
Your account of Heaney’s dealings with Clare is similarly garbled, and keeps presuming Heaney is promoting his
own poetry. You accuse him of arguing ‘disingenuously’ when he claims that ‘there is more than mere description in
Clare’s poetry’. Why should this uncontroversial claim be disingenuous? (Everyone who reads Clare can see there’s
a large freight of description, but most of us easily perceive that the description, at least in his best poems, adds up to
something a great deal more.)

In your reply to me you refer to Heaney’s ‘sometimes, dismissive evaluations of other poets’, presumably referring
to his account of Dylan Thomas, about which you say he is ‘again, favouring content over poetic language’. Heaney’s
essay is full of praise for Thomas, but there are occasions in which he sees Thomas carried away by the
‘extravagance of imagery and diction’. Heaney isn’t saying he doesn’t enjoy that extravagance, he clearly does even
in the quotation you give, but it’s just that he prefers it in certain instances where there’s more undertow or
counter-pressure from the material. This seems to me a fair criticism, and one that many other admirers of Thomas,
myself included, would concede. You might have a more original or different case to make about Thomas (though
there’s absolutely no sign of that) but here again Heaney’s argument certainly isn’t “disingenuous” or “dissembling”.
In almost every reference to his essays, you wilfully twist what Heaney writes, and use clumsy prompts like
‘opportunistically’, or the above, that are meant to discredit him. These, especially ‘casuistry’, in the pejorative sense
you intended, describe your own approach far more accurately than Heaney’s.

To turn to the other points that you raise in your reply: the question about whether J. H. Prynne has declined certain
publishing opportunities is something I’m no expert on. I understand, for example, that he chose not to appear in at
least one widely distributed anthology (The Penguin Book from Britain and Ireland from 1945). If I’m right, he may
have all kinds of unimpeachable reasons for doing so. But even if I’m wrong, since I’m not in the least blaming him or
others for such a choice, and you, on the other hand, were blaming the “mainstream”, I’d say the burden of proof for
that claim lies on your shoulders not mine. The idea that certain poets affiliated with Prynne should expect to receive
‘overtures’ and ‘offers of publication’ from the larger presses is comic and naive: in the overwhelming majority of
cases poets submit their manuscripts to publishers. It’s an arduous and sometimes dispiriting business, as I and
hundreds of others can testify. If some poets chose another route － of smaller press publication － without all that
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bother, it may well be a fine and private decision but it carries the inconvenience of (even more!) minimal
distribution and coverage. I’m far from sure that these poets would necessarily be accepted but I’m convinced that
some who publish in small presses have, for whatever reasons, chosen that as their preferred mode. (For those with
any interest in a wider readership, not only Bloodaxe but also Carcanet have published a number of poets whose
practices diverge from the “mainstream” and Salt has displayed an eagerness to do so.)

Two other matters remain. Your argument that concertinas the Movement into the Group and then conflates Philip
Hobsbaum with Heaney has certainly been repeated ad nauseam － it’s almost become an article of faith in some
quarters; but repetition isn’t proof, and your article merely parrots these connections. The quotation you do give
from Hobsbaum reveals a clunky, English nationalist agenda in his questioning of Pound and Eliot’s status －and it
doesn’t take much wit to work out why Heaney would dissociate himself from that. In terms of practice, it would
make much more sense to see Heaney learning from, among others, Kavanagh and Yeats at home, and across the
Atlantic from Lowell and (to a lesser extent) Bishop. I intend no disrespect to Hobsbaum in repeating that Heaney,
almost from the outset, had outdistanced this supposed master. (The same is true of Longley and Mahon.) What I
can’t see is why so many critics like Robert Sheppard, who are informed in other areas, invest so deeply in this
bankrupt notion. Do they have to believe Andrew Crozier has the last word when he says ‘The present-day canon has
its roots in the Movement’?
(That quotation appears, as your footnote proclaims, in Antony Easthope’s deeply philistine book Englishness and
National Culture. I suspect he’s the only author you footnote who might just approve of your venture－I’d bet good
money that Morrison, Haughton and even Fenton would be appalled at the uses you’ve put them to.)

Finally, your argument about the connotative aspects of poetry is, I’m afraid, plodding and doctrinaire. Connotation
in language is just one, often, minor aspect of poetic practice and by no means a defining one (in some of Geoffrey Hill,
for example, it can take on an important role, in some of William Carlos Williams it’s narrowed to nothing). There are
many excellent poems that deliberately exclude or minimise connotation. Some types of ambiguity are useful and
enriching in poetry and some not. But even if we were to accept it as a criterion, your insistence that Heaney as a
poet undervalues the connotative aspects of language is refuted by almost every quotation you’ve given from his
prose. Your own prose is dreary and monotonous where Heaney’s is explorative and supple. But the real test would
be his poems and, as I’ve said, you’ve deliberately avoided them. It’s ghastly to excerpt lines as possible targets, and
readers who know Heaney’s work could supply hundreds of better examples, but can anyone imagine a Movement
poet writing lines so full of linguistically self-referential tropes as these typical lines from early Heaney: ‘The tawny
guttural water / spells itself…’ or ‘the shower / gathering in your heelmark / was the black O / in Broagh…’? Or a
line taken at random from late Heaney: ‘Telluric ash and fire-spores boil away’? That Heaney cleaves to the actual
and the physical, and relishes description, is not in the least evidence that his poems deny the linguistically
extravagant and inventive, or that they fail to achieve effects beyond the literal. (Just how connotative and
challenging to literal paraphrase his poems are will be clear to anyone who has tried to translate him into another
language. I suspect quite a few “experimental” poets would be far less problematic.)
You may not care for any of these effects in his poems but your remarks about Heaney’s style illuminate nothing
about his practice. Your view of Heaney’s prose is blinkered and (both historically and geographically) parochial－
there’s just no sense at all of a writer who is having to engage with political turmoil up close and having to think hard
about the responsibility poetry might have both to its own imaginative freedom as well as to the social context－and
for most of Heaney’s writing life that has been one of murderous conflict. The idea that The Movement or the Group
would help Heaney steer his way through any of this is deeply unconvincing. But ultimately it’s the continuous
assumption of bad faith that betrays the ill-motivated and petty-minded rather than the polemical nature of your
article.
Jeffrey Side’s Second Response
April 2009
Jamie, just to respond to a few points you make in your response to my response to your letter about my Heaney
article. I will quote from you and add my comments beneath.

‘No doubt all this looks to you like “academic polemic” but it looks to me more like a grievance-in-waiting you’ve
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hung onto Heaney’s interview reply. The result is to make the reader question your own honesty, as indeed Swords
[Desmond Swords－another person who responded to Side’s article] did. His approach follows your own example:
he’s making assumptions about your motives just as you did about Heaney’s, the difference being that you were
wearing a scholarly carapace, and he a cap and bells’.

I think when readers compare my article with Swords’s diatribes against me personally a fairer assessment will be
made. Indeed, that you find Swords credible weakens your own credibility slightly.

‘You quote Heaney saying “And yet, limber and absolved as linguistic inventiveness may seem in poetry, it is not
disjunct from or ever entirely manumitted by the critical intelligence”. Like it or not, Heaney has taken pains in the
way he’s expressed this tension (“not disjunct from or ever entirely manumitted by”) only to have you flatly
‘translate’ his argument into a “distrust of linguistic ingenuity” and to claim “he places reason above artifice and
content before form”. This is a travesty of scholarship’.
It is curious that Heaney uses the words “absolved” and “manumitted” in the sentence you quote. The meanings of
these words, as you know, are “Freed from any question of guilt” in the case of “absolved”, and “Free from slavery or
servitude” in the case of “manumitted”. These words are morally charged ones, and not as objective and analytical as
you seem to be suggesting. Why would one need to use them in a sentence that is, as you interpret, merely an
expression of an observed tension? Why shouldn’t ‘linguistic inventiveness’, as Heaney describes poetic language, be
“freed from any question of guilt” (although, something of his real opinion on this is revealed when he slips into the
sentence the word “seem” to suggest its continuing “guilt”)? And why is it necessarily the case that it cannot be “free
from slavery or servitude”? That in the case of the former it is, and in that of the latter (according to Heaney) it is not,
to me, questions Heaney’s objectivity regarding the sentence you quote. It also further demonstrates his frequent
use of slippery critical language. So it is not as clear-cut as you assume when you say: ‘Heaney gives due weight to
both claims and you say he’s dismissing one of them’. With Heaney, his critical language has to be carefully decoded
in order to appreciate its subtleties.
‘Your account of Heaney’s dealings with Clare is similarly garbled, and keeps presuming Heaney is promoting his
own poetry’.

I never used the word “promoting” in relation to Heaney’s use of poetic apologia. It is not my unique opinion that
Heaney in his critical writings of other poets uses it as apologia for his own poetry. In ‘Power and Hiding Places:
Wordsworth and Seamus Heaney’, Hugh Haughton says that Heaney ‘has used critical prose as a powerful
instrument in helping define the terms through which his own work can be understood. In readings, essays,
interviews and lectures, he has proved himself […] an eloquent self-promoter of his own art’. This was quoted in my
article, but you seem not to have noticed it.
‘You accuse him of arguing “disingenuously” when he claims that “there is more than mere description in Clare’s
poetry”. Why should this uncontroversial claim be disingenuous? (Everyone who reads Clare can see there’s a large
freight of description, but most of us easily perceive that the description, at least in his best poems, adds up to
something a great deal more.)’

The quote from Heaney that proceeds my use of the word “disingenuously” is: ‘Just because Clare’s poetry abounds
in actualities, just because it is full of precise delightful detail as a granary is full of grains, does not mean that it is
doomed to pile up and sink down in its own materiality’. Heaney is being disingenuous to the extent that he argues
that Clare’s poetry is more than “photography”, after Heaney has, elsewhere, praised it for its absence of artifice. He
thinks it a good thing of Clare’s ‘Mouse’s Nest’ that ‘there is an unspectacular joy and totally alert love for the onething-after-anotherness of the world’. This is a small point and I’m surprised you make such a fuss over it.
‘Heaney’s essay is full of praise for Thomas, but there are occasions in which he sees Thomas carried away by the
“extravagance of imagery and diction”. Heaney isn’t saying he doesn’t enjoy that extravagance, he clearly does even
in the quotation you give, but it’s just that he prefers it in certain instances where there’s more undertow or
counter-pressure from the material. This seems to me a fair criticism, and one that many other admirers of Thomas,
myself included, would concede’.
I disagree that Heaney is ‘full of praise for Thomas’. It seems to me that his observations of Thomas’s
“shortcomings” as a descriptive poet tells us that Heaney wishes Thomas were more of an empiricist. He suggests
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this by damning Thomas with faint praise. As I said in the article, for Heaney, Thomas ‘continued to place a too
unenlightened trust in the plasticity of language’.

‘In almost every reference to his essays, you wilfully twist what Heaney writes, and use clumsy prompts like
“opportunistically”, or the above, that are meant to discredit him. These, especially “casuistry”, in the pejorative
sense you intended, describe your own approach far more accurately than Heaney’s’.
I can only say that you, again, have not attempted to look further than my article and to the sources cited in it. I
apologise if you find my vocabulary offensive to Heaney.

‘To turn to the other points that you raise in your reply: the question about whether J. H. Prynne has declined certain
publishing opportunities is something I’m no expert on. I understand, for example, that he chose not to appear in at
least one widely distributed anthology (The Penguin Book from Britain and Ireland from 1945). If I’m right, he may
have all kinds of unimpeachable reasons for doing so. But even if I’m wrong, since I’m not in the least blaming him or
others for such a choice, and you, on the other hand, were blaming the “mainstream”, I’d say the burden of proof for
that claim lies on your shoulders not mine’.

I have to disagree; the burden of proof is still on your shoulders. I have not blamed the mainstream in this matter. I
mentioned nothing of this in my article or in my response to your initial response to the article. You have elevated it
to a contentious issue. Although you now claim not to be ‘blaming […] others for such a choice’ your response to my
article suggested otherwise. You said: ‘Even if Prynne himself has declined to be published in certain commercial
anthologies and other poets affiliated with him have expressed scorn for the larger poetry outlets, that doesn’t let
the mainstream off the hook’. Here, you put words into my mouth by suggesting that my article suggested this, which
it didn’t’. These are entirely your suppositions.

‘The idea that certain poets affiliated with Prynne should expect to receive “overtures” and “offers of publication”
from the larger presses is comic and naïve’.
I was responding to your use of the word “scorn”, which you connected to my article (and which wasn’t in it). In
your response to my article, you said that ‘poets affiliated with him [Prynne] have expressed scorn for the larger
poetry outlets’. My response to this was to question it. I said: ‘If other poets “affiliated with him have expressed
scorn for the larger poetry outlets”, does this mean that such ‘scorn’, as you put it, was born of offers of publication
from such quarters? I seriously doubt it. Such a reaction is likely to be because of a lack of such overtures’. I meant by
this that for these poets to scorn (or reject) the mainstream, as you imply, would require something for them to
practically reject, other than the mere concept of a “mainstream”. The only thing that comes to mind in this regard is
some sort of publishing offer. Given that this would not be forthcoming in most cases, “scorn” would be absent, and
therefore a misappropriation by you of the word “scorn” in this context. Again, I have to stress, this is a straw man of
your own construction; my article didn’t broach the subject.
‘Two other matters remain. Your argument that concertinas the Movement into the Group and then conflates Philip
Hobsbaum with Heaney has certainly been repeated ad nauseam － it’s almost become an article of faith in some
quarters; but repetition isn’t proof, and your article merely parrots these connections. The quotation you do give
from Hobsbaum reveals a clunky, English nationalist agenda in his questioning of Pound and Eliot’s status －and it
doesn’t take much wit to work out why Heaney would dissociate himself from that. In terms of practice, it would
make much more sense to see Heaney learning from, among others, Kavanagh and Yeats at home, and across the
Atlantic from Lowell and (to a lesser extent) Bishop. I intend no disrespect to Hobsbaum in repeating that Heaney,
almost from the outset, had outdistanced this supposed master. (The same is true of Longley and Mahon.) What I
can’t see is why so many critics like Robert Sheppard, who are informed in other areas, invest so deeply in this
bankrupt notion. Do they have to believe Andrew Crozier has the last word when he says “The present-day canon
has its roots in the Movement”?’
All I can say is that Heaney’s poetic aesthetic is influenced by Hobsbaum’s, among others. I make no claim that
Heaney has imbibed Hobsbaum’s poetic xenophobia, but that is mentioned in relation to Hobsbaum’s aesthetic as
applied to what he saw as an inappropriate poetic language as expressed in the poetry of Eliot and Pound.
‘I’d bet good money that Morrison, Haughton and even Fenton would be appalled at the uses you’ve put them to.)’
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Fenton isn’t quoted in the article, Alverez is. The quote is from a book written by Fenton in which he uses the same
Alverez quote. Morrison is quoted in context, as is Haughton. So I see no reason why they would be ‘appalled’.

