@ct:Archaeology, Elegy, Architecture

@st:A Poet’s Program for Lyric

@ctded:To Michel Deguy, Hans Ten Berge, Roberto Sanesi: poets, critics, friends.

@to1:1) I want to look with you today at the conditions for existence of the poem, especially the lyrical poem, in three of its most important states. First, as poem, a unit which has a first line, or beginning, and a last line, or end, and appears to enjoy an independent existence in the world of poems among other poems. Second, as this unit, poem, now considered in its aspect as one member of a chain of poems, also with an apparent beginning and end, the chain being the totality of poems written in a lifetime by a poet, something I shall call opus. If the poet in question be dead, opus is closed; if s/he be alive, opus is still open-ended. One problem then is the nature and extent of opus’s meaningfulness to the poet at the moment of writing poem. Third, this unit opus may be said to have a place in another unit, vast this time, which might be defined, with Robert Duncan, as the “Symposium of the Whole,” but which I shall here specify as the totality of all poems written thus far as well as yet to be written, the possibility of poetry if you prefer, and call page. With page, since humanity is not yet extinct, we are also likely to remain for the foreseeable future with an open-ended situation. Beyond page, the ability to say anything meaningful recedes; though just to push the envelope’s edge, I might conjure the possibilities of page as text and sound in a direction I can only call political, and even, perhaps, push the excursion as far as silence, if this can be done without too much metaphysics.

@tx:Readers of contemporary criticism will be aware, at this outset, of the fact that such remarks about poems, opus, and page appear on the surface to continue granting an authoritative priority to the person and function of author. Structuralists and post-structuralists, however, acting on suggestions in Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud, have spoken at length of the dissolution of the subject and, in this context, of the meanness and inadequacy of the notion of author. The very linearity of any discourse, its having beginnings, middles, and ends, is also questioned and falters before a vision of texts as composing a far larger field of venture, something like an advancing tide or a widespread geological layer, in which qualities such as adjacency, complementarity, and correlation would replace linearity as the essential features of any discourse.

To do more than allude to this would be to pre-empt the whole remaining space of this lecture. Let me, however, show awareness of the problem and desire to return to it, by advancing three remarks. First, my novice’s involvement in the debate should be revealed in the strategies used to discuss the triad poem, opus, page. Second, such involvement will not mitigate my suspicion that, even if s/he is to be the last of all authors, the lyric poet should remain an author irreducibly for very weighty aesthetic and political reasons. Which is because, third: I cannot escape another suspicion that, for all the talk of decentralization and deconstruction in present-day criticism, and for all the claims, on the part of a Michel Foucault for instance, to replace “author” by “teacher” or some such expression, the poet, when facing criticism, is still facing an authoritarian structure of no mean dimensions. Critics still sit as judges over us; they still pull one poet down in order to push another up; they still sell one lineage at the expense of another to advance their theories and canons; they are still subject to their own political imperatives in that authoritarian publication determines their very survival or not. Not only are they, for the most part, and there are honorable exceptions, rarely aware of the slave in their own basement—the living writer as opposed to the safely dead one; it is also that they continue to do all this while talking of joining us in our enterprise. For what we face these days is a situation in which critics are interested in usurping the function of poets (the commentary is not secondary to the poem but adjacent to it in shared primacy and can even share a nature with the poem), while poets, on their side, are less and less equipping themselves to battle with critics when, from time to time, they realize the need to advance their fading eruditions against them. If this piece defends the notion that the poet’s poetics still have a role to play in contemporary thought, I shall be satisfied. It is necessary to try to make peace between poets and critics so that they can both, in the future, venture their standards against far greater enemies.

2) If they can be said to have started somewhere, these reflections may have been initiated by a recent walk through the ruins of Teotihuacán, Mexico, some twenty-five years after my initial visit to that most awesome of ancient American cities. “Wow” I thought, “how they have built up this place!” No sooner thought than laughed at, of course. But what did emerge was the peculiar status of archaeology in repeating an original architecture. These buildings had once existed (quite, or not quite, in the way the archeologists had reconstructed them, or, let’s say, had refracted them into our present times); they had been buried (an invisible past), and they had been restored, thus constituting perhaps a visible present, as well, in the influence they would have on that present, as an invisible future. 

Now, the situation of poem, as we look at it here, may share in the status of visible present, with roots in the invisible past. As it gets itself written and inscribes itself into opus, poem may be looked at first as a unit in an archaeology of the past, principally when it joins the other poems which have been spoken or written before it. Second: the same poem may be a unit in what I tentatively call an archaeology of the future, meaning by this what we can say of the role of this poem in the ongoing constitution of opus. Finally, it may lead us toward architecture as a principle ahead of all possible archaeologies, a point I also think of, in the code I’m using here, as the transformation of page into text and/or sound.

Thus, I want to examine the backward-looking and forward-looking dimensions of poem. I shall call the backward-looking glance elegy and the forward-looking glance lyric, seeing these two terms not so much as descriptive of particular kinds of poems but rather as analytical of directional modes in all short poems which have the lyrical thrust as their original being or intent, the intent, in short, of biologically-induced song.

A glance at other sources. We should undoubtedly familiarize ourselves with the uses of the term archaeology in the contemporary criticism I alluded to. Taking their cues from a number of modern thinkers (Freud looms large in this case, with his excavation of the patient’s psyche, his concern with the debris and monuments of an original, now, in pathology, misdirected desire), present critical archaeologies are guiding paradigms in the trend toward the de-linearization of discourse. It might be said of this now, however, that philosophical archaeologies, like the philosophical anthropologies which preceded them, are remarkable for the way in which they elude the very realia which scientific archaeology attempts to record. Enough, perhaps, if I state that, despite all attempts to avoid linearity and sequence, a poem does continue, in important senses, to have a first line in exactly the same way as a site continues to have a first hearth, a first residential place, a first resource-management feature or set of such. As for the ruins which are the prized object of monumental archaeology, and which are not dislodged in any way by the minutiae that “dirt” or “settlement pattern” archaeologies adopt as their objects, they also have a concreteness sympathetic to poets which will not succumb to the curious etherializations practiced upon them by contemporary philosopher-critics. There is unmistakable excitement among the latter as they appropriate the terminology of a pilot-science, but, beyond that excitement and the application of a few elementary notions, such as stratification, we should not be over-impressed as poets, or archaeologists for that matter, by the critics’ entry into this paradigm.

