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The open text, by definit ion, is open to the world and
particularly to the reader. It invites participation, rejects the
authority of the writer over the rcader and thus, by analogy.
the authority implici t  in the other (social,  economic. cultural)
hierarchies . . . Reader and writer engage in a collaboration
from which ideas and meanings are permitted to evolve. The
writer ret inquishes total control and chal lenges authority as a
prirrciple and control as a motive.

TH IS  PASSAGE FROM LYN HEJ IN IAN 'S  ESSAY,
"The Rejection of Closure" is one of the many gems in
Perelman's col lect ion. I t  de'scribes, clearly and direct ly. the
most powerful impulse behind the movement in language
poetry. The movement is not merely a negativist chal lenge
to author i ty  and cont ro l ,  but  a  pos i t ive  demonst ra t ion that
one can write with power, beauty, emotion, and
intel l igence-not in one mode but in an open-ended
variety-without the crutch of authority or the banali ty of
cont ro l .

This is a book of essays and talks by language poets,
about  what  they do,  what  they th ink about ,  and what  they
care about-as poets: their own poetry, the poetry of
others, their historical roots, their social role, their
passions. There is nothing cutesy here. no isn't-poetry-
wonderful,  no talking down; just poets talking seriously to
their peers about their deepest mutual concerns. I t  is one
of a series of such books: The L-A-N-G-U-A-G-E Book
(edited by Bruce Andrews and Charles Bernstein), Code o.f

Signals (edited by Michael Palmer), and Total ,S.r 'nrax.(by
Barrett Watten). The series, by now, is a genre.

The genre is about what the movement is about, just as
Hej in ian te l ls  us in  the quote above.  l t  is  about  the
reject ion of authority and control,  only here i t  is the
author i ty  and cont ro l  o f  the cr i t ica l  es tab l ishment .
Generations of poets have bitched about cr i t ics. But these
poets  have actua l ly  usurped the author i ty  and cont ro l  o f
the cri t ics-before the cri t ics have had a chance to notice
or care. What they have done is to create a genre of
discourse about poetry by the people who create the
poetry. What future academics. when they get around to
not ic ing some of  the f inest  poet ry  o f  our  t ime,  wi l l  be ab le
to claim a cri t ic 's authority over the col lect ive efforts of
the communi ty  o f  poets  themselves-espec ia l ly  when i t  has
been ins t i tu t iona l ized as a  genre? The workers  have taken
over a factory and converted i t  to serving the needs of
the i r  communi ty .  Thei r  wr i t ings concern.  in  words of
Michael Palmer. "that aspect of poetics that leads to the
next  poem."  I t  is  poet ics  whose job is  to  in form and to
generate poetry.

What  I  espec ia l ly  l ike  about  th is  genre is  that  the poets ,

whi le  creat ing such a poet ics ,  don ' t  s top be ing poets '  even
in  the act  o f  ana lys is  and re f lec t ion.  There is  a  great  deal
o f  poet ry  in  the ta lks  and essays.  Even the ed i tor ia l  cho ices
are a  poet 's  cho ices.  Hej in ian 's  "The Reject ion o f  C losure"
ends the book.  prov id ing jus t  the r ight  k ind o f  c losure,
whi le  re ject ing c losure in  both form and content .  Car la
Harry 'man's  "The Midd le"  is  jus t  where i t  ought  to  be- in
the midd le .  Rae Armantrout 's  "Poet ic  S i lence"  is  fo l lowed
bv Ki t  Robinson 's  "Song."  l t  i s  not  cutesy ed i t ing.  I t
works.  I  en jo .ved the book,  was drawn in to  i t ,  and found
mysel f  engaged by both pass ions and ideas.

Pass ions and ideas both:  that  is  the power  o f  the genre '

The po in t  is  to  usurp the ro le  o f  c r i t ics  whi le  remain ing
poets .  Th is  poet ic  communi ty  is  do ing someth ing that  the
mytho logy says can ' t  be done.  The dry  cr i t ic 's  myth is  that
poets can't  be thinkersl they can't  bc trusted to
comprehend what  the-v-  themselves and the i r  cohor ts  are
doing.  The swashbuck l ing poet 's  myth is  a lso that  poets

can't  be thinkers-and st i l l  remain real poets with real sex
organs. l t 's the same myth from two dif ferent perspectives.
and i t 's a self-serving myth. Who does i t  serve to say that
pass ions and ideas cannot  mix? Why,  those wi th  pass ions
and no ideas and those wi th  ideas and no pass ions.

