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  Introduction




  The Donaghy Negotiation




  Michael Donaghy’s death at fifty was a cruel blow but he had already done enough as a writer of poetry to establish himself firmly among recent poets who matter. His

  achievement as a writer about poetry, however, is still in the process of being assessed and absorbed. The first and best thing to say about his critical writing, I think, is that it was necessary,

  even when that fact was not yet generally realized. If we can see now why his views on poetry were so vital, it is because they help us to recognize what was missing. Nobody else in his generation

  had such a generous yet discriminating scope. It is still the kind of scope we need, but now we have his example. He called true poetry ‘the alchemical payoff’, and his criticism shows how

  prose can be that too.




  Born only two years before Allen Ginsberg’s Howl was published in 1956, Donaghy grew up as an Irish Catholic in New York at a time when American poetry was supposedly breaking its

  last bonds with the transatlantic formal tradition. He was never automatically contemptuous of the results that accrued to this final freedom. He just doubted its validity as an historical

  movement. Whether by instinct or from his training as a musician – questions of underlying psychology preoccupied him all his short life – he was suspicious of the idea that freedom

  from all restriction could yield perfect creative liberty. (He often insisted that even Howl was not the Whitmanesque ‘barbaric yawp’ that Ginsberg claimed, but a carefully

  worked and reworked artefact.) At Chicago University, where Donaghy edited the Chicago Review and founded his music ensemble, he was already grappling with the critical questions that arose

  from a too confident assertion of American separateness.




  In pursuit of his future wife, and perhaps also in pursuit of a more nuanced context in which to work, he moved to London in 1985, and steadily established himself as an imported expert who knew

  more than the locals. Actually this, too, was an American tradition that went back as far as Henry James, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, not to mention the Eighth Air Force during Word War Two, but

  his presence was refreshingly new to a whole generation of young British poets who came to his classes. The impact of his own collections of poetry might have been enough to pull them in, but his

  powers as a mentor kept them glued to their chairs. There was a paradox in that. Donaghy never ceased to warn against the menace of the ‘creative writing’ industry on either side of the

  Atlantic: hundreds of creative-writing teachers with nothing useful to say, thousands of creative-writing students publishing first collections that would go nowhere.




  But his British students knew that they had found a teacher who transcended his own suspicions. At least a dozen gifted young poets benefited from his combination of a wide-ranging sympathy and

  a tight focus on language. If they are now a school without a name, it was because he taught them the merits of unbelonging. He had an even wider field of influence, however, through the pieces he

  wrote for such outlets as Poetry Review. Many of these pieces, undertaken as journeywork at the time but always lavished with the wealth of his knowledge and the best of his judgement, are

  collected in this book, and it is remarkable how they coalesce into the most articulate possible expression of a unified critical vision. He was a crucially important reviewer, and my chief concern

  here is to say why.




  When reviewing another poet, Donaghy relied first and foremost on his ear for loose language. Devoid, on paper at least, of malice or professional jealousy, he could nevertheless quote a dud

  line with piercing effect. Robert Bly thought he was being profound when he wrote: ‘There’s a restless gloom in my mind.’ Donaghy could tell that whatever was happening to

  Bly’s mind at that moment, it wasn’t profundity. But he made such judgements a starting point, not a death sentence. What had the same poet written that was better? Donaghy could quote

  that, too. He was always searching for the language that had reached a satisfactory compression and power of suggestion. (It didn’t have to come from ‘the tradition’, or even from

  a poem: he was a close listener to song lyrics, playground rhymes, and street slang.) When he found it in a poem, he had his principles to help him explain it.