What then of ruins as ruins? Here, we have, in the history of culture, a recognizable relationship between the poet and what one historian, Rose Macaulay, has called “The Pleasure of Ruins.” The most important element of her study for my purpose is probably that in which she records the historicity of ruin-appreciation: mankind came to enjoy ruins in the same dateable way in which it came to enjoy beaches or mountains, albeit with different time-scales. While ruins were enjoyed for long-enduring reasons from the known beginnings of western culture (Macaulay refers, amongst other things, to the peculiarly vengeful rage with which Hebrew prophets, for instance, revel in the ruin of enemy cities), it does seem as if the Romantic period is the great moment at which mankind goes a-gadding among ruins, those of Greece and Rome first and foremost, but with others not far ahead. If it is also the moment when it goes gadding toward natural miracles such as the Alps, we may have the question of the coterminousness of nature-gazing and ruin-gazing as a research topic before us. If, further, we have a possible relationship between ruin-gazing and a kind of prefiguration of what the industrial revolution was to do to landscape, we have yet another. When we turn to the actual erection of false ruins in gentlemanly gardens, we have, it seems to me, the possibility of a kind of magical action against that industrial revolution. Among late nineteenth-century painters of ruins, we find the astonishing spectacle of some representing known monuments, such as the Louvre, the Bank of England, or Buckingham Palace, as ruins! Are these fantasies, occurring when they do, prefiguring an archaeology of the future all the way up to the bombs of World War II and our own environment-murdering present, with political implications of a more incisive kind than the mere Ozimandian “Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair”? Another topic of research: the real and imaginary cities in the poems of Baudelaire’s time and after, especially perhaps Rimbaud’s Villes?

Which brings us to the age-old association between archaeology and elegy and the recognition that ruins, as well as the whole paradigm of tombs, bones, jewels, minerals, and other fallen entities in them, are often diacritical of the presence of an elegiac mode, of the act of looking backward which characterizes elegy. Joachim du Bellay, in his Antiquités de Rome, with his extraordinary internalization of the eternal city picked to pieces by successive generations of vandals into invisibility, can be one of our mentors here in our glance at elegy.

I bracket all reference to “Grave Elegeia . . . walking with long step and short” as she appears out of Ovid’s Amores and shortcut metrical considerations by letting Coleridge stand here by himself, in his translation from Schiller:

@pext:In the hexameter rises the fountain’s silvery column

In the pentameter aye falling in melody back

@taei:This underlines the lyrical thrust of the hexameter, pulled back, each time in the distich, by the elegiac backward fall of the pentameter. I prefer to keep it rather than the notion that elegy as nostalgia was a relatively late perversion of a metrical device in much the same way as I prefer to forget the suggestion, when we look soon at Orpheus, that this hero originally came out of the underworld with his bride in order to retain the tragedy of Eurydice’s loss following the backward-looking glance of the hero.

@tx:Coleridge also furnishes us with another precious clue:

@ext:Elegy is the form of poetry natural to the reflective mind. It may treat of any subject, but it must treat of no subject for itself; but always and exclusively with reference to the poet himself. As he will feel regret for the past or desire for the future, so sorrow and love become the principal themes of elegy.

@taei:A genre-criticism which I find unrewarding does inform us that there are two kinds of ideas about elegy; and mention of Schiller indicates a tardy discovery on my part of this poet’s crucial role in the definitions—so tardy, in fact, that I had written all of this before inserting this very comment about him. 
@tx:A superficial idea about elegy, first, might run as follows: Rome was once here. It is no longer (Wailing).

@tx:and will give us the simple and undisguised lament for all goodies lost. Another, deeper, view sees elegy as philosophical poetry par excellence, meditational in tone, processual as it comes, revelational as it moves from a constricting, sorrowing darkness to the ultimate comfort of self-enlightenment. In reality there is no major difference except in level between the wail of despair at loss and the consideration of what loss is about. We may know a lot more about primal loss since Freud than was known in the times of the Lake poets—yet Coleridge’s stress on “reference to the poet himself” and his coupling of love and sorrow tell us much of what we need to recognize in order to continue. If man looks at ruins and becomes archaeologist, it is because he operates in a field circumscribed by loss of an original and perhaps irrecuperable “other” (an “other” even though it might, narcissistically, be himself) as well as sensing that, even if only for a while, he continues to be alive where all else is dead. He continues, that is, as observer of the ruin he will eventually be also. But, and here you have a space I shall call, again with a direct debt to Schiller (mediated too long by Northrop Frye), idyll within poem—all importantly he is a ruin not yet. For in that desire for the future which Coleridge twins with sorrow for the past, the poet can always love again, save her/himself again, recover from disaster. S/he can sing, can thrust forward yet again, even if, in doing so, s/he walks Janus-like, with one face looking behind, another looking before. I shall argue, then, that the whole of what I call poem here is at all times simultaneously looking-back and looking-forward. The modes of that looking, however, will be different at different stages in the making of poem.

One last remark. You all know, I’m sure, of the ancient myth of our culture, or cultures, whereby we exist in a latter day, a fallen age, the age of iron. Many people today know its Hindu form of Kali-yuga, but it is in Hesiod also. In myth, this iron age was preceded by an age of gold, one of silver, one of bronze. Warning us perhaps against too sharp a distinction between irrecuperable genesis and historical beginnings, myth and archaeology meet very interestingly when we realize that the sequence bronze–iron is a scientific archaeological recognition: we have the real world here, where we have a refracted, fantasy world in the sequence of gold and silver. This continuity between a fantasy world and an experiential world will play some part in what I next have to say.

3) My remaining matter I divide into three parts: a consideration of Orpheus, a look at some previous things I have had to say about poem, opus, and page (recapitulation, looking back, or critical elegy if you wish); and, finally, some exemplars from Rilke and Neruda. 