‘Finally, your argument about the connotative aspects of poetry is, I’m afraid, plodding and doctrinaire. Connotation
in language is just one, often, minor aspect of poetic practice and by no means a defining one’.
Your last sentence shows you don’t really understand the difference between poetry and prose.

‘Some types of ambiguity are useful and enriching in poetry and some not. But even if we were to accept it as a
criterion, your insistence that Heaney as a poet undervalues the connotative aspects of language is refuted by almost
every quotation you’ve given from his prose’.
Like Swords, you demonstrate your ignorance of the differences between language used in prose criticism and poetic
language. Criticism has no requirement to connote, but to be precise. I’m surprised that someone who is fairly
intelligent should not understand this.
‘Your own prose is dreary and monotonous where Heaney’s is explorative and supple’.

To be too supple in prose criticism could lead to a slippery use of language, don’t you think?
‘But the real test would be his poems and, as I’ve said, you’ve deliberately avoided them’.
My aim was to look at his critical prose writing, not his poems.

‘It’s ghastly to excerpt lines as possible targets, and readers who know Heaney’s work could supply hundreds of
better examples, but can anyone imagine a Movement poet writing lines so full of linguistically self-referential tropes
as these typical lines from early Heaney: ‘The tawny guttural water / spells itself… ‘ or ‘the shower / gathering in
your heelmark / was the black O / in Broagh…’? Or a line taken at random from late Heaney: ‘Telluric ash and firespores boil away’? That Heaney cleaves to the actual and the physical, and relishes description, is not in the least
evidence that his poems deny the linguistically extravagant and inventive, or that they fail to achieve effects beyond
the literal. (Just how connotative and challenging to literal paraphrase his poems are will be clear to anyone who has
tried to translate him into another language. I suspect quite a few “experimental” poets would be far less
problematic.)’

Both lines you quote are mediocre examples of poetry. Both, as you correctly point out, are heavily adjectival and
descriptive. Using words like “tawny”, “guttural” or “telluric” won’t detract from this. Where his poems attempt to
use linguistically interesting words, these words usually only serve to shore up reality, they fail to project beyond
their specified meanings. They function as adornments to description. They are tools to make explicit what would
otherwise remain vague, or connotative.
‘Your view of Heaney’s prose is blinkered and (both historically and geographically) parochial － there’s just no
sense at all of a writer who is having to engage with political turmoil up close and having to think hard about the
responsibility poetry might have both to its own imaginative freedom as well as to the social context－and for most
of Heaney’s writing life that has been one of murderous conflict’.

Again, I did not intend addressing these issues in the article. I was merely looking at the way he uses his prose
criticism as apologia.
Ira Lightman’s Response in Jacket to Jeffrey Side’s Article ‘The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and the
Avant-Garde’.
March 2009
I’ve been really enjoying reading Heaney’s poems this past week, and Jamie McKendrick’s too. I took both their
Selected Poems out from the Northern Poetry Library. I sincerely mean I enjoyed them, as I flicked through (as I’m
sure everyone does) to land on a handful for my personal anthology of Ira’s faves.
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I felt if anything that Heaney’s early work is connotative, and McKendrick is right to say Side has Heaney wrong on
this. Heaney has a good eye, certainly, for what Robert McKee calls (talking of story) knowing a world so as not to
write clichéd plot development, clichéd action, clichéd denouement. Moment by moment, Heaney avoids this cliché,
of detail, and progression of detail, yet sometimes seems to affirm a cliché in the whole feel of the poem. I feel, and I
think Jeff should, that all writers should consider McKee’s advice on cliché in progression of detail, but we should all
think about cliché of the whole.
I see Jeff Side’s article as a revulsion from writing accessibly, so that we can see the whole and nothing but the whole.
And he is wedded to novelty and a certain queerness, and I share some of that. But I actually find all the terms
thrown up, by Heaney and by Side, useful.

In Side’s defence, I restate my point in my first letter that Side, like Heaney’s interviewer working from the
impression Heaney gives, is talking about reaching people with great art, where most everyone else seems to me to
be talking about the brawls in the taverns of poetry readers, readers who read books, not by any means the large
world of audience thought of by Side and the great poets. And of course why no one can write properly anymore, too
obscure, academic, and bad. That is why Side should lead the attack, as I said in my first letter, because he has nonpetty ambitions. He starts the ball rolling. His writing comes from great disappointment that the mode and bulk of
Heaney’s writing doesn’t make Heaney the prophet. There should be a prophet of what Side hopes for.

I think Side doesn’t read Heaney’s borrowed quotation about Auden and “the normal” very probingly. I don’t think
it’s about being Joe Normal, but about what is normal to the human condition: love, death, stubbing your toe. This is
a fault Side shares with Perloff, who is very good at spotting allegiances to schools of epistemology (and unless we
are simply vulgar philistines, against all philosophy back to Socrates on principle, then we should look to spot that in
life too). Perloff and Side can misread the nuanced emotional specifics, the “I see what you mean” tenderness one
needs in conversation, when reflecting back “this is what I hear you saying”－although I can attest that they are both
people full of kindness and tenderness to people they encounter in life. The need sometimes to stop talking in your
own usual idiom (“change the record” as the saying goes) sometimes leads one into new language, but more often
into cliché, the shared. If it becomes then the thing that breaks you wide open to say it, then okay, disregard McKee.
Otherwise reaching out to cliché is casuistic politics, something I personally like, and I think Bob Dylan does, but I see
Perloff and Side don’t.
McKendrick hints that I am promoting my C.V. Of course I am, we all are in this debate, I think. But I want to own up
to what’s making me feel vulnerable, so that I don’t become knee-jerk. I look at some poems I’ve been writing lately,
for example, that I thought were a clever mix of Heaney and Prynne, and see (after days of reading Heaney) they look
more Heaney. Then an old friend writes to me that he’s just been reading them, and doesn’t get them at all. I wonder
If Heaney ever got that response, and how it would make him feel, say when a poem is in draft?
I myself balanced the response between: 1) disappointed that I hadn’t reached my friend, 2) wanting to do so with a
future poem, 3) feeling misunderstood, and 4) remembering others have liked the poems and volunteered anecdotes
about how the poems reminded them of incidents in their own lives, in a very close and particular way, that made me
feel useful and also that my poem had communicated.

To attempt some lit crit… Heaney’s poems in Death of a Naturalist (which says explicitly that he doesn’t want to be
an empiricist naturalist, or not just that) rather tendentiously compare things in nature to “bombs”, and I don’t think
that this is beginning photographically, and then laying on an extra meaning. It’s at least as much somebody wanting
to write about the bombs in late sixties Irish life, but finding words cohering into a musical pattern about a nature
scene, and also feeling he’s telling a story, and getting someone’s ear. Who hasn’t sat down and found the poem
writing them, not the poem they sat down to write? Critics (not least of my prose style) might say I have no skill in
telling stories, and might be right. But I do have my moments of reaching people with patterns of words. When
Heaney comes to write literally about bombs, in North, it feels like a sort of release of the breath held in the nonempiricism, the odd metaphors of Death of a Naturalist.
Bursting out of my reading of Heaney’s books is the poem ‘Casualty’ by him, it is absolutely fabulous. Taking away
from the poems around, and the essays, and poems, it’s just fabulous, in the moment, present, line by line drama.
And I keep re-reading it, as I don’t with any other poems I’ve read this week.

I just want to say, therefore, not “what about the poems?” but “what about the single poem, the one page worth the
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lifetime’s work”? I like what Heaney has written about Dylan Thomas. He seems haunted like Hamlet by the
apparition of the ghost that seems to be his father, that he may tumble over a cliff in following him. I’ve just recently
been re-reading Thomas, and some of Heaney’s reservations echo my own. But while this week I agree with Heaney
that “the necessary thing” still seems to come through, a Jamesian phrase, I really interpret that to mean some
feeling of a Dylan Thomas poem like ‘The Force that through the Green Fuse’ still seems to thrill me as it did when I
was a boy. Nostalgia makes me want to read some plastic oomph under the words, even when I don’t now like some
of the words he chose.

I think I will feel like this less and less, as time goes by. I think Thomas’ poems hold open some idea of a writing a
poem that lots of people will love which joys in the plasticity of language. But less, as time goes by. This is a sadness
for non-Georgians, akin to the sadness I identify in a neo-Georgian now that Prynne is published by Bloodaxe.

A Dylan Thomas poem that I had overlooked until re-reading him is the poem ‘Prologue’, again absolutely fabulous. I
have the same sense of sighing after every line, and feeling the drama of what next on each line, that I have in reading
Heaney’s ‘Casualty’. And in both poems, a sense of the whole. As Pound said, some innovators spawn imitators, and
their imitators teach us how to read them. I feel that later poets after Thomas make simple some of ‘Prologue’s
gestures, and now I can read ‘Prologue’. Perhaps I feel the same of Heaney’s oeuvre, and ‘Casualty’? Is it patronising
to say what I’ve said about Heaney if I conclude that even only one poem by him is great?
Jeff Side quotes Heaney about Bishop: ‘she never allows the formal delights of her art to mollify the hard realities of
her subjects’. What is tragically moving about this is that, again, it’s typical poet’s hopefulness to think one’s art
appeals, whereas it’s more likely a single poem that does, and one against the overall direction of the art. I don’t
think I want to go back to much of Bishop’s art, to many of Bishop’s poems, though I do want to go back to a few
Bishop poems, intensely. Heaney seems to be talking about a mode－where there are in fact only poems, or a poem,
in the oeuvre. He is speaking out of an aspiration, and a vanity, which touches me, as suffering does, as much as
Side’s remarks touch others, though they show it by responding in annoyance.

By contrast, there are definitely poets for me, like Stevens, Wordsworth, Sandburg, Dickinson, that I want to go on
reading, and re-reading. Such that the act of reading any poem of theirs keeps ramifying, making me love all the other
poems by that poet all the more. That’s my sense of a poet’s mode, and it’s very much inductive and a posteriori. I
don’t think even Wordsworth’s self-declared rules were a rule of “never” as Heaney implies Bishop’s (if they exist)
were. A rule of a mode cannot even be spoken of by a practising poet who won’t break it, if the poet is any good. They
write essays, as Heaney and Side imply, to reach out to the world, to mollify the audience, who get the poetry better
after reading the essays. (They get the poetry, I don’t know that they get the mode, the rules. The sort of inductive
total pleasure of “give us another one, please; we know it’ll be great too”.)
Rules! Many live in a world where they quail at the thought of breaking their own rule of being seen to write like
Prynne, or Heaney, depending on who they are, at all. Call it making things beyond the pale, or unsuitably, laughably,
bad, but it is arbitrary misguided rule making nevertheless.
Jeffrey Side’s First Response
April 2009
Ira, I have taken a few points you raise and put them in quotation marks to distinguish them from my responses.
‘I felt if anything that Heaney’s early work is connotative’.

I never said Heaney’s work was not connotative, but that his critical writings and aesthetic is weighted against a use
of connotation that is not strictly controlled. Language will always be connotative whether one likes it or not; the
question is whether a poet uses language to make it more or less so, intentionally. I think Ashbery tends towards the
former and Heaney the latter. It takes great talent to do both so yes Heaney is talented. I did not intend to suggest he
was not; it’s just that this sort of talent (more usually seen in fiction writing), for me at any rate, is misapplied when
in the service of poetry.
‘Heaney has a good eye, certainly, for what Robert McKee calls (talking of story) knowing a world so as not to write
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clichéd plot development, clichéd action, clichéd denouement’.

Granted, but so have many novelists. My point being, that Heaney’s story telling and cliché avoidance skills are
readily apparent, but this does not make necessarily for poetry. It can have poetic elements, of course, as do many
novels, but it is not poetry, in any crystallised sense. However, I have to admit, I love cliché; Bob Dylan uses them all
the time, resulting in unintentional metonyms. To me a poem has failed if cliché is too ruthlessly expurgated from it.
‘I see Jeff Side’s article as a revulsion from writing accessibly, so that we can see the whole and nothing but the
whole. And he is wedded to novelty and a certain queerness’.
I am all for accessibility. Who can be more accessible than Dylan? Wanting a poetry that is not Heaneyeque does not
mean I advocate abstruse poetry, merely because it is not mainstream. My measure has always been Dylan, and the
other richly connotative songwriters such as Leonard Cohen et al.

‘His writing comes from great disappointment that the mode and bulk of Heaney’s writing doesn’t make Heaney the
prophet. There should be a prophet of what Side hopes for’.
I am not disappointed that Heaney is not a prophet. I think we have a few to choose from already in poetry: Blake
and Ashbery, just to mention two, and in song-poetry: Dylan and Cohen, again, to mention but two.

‘Perloff and Side can misread the nuanced emotional specifics, the “I see what you mean” tenderness one needs in
conversation, when reflecting back “this is what I hear you saying”‘.
It is difficult to include this element in polemical academic writing. I hope you have not found my informal emails to
you guilty of this. If so, I apologise.

‘Otherwise reaching out to cliché is casuistic politics, something I personally like, and I think Bob Dylan does, but I
see Perloff and Side don’t’.
You need to explain this to me, Ira.

‘I think Side doesn’t read Heaney’s borrowed quotation about Auden and “the normal” very probingly’.

If Heaney does intend to mean by “normal” what you assume he means then I take my comments back. However, I
think he simply means by the word a) an expression of a heterosexual sensibility and b) a poetic sensibility grounded
in commonplace experiences. In the absence of a conformation from him as to what he means either way by
“normal”, it merely comes down to interpretation, which we are both guilty of in this instance.
I can’t really respond to the rest of your piece, as it is a valid expression of your poetic taste. Each to his own, I
suppose.
Ira Lightman’s Second Response
April 2009
Jeff, these are all good points. Your one about liking Dylan (which I knew) and therefore not being against
accessibility, is well taken. Can you provide an example, though, of an accessible poet whom you like? Blake isn’t
throughout, as Dylan is. Cliché as casuistic politics, which is muckier and less groovy than the way I think you see
Dylan doing it, I have discussed in responding to Aidan. I only agree that Heaney has a “use of connotation that is
strictly controlled” insofar as he is, it seems to me, trying to write sing-song luxuriant lyric poems (that for me often
bore as poems). I don’t get what’s wrong with novelist poetry, Pound wouldn’t be against it. I don’t think queer
equals abstruse, and did not think you did. I think you’re wrong that Heaney’s some kind of Daily Mail reading
advocate of their kind of “normality”.
I think your emails are lovely, and that you treat me really respectfully and warmly, ditto with Marjorie; but I
maintain my point that neither of you are fab at tenderness in your polemics (and I still love reading them). I don’t
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think I’m just talking about taste: you may have your own poets who you like thoroughly, and those you can only
really like some of. My question is: do you? And do you like the ones you really like for their mode, or for their work,
exceptions and all?