The plain truth is that myth is false. Most of the real ly
outstanding art ists I 've met-whether sculptors, or
composers, or poets-have brains commensurate with their
art.  That should come as no surprise. Good art ists aren't
dopes. They read. They think. They talk to one another
about ideas. They know what they are doing. And they
know a lot more than that. I t 's about t ime that fact was
insti tut ional ized in a genre.

Enough general i t ies. Let 's open the book and turn to
"The Middls"-"1tr7[s1e what's enlarged (subjective) and

what's reduced (external) by speaking gather." Speaking
makes the speaker larger, and the world smaller, while

merg ing them. Poet rv  is  the midd le :  i t  ho lds the midd le
ground and provides a means. But is there a single well-

defined end?
Who l imi ts hersel f  to "Al l  I  can say.  Al l  I  can
over  to  a  k ind  o f  conserva t i sm.

Car la Harryman's prose poem raises most

say- g ives hersel f

o f  t he  ma jo r

i ssues  in  the  book :

Subject  Metter :  What is  subject  matter .  is  i t  external  or

in te rna l  o r  the  m idd le - the  poem i t se l f l  Wha t  i s  the

rcader's contribution to subject matter?

Medi tat ion on depth:  a wal l  covered wi th spots and I  occupy
mysel f  by seeing faces in i t .  but  not  so that  I  can studv the
nature of  an aspect  but  because |  f ind those shapes interest ing
and because of  the dest iny that  leads me from one to the next .

More and more,  aspccts dawn, others fade away and
somet imes I  \ tare bl indly 'at  the wal l  .  .  .  The more focus,  the
more narrat ive breaks.  the more memories fade:  the least
meaning.

Chrncter izr t ion:  How does a wr i ter  character ize th ings,

peop le ,  s i t ua t ions?  What  k ind  o f  f ram ing  does  a  poem

impose?  What  k ind  o f  cha rac te r i za t i ons  i s  i t  open  to?

Someone reads the picture as a working drawing and reads f rom
what i t  represents.

F r rm ing :  Shou ld  the re  be  one  un i f i ed  ove ra l l  f ram ing .  o r
lo t s  o f  pa r t i a l  ones ,  o r  no  s ing le  one  tha t  i s  f i xed  o r
in tended?

As  she  goes  abou t  he r  day ' to  day .  she  doesn ' t  ca re  abou t  the
end .  She  l i ves  w i th  wha t ' s  a round  he r .  and  no t  w i th  some b ig
fa te  to  be  he ld  up .  compared  to  he r  modus  operand i .  C indere l l a
loved  luxu r_v - ,  as  wou ld  an t  d reamr '  f l oo r  sc rubber .  Exo t i cs  l o re
ev i l .  w i thou t  fam i l i es .  on  the  f r i nge .  w i th  m inds .  and
adven tu re rs .  Na tu re  i s  l uxu ry .  Mean ing  i s  ev i l .

C losu re :  Shou ld  the  con ten t  o f  t he  poem be  c losed  o r

open?  Can  i t  be  c losed?  l f  i t  i s  to  be  open ,  wha t

s t ruc tu r ing  dev ices  shou ld  be  used?

l l /hatever I  sar  means some other th ings.  What lsay 'means
more  than  wha t  I  am th ink ing .  

.
Meen ing :  Wha t  coun ts  as  an  ln te rp re ta t i on?  What  happens

when  one  seeks  an  in te rp re ta t i on?

"The external  does not  have to be seen as a facade behind which

mental  powers are at  work."
-  W i t tgens te in

Opening Pandora's Box neulra l izes the power of  the box.

Every th ing  i s  open  to  i n te rp re ta t i on .  . .  W i thou t  dep th .  F reud  i s

ar t i f ice.  The icons decorat ing the psyche are scrapped for

meaning.  Meaning is  bought to re l ieve pressure.

Au tho r :  Wha t  i s  the  ro le  o f  t he  au tho r?  How la rge  shou ld

(can)  she  make  he rse l f  i n  the  poem? How much  o f  he r  i s

the poem?

She gathers the gr ievances to her but  changes their  meanings.

now when thc words fa l l  on her.  knowing what she knows.

see ing  wha t  she  sees .  ta l k ing  f rom her  mou th .  And  t ru l y ' i t

ma t te rs  l i t t l e  wha t  she  says .  th i s .  t h i s .  o r  tha t  o r  any  o the r  th tng



History: What is the role of historical and pol i t ical
context?