I doubt there will be consternation if I take Orpheus as a guiding myth for lyric. The subject may well better suit a whole series of poems, but this is a critical poem rather than anything else. Once again, then, the story of Orpheus. It will be the usual one except for one twist. In order to offer a model which can deal with lyric in general as well as individual lyrics, I am going to tell not of one Orpheus but of three.

One Orpheus, I shall call the Ist, is born in “The Divine,” perhaps the son of Apollo. We have it that, insofar as he sang in a language intelligible to all creatures, he partook of the golden age. Herder locates our realization that there never was a golden age in the late eighteenth century discrediting of the idea of one original language. This divine Orpheus, however, disregards Herder, coming to us, as he does, from the fantasy world, trailing Wordsworthian clouds of glory: his singing power. He enters my model, partially depicted in the diagram, from the upper left-hand corner at point 4.
<<COMP: Place figure about here.>>
Our Orpheus IInd enters the diagram sideways like a crab and on the surface level of our daily existence at point 6. This Orpheus IInd is a rather nebbish creature, a kind of shadow of the other two, a person of great potential which came to nothing. This Orpheus could have been a poet but his doors of perception were closed very early, either in his birth trauma, or by his parents, or by his society. I pre-empt what there is to say about this Orpheus on the right-hand side of the diagram, where you will meet him again later at point 7, by hazarding the guess that, after the death of his wife, he remarries someone whose name is never “Eurydice,” but then, it was a long time ago, in another country, and besides, all these wenches are dead. I am not scornful of this shadow Orpheus, however much of a non-poet he turns out to be, for, look, he passes right through idyll, at point 2, and awaits a whole future sociology, if only he swears to remain, for now, a real reader, a non-poet, rather than become what we know only too well, the incestuous poet-reader of poetry.

Our last Orpheus, Orpheus IIIrd, is the one whose life you know in such intimate detail. His birth and early life are occulted by the divinity of Orpheus Ist so that he comes onto our stage, at point 1, as Orpheus “already-begun.” We know of him that he married a wife, Eurydice, and that his summoning of Hymen, god of marriage, to his nuptials did him little good, was in fact ominous to the nth degree. Eurydice is bitten by a snake, dies, and ruins into Hades. Orpheus is all loss and lament. He turns archaeologist, goes down into the abyss of all worlds where, commenting on the powers of Eros to Pluto and Persephone and hinting at their own subjection to Eros in days gone by, he is granted permission to take his wife back up. One condition, the poet’s “Catch-22”: he must not look back until they are up and out.

Recall that alleged original version whereby the pair did get out safely. Let it be so that Eurydice is a form of Persephone, who was also taken down to ruin by King Pluto. But since the fields should be green at least half the year, it was fixed up, by two brother gods mind you, not by men, that Pluto and Zeus should share her. Of this objective requirement that Persephone be with us half the year, note that she is not fetched by any living being. Subjective elegy, on the other hand, sends Orpheus down for Eurydice: it is an individual piece of salvage archaeology, not a collective one. Objective poetry, if it ever exists, will be collective or it will not be at all, but objective poetry will never know an elegiac mode.

When Orpheus Ist comes down from “The Divine,” he has no memory of Eurydice, he may indeed never have been married: it is as if life were the lesser part of death, so steeped is he in divinity. This is perhaps the Orpheus we shall encounter in Rilke. Orpheus IIIrd, whom we may meet with in Neruda, acts as if life is the greater part of death and begins immediately to climb into poem. He does remember Eurydice, for as an Orpheus “already-begun,” he may have gone for her many, many times; he is also conscious of the position of poem within opus: the sum of all those former times. He moves upward, leading Eurydice out of ruined Hades, thrust by lyric toward the light. This energizing self-potentiation, to use Spitzer’s term in his discussion of the “orgasmic” aspects of Diderot’s style, is in essence forward-looking. But it contains an elegiac looking-back, which is the question Orpheus asks himself as he remembers Eurydice. Is it she? Is it she? he asks himself—it was so dark down there in Hades—taking her to pieces and putting her back together again, numbering to himself those traits that make her different from all other women, make her stand out against woman as such, so that he might, by these essential, crucial selections and particularities, know whether it is she or not. In much the same way, centuries later, Dante (that male Eurydice fetched by his Beatrice from the depths of Hades, consigned there by Lucia, Lady of Enlightenment); in much the same way, Dante’s unspoken question is answered—though in reverse, since we are here dealing with Dante-Eurydice’s questions about Beatrice-Orpheus—by the Guardame ben, Ben son, ben son Beatrice, the loveliest moment in the Comedy.
And let it be said here that we must hear much more from Eurydice henceforward where a woman poet will ask herself whether she is a female Orpheus asking questions of a male Eurydice, or the old Eurydice looking very differently at Orpheus than he sees her looking at him—but this I shall hear from the woman poet and not from myself, except to the extent that I am also woman. . . .

And Orpheus IIIrd, here, must reach a moment in his questioning which I must identify as the crest of poem, that moment at which the insistent question of the identification of Eurydice leads to the looking-back, the activation of that internal process, pivoting on the requirement of going further-forward in certainty—for otherwise, with anyone else, it is not worth going forward—that moment in which he must be so sure of opus that he will risk both their deaths on the wager.

And Orpheus looks back at Eurydice. He looks back at her looking-forward to him, and, in that moment, the whole of their married life is enacted. It is, of course, a repetition, a repetition of their previous life on earth, of which we know nothing except that it was ominous. Indeed, it may be possible to see this as their only life, their only idyll (in which, therefore, everything must be done or left undone), by generating another story of the pair, one in which they had never been married on earth and in which Orpheus had gone for a wife among the dead because that is the only place where wives are found. Nor shall I overlook yet another story of an only marriage: one in which Eurydice had never died. The snake was only a nightmare, an allegory of unrecordable loss and gain, the pair’s attitude to which would one day lift despair into happiness or down happiness ever into despair, according to their view of the thing, their sense of the heights and depths of idyll.