  To his chief principle he gave the name ‘negotiation’. A sufficiently tense diction, the alchemical pay-off, was, Donaghy argued, most likely to be obtained from a contest between

  what the poet aimed to say and the form in which he had chosen to say it. If the poet tied the creative process down to his initial commitment, with no formal pressure to force him to the

  unexpected, there was no contest; and a contest there had to be, no matter how loose the form. Always a great quoter, Donaghy, on this point, quoted Proust to telling effect: ‘The tyranny of

  rhyme forces the poet to the discovery of his finest lines.’ The tyranny didn’t always have to be of rhyme, but there had to be some tyranny somewhere. Negotiation was Donaghy’s

  touchstone concept, and lack of negotiation was the reason why he thought an informal poem was even more likely to slide into banality than a formal one. When he found intensity within an

  apparently formless work, it was because the author had imposed some kind of discipline upon himself, locally if not in general. He found a good example in C. K. Williams, whose ten-beat loose

  lines had, in Donaghy’s opinion, an underlying formal drive, proving that something concrete had been negotiated even when the poem steered towards abstraction. This capacity to find

  practical merit even in what he was theoretically against was a precious virtue.




  It was matched by an equal capacity to find the limitations even in what he was theoretically for. John Updike’s poetry was as formally virtuosic as might be wished, but Donaghy thought

  that too much of it was too much so. There were too many poems that ‘almost made it before the skill took over’. The implication was that a display of skill should not be an end in

  itself, even though to eschew skill altogether was a bad way of avoiding the danger.




  In this way, Donaghy left a door open so that he get back to the informal spontaneity of American modernism after William Carlos Williams and praise it where praise was due. His openness to the

  possible strength of the informal poem lent him the authority to say that the rewards from a formal poem could be greater, just as long as they had been properly negotiated. But he was certain that

  the informal poem had far more dangerous ways of going rotten than the formal one. When the formal tradition decayed, the result was, at worst, sclerosis: a malady whose chief symptom he neatly

  summed up as ‘rhyming in your sleep’. But the informal tradition in decay was an infinitely adaptable virus which would always try to pass itself off as the next development of the

  avant garde. Donaghy the mighty quoter liked to revisit his favourite quotations, and the one that he revisited most often was from Auden. ‘Everything changes but the avant garde’. But

  the witticism isn’t the whole truth. The avant garde does change, in its scope: it continually increases its territorial claims. Logically it should have run out of steam when the ne plus

  ultra stood revealed as the reductio ad absurdum some time during the reign of Dada, but here we are, almost a hundred years later, and there are still poems exploding all over a full page in the

  London Review of Books like fine shrapnel, just as if Apollinaire had never done anything similar.




  Donaghy, not very neatly for once, referred to such abjectly posturing stuff as L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry. He was borrowing the title of the busy movement’s home-base magazine, but he might

  have done better just to call it poppycock. Large-heartedly, he found enough time for this tirelessly self-propagating fad in which to decide that it added up to nothing. (His rejections were

  seldom immediate, but they were always decisive when they came.) Donaghy’s British acolytes were not encouraged to follow the example of those established poets, often well protected within

  the academy, whose poetry is beyond criticism because it is about nothing except language. Donaghy wanted his young hopefuls to write negotiated poems, which are never just about language even when

  they say they are. Some of his modern models were British, or at any rate Irish: he said he didn’t mind being asked to talk about ‘Auden & Co.’ as long as it was understood

  that the ‘Co.’ meant MacNeice. There was a whole teaching programme hidden in that one remark, because it will always be true that a neophyte stands to learn more from MacNeice than

  from Auden: it is useful, if frustrating, to try copying MacNeice’s strictness, but it is fatal to try copying Auden’s apparent nonchalance.




  But for his British students and readers, Donaghy’s most provocative models for the accomplished poem were Americans. His range of examples drew from the two great lines of achievement

  leading on from Whitman and Emily Dickinson but he lent no credence to schools, only to the intensity of the individual talent. In one of his reviews, he ascribed to Richard Wilbur ‘the most

  flawless command of musical phrase of any American poet.’ It’s a mark of the consistent authority of Donaghy’s critical prose that the confidence of such a judgement sounds

  precise, instead of just like a puff on a jacket. In the quarter of a century before Donaghy became active as a reviewer, the outstanding critical voice in London had been Ian Hamilton. Nobody

  wrote a better argument than Hamilton, but not even once did he say something like that about Wilbur, or indeed about anybody. Hamilton was strongest when he found weakness. Donaghy, in so many

  ways the heir to Hamilton’s seals of office, was no more forgiving to lax expression, but far less inhibited about communicating enjoyment, instead of just leaving it to be inferred.