A “use of connotation that is strictly controlled”－I do think Heaney wants to be suggestive, and not just to a strict
and limited set of connotations. I maintain I don’t find it interesting often, but I think the same mode would produce
connotation not so strictly controlled, and still be good. But I regret implying you said that, I was picking up
McKendrick taking a general drift of your piece as saying Heaney is not connotative, but I still see Heaney sitting
there, wanting to write it all down, allude to the unsaid when saying the said, to say a lot. I don’t like the poems much,
but I don’t see that as the fault of the mode.
Ron Silliman once said that the weakness of Finnegans Wake was that there wasn’t play of connotation, but that
Joyce knew every connotation he intended. Which seemed a bizarre thing to say. The re-introduction of the
intentional fallacy. I’m sure Joyce sometimes and often guffawed and said, ooh, nice extra pun, what a lucky
confluence. Heaney does too, just doesn’t write as well…
Jeffrey Side’s Second Response
April 2009
Ira, here are my responses:

‘Can you provide an example, though, of an accessible poet whom you like?’

This is a difficult question because all poetry is accessible to me. If I don’t understand a poem I free associate from
individual words and phrases until a meaning that is personal to me evolves. If you mean what poets do I like who
limit connotation to allow for an obvious surface meaning, then, I would say none. For me, poetry has to have many
levels.
‘I don’t get what’s wrong with novelist poetry, Pound wouldn’t be against it’.

Yes, Pound did advocate something akin to descriptive poetry at various points in his writings, but I am not holding
him up as an ideal for connotative poetry.
‘I don’t think queer = abstruse, and did not think you did’.
I don’t, and don’t think I said so.

‘I think you’re wrong that Heaney’s some kind of Daily Mail reading advocate of their kind of “normality”.

Did I say that? I used the word “commonplace”, in relation to his use of the quotidian aspects of existence, be it farmlife or some other intrinsically natural setting. His critical writings advocate this sort of poetry.
‘I think your emails are lovely, and that you treat me really respectfully and warmly, ditto with Marjorie; but I
maintain my point that neither of you are fab at tenderness in your polemics (and I still love reading them)’.

Thanks, but I have never really thought that tenderness was a requirement in polemics. Of course, one should always
strive to avoid personal abuse, but it is often the case that when one is writing a polemical article, the tone may seem
abrasive, but that is the nature of the form.
‘I don’t think I’m just talking about taste: you may have your own poets who you like thoroughly, and those you can
only really like some of. My question is: do you? And do you like the ones you really like for their mode, or for their
work, exceptions and all?’
The only poets I like from the past 100 years are Eliot, Dylan and Ashbery (and Kerouac, in parts). I like them
because they use language allusively. Other poets and songwriters do this also, but these four do it to my satisfaction.
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‘A “use of connotation that is strictly controlled”－I do think Heaney wants to be suggestive, and not just to a strict
and limited set of connotations. I maintain I don’t find it interesting often, but I think the same mode would produce
connotation not so strictly controlled, and still be good. But I regret implying you said that, I was picking up
McKendrick taking a general drift of your piece as saying Heaney is not connotative, but I still see Heaney sitting
there, wanting to write it all down, allude to the unsaid when saying the said, to say a lot. I don’t like the poems much,
but I don’t see that as the fault of the mode’.
All I can say is that, perhaps, I should send you a long chapter from my PhD thesis on Heaney and other descriptive
poets from 1910 to 2000. It is very long, but it may give you a clearer picture of where Heaney stands.
Desmond Swords’ Response in Jacket to Jeffrey Side’s Article ‘The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and the
Avant-Garde’.
March 2009
I have been following the scuffles on the cobbles of cyberville’s poetry village which Side’s article kicked off and have
to say, what a palava over a few sentences by the Mossbawn magus. McKendrick’s initial assessment seems about
right. Side is interrogating what Famous said, with all the relish of a traffic warden on price work. I have no problem
with this, as I love a good row as much as the next bore, and hopefully the three and four way straightner between
the two factions, will produce a bit more virtual rounds before everybody gets bored or all blathered out and retreats
to their respective corners with a bit more ammo and animosity in the hearth for another flare up.

I think it only fair to point out I have no affiliation with anyone gassing here. I am a bloke in a bedsit trying to get my
own laughably titled career up and running, and what struck me about Side’s rant, is the earnest, serious, selfrighteous po-facedness of it all, unleavened by any spark of wit or humour. There is a notable absence of gags, which
is excusable if the language is shaped such as to hold the eye with its inventiveness, but the laboured long winded
phrases of the prosecuting doctoral student, read as if they are written by… well, a phd student in the place of
pretend, the try-out gaffe which prepares us for real life by allowing us to indulge in exploratory stabs of
intellectually sounding chat－to approximate what we hope will lead us to the real thing after the ticket’s been got
and, qualified, we exit and drop the linguistic tricks and ticks indicative of prolonged exposure at the coal face of
diligent, detached and dispassionate academic study.

The natural audience for this article, the language of it suggests, is a phd student’s supervisor, as it is little more than
extended riff from a jump in point of Stepping Stones where the honey throated Irish warbler says the avant garde is
old fashioned － which Side believes worthy of a thorough and rigorous interrogation, and uses mores and
sensibilities of the student essay to do so, and delivers in language one expects of a young fogey earnestly plodding in
a hutch at the academy, taking things very seriously because his own primary intellectual audience for the last ten
years up till 2007, was a phd supervisor and a classroom of earnest wide eyed students in the teaching roles he took
on when not seeking poetic keys to the universe, passing on a hard won mystical wisdom which our star Rumpole of
the Jacket Magazine, begins demolishing H’s rep with at the start of his cerebral prosecution of a man far, far more
famous than himself:
‘Several things about this statement need to be addressed, so I will go through it step-by-step to do so. When Heaney
says that the term “avant-garde” is old-fashioned, what does this really say regarding the term’s significance in
relation to his own poetic ideals?’
They *need to be addressed* Side tells us, but the closest he gets to informing us why is very opaque and after
finishing the article one is left with an aftertaste which suggests the primary impelling force on a human level, is the
good old green eye rather than any burning conviction that some theoretical travesty of natural law has been
occasioned by a man nearing seventy years of age, ten years with a bus pass and Side piously informing us that his
writing and blather is but the posturing of a sly, self-centred poet who, by the way Side speaks of him, can’t wait to
cross the Styx and get reading what people are saying about him after his encounter with Charon, which suggests
Side does not conceive Seamus Heaney the human being, and in his place, has a mere textual construction of Heaney
the Writer, who was put on this earth solely to wind Jeff up enough to spend a long time and much effort in seeking
to prosecute him as a heretic and chancer who just sort of happened to end up as the most significant living poet of
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the latter third of the 20C writing in English, by a combination of lucky accident, scheming and diabolically unfair
practices which so offend the morally spotless Saint Jeff the Inquisitor doing it for the poor deluded folk who think
Heaney might actually have a bit of talent.
By the time I reached this paragraph, I was ready to agree with anything Side said, because I was so bored:

‘It should be pointed out that defamiliarisation is dependent upon vision in order to revive our awareness of objects
that have become over-familiar through constant exposure to them. To this extent, it is an empiricist mode of writing.
Seen in this light, Heaney’s transfigurations are not as transcendental as they initially appeared to be’.
This language serves as an example of why the evidence for the prosecution is so unconvincing. Side takes the very
poetic qualities in Heaney’s word play, and attempts to hold them up to a super-rational light of linguistic inquiry
which displays none of the inventiveness and originality he seems to be arguing for.

He takes laughable liberties by inventing a self fulfilling range of traits, much as an amateur psychologist or novelist
practicing on people at bus stops would decant into their journals a whole imagined inner topography based on the
fleeting glimpse: but with the difference is that Jeff is doing it straight. No gags, where’s the wordplay that arrests the
eye from start to finish? Nowhere and nothing to detain us but academic argot and the poetic legaleeze leading
nowhere exciting or original. Insult the man, tear him down, administer a good kicking, pan the git, but show us why
and with passion, both of which are (unfortunately) not in attendance and so Side’s attempt at immortality on the
back of what the immensely more exciting live Tipperary poet Noel Sweeney terms: “a simple gentle country man”－
didn’t land a blow except to show himself as a bloke whose ambition is limited by a sense of feeling hard done by and
sublimating that into raving at the wind, his straw man here still far more interesting in both print and (one suspects)
person than his would be literary assassin.
Jeffrey Side’s Response
April 2009
Desmond, your personal attacks on me are uncalled for, and you make several assumptions about me that are wrong
(such as that I am still doing my PhD, when, in fact, I completed it some time ago). Nowhere in your response to my
Heaney article do you address the issues I raise, being more content to make sweeping statements and attempts at
wit－badly typed by the way.
You assume, without any evidence whatsoever, that my motivation for being critical of Heaney is because of a secret
admiration for him, when you say that my ‘impelling force on a human level, is the good old green eye’. But let me
assure you that this is not the case. If it were so, I would have written a criticism of Ashbery who I do admire and
who far outstrips Heaney in poetic talent and modesty. I am one of those people who when they admire someone
keep silent about it. It seems to be you who is envious of whoever it may be, as may be indicated when you say about
yourself: ‘I am a bloke in a bedsit trying to get my own laughably titled career up and running’. I am sorry you are in
this position, and I know how hard it can be getting heard, but projecting some of your insecurities onto me is hardly
called for.

Another thing you seem overly upset about is that I write in an academic register, rather than colloquially. I am sorry
for that, but it is something of a habit, and I have always considered such a register respectful to readers. I am also
sorry that you see my writing as devoid of wit or humour and that it has, as you say, ‘a notable absence of gags’
(whatever that means).
When you quote the following from my article:

It should be pointed out that defamiliarisation is dependent upon vision in order to revive our
awareness of objects that have become over-familiar through constant exposure to them. To this extent,
it is an empiricist mode of writing. Seen in this light, Heaney’s transfigurations are not as
transcendental as they initially appeared to be.

Then say:
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This language serves as an example of why the evidence for the prosecution is so unconvincing. Side
takes the very poetic qualities in Heaney’s word play, and attempts to hold them up to a super-rational
light of linguistic inquiry which displays none of the inventiveness and originality he seems to be
arguing for.

You do not address the cogency or otherwise of the quote, but the manner in which it is written. You confuse the
language of academic register with that of poetry. Perhaps this distinction should have been mentioned to you at
some point in your poetic journey.

Finally, I have to take issue with you when you say: ‘what struck me about Side’s rant, is the earnest, serious, selfrighteous po-facedness of it all’, because it is you who seems to have an elevated sense of your own importance
regarding poetry. Here are some extracts about yourself from your blog:
‘This site you are now reading was kept by me for 8 months as a means to explore and bring to the
surface the various disparate voices in my head; part of the process called finding your voice. It is the
place I left the lyric poetry I wrote. The other sites linked to this blog (click view my complete profile on
your immediate right) house the other styles of writing. Scalljah is comedy, Desmond Swords－Poetics
started out as a place to put my avant-garde poems, and after a while developed into a place for
experimental prose, and As/Is is a collaborative blog I still post on and is where I honed my
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry skills under the silent tutelage of the conveyer belt of Post Modern verse,
Sheila E Murphy, who is a natural and very generous poet’.
‘I trained for 3 years at writing school in my home town of Ormskirk on the West coast of the UK, (BA
Hons Writing Studies and Drama) before decamping to Dublin to chase the dream of becoming a poet,
which seems to be what has happened’.
‘What I wrote on 14/11/06 was just another piece of writing on my journey to self confirmation as a
poet’.
‘I write in all genres of poetry and prose, which is why it’s taken a few years for the voice to come
through’.
‘Lots of people calling themselves poets but only very few actually are’.

‘I didn’t know if my dream of wanting to be a poet was me fooling myself or if the spark of intuition
that set it off was based in something real, so I decided to cover my backside by learning to write in all
poetical forms, from strict meter to cutting edge avant-garde and slam; and to centre my practice in
memorisation, just like the Irish Fili, or “bards” who were in existence for about 2000 years up until
Cromwell came to Ireland at the start of 17C and this ancient tradition collapsed’.

You then go on to include a very poor poem that you have written called ‘Ormskirk’ that begins like this:
I grew up in the womb of West Lancs, where
skinheads dwelt in bushes by train tracks and
cut childrens’ heads off if ever they dared
go under the tunnel after the last
light had sunk signalling it was time to
come home. Playtime finished at sunset when
I was seven, and in the darkness spooks
ghosts, ghouls or Father Christmas could descend
into the night depending on what time
of year it was.

Now who is it, I wonder, who sounds self-righteous, earnest and po-faced?
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Rob Stanton’s Response in Jacket to Jeffrey Side’s Article ‘The Dissembling Poet: Seamus Heaney and the
Avant-Garde’.
April 2009
The unswervingly stern and somewhat unfair critique of Seamus Heaney offered by Jeffrey Side and Jamie
McKendrick’s funny (if glib) riposte [in this issue of Jacket] run the risk not only of inspiring pointless ad hominem
mud-slinging (always embarrassing to see, from whatever angle), but also of boiling a potentially interesting debate
down to an oft-rehearsed set of perceived dichotomies－radical vs. conservative, innovative vs. formal, avant-garde
vs. traditional, “raw” vs. “cooked”, even Romantic vs. Classical － that are of limited real use. Instead of two
predictable camps circling their wagons on opposing sides of the same insurmountable mountain and firing off
ineffectual volleys, it is surely worth initiating a more topographical study. To this end, I aim to compare poems here
by Seamus Heaney and J. H. Prynne － one of only two “avant-garde” poets Heaney mentions by name in Side’s
quotation－to see what, if anything, lies beyond their obvious difference.
It is presumptuous to imply, even indirectly, that Seamus Heaney is the closest thing the current British poetry scene
possesses to a genuinely popular artist just because the poetry-buying public is made up of ignorant fools who don’t
know what is good for them. Assuming, then, that there are other reasons, what is it that this audience “gets” from
Heaney’s work? Surely not only, as Side implies, the reinforcement of an essentially conservative worldview, little
epiphanic confirmations of fixed national, social, familial and personal identity bringing us back to “hard realities”.
Heaney’s poetry does indeed abound in such moments of muted recognition and realisation, but is that really all that
is in it? Side presents Heaney as a poet of familiarity and stability, whose ‘dissembling’ relates mainly to his
jockeying and uneasy self-positioning in the cloistered and inaccessible corridors of academic discourse. Whatever
his failings as an artist may be, that simply isn’t the Seamus Heaney I read.