I didn't  know that objects have histories. I  thought they had an
i ns tan t  be ing ,  and tha t  they  were  or  were  no t  in tended fo r  mv
use.

Silence: What does si lence do?

B L A N K

W A L L

As in  Wi t tgenste in ,  there is  a  weal th  o f  ideas,  a  lo t  o f
d iverse chunks,  and a need for  in terpreta t ion.  But  the f low
is  smooth.  a lmost  seamless,  and the concerns and the sk i l ls
are those of  a  consummate poet .

These issues recur  throughout  the book.  They are not
random issues.  They ar ise f rom a theory  about  language-
the most  common theory  in  Western thought .  The
standard theory has several parts:
-Symbols  ( that  is .  words)  are meaning less in  themselves;
they get their meaning via their reference to things in the
wor ld  (e i ther  the rea l  wor ld  or  some poss ib le  wor ld) .  They
are thus able to represent real i ty. I t  is only via reference
that  meaning is  poss ib le .
-The conventions of language f ix the meanings ( in the
above sense)  o f  words and syntact ic  const ruct ions.  They
thus f ix  the meanings of  sentences.
-Communicat ion cons is ts  in  convey ing to  your  addressee
the convent iona l ly  f ixed meanings of  the sentences vou
speak or  wr i te .  There are impor lant  consequences.  I f  the
words do not  f i t  any syntact ic  const ruct ion o f  the
language, then they cannot form a meaningful sentence. I f
communicat ion is  jus t  convey ing convent iona l  meaning,
put t ing f ixed meanings in to  words,  then the ro le  o f  the
reader is receptive: to comprehend the meanings of the
sentences,  to  f ind out  what  the author  in tended to  convey.

Let us call this the re.feren liol theory. lt works for many
bas ic  k inds of  s i tuat ions-order ing a hamburge r  and the
l ike-but in general i t  is a false theory, for reasons that I
and many of my l inguist col leagues have writ ten about
extensively. This inadequate theory has been imposed upon
us (wi th  the co l lus ion of  members o f  my own profess ion) ,
often with harmful consequences. I t  has even been imposed
upon poet ry .  In  the romant ic  idea l .  poet ry  was to  serve an
upl i f t ing and heal ing funct ion by communicat ing deep
t ru ths in  espec ia l ly  charged,  compact  form.  Th is  idea l
presupposes the re ferent ia l  theory  o f  meaning and
communicat ion.  I t  is  a  communicat ive idea l .  and one that
is  s t i l l  w i th  us.

The language poets have correctly seen many of the
l imi ta t ions and fa l lac ies o f  the re ferent ia l  theory .  Meet ing
the romant ic  idea l  o f  communicat ion.  they argue.  is  not
what makes good poetry. That theory and that ideal have
led to a lot of bad poetry. They have led to a situation
where some of the best poetry of the century is overlooked
or misinterpreted. And they have handcuffed
contemporary writers. The point of the movement is to
overthrow by posit ive force-by good writ ing of a sort
that cannot possibly f i t  the referential theory and by a
usurpation of the authority of the cri t ical establ ishment.
Language poetry is seen as a pol i t ical act in the deepest
sense. the reclaiming of the terr i tory of language i tself .

Here's how those concerns arise:
Subject Mrtter: I f  symbols get their meaning via reference
to things in the world, then subject matter should always
be the things referred to. Alan Bernheimer reviews the
fa l lacy in  th is  v iew in  some deta i l ,  in  a  p iece remin iscent  o f
a  Marx Brothers  d ia logue.

What  is  about? About  is  a  prepos i t ion.  l t  takes a noun.  l t  takes
a  noun  to  know one .  l t  t akes  a  p ronoun  to  p ronounce  one .  Bu t
a  p repos i t i on  comes  f i r s t .  l t  pu ts  a  noun  in  an  abs t rac t
re la t i on  t ime .  pos i t i on ,  d i rec t i on .  possess ion  w i th  some o the r
uo rd .  Bu t  t ime .  pos i t i on .  d i rec t i on ,  possess ion  don ' t  say  much
abou t  ahou l .  l t  mus t  be  ve r r  abs t rac t .  l t  has  a  l i t t l e  o f  pos i t i on .
The  f i e ld  i s  abou t  the  bu l l .  A l so .  the  bu l l  i s  abou t  the  f i e ld
someshere .  Be  exac t .