  Donaghy was not immediately famous as a critic in Britain, whose citadels fall slowly. But he was immediately understood: the broad sympathy of his view travelled well. Especially he was

  understood by his young admirers, to whom he gave, by his guidance of their reading, the modern American poetry that matters. Indeed he gave them America, with the result that some of the best

  poems about America in recent years were composed in Britain by young writers who had got their standards for highly charged and musically cadenced language from him. We all enjoy such a coup as

  Frank O’Hara’s poem about Lana Turner, and even those of us who think that John Ashbery has turned into a factory get a kick out of his classic poem about Daffy Duck. But not even

  O’Hara or Ashbery ever wrote anything quite as good about American popular culture as John Stammers’ poem ‘The Other Dozier’. Once it would have been a sign of cultural

  subjection for Britain to claim that some of the best American poetry is written here. Now it sounds more like a simple claim to truth: the Atlantic has become an exchange of energy, and Donaghy is

  partly responsible.




  He was also responsible, and more than partly, for ensuring that some of the best American criticism would be written here. He might have found it harder to write it at home, where any critic

  who publishes a limiting judgement is thought to be an assassin. In a previous generation, the same had been thought of Randall Jarrell, but in fact Jarrell could be adventurous and generous in his

  praise: nobody, not even Galway Kinnell when introducing his indispensable selection from Whitman, could do a better job than Jarrell of showing why the best lines and phrases from Leaves of

  Grass defy belittlement even at their most naive. Jarrell’s strength as an appreciator, however, depended on his powers of discrimination, and that dependency will always be regarded with

  suspicion in America, where a critic sins against democracy if he finds some poets more valuable than others. Donaghy, who had already committed the same offence, probably did well to head for less

  tolerant climes. And after all, he brought the best American criticism with him, just as he brought the best American poetry. Donaghy regularly paid his fellow American critics the tribute, with

  due acknowledgement, of reproducing their best lines. Thus we came to hear Dana Gioia’s opinion that ideas in the poetry of Ashbery are ‘like the melodies in some jazz improvisation

  where the musicians have left out the original tune to avoid paying royalties.’ Donaghy knew he couldn’t beat that, so he quoted it. But there were many occasions on which he matched

  it. He could deliver judgements in a way that people remembered, and for anyone who is capable of doing that, it really matters if he is right or wrong.




  In his theoretical work it mattered less. Quite a lot of Donaghy’s writing on psychology is included here. The general reflections on creativity that arise from these studies are

  invariably valuable, but in the end there is no settling some of the conundrums about the functioning of the brain: or anyway, if they ever are settled, it probably won’t be by a poet.

  Perhaps partly because of the traditional nostalgia of the lapsed PhD, science always fascinated him. He not only admired Coleridge, he emulated him, producing pages of text in which various parts

  of the argument go on in various frames, rather as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner grew annotations in the margin. But such pretensions to complex simultaneity weren’t what made

  Coleridge a genius, they were what ensured his genius would never be coherent. Donaghy was in no such danger, because he knew what came first: the sayable, memorable, living poem, and his living

  response to it. Science didn’t even come second. His repudiated but never forgotten Catholicism would have a better claim to the silver medal. When he talks about poetic truth, he just

  can’t help mentioning the Elevation of the Host. Ritual was deeply embedded in him, like music. They were formal resources. But every resource of his mind and memory was in service to

  language, of which, both creatively and critically, he was a master. Had he lived, he would surely have done such great things that he would have been universally recognized as one of the voices of

  his time, not only in poetry but in the understanding of it. Some of the reasons we can be so sure are in this book.
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  Cuius rei demonstrationem mirabilem sane detexi banc marginis exiguitas non caparet.1
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        Telling the Dancer from the Dance


      

    


  




  

    Reader in Residence:Your attention, please. This is not a digression. This is your representative jotting a note in the margin on your behalf. Imagine for a moment that you

    are not merely reading this note, but thinking in these very words as you read them and our task will be much easier. We think Mr Donaghy is about to be extravagant, anecdotal, and

    self-dramatizing.