Indeed, I am always struck, when I do return to his work, by how many of his poems are directly or indirectly about
poetry, about, more specifically, becoming－or maintaining an identity as－a poet. This might be understandable in
early work like the (to my mind at least) pretty risible ‘Digging’, in which the fledging poet forsakes his forebears’
spades for a pen before arguing unconvincingly for their essential equivalence. [1] By 1984’s Station Island－where
the now 45-year old poet is still summoning up Joyce’s ghost to tell himself ‘[w]hat you do you must do on your
own’ and ‘[t]he English language / belongs to us’ － the focus on the ‘growth of the poet’s mind’ has reached the
level of neurosis, even for a committed Wordsworthian like Heaney. Bulwarked by such undeniable public signifiers
as the Nobel Prize, Heaney’s contemporary reputation is decidedly monolithic, but are such self-motivational
moments the expression of an assured and confident poet? This wavering becomes even more apparent at the
“microcosmic” scale of the individual poem. Take ‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’, which has fascinated me since I first
read it in 1996’s The Spirit Level. The first section ticks the boxes on a number of Heaney clichés:
And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird.
The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside
His cell, but the cell is narrow, so
One turned-up palm is out the window, stiff
As a crossbeam, when a blackbird lands
And lays in it and settles down to nest.

Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked
Neat head and claws and, finding himself linked
Into the network of eternal life,
Is moved to pity: now he must hold his hand
Like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks
Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown.

Yes to reconfiguring of Irish legend (Irish Catholic legend in this case), yes to “warm” depictions of the natural, yes to
vocation seen as organic part of a vague ‘network of eternal life’. This poem might be seen－cynically－as a machine
for generating a closed-circuit chorus of gently pitying ahs between identifying poet, identifying readership and
safely back again, as everyone confirms the picturesque and moving qualities of baby blackbirds and Irish saints.
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Even the ‘And’ that opens the poem (a nod－is it possible?－to The Cantos) seems to confess, here I go again. And so
he might, except that the poem quickly sprouts a second section that effectively thwarts such expectations:
And since the whole thing’s imagined anyhow,
Imagine being Kevin. Which is he?
Self-forgetful or in agony all the time

From the neck on out down through his hurting forearms?
Are his fingers sleeping? Does he still feel his knees?
Or has the shut-eyed blank of underearth
Crept up through him? Is there distance in his head?
Alone and mirrored clear in love’s deep river,
‘to labour and not to seek reward’, he prays,
A prayer his body makes entirely
For he has forgotten self, forgotten bird
And on the riverbank forgotten the river’s name.

This doesn’t quite escape from cloying abstraction－hello ‘shut-eyed blank of underearth’ and ‘love’s deep river’－
but at least contextualises them clearly (if uneasily) in the imagination. Heaney’s questions put us at a “distance”
precisely as they enumerate specific sufferings, snapping us out of the first section’s too-easy lull of narcotic
identification. There are few “mainstream” poets who would rend the veil quite as thoroughly as Heaney does here
－ this is just a poem, folks! － and one must wonder at his motivation. Is this a dismissive denouncement of the
frivolous imaginings of poetry in the face of the saint’s total sacrifice, or a fear on Heaney’s part that faith in the
natural threatens to “blank” his own consciousness of self, identity, location and therefore purpose? Does he admire
St Kevin, or is he frightened by him?

One of the more valid points McKendrick makes against Side is pertinent here: Heaney has adapted and changed
over the years, albeit slightly, and saddling him with an unwavering Hobsbaum-inspired poetics is like arguing that
Prynne never really moved on from early models like Donald Davie or Charles Olson. In The Spirit Level, as in the
preceding volumes Seeing Things and The Haw Lantern, ‘the great physician of the earth’ － as Paul Muldoon
waggishly calls him －‘is waxing metaphysical, has taken to “walking on air”’, i.e. has self-consciously moved away
from his previously grounded concerns to something more abstract and fable-like. [2]
Form itself reflects the change. The tercets of this poem－like those of the earlier sequence Squarings－seem more
indebted to the airy Wallace Stevens than the labourious Robert Frost Heaney favoured earlier in his career. Such
self-consciousness in compensating for past bias is not an example of “dissembling”, but a more fundamental
attempt at a self-righting equivocation. Ira Lightman is right in seeing this aesthetic of ‘saying nothing’－ ’Is it any
wonder when I thought / I would have second thoughts?’－as coming out of Heaney’s political context and history,
from a climate in which not taking a side represented taking a side. This can be seen in the very texture (and title) of
a volume like The Spirit Level, which balances a Yeatsian public poem like ‘Tollund’ (in which a vaguely-defined “us”
is liberated to become ‘[o]urselves again, free-willed again, not bad’ in the light of the Good Friday Agreement) with
the comfortless ‘A Dog Was Crying Tonight in Wicklow Also’, with its encompassing vision of death as ‘Great chiefs
and great loves / In obliterated light’. If today’s poetic “mainstream” can usefully be referred to as－appropriating
Silliman’s appropriation of Poe － a ‘School of Quietude’, Heaney’s quietude, while undeniable, is no oasis of stolid
calm, but riven with tension.
Attempted balance generates not calm in ‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’ but explosion. However we interpret this
individual poem, or place it in Heaney’s oeuvre, the violence of the gesture is unmistakable: the whole poem erupts
into surprising self-laceration and doubt after a “typical” Heaney opening, balancing impulse with consequence like a
willed act of contrition. Although the critic Heaney－the public Heaney－can be relied on for periodic accounts of the
vital humanistic work of poetry－indeed, his Nobel speech evokes St Kevin again in a slightly less ambiguous light as
‘true to life if subversive of common sense, at the intersection of natural process and the glimpsed ideal, at one and
the same time a signpost and a reminder’－I cannot help feeling that his real power as a writer lies not in uplift, but
in torn and doubtful poems such as this one and the non-stance stance he takes in them.

150

Here I differ from Side, who sees Heaney’s prose as a clear index of his poetic intentions. Instead, I would argue that
Heaney’s prose is essentially cheerleading on poetry’s behalf, trying to convince not only audience but also poet of
its ongoing intrinsic value and relevance. His poetry is where he actually entertains and engages with his real doubts.
If a commune between poet and readership is what is aimed at throughout Heaney’s work, then an identificationwith-doubt seems more healthy to me than with the chthonic certainties of a (to name another recent ‘canonical’
figure often linked to Heaney) Ted Hughes any day of the week.
J. H. Prynne’s poetry－and this is where I can sympathise with Side’s implicit exasperation－seems to me endlessly
more ambitious than Heaney’s, and has attempted, increasingly, what seems a “total” expression, dragging in
individual perception, stray cultural detritus, political commentary, esoteric specialised terminologies, everyday
slang, scientific jargon, emotional feedback, unpredictable connotation－everything, in short, that Prynne is, knows
and feels (a not inconsiderable amount). Such complexity does not make for easy consumption. Take this example:
All the fun of the pit gets well and then better,
sand spun off as yet to bind promise to tap up
one clock via another, either to both, sky-divers
like swallows gorging their young. In staple pairs
all so sudden with a tumult, written for nothing
to skip a beat, break open the shells; dexter risen
forward, new zonal application as leaf by shaded

leaf glows with wanting itself so. None other for
both or neither, before this after that, hall-way of
desire in fairest placement rising. As brood so on
donation true to tint momentous, all is too hardly
much to clear unaided: hot justice pleading for penalty
in a rigged-up camp of love, courtship plays requited
and branded so faintly at implicit final appeal.

This starts off with playful twists on common idioms－all of the fun of the ‘fair’ gets redirected to the decidedly less
fun ‘pit’ (with its connotations of mining or Hell) while ‘gets well and then better’ plays off the fact that we happily
tell people to ‘get well soon’ and hope that they ‘feel better’ too, when the two aren’t really compatible, at least in a
sequential way: can someone be any better than well? This bifurcation introduces a preoccupation with twinning
and doubling that comes to dominate the poem: the ‘staple pairs’ of sky-divers, ‘leaf by shaded / leaf’, the two clocks,
one of which will be ‘tapped up’ (?) via another (how does this work?), moving from alternatives to unity (‘either to
both’, then later ‘None other for / both or neither’).
Figuration works in this poem via suggestion and implication rather than overt comparison (with ‘sky-divers / like
swallows gorging their young’ a particularly vivid exception): ‘sand spun off’ to ‘bind promise’ suggests an
hourglass (another two-part mechanism) in the context of ‘clock’, with the falling sand comparable to the falling skydivers, whose suddenly opening parachutes might well resemble a ‘tumult’ or ‘shells’ breaking open, the associated
thrill like a heart ‘skip[ping] a beat’ (another everyday idiom re-routed), before the parachutes in turn suggest
falling leaves seeking a new ‘zon[e]’ on the ground. The upbeat tone of this image-complex, with its undertones of
release and excitement, is implicit (if ambiguous) in the positive connotations of ‘fun’, ‘well’, ‘better’, ‘promise’,
‘staple pairs’ (hard not to read/hear ‘stable’, but positive in either case) and the phrase ‘skip a beat’, suggesting that
more than the leaf ‘glows with wanting itself so’. One is put in mind of the surprise ending of Rilke’s tenth Duino
Elegy, where happiness unexpectedly ‘falls’. These positive possibilities are summed up in the single, odd-butprecise word-choice ‘dexter’, the opposite of ‘sinister’ － i.e. on the right rather than on the left － and with all the
fortuitous connotations that suggests in comparison. It is both literal and specific － the right side of these falling
divers / leaves is ‘risen / forward’－and figuratively propitious, implying a potentially ‘good landing’, a ‘hall-way of
/ desire in fairest placement rising’.
The mood gets gloomier as the poem goes on, the language of law and restriction crowding out the intimations of
uplifting downfall. First we have the need for a ‘zonal application’ － bureaucratic red tape and/or nefarious
parceling, buying, selling and developing of land. Possession, or desire for possession, is implicit. Then, towards the
end of the second stanza, we get ‘hot justice pleading for penalty / in a rigged-up camp of love’, where words like
‘hot’ and ‘camp’ shift disturbingly from positive, light-hearted, sexy connotations to more painful hints of
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detainment and torture and back again, with some kind of negative erotic energy powering the violence. It is hard, in
this light, not to see the ‘court’ in ‘courtship’, not to interpret the ‘plays’ as power-plays rather than enjoyable
romps and ‘requited’ as carrying a genuine burden of obligation. ‘[A]ppeal’ overlaps the languages of law and
attraction, ‘final’ brings foreshadowings of mortality, while ‘implicit’ suggests the chance for a reprieve is pretty
slim. The sense of over brimming joy that underpins the earlier part of that poem has curdled into a punishable
excess－a proper ‘gorging’－summarised unpleasantly in the nasty bathos of being ‘branded so faintly’. The poem
itself seems to contain reflections on the difficulty of avoided such imposed strictures:
As brood so on
donation true to tint momentous, all is too hardly
much to clear unaided

The sweeping momentum of the first stanza carries the reader well into the second before he or she notices the
darkening tone. It has an almost Blakean air (‘The Road of Excess Leads to the Palace of Wisdom’), with the punitive,
legalistic forces of authority poised at the gates to trim the sky-divers’ wings . . .
That I am only gesturing toward a sea of potential meaning here (and this in just one section－the final one－of the
2001 sequence Unanswering Rational Shore) should not imply that there is any “charlatanry” afoot, simply that this
poetry is particularly rich and open to interpretation on a word-by-word, phrase-by-phrase level. I have given only
my immediate reactions and second thoughts here and feel sure others would reach different conclusions about
what is going on in this poem; given more time and re-readings I’m sure I would too. The poem seems to warrant,
require, even want this type of further investigation and reflection.

Some might (and evidently do) find such indeterminacy questionable and rebarbative: even positive critical
assessments of Prynne often fight shy of actual close engagement with the words on the page. However, I feel this
poetry invites deep and repeated reading primarily because of it. Prynne’s critical output to date － notably the
volumes They That Haue Powre to Hurt; A Specimen of a Commentary on Shake-speares Sonnets, 94 (Parataxis, 2001)
and Field Notes: ‘The Solitary Reaper’ and Others (Barque, 2007) － suggests the kind of minute analysis he would
probably wish for his own work and the sort of attention he probably applies to its composition. Whether it is
reasonable or realistic to expect any given reader to grant a literary work this kind of attention seems beside the
point: the artist is free to request it; the reader is free to give it, or not. One is put in mind of Joyce’s reported quip
responding to the question “Why did you spend seventeen years writing Finnegans Wake?”: “So you could spend
seventeen years reading it” － entirely serious and playful at the same time. Prynne seems similarly driven in his
artistic ideals and ambitions, even if it isn’t always easy for the onlooker to pinpoint accurately what they are. To
quote Geoffrey Hill, a different kind of poet again to both Heaney and Prynne:
We are difficult. Human beings are difficult. We’re difficult to ourselves, we’re difficult to each other.
And we are mysteries to ourselves, we are mysteries to each other. One encounters in any ordinary day
far more real difficulty than one confronts in the most “intellectual” piece of work. Why is it believed
that poetry, prose, painting, music should be less than we are?

That seems more true of Prynne’s work even than it does of Hill’s.

The question of how the difficulty of an ‘ordinary day’ might fit into a poem takes us back to one of the more
interesting asides in Side’s essay: the delineation of “defamiliarisation” as an ‘empirical mode of writing’, something
more grounded and reactionary than radical or transcendent. Despite Shklovsky’s context within the Russian avantgarde, he had realistic fiction as much in mind when he discussed and defined “ostranenie”, and it is easy to trace the
logic behind Side’s assessment: a two-part process is involved, with the thing depicted presented in artfully
unusually terms, only for the reader’s ah of recognition to sound when memory or imagination supplies the missing
nominalism. “Normality” floods back in, but with (ideally; supposedly) an added freshness. This, it could be argued,
is what metaphor has always done, justifying to some degree Side’s strictures about its conservatism.
The curious thing is that an aesthetics of ‘fidelity to the actual’, of ‘just representations of specific nature’ (to twist
Johnson’s phrasing) can be traced back further than the mainstream defamiliarisations of Heaney and English
“Martian poets” such as Craig Raine and Christopher Reid, to decidedly “avant-garde” roots. Pound’s tenants of
Imagism－and the actual poetic practice of Pound, H. D., Williams, Moore and other first generation Modernists－can
be seen as the wellspring here, continuing through second generation figures like the “Objectivists” Zukofsky,
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Reznikoff, Oppen and Niedecker to present day practitioners like Ron Silliman and Rae Armantrout, who are －
despite “Language” writing’s alleged focus on the textual and non-referential－empiricists at heart.