* + t t

S o f t b a l l . m e d i u m s o f i b a l | . m e d i u m f i r m b a l | . f i r m b a l l . h a r d
ball .  sol id bal l .  reat hard. very hard. hardens' threads' soft crack'

crack. crackles. cracks and hops. hairs, spins hairs'  strtngs'

snaps. breaks. and bri t t le.
The subjecr is candy making. The subject matter is sugar s!rup '

Bernheimer takes us on a tour of kinds of subject matter '

For Aristot le, the essence of The Od)'sse)'- the overal l

plot-could be told in a paragraph' The rest was episodes'

ln The Od)'sse)' ,  Bernheimer concludes' *the subject matter

is episode.i '  W'h"t is the subject matter in travel writ ing.

and in  var ious works by Pasternak,  Isherwood.  wi l l iams.

Flaubert,  Roussel. Stevens. Merri l l  Gi l f i l lan. and Raymond

chandler? The answer is not general ly the referential

answer. The tour is fun and enl ightening. and the moral is

clear: an important part of what makes good writ i fS SooO

is that the subject matter is not what the words refer to'

Language po.i ty forces that real izat ion upon us; but i t  is

true of good writ ing general lY.

chrrectlr izrt ion rnd-frrming: Bernheimer's candy making

example brings up the framing issue' A frame is a

conceptual or-ganization that makes sense of some area of

.*p.r i .n.. .  SuUiect matter makes sense only relat ive to

,om. frame. "Soft bal l  .  .  .  soft crack '  '  '  spins hairs"

makes sense relat ive to a candy making frame. The l inguist

who has studied this the most is my col league' Charles

Fil lmore. who has argued that word meaning and

grammatical meaning in general is t ied to framing'

Framing and characterization are two sides of the same

coin. Wirds evoke frames. ln a recent tr ial  in Boston in

which a surgeon who performed an abort ion was put on

tr ial for *uider, the abortee was alternatively referred to

as the "baby" by the prosecution and the {etus" by the

defense. Friming in t-his case is characterization: the word

comes along wittr  a frame, which in turn can determine a

verd ict.
Framing has to do with the way people organize their

exper ience.  Suppose meaning had on ly  to  do wi rh  s ign i f ie rs

a n d s i g n i f i e d s , . w i t h t h e w a y s y m b o l s c o r r e s p o n d t o t h n g s i n
the external. mind-free world. Then framing could have

noth ing to  do wi th  meaning,  s ince f raming is  in  the mind '  not

in somi mind-free objective world. The fact that framing is

central to meaning is one of the irremediable problems with

the referential theory. I t  is thus no accident that framing plays

such a large role in language poetry'

Language poetry denies that meaning is in the words' that

the readerl,  u ,o.r i  decoding device whose job is just to f igure

oul  the author 's  in tent ion and not  to  read anyth ing of  h is  own

in. Language poetry requires an active reader whose job is to

contr ibute, not merely to 'respond'. one thing the reader must

do is to suppty his own framing, That is part of the pleasure

and the interest. as i t  is in a murder mystery where one must

try on successive framings and then discard them'

Framing becomes characterization when power is .
involved. i t  is Charles Bernstein's concern with pol i t ical

power that leads him to talk about characterization. The

"uit i ty 
to characterize carr ies power with i t .  Someone who

can characterize you has power over you'

. we are characterized insofar as we lct ourselves be

characterized . . . one can resist characterization by becoming

c o n s c i o u s o f i t s t e c h n i q u e s a n d i t s i n e v i t a b i l i t y . W e l i v e i n a
w o r l d w h t c h c o m m u n i c a t e s b y c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n . b u t w e c a n r e s l s t
i t s r e i f i c a r i n . i t s f i n a I i z a t i o n ' b y u n d e r s t a n d i n g i t a s a p r o v i s i o n a l
th ing that  exists in t ime for  a part icular  use '  l f  there is  no

.r .u l .  f rom character izat ion,  then one th ing you can do ls  t ry to

character ize the character izat ion '  '

One of  the aims of  Bernstein 's poetry is  to br ing readers

ac t i ve l y  i n to  the  p rocess  o f  f ram ing  and  charac te r i z ing '

.  .  .  the c lass of  sounds in the discourse creates a polyphon! that

i n t e r e s t s m e i t i s t h e a n x i e t v o f i n d e t e r m i n a t i o n t h a t i s o f
interest .  The pol i t ical  d imension is  not  the opin ion of  an1 .
isolated senlence.  bur the exper ience of  hear ing the possib i l i t ies

of  t ruth and l ies and in-between. and'  as readers '  choosing'

B e c a u s e t o r e a d i s t o c h o o s e ; l j u s t w a n t t o b r i n g t h a t p r o c e s s i o
the fore
t 'ont inued on page 6 5



Much of pol i t ics is framing, as in Reagan,s
characterization of the contras as .free-dom 

fighters- and
of the SS as 'aict ims of the war.- Bernstein is""ware of thepolitical importance ro bringing the process of i.urning
into the open, and making i .uJ..,  bbth aware of their
framing choices and responsible for those ,t,ol.rr.-rhat is
one of the pol i t ical dimensions of language po.tf .