We are at idyll, remember, and, like love in the movies, it cannot last. Eurydice faints back into ruin, or turns gently back into ruin; there are various possible versions. Orpheus continues on. 

Our Orpheus IInd, you remember, remarried and dropped out. Orpheus Ist had hardly dropped in. Orpheus IIIrd finishes poem, a poem which has to have a last line after a first one, which has to die as it was once born. The look-forward is still there, in the ongoing life of the poem; the looking-back functions simultaneously, though at this time we may suppose that the ruins Orpheus mulls over are not so much those of Hades as those he has himself made of his life by his primary disobedience. And at last Orpheus comes out with his poem, with its death upon it, about to become the seed of future poems. “If the seed do not die . . .”

But, in our story, it is not Orpheus Ist who comes out into the light. Orpheus IIIrd, with his dying poem, has breathed in the light and then gone back down into Hades from point 3, looking again, as he knew he would, and despite all prohibitions, for the Eurydice. He is wiser now: every time he remembers her a little better, though there are always questions, always backward-lookings which will send her down again after too brief an idyll. He acquires some wisdom, some fingertip craft perhaps, which puts the shine more and more on his opus.

Who then comes out at the top of the light? It is our Orpheus Ist at point 5. He mourns Eurydice constantly (not “real life”) and cannot in any way turn his attention to other women, but note, it is not he who goes back down again. It is rumored at times that he makes love to boys instead, even being credited with the introduction of male homosexuality into his neck of the woods. Angered at this, other women, the Bacchantes, tear him apart in a great, archetypal sparagmos, perhaps an echo of the sparagmos he inflicted on Eurydice before the moment of idyll, perhaps a vengeance. Whatever the case may be, the Bacchantes throw his limbs into the river and they float down to the sea. It is the river of time, the river of the fantasy of perpetual process, the river in which one is eternally floating it would seem, a fate fit for the divine Orpheus Ist. And when he reaches a shore and is re-totalized, it is not a complete Orpheus that we have; it is a selected, an “essential Orpheus” packaged and available forever at a couple of dollars as long as inflation is kept down. What has been selected is two elements: the head and the lyre. Here Orpheus Ist prophecies for the rest of time: here he shrines and divines in eschatology rather than poems. Is it incidental if the place he lands up at is Lesbos, the place of the love of women for women? I just note this fantasy end, responsive to the earlier male-to-male structure, lest we get lost in all the possibilities.

At point 3, then, poem into opus; at point 5, a fantasy. Meanwhile, life for the poet has been lived and we have, in Mallarmé’s words “l’explication orphique de la terre.” At points 1–3, in the distinction proposed by Edward Said, we have a beginning (and an end) rather than an origin or genesis and . . . perhaps . . . a last judgment.

So: two inverted cups in a diagram: the point of contact being idyll, the marriage. We know now why Orpheus had to go back for Eurydice: that search enables everything else, allows us to tell stories, allows poems to be born like children of the couple. What may be important is the mesh between a beginning story and an origin story. Why is it important? It may be that there is a third element in the matter of making a start on any poem or on any story. Alongside poem and opus, it would be called page. Alongside beginning and origin, it would figure as what I have elsewhere called initiation.

4) In a previous critical poem, “The Heraldic Vision,”1 I was concerned with an aesthetic of classification wherein the poem was considered as a world-model. I started there to look around for two aesthetics, suggesting that at least two were required: an aesthetic of the individual art object, and one of all possible art objects. Translated here: an aesthetic of poem and an aesthetic of page. Much said, however, seemed to call for a third, mediating aesthetic—here called the aesthetic of opus. What was it that suggested the usefulness of opus?

Entering the current debate among poets about the relative roles in the poem of structure or “closure” and process or “openness,” I suggested that both were constitutively involved. My model was one in which a poem emerged out of an initial total: a structure composed of the totality of the life led until then by the poet as precipitated in her/his poems. The poem was written as process but ended once again in structure, ready to enter the opus as a basis for other, future poems. Process was looked at as a detotalization and the final structure as a retotalization: there are echoes of this in the Orpheus story. The apex of process, my idyll, was characterized by the poet’s experience of her/his voice as interminable and her/his state of being as poetry-producing without any non-poetic residue whatsoever. idyll, however, was by its very nature short-lived, even though experienced for a moment as everlasting. The ecstasy of “Dostoievskian” epilepsy or the “Rinasce! Rinasce!” of La Traviata are of the same vintage. 

I added, although almost subliminally, that idyll was the moment at which the poet experienced a timeless and spaceless continuum, also accessible through a phenomenon known to certain traditions as initiation. By timeless and spaceless, we can mean a state of no time, no space (via negativa), or one of all time, all space (via positiva). The function of initiation provides an alternative for the poetic imagination whereby it need not be trapped in either (a) the view that history is insignificant, or (b) the view that nothing but history is significant. The meaning of coming to terms with both structure and process in poetry requires, on the one hand, that certain basic human securities be felt to exist at the level of structure; on the other hand, that creative insecurity or adventurousness be looked for at the level of process, so that life might have, overall, a forward-looking and acting orientation. Even though the securities of structure might imply “bad faith” or “inauthenticity,” something stubbornly undeniable in the poetic condition spoke to the human condition at large requiring these apparent contradictions.

Looking back at past production and, simultaneously, forward to future production, like Orpheus, the poet, at the time of poem, and more especially at the time of idyll, lives two realities at the same moment. On the one hand, s/he lives beginnings and ends, knowing that each poem is going to be compounded of the ruins of all previous poems and, in turn, become the ruins on which future poems are built. On the other hand, s/he can accept opus as a prefiguration of page. opus, bounded as it is by the biography, then becomes one poem in the collectivity of page, a collectivity whose origins and ends are lost in evolutionary time, thus being, in terms of any praxis, literally unthinkable. It is here that the poet’s work best exemplifies hope: unthinkable hope.