  




  

    ALL MY LIFE I have harboured a weakness for those wilfully eccentric philosophical and theological precepts valuable for their beauty alone, like

    Swedenborg’s fancy that, in their purity and selflessness, angels create space instead of taking it up, thereby dilating the pin upon which they dance, or the North African Gnostic idea

    that all material beings are 3D letters in the penmanship of God, or the Cabalistic fear that when, in the next great age, the Hebrew letter shin grows a fourth vertical stroke, a new

    sound will utter from men’s mouths, making pronounceable the hitherto unpronounceable name of God – at which precise moment the world will end.


  




  Having thus disqualified myself from the role of earnest philosopher, I’d like to share with you my own homely addition to this aviary of ideas, a minor epiphany concerning the

  relationship of the poet and the reader . . . This idea occurred to me one rainy night about twenty years ago in a church hall on the south side of Chicago.




  . . . I’d been playing jigs and reels for a ceilidh, watching the set dancers spinning and stamping out with wild precision the rhythms of a dance which can be described (accurately) as a

  feral minuet. Some time during the course of the evening the music I had for years only heard and played became visible, filled with spinning sweaty couples, as the abstract shape of a whirlpool

  fills with water, or an equation takes shape as a tetrahedron. Only after the dancers had left the floor did I notice the circular patterns of black scuffs and streaks their heels had made on the

  polished wood.




  This pattern, I recognized, was an enormous encoded page of poetry, a kind of manuscript, or, more properly, a pediscript.




  If I were standing before you saying this, you wouldn’t have to read it. These lines are instructions for your voice to mimic mine (you may not be moving your lips as you read, but your

  breath and throat muscles are changing subtly in response). Just as a manuscript is a set of rules for summoning the speaker (from beyond the grave, if necessary), the pediscript is a set of rules

  for executing the dance.
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    My uncle Jack Sheehy, traditional musician, the Bronx, 1955.


  




  In order to interpret that dance chart you’ve got to get up and move (imagine describing a spiral staircase with your hands behind your back, or a chess game without a board and pieces).

  But your dance partner is long gone. All that remains is a diagram, or the black streaks on the floorboards.




  Like all literary poetry in our culture, the pediscript is the record of – or formula for – a social transaction, all that remains of that give and take between artist and

  participating audience in an oral tradition. It’s not my intention here to underrate or dismiss the enormous intellectual advantage in being a wallflower at that dance. But the wordless

  dialogue of dancers and musicians in the dance hall, the dancers’ relationships with one another . . . Over that next year or so, I began to compare that order of experience, bodily

  experience, with my academic experience of poetry.
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  This was 1977. Then as now, the term ‘tradition’ was politically charged for academics and intellectuals. For them it suggested orthodoxy, exclusivity, and their own disputed canon

  of prescribed masterpieces of European culture. But I grew up among several communities of immigrants in New York City – Italian, Irish, Puerto Rican – who regarded their oral

  traditions as a covenant with their respective cultures. A player in such a tradition is expected to improvise, to ‘make it new’, and the possibilities for expression within the

  prescribed forms are infinite. But it’s considered absurd to violate the conventions of the form, the ‘shape’ of the dance tune or story, because you leave the community of your

  audience behind, and you bring the dancers to a standstill. By ‘traditional form’ I mean the shape of the dance, those verbal and rhythmical schemes shared by the living community which

  link it to the dead and to generations to come.2 I’m not making a distinction between ‘form’ as that word applies to, say, iambic pentameter

  and the form of a twelve-bar blues, or a Petrarchan sonnet and a playground skipping rhyme.




  If we were discussing this in person, I’d roll up the carpet and illustrate my point by marking out a diagram on the floor. But first let’s consider just what a diagram is.