British poetry in the twentieth century doesn’t really possess anything like this clear lineage, despite contrary
flourishes (some of Lawrence’s poems, for example). “Avant-garde” poets from Dylan Thomas and David Jones,
through W. S. Graham, Hugh MacDiarmid and Basil Bunting down to contemporary figures like Tom Raworth,
Geraldine Monk and Maggie O’Sullivan have consistently privileged (to use Pound’s terms) melopœia (poetry in
which ‘[w]ords are charged, over and above their plain meaning, with some musical property, which directs the
bearing or trend of that meaning’) and logopœia (‘a dance of the intelligence among words and ideas’) over
phanopœia (‘throwing a visual image on the mind’). Even apparently “earthy” poets such as Hardy, Edward Thomas
and Ted Hughes rarely present the object for the object’s sake alone.
Therefore it is not surprising that, in finding a more recent exemplar of the ‘total love for the thing-after-anotherness
of the world’ he admires so in Clare, Heaney turns to the American Elizabeth Bishop － who inherited an ethical
emphasis on accurate observation in part from the example of Marianne Moore － rather than a British poet. The
‘fidelity to the actual’ practiced by poets of The Movement was less to do with the particular observed and more to
do with the texture and nature of human interaction and community, making satire and commentary their typical
modes. Heaney, as Side sees him, is a self-limited advocate of phanopœia over melopœia and logopœia, but this
actually sets him apart from the legacy of The Movement, seen more directly in poets like Simon Armitage, Sean
O’Brien and new laureate Carol Ann Duffy.
The poems discussed above show a telling contrast on this issue. Heaney’s poem is itself conflicted: the first section
attempts to render St Kevin’s situation in naturalistic terms, complete with convincingly “real” blackbirds, but the
second unweaves this work, concerned that an unquestioning faith in the natural is maybe a promoting of the
irrational over the rational. Being ‘mirrored clear’ might seem the aspiration of a phanopœia-centred art, but the
worry here seems to be that defamiliarisation only works if it does lead back to the familiar, otherwise we are lost in
an alien world. This may be, as Side might argue, the predictable bad faith of an artist at odds with both his material
and materials, but this denies the considerable pathos implicit in Heaney’s dramatisation of his fears.

What kind of ‘fidelity to the actual’ might Prynne’s poem be said to demonstrate? Not, clearly, the unambiguous
depiction of a shared physical reality, despite that flourish of the sky-divers like ‘swallows gorging their young’.
Instead, it is primarily a poetry of logopœia－the ‘dance of the intellect among words’－to be apprehended mentally
and (to a lesser degree) aurally first, before any visualization can take place, if any can. A cliché of “postmodern”
literature to be sure, but Prynne’s poetry ceaselessly foregrounds its own existence as discourse－written material
－ and much of its poetic energy derives from the friction of juxtaposition, of individual words’ whole histories of
usage and connotation jostling for attention. As my tentative interpretation above indicates, it is largely allegorical:
ideas and impressions form as the reader reads, coalesce into a vague overview or narrative － in this case, of
indulged and (maybe) excessive pleasure curtailed by sanctioned authority－that is invariably provisional, but still
suggestive. It requires and motivates thought and is fundamentally restless.
This may be at the heart of a curious result of comparing these two authors. Standard thinking has Prynne as the
more “difficult” and “challenging” of the two － and in many ways he is －while Heaney is the more “popular” and
“down to earth”. Heaney is certainly more successful and visible in worldly terms －Nobel Prize, best sellers, feted
spokesperson － while Prynne must apparently content himself with an (admittedly expanding) coterie of peers,
admirers and idolaters. This relative social positioning, however, has seemingly little influence on their respective
poetries.

‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’ may or may not be typical of Heaney’s work, but the anxieties it uncovers surface at
regular intervals. To argue, as Side might, that these moments of weakness and doubt are staged simply so he can
come back all the stronger, reasserting his competence and the validity of his aesthetic－i.e. that they are mainly a
rhetorical device－misses the regularity and intensity of these self-debasements. One can pluck examples almost at
random: ‘Exposure’, where Heaney presents himself as ‘neither internee nor informer, / An inner émigré’ who has
‘missed / The once-in-a-lifetime portent, / The comet’s pulsing rose’; ‘Casualty’, where Heaney begs the eponymous
dead fisherman to ‘Question me again’, knowing he has no answer; or section xxxvii of Squarings, where Heaney
ruefully praises Han Shan’s Cold Mountain poems as showing the ‘virtue of art that knows its mind’, knowing that
his own do not. It is not always clear in these moments whether Heaney doubts himself or poetry itself.
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Prynne’s poetry is also pessimistic, but more in terms of subject matter and outlook. Recent poems like ‘Refuse
Collection’ and To Pollen, for instance, deal directly with the ongoing war in Iraq and work hard－usually through
shifty, shifting pronouns－to implicate reader and speaker alike in the cycle of state-sanctioned murder and torture:
All are disfigured. I saw a hole in my chest, feel
ashamed to plead for your own life it is utter crass
from a hole in the face word vomit lost for them, hurt
stain so much disowned. You hear what you say over
to get off and by right in a mutilation outburst, for
any life at all stand-in to be shameful in a news
flash grease trap.

Prynne’s indeterminacy can be seen as a form of protest, an admittance that if language is indeed irredeemably
corrupted and implicated, it can at least be coaxed into displaying, if not exorcising, its scars and inconsistencies.
Despite the darkness Prynne sees encompassing modern culture, this grain of resistance, however remote, is what
makes his work paradoxically uplifting. This is poetry that despite heavy burdens envisions itself as vital, necessary,
maybe even change-inducing; a faith that places Prynne squarely in a Romantic tradition of possible renewal. It may
only be a potential, and it may stand against intimidating odds, but it is ultimately more optimistic than the Oz-like
revelation at the heart of ‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’, even if it is Heaney himself who pulls back the curtain.

I can believe － rereading the interview quotation － that Heaney doesn’t see much in Prynne’s aesthetic, but he
cannot deny it as a necessary thing, as something at least potentially exciting and motivating. I don’t, pace Side, think
this represents a smug faint-praise dismissal on Heaney’s part, largely because he displays little real faith in his own
“alternative” － note that he ‘yearn[s] for’ a holistic “cement mixer” aesthetic rather than confidently owning it.
“Avant-garde” may indeed be an outdated term, especially given its militaristic overtones, but against this type of
thwarted desire, the invigorating spirit represented by Prynne’s work will always crop up again and be relevant.
I realise that by focusing only on poems I have enjoyed and returned to I may be misrepresenting Heaney’s work as a
whole. However, I still feel that the anxieties and concerns I have indicated recur too frequently not to be significant.
Heaney is about as popular and successful as a contemporary poet can get, but his apparent freedom to bask in the
security of public acclaim, academic positions, prominent prizes and healthy sales figures doesn’t seem to console
him. Instead, it may even add to a burdensome sense of being a spokesman. The resentment－not too strong a word I
think － demonstrated by Side in his assessment may well result from an understandable feeling that figures like
Heaney monopolise a too-large chunk of the limited media attention for poetry at the expense of more deserving
talents, making it harder for genuinely innovative writers to get noticed and recognised.

While there is truth in this, it is too simplistic to use as a one-size-fits-all criteria dividing the poetry world readily
into, on one hand, worthy toilers-in-obscurity and, on the other, vapid media whores out for themselves. There is
also truth in Ron Silliman’s repeated observation (see his blog, virtually passim) that the main problem with “official
verse culture” (to use a now-hackneyed designation) is that it presents itself－i.e. its informal affiliation of big name
trade presses, publishing outlets and sympathetic critics － as the sum reality of contemporary poetry at any given
synchronic cross-section, condemning everyone else to (at best) marginal status, if not outright non-existence. Side’s
annoyance at Heaney’s comments － and the lip service they pay － may well stem from this sense of ungrounded
ostracism: he does come across a little like the smug host welcoming Prynne and his “people” in “alternative
poetics” to the banquet before seating them safely at a table at the back. Such a reading, however, fails to
acknowledge the genuine doubt － and therefore pathos － behind Heaney’s big gun name-checks － Auden, Eliot,
Lowell－and his unfulfilled desire for a “cement mixer” poetic.
Prynne, again, offers a contrast. What irks me most about Heaney’s comment－and which, surprisingly, Side doesn’t
discuss－is his assumption that what might be more charitably regarded as a neo-Marxist scepticism about uncritical
involvement in the consumer marketplace actually represents a detached aestheticism, a ‘kind of cult that shuns
general engagement, regarding it as a vulgarity and a decadence’. This is woefully inadequate to the complex stance
taken both by Prynne and by writers obviously indebted to him (John Wilkinson, Drew Milne, Keston Sutherland and
Andrea Brady, just for starters). It is also where Heaney comes closest to sounding like the stereotypically prejudiced
and near-sighted figure Side paints him as. The clichéd image of Prynne’s career Heaney gestures toward－that he
has systematically trained up (read: brainwashed) a coterie of like-minded supporters from his safe position as a
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Cambridge academic, ensuring publication and positive critical attention without the messy business of actual
“engagement” with the reading public at large－overlooks the economic realities of the choices he has made.

After a now disowned debut from a trade press (1962’s Force of Circumstance and Other Poems, published by
Routledge), Prynne has actively sought fugitive publication－small presses, limited runs, elegant editions－not as a
way of thumbing a nose at the public, but of circulating work to interested and curious parties without necessarily
imposing it on everyone else. What can seem controlling－such as being picky about what anthologies one’s poetry
appears in－may be an honest, even generous acceptance that modern poetry is now more a matter of occasionally
overlapping tribes than a single monolithic culture. It is, to be crass, a “build it and they will come” mentality, which
is uncommon and odd enough these days to appear radical. It is hard to think of even semi-recent precedents－Emily
Dickinson? Jack Spicer? Hopkins?－and it might be necessary to go back to the model of private circulation popular
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to find them. Compared to that, Prynne in fact seems positively outgoing.

Either way, this approach echoes the kind of quiet confidence in poetry’s vitality, relevance and survival odds
mentioned above, irrespective of the growing (and realistic?) pessimism of Prynne’s worldview. It certainly shows
up McKendrick’s snide dig about the ‘queues forming down many high streets’ for “avant-garde” works as the
mercenary-seeming misstep it really is. When has market share ever necessarily equated to any art’s aesthetic value?

Ironically－and it can’t all have been thought out in advance, can it?－this technique hasn’t worked out too badly,
and Prynne is now safely ensconced as the “secret king” of British experimental poetry, a shadowy but permanent
presence and influence, even in the consciousness of the mainstream (hence Heaney’s semi-begrudging name-check).
[3] The most public effect of this situation to date－aside from the Bloodaxe Poems (1999, updated edition 2005)－
was the heated debate which erupted over Ed Randall Stevenson’s The Last of England? The Oxford English Literary
History Volume 12 1960-2000, which suggested that Prynne’s poetry might ultimately prove more durable than that
of Larkin. On the questionable basis that no publicity is bad publicity, the Prynne “brand” has reached a level of
exposure the poet himself may never have intended for it.
John Ashbery, the other “avant-garde” type Heaney mentions by name, offers a promising point of comparison here.
Side is being somewhat disingenuous when he claims Ashbery ‘has yet to receive unreserved approbation by
mainstream criticism’. Although this is true to some extent of the UK, where Ashbery－like Stevens before him－has
never really been embraced wholeheartedly by the critical establishment, a figure who has become the first living
poet to have a collected edition published by the Library of America, who－at the age of 80－was selected by MTV to
be its official laureate, can hardly be deemed obscure. Heaney is spot on when he says his is a ‘voice’ that has now
become central, but dead wrong to imply any corresponding change on Ashbery’s part to make this possible. The
important point is that Ashbery “achieved” his position with zero visible compromise of his aesthetic; the
“mainstream” has simply had to reshape itself to accommodate him, and he has become arguably the most
influential single poet since Pound.

It may take longer for Prynne’s “spikier” poetry to achieve the same result, but everything about his selfpresentation suggests he has the confidence it will happen eventually. Heaney, coming from the other position
entirely, from a maybe premature absorption, surely doesn’t express his doubts because he senses some avant-garde
“wind of change” a-gatherin’ that will necessarily make him irrelevant (McKendrick’s barbs are more or less on
target here), but because he suspects they communicate something humanly meaningful. They are easy to relate to.
Maybe a little too easy.

The radical incompatibility of the aesthetic represented by Heaney and the aesthetic represented by Prynne, their
respective brands of uncertainty, will not disappear. It is hard to believe in some Blairite “third way” that can select
the best aspects of both and fuse them neatly in the melting pot, despite the popularity right now in America of just
such a concept of “hybridity”. Instead, this is one arena where another of Blake’s Proverbs of Hell －’Opposition is
true Friendship’－may finally hold sway. However, their mutual existence and the value that many see in one or the
other approach should give us pause to ask what poetry is right now, what it should be, who it should be for and why,
and where it is going. Our doubtlessly provisional answers to these questions need not be punitive. Carving out
territories and sticking to your guns is for armies and corporations. The “big, normal world” that Heaney desires to
express is more big than it is normal.
Finally, at root, I think I resent any pronouncement limiting what poetry is and can do, something both Heaney and
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Side are guilty of here, Side maybe more so. Poetry is always potentially anything anyone can claim it is, and more.
Always more.
Notes

[1] I’ve never been able to accept the simile ‘snug as a gun’ － it works on a “musical” level, maybe, but is ugly in
every other way.
[2] Heaney’s more unilateral return to his usual stomping grounds in Electric Light and District and Circle has－for
me, at least－made for far duller and more predictable poetry.
[3] Indeed, it could be argued that Prynne’s “aura” has been accrued to some degree to the detriment of deserving
contemporaries such as R. F. Langley, Peter Riley, Douglas Oliver and Wendy Mulford, whose reputations are
altogether too small on this side of the Atlantic especially.
Jeffrey Side’s Response
April 2009
The following are my responses to some points Rob Stanton made in his critique of my article The Dissembling Poet:
Seamus Heaney and the Avant-Garde.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:
It is presumptuous to imply, even indirectly, that Seamus Heaney is the closest thing the current British poetry scene
possesses to a genuinely popular artist just because the poetry-buying public is made up of ignorant fools who don’t
know what is good for them. Assuming, then, that there are other reasons, what is it that this audience “gets” from
Heaney’s work?
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

This was not said nor implied by me in my article.