If, then, we link poem with beginning/end and page with idyll/initiation, the link of opus with origin/eschatology becomes structurally clear. At the same time, the illusoriness of origin (though for me it is a vital illusion, vital to the existence of poetry and constitutive of it) becomes all the more poignant. This poignancy is expressed in the three possible versions of the Orphic scenario. At one and the same time, Orpheus descends into his adventure from origin and reascends to it again afterwards (I call this return an eschatology) and he rises from a beginning toward the adventure, redescending into an ending/closure after it. A descent which, in its turn, is but a repetition of the previous descents after Eurydice. Finally, he forgets about Eurydice, marries someone else, and confirms his status outside of poetry.

In “The Heraldic Vision,” I described idyll as an event in which the conscious realization of intemporality, of Eluard’s poésie ininterrompue, arising out of the unconscious mere living of it, came exactly at the moment when poem began on its way from process back into structure and the “death” of poem was near. One could also talk of Baudelaire’s concept of rhapsody, a kind of fear of overload, of terror at the world being too immense to be accounted for by the fragile enthusiasm of poem—whence the corresponding onset of manic depression. Rhapsody is close to Rapture. In semiotic terms there is a fear that some phenomena will not find rules of expression, or, alternatively, that there will be a plethora of rules such that the occasion of dealing with them will be interminable. Again the terror of overload. As a last example, “rhapsody” may be expressed as the fear of the great white light said to meet the dying person in the Bardo Thodol, or Tibetan Book of the Dead, read here as the fear of sinking individuality and discontinuity into the collective continuity which Buddhism calls the deathless or Nirvāna. Clearly, we could also translate some of this into the terms used by Harold Bloom in his Anxiety of Influence, were it not that the authoritarian nature of that critical project is revolting to the poet as fundamentally divisive of the republic of letters. What seems clear then is that idyll, however difficult it is to stand, and stay standing, within it, let alone to pass through it, is a potential gate, to use a Blakean term, that moment in the day which Satan cannot find. But whether we enter or not is a matter which, alas, hardly depends on each one of us alone.

To close this section, a reflection on page might serve to lead us into Rainer Maria Rilke. page, as the ultimate destination of poetry, reflects for me first the Mallarméan white page before which this particular poet was, you remember, so terror-struck. In this guise, page presents itself as a terrible Pascalian silence. A complementary notion might be that of a black page: a page so laden with repeatedly inscribed letters and words that the writing had also become invisible. Think of certain Paleolithic superscriptions. The implication of the black page could be fatigue, Frank Kermode’s sense of an ending, a sense of “La chair est triste, hélas, et j’ai lu tous les livres.” Perhaps an echo from Saussure is suggestive: if continuity is to be preserved, the page will have to be turned when completely covered so that a new white page can be faced. It is like the weary moon turning to us its dark side while it rests in the invisible, then turning round again: virgin, hesitant, white. Or the sun going under the earth at night and coming up in the morning. In any event, the color of ambition here seems hopeful, the color of achievement not so—it is deathly as far as our model’s correspondences go. In fact, however, this is a defect of our particular dark time: page remains always the same, awaiting our history, the way in which we will write it down, deathward or lifeward, as we can or choose to write it. For page is also pagina in Latin, a trellis to which a row of vines is fixed, hence, by metaphor, a column of writing, the vine being also a texture which will block out the light if left unpruned. Thence page, if we write lifeward, becomes at long last text. And here, in the partial diagram, “reality,” unlikely as it may seem, becomes reality.

5) Before reaching Rilke. “Orphically,” initiation may best be gotten at by remembering what the descent to Hades could have been originally. In classical myth, the hero descends in order to know the boundless environing page of physical death. He goes to those who have lived before in order to know what will befall him and mankind afterward, in order, in a sense, to prophecy. The timeless omnipresence of death is a negative mode of initiation (it is also possible to think of the death all around us as eternal life). According then to how a poet saw us as proceeding from life or from death, so might his poems have that much of a different final destination. 

The great Duino poems of Rilke bear the title of Duino Elegies though they do not seem to contain an archaeology, nor, prima facie, a set of ruins. Their history as we know it exhibits more than most a poet’s sense of opus. While the various stanzas of any given poem appear to have fallen on Rilke like storms, he seems from the start to have awaited them knowing the basic gestalt he wanted for his poem and opus. In particular, we remember being told that the tenth was intended as the last one from the start, so that when an eleventh presented itself, it was used in place of what was then the fifth, while this fifth was relegated to another collection. I’m sure we could cite many examples of that kind of pre-cognition which is the surface manifestation of a deep overall sense of opus.

Another reason we should be fascinated with the Duinos here lies in the bifurcation inherent in the role played by Orpheus. Rilke claims to have been concentrating on the Elegies and to have been “given,” within the same time period, the Sonnets to Orpheus. It has also been observed, by Rilke and others, that the Sonnets were positive, forward-looking praise poems primarily, while the Duinos were full of “lament” and thus considered by Rilke as in some way reprehensible. What I find moving here is that it may be the Duinos which contain the true essence of Rilke’s “Orphism” rather than the Sonnets. I wish to concentrate on this.

First, however, a quick look at a separate lyric of Rilke’s, the poem Orpheus, Eurydice, Hermes. Rilke here picks out from myth a third figure, Hermes, guide of souls, to appear with the two we normally expect. Why? The main point Rilke wishes to make in this poem is that Eurydice is already so dead that not even the most faithful, daring husband can rescue her. Beautifully, he pictures how: 
@ext:Sie war schon aufgelöst wie langes Haar / She was already loosened like long hair, / and given far and wide like fallen rain, / and dealt out like manifold supply.. Sie war schon Wurzel / She was already root.2 
@taei:Note, first, that Orpheus could hardly have handled her himself, when she was so sparagmatized, without being involved physically in turning round whether he wanted to or not. But, more importantly, look at the crucial moment of the poem:

@ext:And when abruptly, / the god had halted her and, with an anguished / outcry, spoke out the words: He has turned round! / she took in nothing, and said softly: Who? / But in the distance, dark in the bright exit, / someone or other stood, whose countenance / was indistinguishable . . .