  It’s a schematic picture, certainly, like a graph, a map, or a geometric proof, and we all accept nowadays that pictures are highly conventional, no matter how naturalistic they may appear at

  first glance. It’s said that Picasso was once challenged by a model’s husband who complained that the picture he’d painted bore little resemblance to his wife. ‘What does

  she look like?’ asked Picasso. The man took a snapshot from his wallet. Picasso squinted and said, ‘She’s very small, isn’t she?’ And, of course, he might have added

  that she was two-dimensional, monochrome, motionless, cut off at the waist, and that only the tip of her nose was truly in focus. Like the model’s husband, we’re tempted to accept

  pictorial conventions as natural, and our senses of scale and perspective, even our sense of beauty, are often modified by the conventions of image-making.
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  Maps and blueprints are pictures too. They function as instruments to help us to construct buildings or find our way through a city or forest by omitting most of the detail in order to emphasize

  the relation of a few relevant parts. And sometimes the conventions are relatively easy to spot. We know, for example, that a map is usually an aerial view with north at the top of the map and west

  to the left. We all know that when we look at a map on a wall we don’t go north by flying straight up to the ceiling. The map of the London Underground is very useful in getting from A to B,

  but Londoners know it’s worse than useless for getting about on the surface. And certainly no one expects a house to resemble a blueprint. Geometrical proofs are a special case. These are the

  only diagrams that don’t distort because they operate on the level of the ideal, purged of the noise of the real world. So geometry is pure diagram: the scheme or shape of a triangle or

  square or circle defined by a ‘key’ or ‘legend’ of equations using arbitrary markers – what mathematicians call ‘variables’.3




  But when the diagram represents a process unfolding in time, the hazards of oversimplification in any picture are even more insidious because the conventions of the picture can’t be

  checked against the visible, tangible, apparently stable world. When, for example, we see a diagram depicting species ‘developing’ in branches from the root of a schematic tree,

  we’re slipped a specious subliminal message beneath this visual metaphor, that living species are ‘higher’ than extinct species and somehow superior to them when in fact evolution

  is a response to arbitrary environmental changes (‘the survival of the fittest’ may be better expressed as ‘the survival of the survivors’). This dubious message, that the

  rudimentary past is somehow perfected into the present, underpinned the Victorian notion of ‘progress’ and figures in a lot of twentieth-century ideas about art and literature.
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  Or consider the illusions built into that animated diagram of time itself, the clock face. Every day we experience both the usefulness of clocks and watches and their utter inadequacy in

  representing our real experience of duration. That last hour in bed with your lover and the next hour waiting for the night bus in the rain are only the same to your watch. Whenever we speak of

  ‘Time’, that abstract generalization covering the infinite variety of change taking place all around us, we speak in simple spatial metaphors; we say, for example, that it ‘moves

  forward’ and it was until recently commonly expressed that some cultures were ‘backward’. Even our self-perception is informed by the diagram; models of the mind from

  Associationism to Freud and Jung depend on visualizable diagrams of mental processes. Even in our ordinary use of words like introspection we locate consciousness inside our heads. We imagine a

  roomy mental arena, which we usually locate inside our brains, though other cultures have placed it in the heart or the guts. But a close look at our terms reveals this as just another spatial

  illusion. You can ‘see where this is leading’. I’m ‘approaching’ a ‘deep’ problem, one I’ve kept at ‘the back of my mind’.




  In non-literate cultures, of course, the only way to preserve knowledge is to make it memorizable,4 and the most efficient way to do this is to render that

  knowledge into a mental pattern – an invisible dance which only comes alive with the participation of an audience. This even holds true for classical oratory. From antiquity to the

  Renaissance, the rhetorical art of memory entailed the committing to memory of real or imaginary buildings such as temples, law courts, or cathedrals. A speaker could commit to memory, for example,

  the four virtues, the seven deadly sins, or a list of Roman emperors, by associating each in succession with the fixed parts of the building. To facilitate this feat of memorization, each part of

  the building would be equipped with a highly symbolic figure or striking image, to help fix the point for both the speaker and the audience. The individual alcoves or columns were known as the

  rooms or places, and this comes down to us today in expressions like ‘topics’ of conversation (from topoi, place); a ‘commonplace’ meaning a cliché; or in the

  stanza – Italian, room – of a poem.5 Strophe, another kind of stanza, described a dance in the Greek choral ode, the chorus pacing in one

  direction chanting the strophe and back again chanting the antistrophe, arranging the parts of the song in theatrical space.