Rob Stanton’s Critique:

Side presents Heaney as a poet of familiarity and stability, whose “dissembling” relates mainly to his jockeying and
uneasy self-positioning in the cloistered and inaccessible corridors of academic discourse. Whatever his failings as an
artist may be, that simply isn’t the Seamus Heaney I read.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

This isn’t what I said, nor implied in my article relating to the word “dissembling”, which was used in relation to
Heaney’s attempts to reposition (in his book The Redress of Poetry) his poetic aesthetic and practice (which Stanton
correctly describes, when he says in his critique of my article: ‘Heaney’s poetry does indeed abound in [. . .] the
reinforcement of an essentially conservative worldview, little epiphanic confirmations of fixed national, social,
familial and personal identity bringing us back to “hard realities”‘) to appear less linguistically conservative and
descriptive than they actually are.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:

Here I differ from Side, who sees Heaney’s prose as a clear index of his poetic intentions. Instead, I would argue that
Heaney’s prose is essentially cheerleading on poetry’s behalf, trying to convince not only audience but also poet of
its ongoing intrinsic value and relevance.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:
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This point is referring to Heaney’s polemical prose as it appears in his book, The Redress of Poetry. Stanton’s position
doesn’t, though, address my article’s detailed discussion and analysis of the comments Heaney makes in that book,
regarding his preferences and encouragement for a poetic that utilises descriptive and accurate language.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:

Heaney, as Side sees him, is a self-limited advocate of phanopœia over melopœia and logopœia, but this actually sets
him apart from the legacy of The Movement, seen more directly in poets like Simon Armitage, Sean O’Brien and new
laureate Carol Ann Duffy.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

This seems to be saying that Armitage, O’Brien and Duffy owe more to the legacy of The Movement than Heaney
does. If Stanton chooses to re-categorise Heaney in this way, that is his prerogative, but as I mention in my article,
Robert Conquest in the Introduction to his anthology of Movement poetry, New Lines, describes Movement poetry as
‘empirical in its attitude’ and that values clear meanings along with a ‘refusal to abandon a rational structure and
comprehensible language’. To me, Heaney, Armitage, O’Brien and Duffy fit adequately within this classification.
Indeed, Heaney, endorses what Conquest says, examples of which can be found in my article, but which Stanton has
not mentioned.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:

‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’ may or may not be typical of Heaney’s work, but the anxieties it uncovers surface at
regular intervals. To argue, as Side might, that these moments of weakness and doubt are staged simply so he can
come back all the stronger, reasserting his competence and the validity of his aesthetic－i.e. that they are mainly a
rhetorical device－misses the regularity and intensity of these self-debasements.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

As I never discussed Heaney’s ‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’ in my article, I have no strong opinions about it other
than to say that it is a combination of prose-like accurate description and philosophical discursiveness. (Incidentally,
as I have written about elsewhere, philosophically discursive poetic language can be seen as a mimesis of thought
processes, and, therefore, just as descriptive as Heaney’s other uses of language in poems.) I would not say about ‘St
Kevin and the Blackbird’, as Stanton imagines I might, that the philosophically discursive elements are: ‘staged
simply so he can come back all the stronger, reasserting his competence and the validity of his aesthetic －i.e. that
they are mainly a rhetorical device’; that would be to credit me with too much interest in the poem. Its prose-like
descriptiveness can be seen in the first four stanzas:
And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird.
The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside
His cell, but the cell is narrow, so
One turned-up palm is out the window, stiff
As a crossbeam, when a blackbird lands
And lays in it and settles down to nest.

Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked
Neat head and claws and, finding himself linked
Into the network of eternal life,
Is moved to pity: now he must hold his hand
Like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks
Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown.

If these stanzas are not obvious enough to be recognised as prose-like and descriptive, let us render them in the
following way:
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And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird. The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside his cell,
but the cell is narrow, so one turned-up palm is out the window, stiff as a crossbeam, when a blackbird
lands and lays in it and settles down to nest. Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked
neat head and claws and, finding himself linked into the network of eternal life, is moved to pity: now
he must hold his hand like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks until the young are hatched and
fledged and flown.

The final four stanzas are:

And since the whole thing’s imagined anyhow,
Imagine being Kevin. Which is he?
Self-forgetful or in agony all the time

From the neck on out down through his hurting forearms?
Are his fingers sleeping? Does he still feel his knees?
Or has the shut-eyed blank of underearth
Crept up through him? Is there distance in his head?
Alone and mirrored clear in love’s deep river,
to labour and not to seek reward’, he prays,
A prayer his body makes entirely
For he has forgotten self, forgotten bird
And on the riverbank forgotten the river’s name

Here we see a continuation of the prose-like language but this time with a philosophically discursive register, which
Stanton seems to think makes the poem more problematic than a typical Heaney poem, hence Stanton’s marking it
out for attention, and also, presumably, to place it in the same (or nearly so) aesthetic vicinity as a Prynne poem. As I
say, I didn’t mention this poem in my article so it is not something that I think a discussion of in the way Stanton has
framed one is crucial to the article’s point.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:

I can believe － rereading the interview quotation － that Heaney doesn’t see much in Prynne’s aesthetic, but he
cannot deny it as a necessary thing, as something at least potentially exciting and motivating. I don’t, pace Side, think
this represents a smug faint-praise dismissal on Heaney’s part, largely because he [Heaney] displays little real faith
in his own “alternative”.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

Stanton can’t be referring to the same Heaney quotation from the interview that motivated my article; otherwise he
could not really honestly claim that the quotation does not represent ‘a smug faint-praise dismissal on Heaney’s
part’. He also hasn’t addressed the point I made in my article about the quotation, which was:
When he says of the alternative poetries in Britain that it ‘is not the charlatan work some perceive it to
be’, who are the “some” he is referring to? No doubt, the main body of the mainstream, but I think, also,
Heaney himself. His acknowledgement of Prynne, here, seems to be little more than an attempt to
distance himself momentarily from the “some” he alludes to. If it were not this, then his saying that,
‘these poets form a kind of cult that shuns general engagement, regarding it as a vulgarity and a
decadence’ recoups the generosity he grants Prynne.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:

John Ashbery, the other “avant-garde” type Heaney mentions by name, offers a promising point of comparison here.
Side is being somewhat disingenuous when he claims Ashbery ‘has yet to receive unreserved approbation by
mainstream criticism’. Although this is true to some extent of the UK, where Ashbery－like Stevens before him－has
never really been embraced wholeheartedly by the critical establishment, a figure who has become the first living
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poet to have a collected edition published by the Library of America, who－at the age of 80－was selected by MTV to
be its official laureate, can hardly be deemed obscure. Heaney is spot on when he says his is a ‘voice’ that has now
become central, but dead wrong to imply any corresponding change on Ashbery’s part to make this possible.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

I do mention in my article that Ashbery does have more cachet in America than in the UK, when I say:

[Heaney’s] citing of Ashbery as a belated mainstream voice also makes little sense outside of Ashbery
being published in the UK by Carcanet. Certainly, he cannot be referring to Ashbery’s poetic, which has
yet to receive unreserved approbation by mainstream criticism, at least in Britain.
Rob Stanton’s Critique:

Finally, at root, I think I resent any pronouncement limiting what poetry is and can do, something both Heaney and
Side are guilty of here, Side maybe more so. Poetry is always potentially anything anyone can claim it is, and more.
Always more.
Jeffrey Side’s Response:

I don’t think my article is limiting the definition of what poetry can be, but only pointing out the ways in which
Heaney has redefined and repositioned his poetic aesthetic in various statements he made in his book, The Redress of
Poetry. It is true that I personally don’t think that what he writes is poetry, but that was not the point of my article.
Responses to Critics Part II
Seth Abrahamson’s critique of Jeffrey Side’s Introduction to a feature at The Argotist Online called ‘The
Academisation of Avant-Garde Poetry’.
This appeared on his blog on 10 July 2012

[Quoting from Jeffrey Side’s Introduction to The Argotist Online feature on ‘The Academisation of
Avant-Garde Poetry’] ‘Jake Berry’s essay, “Poetry Wide Open: The Otherstream (Fragments In
Motion)” deals with the issue of certain types of avant-garde poetry as not yet having found favour
within the Academy, or with poetry publishers of academically “sanctioned” avant-garde poetry. The
damaging aspects of this exclusion, and the concept of an “approved” versus an “unapproved” avantgarde poetry, are also examined in the essay. And these things could well be described as “the
academisation of avant-garde poetry”‘.

This is a good example of the increasing incoherence of avant-garde literary criticism. In the paragraph above,
“Academy” is used as a catch-all to include both literary studies and “creative writing”－two forces that have been at
war for approximately 75 years, that generally have sanctioned and promoted entirely different poetries, and that
are now administratively segregated at most colleges and universities due to the decline and fall of the academicsoriented creative writing MA (and the subsequent rise of creative writing MFA). So when the above author speaks of
‘types of avant-garde poetry . . . not yet having found favour within the Academy’, no one reading that phrase could
possibly have any idea what’s being discussed. Are we speaking of passive receipt－and translation into scholarship
－of avant-garde literary material by literary studies professors, most of whom are now suffused in literary theory,
but a few of whom are historicists or New Historicists or (even fewer still) neo-New Critics? Or are we speaking of
whether or not these ‘types of avant-garde poetry’ are being taught by working writers in creative writing
workshops －most of whose faculty and students have minimal to no familiarity with or interest in literary theory,
historicism (or the New Historicism), or even (though they may have had some “training” in it in high school) the
New Criticism?
In other words, precisely who is excluding whom? And from where? Who is doing all this “sanctioning”－of what, and
where, and when, and how? Who is doing the “approving”－and of what, and where, and when, and how? Nobody in
these discussions amongst avant-garde poets and critics really knows. But we do have the boogeyman of
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“academisation” brought out from under the bed yet again, the only problem being that the term is not (of course)
being used literally here, or anywhere, as the above author is neither claiming that avant-garde poetries are
increasingly being written by literary studies professors (“academics”), nor that avant-garde poetries are now being
produced primarily in literary studies degree programs (“academic degree programs”), nor even that the only
evident consumption of avant-garde poetries is now happening on college and university campuses (broadly, “the
academy”, though as noted this includes both the scholarship-oriented fiefdom of “literary studies” and the “creative
writing”-inflected spaces delineated by creative writing workshops－even if all the students in such workshops are
also, to complicate things further, taking traditional literary studies courses to complete their MFA degrees).
[Quoting from Jeffrey Side’s Introduction to The Argotist Online feature on ‘The Academisation of
Avant-Garde Poetry’] ‘Academic poetic output is operating to a healthy extent in the US, where
university creative writing departments are flourishing. The University of Pennsylvania has its Kelly
Writers House programme, its PennSound website and its Center for Programs in Contemporary
Writing, all sympathetic to academic avant-garde poetry. The University of Pennsylvania also edits
Jacket2, an influential online poetics website, which was formerly called Jacket, and which was edited
by the independent John Tranter before he passed it over to the university. And similar things are
happening in the UK, with various institutions such as the Contemporary Poetics Research Centre at
Birkbeck University, and the Poetry and Poetics Research Group at the University of Edge Hill, both
promoting academic avant-garde poetry’.

We must put aside that the only university referenced here －Penn －is one that does not have a graduate creative
writing program (which maybe, depending upon our working definition of “Academy”, puts it outside the
“Academy”?), just as we must put aside the author’s minimal awareness of what’s happening at any of the 200+
American universities which do have graduate creative writing programs. No mention is made here of the evident
and notable avant-garde sympathies of the MFA programs at Brown University, University of Notre Dame, University
of California-San Diego, Temple University, California Institute of the Arts, Mills College, Cornell University, Columbia
College Chicago, Naropa University, The New School, Saint Mary’s College of California, University of ColoradoBoulder, University of Montana, University of Utah, or any of the other avant-friendly universities even the greenest
MFA applicant in America would be aware of. No － we get none of that. We get no such acknowledgments here,
because－as noted already on this blog, in previous essays－the avant-garde, of whose various poetics and poetries I
consider myself both an admirer and a student (and sometimes an adherent, poetics-wise if not often aesthetically)
seems fixated on discussions of “the academy” despite not understanding its contours in the slightest. It is no
coincidence the author of this brief piece mentions Penn, one of the only universities in the United States to have a
conspicuous non-degree-granting avant-garde outpost － as no other presence of the avant-garde in the academy is
cognizable to these avant-garde poets and critics. It seems their distaste for academia is so virulent they’re unwilling
to even “know thy enemy”.
A greater issue is this new coinage, “academic avant-garde poetry”, which bears the same ills of easy
misinterpretation (or even meaninglessness) as does its originary term “academisation”. What does it mean for an
“avant-garde poetry” to be “academic”? Again, the discourse of these fellows is designed to create the appearance of
a mutual understanding of terms when in fact no such consensus does－or could－exist.
[Quoting from Jeffrey Sid’s Introduction to The Argotist Online feature on ‘The Academisation of AvantGarde Poetry’] ‘Consequently, one could say that the term “avant-garde” has now, essentially, been
appropriated by the Academy, and, as such, has become associated with the sort of poetic writing
practices that could be fairly said to represent “establishment” poetry, to the extent that the historical
resonances of the term “avant-garde” have become meaningless. In contrast, Bob Grumman’s term,
“otherstream”, which Berry uses in his essay to describe poetry that is marginalised by the Academy,
can be seen as a more apt replacement for the term “avant-garde”, which has now become obsolete as
an appropriate description for poetry that isn’t anecdotal, descriptive or prose-like’.

We see here that the author’s use of the term “Academy” has suddenly switched; as ‘poetic writing practices’ are
being discussed now, we must assume we’ve now returned to “creative writing” spaces within the academy, and
literary studies scholars － all of them; their entire institutional history － have suddenly been divorced from any
working definition of “the Academy”. (For surely we could not include those scholars, else we be forced to admit that
the avant-garde was ‘appropriated by the Academy’ just as soon as prominent avant-garde poets started storming
the academy－via the acceptance of teaching positions－in the 1980s. Indeed, we might then be forced to note, too,
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that literary studies scholarship adopted the avant-garde during that very same period, meaning that “creative
writing” spaces in the academy are now － assuming the author’s claim of ‘appropriation’ is true － either
experiencing a generative “bleeding-over” of their peers’ work in literary studies－a phenomenon which would be
worthy of study, if identifiable － or else that the avant-garde has found its way into “creative writing” via other
means－which might suggest, to the horror of all these fellows, that there is something inherent in “creative writing”
that is amenable to, susceptible to, conducive to the introduction of avant-garde poetries and poetics).
In any case, if ‘the historical resonances’ of the term “avant-garde” have become meaningless － per this author’s
contention － we would need to say, also, that the term “establishment” (used by this author) has likewise been
rendered meaningless, as the avant-garde historically used the term to denote the hegemony of the New Criticism,
then once the New Criticism was gone it used it (per Bernstein) to denote Official Verse Culture (which the data now
suggest did not originate in the academy), and now . . . well, now we’ve simply no idea what the term
“establishment” means to these guys. Except to say that it’s a murky term all of whose myriad valences we’re
presumed to disapprove of instantly.
I’m no New Critic, but I’ll note also how generally shabby a job of “close reading” avant-garde critics often do when
they choose to avail themselves of the tools of their oppressors. The fellow writing the above paragraph defines
“establishment”/”Academy” poetry－produced by whom, and where, and when, we don’t entirely know, but surely
somewhere on some kind of campus at some time by somebody － as ‘anecdotal, descriptive or prose-like’. These
three terms historically have nothing in common. “Anecdotal” poetry could well be used to describe the highly-social
“walking-around” poetries of the New York School, or the literary tradition of the Black Arts Movement, unless the
author means “epiphanic” poetry, in which case we’re speaking of those same Romantics “mainstream” poetry has
lionised and the avant-garde has merely adopted wholesale as to their theories of “creative genius”.