@taei:Eurydice is so overwhelmingly involved in her death that there is no way whatsoever she can fulfill the first function of a spouse, which is surely to recognize the partner. Hermes, then, is necessary so that there may be someone to announce that “he,” the husband, has turned round; so that the wife may murmur, “Who?” and so that we may be attuned to her point of view, Orpheus being unrecognizable and dark in the bright exit. The signs are somehow inverted now: it is Eurydice who is alive and Orpheus who is dead, and the poem retraces her steps back home leaving the hero’s fate in silence.

Now, if there is one guiding idea in Rilke, it is that our existence is truncated when we fail to recognize death as a constitutive aspect of life. Death is the other side of life, momentarily invisible, a failure to come to terms with which cripples us. While Rilke does not acknowledge it clearly, I believe that, to him, death was fuller than life and that, if anyone needed a fetcher, it was Orpheus, the not-yet-dead, and not Eurydice. To my mind, the Duinos thus represent a triumph of a very high order in Rilke, documenting a hard-won, very momentary adjustment in the balance between life and death, a triumph of the possibility of idyll—in the ninth and tenth, especially—after a long conflict in which it had, or the belief in it had, been refused. We know from the rest of his work how he believed himself to have been bypassed in regard to the possibility of human relationships: animals, yes; angels, yes; between them, nothing.

This inversion of an expected order in the signs for life and death, which I would read, in the terms I use here, as a descent from an origin (at point 4) to an ending (at point 3) via a painfully accepted idyll, leads to inversion in other signs as well. I leave aside the refusal-of-idyll theme for another time. What takes place at the end of the Duinos is a leading of Orpheus by Eurydice, a leading involving passage through a ruined landscape, so that, to our amazement, a project which had not seemed to admit of an archaeology turns out to exhibit one at its end rather than its beginning.

In the ninth Elegy, the passage beginning “Ein Mal / jedes, nur ein Mal” (“Just once / everything, only for once) and continuing as

@pext:


Aber dieses /ein Mal gewesen zu sein, wenn auch nur ein Mal: / irdisch gewesen zu sein, scheint nicht widerrufbar
@fext:


But this / having been once, though only once, / having been once on earth—can it ever be cancelled?

@tae:leads to the affirmations that “we keep pressing on and trying to perform it” and “we, perhaps, (are) here just for saying” through a series of acceptances of poem, opus, and, finally, idyll itself at

@pext:Erde, du liebe, ich will

@fext:Earth, you darling, I will!

@tae:a strangely truncated hymn to earth rather than woman (Eurydice as earth?) with the hint of rhapsody at the very end of the ninth, almost as if he did not want to deal with it at this moment in “Supernumerous existence wells up in my heart,” the ninth’s closing lines.

@tx:The tenth Elegy opens like Bruckner’s Te Deum or Strauss’s Last Songs, with a tremendous burst of praise—but then almost immediately turns back to lament. We are led to a “City of Pain,” a bitterly ironic satire on religion’s fake “deathlessness.” True life-acceptance, for Rilke, must accept death as half of itself, perhaps the better half, fully, and uncamouflaged behind inauthentic systems of punishment and reward. But it is only, ultimately, by including life in death, rather than including death in life, that Rilke averts the peril of life’s distortion by orthodox religion. Just back of the city of religion, a youthful hero encounters another reality, is drawn further, and seems to fall in love with a female who turns out to be a youthful “Lament.” The sequel has a strangely staccato, indecisive effect. First the youth “. . . leaves her, turns back, / looks around, nods. . . . What’s the use? She’s just a / Lament,” the poem tells us.

Then, an elder Lament talks to the youth and begins to take him through a city of ruins: mountain mines, “polished original pain,” “drossy petrified rage from some old volcano” (the geological model coming before the archeological), and then “the temple columns, the ruins of towers  . . . the graves . . . the sepulchral stone.” All this while, it is hard to tell if she is taking him down or backward or merely further on: “Doch ter Tote muß fort: But the dead must go on.” We sense that there is going to be one last turn in the proceedings. The elder Lament (we need further thought on this passage from a young Lament to an original Mother figure) shows the youth a stream, saying, “Among men / it’s a carrying stream,” which I hear as an echo of the stream which carried the dismembered Orpheus. Then, suddenly, they stand at the foot of a range. Amazingly, it is a climb that now begins, that of a young man alone: “Alone, he climbs to the mountain of primal pain.”

What have we here? Is it, as I think, Orpheus following Eurydice, Orpheus Eurydicized as it were? Does the Eurydice turn into a mother and the Orpheus into a boy because they are no longer in this poem, the tenth, but already at the beginning of the eleventh, Eurydice now the mother of the girl she will be in the eleventh and Orpheus young again, beginning over again? But we know that the eleventh does not exist, except as the new fifth, a poem to be looked at in this light on another occasion. Is Rilke with all his might attempting to preserve the upward-thrust of lyric? Is it that Orpheus no longer needs Eurydice, now that he is dead in his turn? And yet he climbs and seeks to poem, placing the sense of opus ahead of him rather than behind him. But, at the last, he can only fall into an antinomy with the dead pointing up at things which themselves point down: catkins hanging from a tree, rain falling in spring. And the final lines preserve this upward/downward movement:

@ext:And we, who have always thought / of happiness climbing, would feel /

the emotion that almost startles / when happiness falls

@tae:with a semblance of resolution only in that ambivalent “happiness falls.” It is in this sense, mainly, that I see Rilke ending at point 3 rather than at point 5.

@tx:Many questions—to which the answers will, I think, lie in the motionlessness which he has imparted to his life-principle, the negativity of life to him, despite all his struggles. This is a problem where the personal set of the poet and his political set shade into each other in ways hard to unravel. I may come back to this again.

It is also possible that we are trying here to force an issue. I mean that the contradiction set up by enunciating together “it is falling / it is rising” is resolvable in one sense by noting simply that, in our gravitational world, what rises usually must fall. While the reverse is not necessarily true, it remains that a height is also, in its very nature, a depth. It is often such realia of our phenomenal world that bring the poet up to a situation-limite, a wall beyond which one cannot go but which, in itself, generates some fruitful imagery. That it is still the case that a poet consciously or unconsciously chooses to place her/himself in relation to such a wall is illustrated, however, by some remarkable developments in a masterwork of Pablo Neruda: Las Alturas de Macchu Picchu. These Heights of Macchu Picchu are the crown of a long poem celebrating the American continents after Neruda’s return from the war in Spain. The poem manifestly and openly concerns an archaeological topic on its surface as well as in its depths. That it is also elegy will not take us long to find out.