  With this in mind – and the front of your mind will serve as well as the back – consider how any printed page of verse or prose, with all its paraphernalia of paragraphs, running

  heads, marginalia, pagination, footnotes, titles, line breaks and stanzas, can be understood as a diagram of a mental process.6 And consider how much more

  insidious or convincing those conventions are when the diagram itself is invisible – I mean this as no airy metaphor: the words in the centre of the page surrounded by their somewhat reserved

  audience of footnotes and marginalia are a diagram of self-consciousness, a commentary frozen out of the flow of the story, song, or poem, out of the voice we’ve entered as we participate. In

  the extremest sense, the sense of the oral tradition, of the centre of gravity of all poetry, the sense of children’s bedtime stories and ritual dramas like Oedipus Rex or the Mass,

  the audience are participants in total immersion, surrendering consciousness and voice to the story. But to read critically, as poetry readers do, alone in bed, or at their desks, or huddled

  together around the workshop table – wallflowers – is to scribble in the margin. The page encourages an illusion and seduces us with its model of the mind.




  First digression




  In 1798 Wordsworth and Coleridge, weary of some of the literary conventions of their day, invoked a different, perhaps more mannered set of oral conventions in their Lyrical

  Ballads. Coleridge’s opening contribution to the volume was ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ – to all appearances an hallucinatory, ergot-fuelled sixteenth-century

  ballad drawn from Gothic Romance, The Arabian Nights, and Renaissance travel books. There’s a Latin epigraph from Burnet, an ‘Argument’, and then we’re right into the

  thick of the tale.




  

    

      It is an ancyent Marinere,




      And he stoppeth one of three:




      ‘By thy long grey beard and thy glittering eye




      ‘Now wherefore stoppest me?




      

        ‘The Bridegroom’s doors are open’d wide


      




      ‘And I am next of kin;




      ‘The Guests are met, the Feast is set, –




      ‘May’st hear the merry din.’


    


  




  This is, in other words, the story of the story. The wedding guest could well be the reader’s representative or listener in residence.




  

    

      But still he holds the wedding-guest –




      There was a Ship, quoth he –




      ‘Nay, if thou’st got a laughsome tale,




      ‘Marinere! come with me.’




      He holds him with his skinny hand,




      Quoth he, there was a Ship –




      ‘Now get thee hence, thou grey-beard Loon!




      ‘Or my Staff shall make thee skip.’




      He holds him with his glittering eye –




      The wedding-guest stood still




      And listens like a three year’s child;




      The Marinere hath his will.




      The wedding-guest sate on a stone,




      He cannot chuse but hear:




      And thus spake on that ancyent man,




      The bright-eyed Marinere.


    


  




  Seventeen years later Coleridge presented a new version in Sybylline Leaves. Alongside the outermost margins of the open book there now appeared a marginal commentary, a

  pastiche of a seventeenth-century gloss, like evidence from which the reader deduces the presence of an imaginary scholar explicating the imaginary poet of a story of a story being told.


  

    

  It is an ancyent Marinere,


  And he stoppeth one of three:


  ‘By thy long grey beard and thy glittering eye


  ‘Now wherefore stoppest me?


    


  


  An Ancient Mariner meeteth three Gallants bidden to a wedding feast, and detaineth one.




  

    

      ‘The Bridegroom’s doors are open’d wide




      ‘And I am next of kin;




      ‘The Guests are met, the Feast is set, – 




      ‘May’st hear the merry din.’


    


  




  A brilliant stroke! Coleridge has interposed another reader between us and the text, and found a use for all that blank space in the left-hand margin.




  

    It was Coleridge who introduced the term marginalia to English from Latin. Some Coleridge scholar ought to consider the way Coleridge used peripheries –

    introductions, margins, and footnotes. From the introductory anecdote to ‘Kubla Khan’ to the grand hypertext of his Biographia Literaria, Coleridge exploited the physical space

    of the printed book to point up its illusions and suggest the living presence behind the words.