As an anti-descriptive poet －I almost never use metaphors or similes or “describe” anything in my work, which is
quite intentional (I read rather a lot of Dorn in Iowa City) － I know that those who feel otherwise could as easily
claim the avant-garde Imagists as their direct predecessors as anyone else. And “prose poetry” was, of course, an
avant-garde creation entirely. So the aesthetic engagement of the essay-introduction above is minimal; we might
even say it’s only gestural. Which would be less of a problem if the article weren’t entirely grounded in a study of
aesthetics.
[Quoting from Jeffrey Sid’s Introduction to The Argotist Online feature on ‘The Academisation of AvantGarde Poetry’] ‘This Argotist Online feature presents Berry’s essay, the responses to it from poets and
academics it was first shown to, and an interview with Berry where he addresses some of the criticisms
voiced in these responses. Many poets and academics (including those most famously associated with
Language Poetry) were approached for their responses but declined. Other poets and academics that
had initially agreed to respond ultimately declined. I mention this not as criticism but merely to explain
the absence of people who one would normally expect to have responded and taken part in such a
discussion’.

Here we encounter the old “poets and academics” canard. You know, those “academics” － the ones every other
paragraph implies work in creative writing programs and are themselves working poets and not academics. Or does
“the Academy” now mean only literary studies programs, and we ought to presume that no one in a literary studies
course could possibly be a working poet － even though almost every creative writing MFA and definitely every
creative writing MA and definitely every creative writing doctoral program requires literary studies coursework from
its working poets? (The last form of program even requires, too, the same preliminary examinations as English
Literature doctoral candidates take.)
The point I’m making is hopefully an obvious one: Discourse in the avant-garde community has become so sloppy in
part because there’s been no one pushing at it from the other side, as Ron Silliman has long noted. That is, scholars of
“creative writing”－whether or not they write in that alleged vein or rather an avant-garde one－are needed, men
and women who know that their brethren in the avant-garde community have gradually lost all definition of their
terms. And if those conversations held between and amongst members of the nominal “avant-garde” are to have any
meaning or resonance or relevance to anyone else, those terms have to be defined.
Anyone who uses the phrase ‘poets and academics’ has absolutely no handle on what’s happened in American
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poetry over the past 125 years, because the myriad forms and methods of juxtaposing those two roles － most of
which forms and methods were invented from whole cloth by the avant-garde itself － are such that a dramatic
realignment of terminology is needed before we even have the conversations alluded to above.

One reason I’ve engaged in this research is because I believe (as I’ve written in the next essay shortly forthcoming on
this site) that this research benefits everyone: literary studies scholars, “creative writing” students and faculty, neoNew Critics, avant-garde poets and scholars, even the “Otherstream” folks discussed in the essay-introduction above.
Jeffrey Side’s response published in The Argotist Online in July 2012
The following is my response to Seth Abramson’s critique of my Introduction to The Argotist Online feature ‘The
Academisation of Avant-Garde Poetry’. I have included, here, my Introduction, Abramson’s critique of it point-bypoint and my response to Abramson point-by-point.

MY INTRODUCTION: Jake Berry’s essay, ‘Poetry Wide Open: The Otherstream (Fragments In Motion’) deals with
the issue of certain types of avant-garde poetry as not yet having found favour within the Academy, or with poetry
publishers of academically “sanctioned” avant-garde poetry. The damaging aspects of this exclusion, and the concept
of an “approved” versus an “unapproved” avant-garde poetry, are also examined in the essay. And these things could
well be described as “the academisation of avant-garde poetry”.
SETH ABRAMSON: This is a good example of the increasing incoherence of avant-garde literary criticism. In the
paragraph above, “Academy” is used as a catch-all to include both literary studies and “creative writing”.
JEFFREY SIDE: I don’t think the term “Academy” is being used in the way you claim it is. If you read the paragraph
you will see that what it is saying is simply mentions ‘certain types of avant-garde poetry as not yet having found
favour within the Academy’. Creative writing is not mentioned.

SETH ABRAMSON: … two forces that have been at war for approximately 75 years, that generally have sanctioned
and promoted entirely different poetries, and that are now administratively segregated at most colleges and
universities due to the decline and fall of the academics-oriented creative writing MA (and the subsequent rise of
creative writing MFA). So when the above author speaks of ‘types of avant-garde poetry . . . not yet having found
favour within the Academy’, no one reading that phrase could possibly have any idea what’s being discussed.
JEFFREY SIDE: Yes they would, if they read Bob Grumman’s response to Berry’s essay that listed these types:

Such a list would include […] visual poetry, sound poetry, performance poetry, contragenteel poetry,
mathematical poetry, infra-verbal and grammar-centred poetry (the two main schools of genuine
language poetry), cryptographic poetry, cyber poetry and others I’ve forgotten about or missed.

This seems fairly clear to me.

SETH ABRAMSON: Are we speaking of passive receipt － and translation into scholarship － of avant-garde literary
material by literary studies professors, most of whom are now suffused in literary theory, but a few of whom are
historicists or New Historicists or (even fewer still) neo-New Critics? Or are we speaking of whether or not these
‘types of avant-garde poetry’ are being taught by working writers in creative writing workshops － most of whose
faculty and students have minimal to no familiarity with or interest in literary theory, historicism (or the New
Historicism), or even (though they may have had some “training” in it in high school) the New Criticism?
JEFFREY SIDE: I would say we are speaking of passive receipt, translation into scholarship, and these types of avantgarde poetry not being taught by working writers in creative writing workshops.

SETH ABRAMSON: In other words, precisely who is excluding whom? And from where? Who is doing all this
“sanctioning”－of what, and where, and when, and how? Who is doing the “approving”－and of what, and where,
and when, and how? Nobody in these discussions amongst avant-garde poets and critics really knows.

JEFFREY SIDE: Well in the UK, two of the academic “gatekeepers” are the Contemporary Poetics Research Centre at
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Birkbeck University, and the Poetry and Poetics Research Group at the University of Edge Hill. And in the US, there
are the various organisations connected to the University of Pennsylvania, which I mention in my Introduction.

SETH ABRAMSON: But we do have the boogeyman of “academisation” brought out from under the bed yet again, the
only problem being that the term is not (of course) being used literally here, or anywhere, as the above author is
neither claiming that avant-garde poetries are increasingly being written by literary studies professors
(“academics”), nor that avant-garde poetries are now being produced primarily in literary studies degree programs
(“academic degree programs”), nor even that the only evident consumption of avant-garde poetries is now
happening on college and university campuses.

JEFFREY SIDE: True, I’m not saying that. I’m merely saying that certain types of avant-garde poetry (those primarily
listed by Grumman) are being excluded from consideration and study by academics in the UK and US who are
scholars of contemporary avant-garde poetry.

MY INTRODUCTION: Academic poetic output is operating to a healthy extent in the US, where university creative
writing departments are flourishing. The University of Pennsylvania has its Kelly Writers House programme, its
PennSound website and its Center for Programs in Contemporary Writing, all sympathetic to academic avant-garde
poetry. The University of Pennsylvania also edits Jacket2, an influential online poetics website, which was formerly
called Jacket, and which was edited by the independent John Tranter before he passed it over to the university. And
similar things are happening in the UK, with various institutions such as the Contemporary Poetics Research Centre
at Birkbeck University, and the Poetry and Poetics Research Group at the University of Edge Hill, both promoting
academic avant-garde poetry.
SETH ABRAMSON: We must put aside that the only university referenced here－Penn－is one that does not have a
graduate creative writing program (which maybe, depending upon our working definition of “Academy”, puts it
outside the “Academy”?),
JEFFREY SIDE: I am not claiming that graduate creative writing programs matter in the way you think I am
suggesting. By and large, they are outside the scope of the Argotist feature. I don’t know why you keep bringing them
into it.
SETH ABRAMSON: … just as we must put aside the author’s minimal awareness of what’s happening at any of the
200+ American universities which do have graduate creative writing programs.

JEFFREY SIDE: My apologies for not being able to keep up to speed with the 200-plus institutions you mention.
Again, though, I am not claiming that graduate creative writing programs matter in the way you think I am
suggesting. By and large, they are outside the scope of the Argotist feature. I don’t know why you keep bringing them
into it.
SETH ABRAMSON: No mention is made here of the evident and notable avant-garde sympathies of the MFA
programs at Brown University, University of Notre Dame, University of California-San Diego, Temple University,
California Institute of the Arts, Mills College, Cornell University, Columbia College Chicago, Naropa University, The
New School, Saint Mary’s College of California, University of Colorado-Boulder, University of Montana, University of
Utah, or any of the other avant-friendly universities even the greenest MFA applicant in America would be aware of.
No－we get none of that.

JEFFREY SIDE: It seems you have misunderstood the argument of the Argotist feature. It is not about the avant-garde
sympathies of MFA programs, but about the exclusion from study of the types of avant-garde poetry Grumman has
listed.

SETH ABRAMSON: We get no such acknowledgments here, because － as noted already on this blog, in previous
essays － the avant-garde, of whose various poetics and poetries I consider myself both an admirer and a student
(and sometimes an adherent, poetics-wise if not often aesthetically) seems fixated on discussions of “the academy”
despite not understanding its contours in the slightest. It is no coincidence the author of this brief piece mentions
Penn, one of the only universities in the United States to have a conspicuous non-degree-granting avant-garde
outpost－as no other presence of the avant-garde in the academy is cognizable to these avant-garde poets and critics.
It seems their distaste for academia is so virulent they’re unwilling to even “know thy enemy”.
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JEFFREY SIDE: It seems you have misunderstood the argument of the Argotist feature. It is not about Penn being a
conspicuous non-degree-granting avant-garde outpost but about the exclusion from study of the types of avantgarde poetry Grumman has listed.

SETH ABRAMSON: A greater issue is this new coinage, “academic avant-garde poetry”, which bears the same ills of
easy misinterpretation (or even meaninglessness) as does its originary term “academisation”. What does it mean for
an “avant-garde poetry” to be “academic”? Again, the discourse of these fellows is designed to create the appearance
of a mutual understanding of terms when in fact no such consensus does－or could－exist.
JEFFREY SIDE: For an “avant-garde poetry” to be “academic” it has to be studied, taught and disseminated by
academics who specialise in writing about avant-garde poetry.
MY INTRODUCTION: Consequently, one could say that the term “avant-garde” has now, essentially, been
appropriated by the Academy, and, as such, has become associated with the sort of poetic writing practices that
could be fairly said to represent “establishment” poetry, to the extent that the historical resonances of the term
“avant-garde” have become meaningless. In contrast, Bob Grumman’s term, “otherstream”, which Berry uses in his
essay to describe poetry that is marginalised by the Academy, can be seen as a more apt replacement for the term
“avant-garde”, which has now become obsolete as an appropriate description for poetry that isn’t anecdotal,
descriptive or prose-like.

SETH ABRAMSON: We see here that the author’s use of the term “Academy” has suddenly switched; as ‘poetic
writing practices’ are being discussed now, we must assume we’ve now returned to “creative writing” spaces within
the academy, and literary studies scholars － all of them; their entire institutional history － have suddenly been
divorced from any working definition of “the Academy”.
JEFFREY SIDE: You seem obsessed with introducing creative writing into the discussion, when what I am referring
to are “poetic writing practices”. The two are not necessarily the same discipline. The latter is a theory-led practice,
the former about acquiring poetic skill-sets.

SETH ABRAMSON: … (For surely we could not include those scholars, else we be forced to admit that the avantgarde was ‘appropriated by the Academy’ just as soon as prominent avant-garde poets started storming the
academy－via the acceptance of teaching positions－in the 1980s. Indeed, we might then be forced to note, too, that
literary studies scholarship adopted the avant-garde during that very same period, meaning that “creative writing”
spaces in the academy are now － assuming the author’s claim of ‘appropriation’ is true － either experiencing a
generative “bleeding-over” of their peers’ work in literary studies－a phenomenon which would be worthy of study,
if identifiable－
JEFFREY SIDE: It seems you have misunderstood the argument of the Argotist feature. It is not about literary studies
scholarship adopting the avant-garde during the 1980s but about the exclusion from study of the types of avantgarde poetry Grumman has listed.

SETH ABRAMSON: … or else that the avant-garde has found its way into “creative writing” via other means－which
might suggest, to the horror of all these fellows, that there is something inherent in “creative writing” that is
amenable to, susceptible to, conducive to the introduction of avant-garde poetries and poetics.
JEFFREY SIDE: Again, you seem obsessed with referencing creative writing in your arguments.

SETH ABRAMSON: In any case, if ‘the historical resonances’ of the term “avant-garde” have become meaningless－
per this author’s contention －we would need to say, also, that the term “establishment” (used by this author) has
likewise been rendered meaningless, as the avant-garde historically used the term to denote the hegemony of the
New Criticism, then once the New Criticism was gone it used it (per Bernstein) to denote Official Verse Culture
(which the data now suggest did not originate in the academy), and now . . . well, now we’ve simply no idea what the
term “establishment” means to these guys. Except to say that it’s a murky term all of whose myriad valences we’re
presumed to disapprove of instantly.
JEFFREY SIDE: That is why I placed the word “establishment” in quotation marks in my Introduction. I’m well
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aware of the problematic status of the word.

SETH ABRAMSON: I’m no New Critic, but I’ll note also how generally shabby a job of “close reading” avant-garde
critics often do when they choose to avail themselves of the tools of their oppressors. The fellow writing the above
paragraph defines “establishment”/”Academy” poetry － produced by whom, and where, and when, we don’t
entirely know, but surely somewhere on some kind of campus at some time by somebody － as “anecdotal,
descriptive or prose-like”. These three terms historically have nothing in common. “Anecdotal” poetry could well be
used to describe the highly-social “walking-around” poetries of the New York School, or the literary tradition of the
Black Arts Movement, unless the author means “epiphanic” poetry, in which case we’re speaking of those same
Romantics “mainstream” poetry has lionised and the avant-garde has merely adopted wholesale as to their theories
of “creative genius”.