The extraordinary thing about Macchu Picchu, as I see it here, is that it presents us with two elegiac models, a conventional one I’ll outline first and another, much less conventional.

A conventional model depends, I hope it’s clear by now, on a landscape which comprises three strata: a level earth we walk on; an underworld, be it Hades or not; an overworld, be it Heaven or not. This landscape is found here. We move from an underworld stress, in parts I–III, to one on the surface level of a horizontal contemporaneity in parts IV–V (with an apparent block against rising within V itself) and then to a sudden ascent above ground in part VI. To illustrate: we have, in I, the “world like a buried tower” (an initial archeological index) and the words “sinking . . . lower . . . plunged . . . unfathomed waves . . . I sank,” etc., illustrative of the underworld action. In IV, there is an ambivalence in the expression “wrecks and heights” at line 4, another suggesting an upward thrust but including a leveling width at line 9 (“the awesome spiral way”) and finally the horizontality of the exploration “river by river, city by city, one bed after another” of the circumference of human life. Part V remains uncertain, speaking of “particles of death which cannot be reborn” and detailing again a plunging movement into human wounds which echoes part I but also prepares us for the poet’s brotherhood with the builders of Machu Picchu later on. Then suddenly, in VI: “Entonces en la escala de la tierra he subido / entre la atroz maraña de las selvas perdidas / hasta ti, Macchu Picchu” (“Then up the ladder of the earth I climbed / through the barbed jungle’s thickets / until I reached you, Macchu Picchu”).

The conventional model is also found, in another instance, in an Orphic scenario: whether in what appears to be a truly Eurydicean form, the “Sube conmigo, amor americano” (“Come up with me, American love”) of part VIII (here, though no woman is named, it is hard to forget Neruda’s unquenchable erotic poetry), or in substitute forms, induced perhaps by a political allegiance already sounding in the qualifier americano, such as the city itself or the slave that is buried underneath it.

But Andean ecology is such that another model is soon revealed which seems to take over from, and prime over, the conventional one and results, not so much in an ascent, an idyll plateau, and a descent, as in a constant oscillation up/down, down/up, both taking place above the level surface of our world.

There are a number of factors at work here. First, the concrete reality of the Andean chain, especially as experienced in narrow Chile, underlines a fact about ascentional imagery already pointed out: a mountain is also an abyss. In the extraordinary environment of Chile, we get the picture of ever-flowing waters both ascending from the Pacific coast to Machu Picchu, that “high reef of the human dawn” (notice that very Lévi-Straussian high reef), and then cascading down from immeasurable heights back to the ocean again.

More importantly, Machu Picchu has another astonishing and, archaeologically, most untypical aspect. While it is true that our own Classical World and its successors show us ruins on heights all the way from the Parthenon at Athens to the Mounts of St. Michael in Celtdom, it is rare that anyone reaches his past so high in the sky as the Inca does, out of Cuzco, to his fortresses towering above the river Urubamba on the long winding (I was going to say Hadean) road to the “ultimate” city. Our imagination of relics indicates that we down into ever deeper strata for them, even if we work under temples, ziggurats, pyramids which are quite eminently situated. The thrust of the archaeological is, in other words, downward, or even regressive, even as the architectural is upward and progressive. (We should remember, however, that mistaken sense of buildup at Teotihuacán I spoke of at the start.)

Thus Neruda’s choice of a distant past, situated at the summit rather than the foot of a high peak, may be one factor in the extraordinary oscillation we find in the later sections of the poem, apparently caused by a tension between the archaeological imagination and the real object it is, in this case, exercised upon. A related tension is introduced into the realm of time and space. We do, I think, tend to think of the movement up as being forward in time; the movement down as primarily backward, whatever the reality on the landscape’s ground and in poem-making. At Machu Picchu, even if one does not go down to the future, one certainly goes up to the past. And, as a matter of fact, one does go down to the future too: witness Neruda’s calling up of the buried slave who will arise to birth as his own brother.

How politically fortunate for the poet the contingency of his project came to be! With his past on high, and our natural association of the summit with progress, the poem can, at one and the same time, be both elegy and a hymn to future and to progress.

Now, whether we have, in Neruda’s prima facie lay world, any echo of the refractions noted in the Orpheus scenario and in Rilke is problematical. It is curious to note that the downward inclination of part I coexists with an opening to the whole poem which reads, “From air to air, like an empty net, / dredging through streets and ambient atmosphere, I came . . .” almost as if, simultaneously with the initial oceanic descent, there were an echo of a fall from celestial Origin rather than a rise from a Beginning. But it is a distant echo: Neruda is firmly planted in ambient human life; there is no over-investment on his part in origin. Whether the same holds true for eschatology is less certain.

That we have echoes of a possible idyllic moment in the static litany of part IX (there is much to be added about links between litany, repetition, and idyll); that his idyllic moment, if it is such, seems echoed, in the last part (XII), by the lines “out of the depths spin this long night to me / as if I rode at anchor here with you” with its constant up/down beat in such expressions as “like a torrent of sunbursts / an Amazon of buried jaguars”; and that the poem ends, in this same part XII, with a resurrectional theme reminiscent of the “Sube conmigo, amor Americano” in the opening “Arise to birth with me, my brother”: all of this suggests that the poem might be going from a point 1 to a point 5 in structural opposition to Rilke’s.

The slaves cannot resurrect, but the poet can speak for their dead mouths. The persistence of fantasy, characteristic of point 5, is, in the lines just quoted about riding at anchor, followed by “And leave me cry: hours, days, years, / blind ages, stellar centuries,” where the radical future, as imagined by Neruda, reminds me of nothing so much as the head and lyre of Orpheus enshrined at Lesbos. Perhaps, in this respect, Neruda is a transitional Marxist poet, still attached to much of the imagery of the Spanish side of his inheritance, especially the Catholic, and therefore plugging his vision of opus rather conventionally into the collectivity of page.