  




  End of digression




  Duly cautioned as to the treachery of diagrams, let’s move on to my own. Let this blackboard represent the dance floor. Just as musicians play for dancers, poets write for readers (or

  listeners), so let these two be our leading couple.





  For the poet (upper left), form functions as a kind of ‘frame’ or ‘scaffold’ from which the poem can be constructed. Stravinsky maintained that only in art could one be

  freed by the imposition of more rules, perhaps because these rules limit the field of possibilities and escort us beyond the selection of tools and media to laying the first stone of the work

  itself (of course, once the basic structure is built, rooms, stanzas, can be altered from the inside).
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  Mr Donaghy is gently moving us into position. Is this where we’re supposed to stand?




  

    Are we being insulted?


  




  For the reader (upper right), the shared language of the poem functions as a compass or map to assist us through the terrain of a new idea. Traditionally, narratives or arguments are parsed

  into, for example, episodes in which three wishes are granted, or rhetorical points explored. Physical expressions like ‘On the one hand . . .’ warn the listener to bracket the ensuing

  information and prepare for its antithesis ‘. . . and on the other . . .’ These phrases exploit the reader’s or audience’s expectations, which, on a larger scale, is the

  aspect of tradition routinely targeted by the avant garde in this passing century as vulgar, bourgeois, and tranquillizing.7
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    Attention. We are considering the effect of this image: Mr Donaghy is holding up a watch. It resembles the hypnotist’s dangling fob watch familiar from end-of-the-pier shows and B-movies (“Your eyes are getting heavy”).


  


  So much for the conscious operation of these schemes. Now let’s look below the surface, to something I find far more mysterious, the unconscious or subliminal effects of reading and

  writing in traditional form. The unconscious effect of form on the reader I identify by the icon of the watch.8


  

  We are hypnotized or spellbound by form because

  the traditional aural techniques of verse, the mnemonics of rhyme, metre, and rhetorical schemes, are designed to fix the poem in the memory, to burn it in deeper than prose. And because it stays

  in the memory a split-second longer, because it ‘sounds right’, it seems to be right. Advertising copywriters and political speech writers know this, and take advantage of

  those venerable schemes of classical rhetoric to convince us below the level of reason, to sell us fags or governments.




  Take chiasmus, for example: at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration Robert Frost was scheduled to read his poem ‘The Gift Outright’ which began with the lines ‘The land

  was ours before we were the land’s . . . Possessing what we still were unpossessed by, / Possessed by what we now no more possessed’. Shortly afterwards, Kennedy’s own speech

  contained the calculatedly memorable line ‘Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country.’ The content of Kennedy’s sentence is political

  propaganda, Frost’s ‘a momentary stay against confusion’, but both share the familiar shape of ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’ like a dance step in which two couples

  change partners – never mind that beauty and truth can only be identical from a viewpoint shared by God, Grecian urns, and mathematicians. Or consider the appealing symmetry of ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ – hardly a useful sentiment in the late twentieth century, but the rhetorical shape seems to validate

  and mask as an allegorical figure of Justitia our base instinct for revenge.
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  These formulae are the verbal equivalent of the pictorial space of the diagram and, as such, they are equally insidious. Les Murray has said that rhyme functions with the symmetry of logic. The

  terrifying truth is that form substitutes for logic. This is the poet’s unique power, to address the passions in their own language, the very power that got us barred from the

  Republic.




  Finally, let’s consider the unconscious effect of form on the poet. This is the most interesting aspect of traditional technique, and it represents the intervention of that presence poets

  used to call ‘The Muse’. Any degree of difficulty in a form requires of the poet that he or she negotiate with the medium, and compromise what he or she originally

  ‘spontaneously’ intended to say (so far so good, since one’s instantaneous reaction is always more likely to be full of self-deception, prejudice, and cliché).9 Perhaps many of us here have experienced the peculiar sensation that the best image or line simply ‘came to us’ as if delivered by an unseen presence as a

  reward for taking the time to work hard on a poem. It comes from our own unconscious, of course. The feeling of ‘otherness’ is explained by the fact that our self-perception is firmly

  rooted in our waking consciousness.10




  I represent this aspect of form with, of all things, a teacup. I’m alluding here to the late American poet James Merrill who, like Yeats, claimed to have contacted and drawn on the

  assistance of ‘the other side’. In the opening scene of his supernatural epic The Changing Light At Sandover, Merrill and his partner are playing about with a Ouija board.