JEFFREY SIDE: The questions you raise are valid, but they are not relevant to the Argotist feature under examination.
I have written scholarly and other articles that address them.
SETH ABRAMSON: As an anti-descriptive poet－I almost never use metaphors or similes or “describe” anything in
my work, which is quite intentional (I read rather a lot of Dorn in Iowa City)－I know that those who feel otherwise
could as easily claim the avant-garde Imagists as their direct predecessors as anyone else. And “prose poetry” was, of
course, an avant-garde creation entirely. So the aesthetic engagement of the essay-introduction above is minimal; we
might even say it’s only gestural. Which would be less of a problem if the article weren’t entirely grounded in a study
of aesthetics.
JEFFREY SIDE: Again, these issues are covered by me, elsewhere.

MY INTRODUCTION: This Argotist Online feature presents Berry’s essay, the responses to it from poets and
academics it was first shown to, and an interview with Berry where he addresses some of the criticisms voiced in
these responses. Many poets and academics (including those most famously associated with Language Poetry) were
approached for their responses but declined. Other poets and academics that had initially agreed to respond
ultimately declined. I mention this not as criticism but merely to explain the absence of people who one would
normally expect to have responded and taken part in such a discussion.

SETH ABRAMSON: Here we encounter the old “poets and academics” canard. You know, those “academics” － the
ones every other paragraph implies work in creative writing programs and are themselves working poets and not
academics. Or does “the Academy” now mean only literary studies programs, and we ought to presume that no one
in a literary studies course could possibly be a working poet－ even though almost every creative writing MFA and
definitely every creative writing MA and definitely every creative writing doctoral program requires literary studies
coursework from its working poets? (The last form of program even requires, too, the same preliminary
examinations as English Literature doctoral candidates take.)
JEFFREY SIDE: Again, your obsession with creative writing and MFAs has crept in.
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Encyclopedia Article by Jeffrey Side on the philosopher David Hartley for The Literary Encyclopedia
2008
David Hartley was a British philosopher, physician and mathematician who became famous for developing the
theory of “associationism”, and for theorizing the physiological basis of the human ability to establish mental
associations which is now an established part of medical and psychological theory.

Hartley was born on August 8, 1705 near Halifax in Yorkshire. Both his parents died before he reached the age of
twenty: his mother when he was three months old, his father (an Anglican clergyman) when he was fifteen. He was
educated at Bradford grammar school and Jesus College, Cambridge, where he received his B.A. and M.A degrees,
later becoming a fellow of the college in 1727. After completing his education, he had hoped to make the Church his
vocation but for matters of conscience declined to do so because of a reluctance to sign the Thirty-nine Articles,
which was a requirement. Instead, he chose a career in medicine; practicing it in Bury St. Edmunds, Suffolk from
1730-1735, London from 1735-1742 and Bath, Somerset, until his death on 28 August 1757. In 1730, he married
Alice Rowley who died in 1731 giving birth to a son, David; and in 1735 he married Elizabeth Packer with whom he
had two children, Mary and Winchcombe. Because Elizabeth suffered from ill-health, the family moved to Bath in
order for her to seek treatment at its celebrated spa. Hartley himself was also not in good health, suffering from
continuously painful gallstones, which may have been a consideration in their move.

In 1749 Hartley published his most notable work, Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations. In
it he introduced the two theories for which he is recognised: the doctrine of vibrations and the doctrine of
associations. There were various theories of association already in circulation—most famously those of Thomas
Hobbes, John Locke, George Berkeley and David Hume—and in his own formulations Hartley was influenced by
Locke, Isaac Newton, Thomas Reid, Étienne Bonnet de Condillac and John Gay. (It is possible that he was unfamiliar
with the ideas of Berkeley and Hume as they are not referred to in Observations on Man.) What made his theory
distinct was that he held that the mental processes that underlie the “association of ideas” (to use Locke’s phrase)
had a wholly physiological and biological basis, and because of this, it was possible to study man scientifically.

Hartley’s theory was partly inspired by Newton’s Opticks, or, a Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Infllections and
Colours of Light. He postulated that the sense organs, when in contact with external objects, trigger the movements,
or vibrations (first posited by Newton in Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica), which travel via nerve fibres
through the nervous system to the brain causing ideas, or thoughts. These ideas remain in the brain even when the
objects that cause them are no longer present; however, the longer the objects are absent, the fainter the ideas
become. Consequently, for Hartley, there are no innate ideas: mental states are derived entirely from sensations that
in turn are derived from direct contact with external objects. Through the “mechanism” of association, these
sensations are transformed into complex mental patterns that we call “thought”, “thinking” and “consciousness”.
Despite this seeming positivist materialism, Hartley’s theory does allow room for the concept of “soul”. From the
first and most basic of sense impressions that we receive there is, Hartley surmises, an action of (what he assumes to
be) the human soul that changes these crude experiences into their relevant moral equivalents which, according to
Hartley, are classified under such terms as “pleasure” and “pain”. There is little space here to elaborate on each of
the senses he deals with but it will be interesting to look briefly at two of them: “sensation” and “imagination”. For
Hartley sensation forms a continuum running through to the idea that by the associating of pleasure through contact
with sensible objects, a sort of monistic spiritual unity can ultimately be achieved:
Since God is the source of all Good, […] the Ways by which his Goodness and Happiness are made
manifest, must, at last, take the place of and absorb other Ideas, and He Himself become, according to
the Language of the Scriptures, All in All. (Hartley, Vol 1, 114)

The second sense he deals with is imagination, which he describes as:

The Recurence [sic] of Ideas, especially visible and audible ones, in a vivid manner, but without any
regard to the Order observed in past Facts. (Hartley, Vol 1, 383)

The pleasures of the imagination are pleasures that are not “original”, but inferred from sensible ones by association.
These pleasures of the imagination are,
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to Men in the early part of their adult Age, what Playthings are to Children; they teach them a love for
Regularity, Exactness, Truth, Simplicity; […] and when [these] social, moral, and religious Affections
begin to be generated in us, we may make a much quicker progress towards the perfection of our
natures. (Hartley, Vol 2, 244)

In this way, then, the objects of nature are envisaged as having something of an instructive role in the development
of character, especially regarding moral development.

Hartley also hypothesized on the origins of language. He thought that since speech was a necessary requirement for
Adam and Eve to name the animals in Eden, God granted it to them and from this faculty the original Edenic or
Adamic language developed. Initially, this language was monosyllabic and its usage was limited to referring to visible
phenomena. After the Fall, Hartley supposes that Adam and Eve “extended their Language to new Objects and Ideas”
and principally to those associated with pain (Hartley, Vol 1, 298). Eventually, this language became corrupted, as
humans acquired names for evil things, which led to a greater propagation of self-interest and such aspirations as the
Tower of Babel which the Babylonians thought they could build high enough to reach the Heavens (Genesis 11; 1-9).
In response, God disrupted the construction of the Tower by causing the workers to speak in different tongues, thus
protecting the Edenic language from further corruption and doing something to limit the dissemination of false
perceptions.
These false perceptions were the result of the corrupted language having acquired the means to become ambiguous
－ a major departure from Adam’s original language, which was unequivocal. By the eighteenth century, the
expansion of knowledge had resulted, as Hartley saw it, in humanity having moved closer to an original state of pure
knowledge. This being the case, it was necessary to go back to the original language of Adam, integrating the
languages of the world in the process, to reinstate the purity of the original language. This language would be a
philosophical one “without any Deficiency, Superfluity, or Equivocation” (Hartley, Vol 1, 315). (This idea anticipates
the aspirations of the Logical Positivists, c. 1920-40.)

Among those who were influenced by Hartley’s ideas were William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. In his
Preface to Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth refers on several occasions to mental associations, and it is possible to see
how Hartley’s theory is the source of his interest in bodily sensation that is evident in passages such as “our bodies
feel, where’er they be / Against or with our will” (“Expostulation and Reply”); “sensations sweet, / Felt in the blood,
and felt along the heart; / And passing even into my purer mind” (“Tintern Abbey”). Similarly, in Coleridge’s verse
we can see references to Hartley’s notion of a physiological process causally linking mind and matter, as the
following lines dedicated to him in Religious Musings illustrate:
he of mortal kind
Wisest, he first who marked the ideal tribes
Up the fine fibres through the sentient brain.

Moreover, we can see Hartley’s theory implicitly expressed in poetic terms in Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight”. In
further demonstrations of his esteem for Hartley, Coleridge not only had his portrait painted with Observations on
Man resting on his knee, but he famously named his son (David Hartley Coleridge) after Hartley. However,
Coleridge’s passion for Hartley was later to diminish when he came to see that Hartley’s theory was untenable in
relation to what Coleridge had observed of his infant son’s attempts at language acquisition.
Hartley’s ideas found favour amongst many other leading thinkers, including the scientist Joseph Priestley, who
considered Observations on Man as second only to the Bible in significance. Others who were directly or indirectly
influenced by him include: James Mill, John Stuart Mill, William Benjamin Carpenter, Alexander Bain, Abraham
Tucker, Archibald Alison and Thomas Brown.
Hartley died on August 28, 1757 whilst still a practicing physician in Bath.
Works Cited

Coleridge, S. T., The Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. by J. D. Campbell (London: Macmillan, 1938)
Hartley, D., Observations of Man: His Frame, His Duty, His Expectations, 2 vols (New York: Delmar, 1976)

167

Review by Jeffrey Side for BARS Bulletin of Wordsworth and the Writing of the Nation
by James M. Garrett
2009
In this volume, James M. Garrett deftly argues that Wordsworth’s poetry and prose can be ultimately understood as
public acts of self-representation and self-definition, intended to ‘control his public identity as a poet’ in order to
better ‘position himself as the national poet’. Garrett notes a similarity between this strategy and that of the aim of
the national census of 1800, which sought to crystallise and ‘consolidate available representations’ of the nation. He
concedes, however, that such a comparison should not suggest that Wordsworth was in any way influenced by the
census, but rather that ‘the census and Wordsworth utilized the methodologies of counting […] and […] classifying
[...] to represent abstractly the body or the self; methodologies that had proven successful in other disciplines’. For
the census, ‘counting the people served as a mechanism of control, and for Wordsworth counting became a discipline
that exemplified both the power to control the material and […] the power to control the representation of the
material’. Garret summarises this concept accordingly:
[F]or Wordsworth the imagination is responsible for the breaking down and remaking of the material world, a
remaking that is based on numerability and accountability. Imagination is domination, a power derived from
the ability to control how the material is inscribed, how the body is written; but as with the government’s
desire to count the people in 1800, that power is represented not as an attempt at documentation and control
but as a sign of concern and consideration. (p.26)

Garrett traces the historical development of the 1800 census, rehearsing the arguments for and against its
introduction as expressed in contemporaneous parliamentary debates for the Bill proposing its precursor in 1753.
Opponents of the Bill feared that it was a pretext for introducing more taxation, controlling the movement of the
population and a move towards state control. The Bill was not passed, however, for various parliamentary
procedural reasons rather than the objections voiced. By the time a census was proposed again in 1800, the
population of Britain had increased to the extent that concerns about overpopulation, food shortages and the threat
of war with France made the idea of a national census more appealing.

In relation to Wordsworth’s poem, ‘We are Seven’ Garrett notes that one aspect of it concerns ‘determining where
things belong or rather to whom they belong’. This, Garrett sees as associated with ideas of possession, whereby the
‘attribution of characteristics to people or poems marks their inclusion in sets, […] to belong to a set is to be marked
for ownership’, and to own ‘is the implied privilege of the nation over its people and the implied privilege of the poet
over his materials […]’. From this position, he develops this idea with reference to Frances Ferguson’s observation
that (as quoted by him) ‘another form this privilege often takes is that of a figurative depopulation’. Through an
assessment of the connection between the population debate and certain features of Romantic ideology, Ferguson
associates ‘the pressure of an increasing number of physical bodies to an anxiety over an increasing number of
consciousnesses’. In this way, she sees that ‘the cultivation of solitude is in essence a symbolic depopulation of this
landscape, which occurs in response to the increased demands of other consciousnesses’. She sees something of this
operating in ‘Tintern Abbey’ where Wordsworth “depopulates” the landscape so that he is the ‘only one who views
the scene in this particular way’. Dorothy Wordsworth’s presence towards the poem’s conclusion is seen as ‘a
function of the territorial imperialism of Wordsworth’s ego, which incorporates people and things as it pleases’.

Including a meticulous analysis of Wordsworth's lesser celebrated poems, Garrett’s research may also be of
particular interest to those Wordsworthians interested in that aspect of his craft that draws upon insights derived
from seventeenth-century British empiricism, as Garrett’s foregrounding of Wordsworth’s classification modus
operandi sheds additional light on his fascination with phenomena as appropriate content for his poetry.
Preface by Jeffrey Side for the printed version of Dark Hope by Vernon Frazer and Michelle Greenblatt
2015
The publication of Dark Hope as a printed book is particularly poignant following the recent death of one of its
collaborators, Michelle Greenblatt, in October 2015 at the age of 33. I first heard of her when Vernon Frazer
submitted some poems to me (for the poetry section of The Argotist Online) that he’d written with her and which I
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accepted. Later she sent me some poems that she’d written on her own and which I also accepted. It was at this point
that we began to communicate with each other online－regrettably never meeting in person.

During the time I knew her, I was struck by her honesty and willingness to tell me about herself and the past
struggles she’d had in life that had affected her deeply. A major part of her life during the time I knew her was the
fibromyalgia she was constantly plagued by, and which drained her of nearly all of her physical and emotional
energy. As a consequence, she was taking quite a lot of medication to control both the physical and emotional pain
that this condition was causing her. Despite all this, and rising above it, she remained integral to poetry publishing,
being for many years the Poetry Editor for Unlikely Stories, and much admired by those she worked with and those
she published.

I can’t recall if it was Michelle or Vernon who asked me if I would publish Dark Hope as an ebook, but I did so in 2011.
What struck me about the poems in it, is that despite their having been written by two people, you would never have
guessed it － such is the symbiotic nature of the poems’ registers. It was this ability of the “authorial voices” to
become submerged, melded and intertwined (whether by accident or design) that appealed to me.
I know Michelle (and Vernon) would be pleased to have Dark Hope now published in a printed version, for although
she appreciated the audience reach of ebooks, she dearly loved the printed word, and the physicality of a book in
ones hands, and the aroma of its pages and the memories its presence can evoke.

I would like to finish by mentioning the recent sad death of Vernon’s wife, Elaine, in November 2015. He wrote on
Facebook, ‘Her suffering is over, but I will miss the most special person who ever entered my life. She gave me
almost 27 magnificent years. In my pain, the joy of knowing how much she loved me will give me consolation’.
May she and Michelle both rest in peace.
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