Two examples of refraction, in Rilke at the beginning, in Neruda at the end, illustrating perhaps something about the way in which the death/life, backward/forward equations, when weighted this way or that, condition the fate of lyric in poem, opus, and page. I hope to have made the point that Coleridge’s regret for the past and his desire for the future are both involved in elegy and sanction its claims as one of the most philosophically inclined modes in all poetry. 

A few more words on the political aspect of the matter before ending. We have seen page as always open toward the future, opus as open during a life, and poem as a closure fitting into an open, but which is, in addition, open in the middle, through the gate of idyll. And we have drawn some conclusions from all this.

I now suggest that it may be in what appears to be the weakest member of the chain, this poem crowned with idyll, that the most powerful leverage to the future is found. It seems as if idyll as process can work miracles, can lift an insulted “reality,” so damaged it has become unreal, to its former power, can transform art into a deathless order by lifting it into page, provided that it believes in itself sufficiently not to fall back from the great white light of a collective hope. What happens within idyll as a recuperation of the immediate present, a present more and more distanced from us by the insult to our “reality,” is a program in the now for what passing time also achieves in opus. For, as opus goes forward, the poet acquiring confidence and craft, it may be that each successive idyll reinforces that leverage, or the chance of its being effective.

But as long as this partnership of present and future is held in check by the inability of the individual to transcend her/himself and accede to the collective, until which time poetry will remain subjective and never objective, we shall continue to live simultaneously in an unreal world, only apparently “real,” and a fantasy world miming totality and wholeness but for all practical purposes nonexistent. And that long too, poetry will remain the lowest, not the highest, of human activities, oppressed as it is today when it has turned into a commodity so incestuously peddled that it has no genuine currency outside the internal trade of poets themselves.

Poetry suffocates under a mass of language which more and more challenges authorial status as well as its own. The present which poem tries to celebrate is ever more usurped by an artificial future which our social unreality imposes upon it as the computers of Big Capital demand of ever more of us that we live ahead of ourselves, instead of in the now. The very ally on which poets should depend most, that critical activity which should aid the birth of poem, has never been so close to usurping the function of poetry as it is now and the authoritarian structure of criticism becomes ever more blind to the slave in its own house: not the dead poet, mummified and packaged, but the living poet who should be its contemporary and partner. The net result is to weaken opus as the principle of continuity, to question the very existence of the poetic vocation as an ongoing project, thus throwing the poet back into poem as, each time, the single venture this breath s/he draws here and now may allow the poet to complete.

Apparently cut off from the continuity of opus and the gradual path of access to the collectivity as well as to the realization of art as a deathless order, the only defense of poetry is to behave as if poem were the norm and as if art were subject to the same birth and death as nature in its own objects. Succumbing to the weakness of not being able to triumph through idyll because of her/his oppressed condition, is it any wonder if the poet today seems to make scandalous claims for poem which bear so little relation to what appear to be the facts?

And yet the stubborn belief persists in the poet that poem is the prefiguration of work correctly understood in a society correctly institutionalized; that beauty, in Schiller’s magnificent formulation, “is freedom in appearance,” and that the poet is the prototype of the truest humanity. For, if the object of all this effort were ever to be achieved, the original, long-prepared home returned to, and mankind’s long exile from itself be over, then opus and page could be free at last to reveal the deathlessness of the order of art as the work of mankind, in the same way as history would be the nature of mankind, both the fruit and the seed of those poems which had been deposited as information into it. But nothing can be accepted short of that end of exile and, until it has been already begun by the collective, it will not be seen to exist. As long as this is the case and as a matter of method, poetry must continue to be the irreducible enemy of consensus and not its friend, accepting the hostility of the unreal world into which it is born and fighting it with its own unreality.

It is from this situation, in our Orphic myth, that Orpheus Ist, our true poet laboring in the Hades of the modern world, is generated as a refraction of Orpheus IIIrd. If our prefigured future were ever to materialize, and our story would accede to myth again, Orpheus Ist would disappear into Orpheus the 3rd, for he would no longer be required. And Orpheus the IIIrd would himself then merge into Orpheus the IInd, our long-neglected nebbish, when, as in all good fairy stories, the ugly duckling would turn out to be a swan and all mankind would have become poets.

Among the “philosophic proofs” of his new science, Vico, alongside mythologies, heroic phrases, etymologies, mental vocabulary, and the like, lists “The great fragments of antiquity, hitherto useless to science because they lay begrimed, broken and scattered” which will “shed great light when cleared, pieced together and restored.” It is an astonishing eruption into the truth that archaeology and language are knit so closely together. As Edward Said has pointed out, “[I]t is burial that for Vico gives rise to history,” another hint from that extraordinary ancient at the role of traditional memory in archaeology.

But should a future reality occur, at any time forward of ourselves, the archaeology, both of past and future, will no longer be required in that there would no longer be any need to recognize Eurydice in the dark when she had stepped out so completely into the light. Then those basic human securities demanded in us by the primeval and archetypal in our natures would no longer be demanded, since they would be there in the common texture of everyday existence, available to everyone in their daily work. Nor would the adventurousness of the primitive and the archaic in us be required, for there would be enough adventure in the quotidian to keep everyone happy. It is at this point that architecture might begin and that page would at last emerge into text and sound, leaving behind once and for all the quiet of burial. One says “might begin” because of none of this is there any guarantee; no contract has been signed toward utopia, no compact entered into. Everything is in the effort, the push, and of this the life and work of lyric are the most adequate model we have at our disposal.

@date:1981
<<COMP: Set the following paragraph as the first footnote 
on the chapter-opening page.>>

@ctnt:This piece was designed as an oral presentation and was first given at the University of California, Santa Barbara, on November 8, 1978. A modification might have to be introduced in future as a result of more recent achievements by poet-critics.
@fnt:1. In this volume.

2. Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies, trans. J. B.Leishman and Stephen Spender, 3rd ed. (rev.) (London: The Hogarth Press, 1948). I have stayed with the translations I matured with.
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