  Suddenly, the upturned teacup they’ve been using for a pointer is commandeered by the soul of one of Caligula’s murdered slaves. The spirit, Ephraim, answers their questions instantly,

  and largely in rhyme and metre. Later, Merrill refers to the attraction of the ‘bedevilling couplet’ and it’s clear to this reader, at least, that Merrill’s supernatural

  familiars are in part metaphors for the shaping forces of verse technique. John Ashbery has used a more mechanical metaphor to describe this effect. ‘The really bizarre requirements of a

  sestina’, he told New York Quarterly, ‘I use as a probing tool rather than as a form in the traditional sense . . . rather like riding downhill on a bicycle and having the pedals

  push your feet. I wanted my feet pushed into places they wouldn’t normally have taken’. But surely this is precisely the function of ‘form in the traditional sense’

  that serendipity provided by negotiation with a resistant medium.




  I began by warning against the dangers of simplification inherent in all diagrams, so I ought to dismantle my own. Any act of communication begins with imagining oneself in the place of

  potential readers or listeners in order to anticipate one’s effect. Agreed? It could be said, then, that the poet equals the reader, because poets are themselves readers in the

  tradition of poetry, because poetry is in itself a way of reading in that tradition, and because poets are the first (and sometimes, sadly, the only) readers and critics of what they’ve

  written. Conversely, reading is a form of ventriloquism: sensitive readers give themselves up to the poet for the duration of the poem. (The night I watched those dancers in Chicago I realized the

  same relationship obtained in other traditional arts. When a shannachie, or traditional storyteller, spins his long tales, the reaction of the listening audience is part of the event, just

  as the reaction of the dancers complements and completes the music. As Borges says in his essay on Shaw, the poem is properly a dialogue with the reader and the peculiar accent he gives to its

  voice, the changing and durable images it leaves in his memory. That dialogue, he says, is infinite.)




  

    I really must object on the reader’s behalf. We’ve spent valuable time and energy visualizing Mr Donaghy’s diagram and now he sees fit to erase

    it.


  




  

    So my diagram is really a kind of equation, and the condition of all equations is the resolution to equality of terms on either side of the equal sign.11 It follows then that the frame or scaffolding of form is really no different from the compass and map of our own expectations as readers. And the spell induced by the

    hypnotist’s fob watch, that power of subliminal persuasion, is the same spell the Muse exerts over our own imaginations.


  




  Certainly poetry can address our rational side, but just as it gets its power from a place beyond reason, it affords us the power to address, represent, or exploit that same dangerous territory.

  Surely, one of our duties as twenty-first-century readers and poets will be to explore the political, however personal or oblique our approach, and that exploration will require questioning,

  dubiety, speculation, analysis. But as poets we have that unique power to address the passions in their own language. Perhaps our challenge, as we gradually leave the age of print, will be to

  discharge our writerly, civic duties from this platform without bringing to a standstill those rapt, whirling dancers just visible beyond the glare of the stagelights – amongst whom we might

  just glimpse ourselves.
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        Reading in rhythm


      

    


  




  NOT LONG AGO I found myself engaged in a curious and ambitious translation project with a number of deaf poets who composed in sign language. By way of

  introduction to their craft they showed me a photocopy of a poem by the American deaf poet Clayton Valli. I was acutely embarrassed by the apparent mediocrity of the work and when I asked my

  signing interpreter to rescue me from this diplomatic disaster, she suggested we watch a video of Valli performing the poem in American Sign Language (ASL). It was extraordinarily beautiful and a

  clear example of Frost’s dictum ‘poetry is what’s lost in translation’, for this performance was the poem. The photocopied sheet on my lap was no more a work of literary art

  than a choreographer’s stage directions can be said to constitute a ballet, or a pediscript a pavane.
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