Authors have the power of charactir izat ion_or t tre
power to cede i t  to readers. That is one reason why there
is so much concern in this vorume with the rore of ' the
author and with autobiography. "Author" and ..authority, '
come from the same source. An author has authority
s imply  by v i r tue o f  be ing an author .  How an author  uses
that authority matters. Barrett watten focuses on the
author-authority issue in the later poems of orson's r/re
Maxumus poems. Olson was a huge, towering man, who
projected his size into his poems in various *iyr. one was
by tak ing the name Maximus,  despi te  hav ing no , . " f
interest in the historical Maximus of Tyre. f f , i ,  U.gun 

",in te . rest ing imposi t ion o f  a  h is tor ica l  f r ime rhar  ev; tuar ty
took over  the ent i re  work  and became bor ing.  The reason
was that authority i tserf became the centrar concern of thepoet ry .  Ins tead of  be ing jus t  an author ,  o lson became an
author i ty ' .  H is  "un in ter rupted s ta tement . "  wat ten argues.  is
a project ion onto form of his overwhelming autt oi i iy
prob lem.

The issue arises again in autobiography. In
autobiography, you are characterizing'yourself .  Michael
Palmer discusses the mechanisms of seir-cnaracterization inautob iography and e lsewhere,  not ic ing t t  a t  t t .y  a . .
ubiquitous, from government press releases to other forms
of advert isements for oneself.

What f irst interests me about Augustine is his concentrat ion onphe nomena such as memor),,  t imi, and discourse, t f ,r i  o,-t i ,or.elemental mechanisms and conventions which shape the-texti tself  and are mosr.often raken for granted. as i f  t i re." i .go.i . ,
so named were in fact given, in other words, understood andbeyond question . .  .  the language of warfare_Vietnam wouldserve-or the f inancial pages of our dai ly newspaper .  .  .

The mechanisms of self-characterization 
"..  

.rp.ciai ly
interesting to dwell  on after reading Fanny H*.,,  

'

"Artobiography." Here is 
" 

p"s"gi whersshe characterizes
her own characterization.

The massive amount. of re-vision I put the words through is onlva way of absolving rhem from the iaint of having p"*!J
through me at al l .  I  want to abol ish the personal, or hurl  i r  rothe- furthesr point; and pol ish the impersonal, unri l  i ts dazzle

_ unfocuses a complete ctari ty, as wittr  everything good.
In a sense, this entire volume is an exercise in self_
characterization by-the language poets col lect ively.
Interestingly enough, much ofl t  is out in the open, as in
the cases where poets interpret their own pocms. I t  is
interesting reading: Beverly Dahlen doing an .*, .nriu.
Freudian interpretat ion of a hauntingry f,eauti fut purr"g.
from A Reading and Bob pererman 

lruti.ty oeuaiint witrr
other poets ways of providing interprerations to his Jwn
works. I t  is a way of saying: I  am t-he author, but I  am not
the final authority. I myseli go through a proces, of-
interpretat ion. I  need help (bahlen openlyacknowledges
help in her. interpretat ion), and I am wil t ing ,o op.n i i .
interpretat ion of my work up for discussion. I t  is one of
many ways of achieving one of the centrat goals of
lan_guage poetry-the breaking of the author_authority
I i nk .

But the ult imate abir i ty of the poet to break the author-
author i ty  l ink  must  come in  the poems themselves.  How
are poems to be given structure while st i l l  being kept open?
Two of my favorite essays in the book address-this'
guesl iol direct ly: Rae Armantrout 's . .poetic Si lence,, and
Lyn Hejinian's "The Rejection of closure." Armantrout
presents a taxonomy of si lences used by language poets,
with examples from Hejinian, perelman, Bensoi, Si l t i rnun.
Seaton,  Grenier ,  and her  own work.

Supposc a writer wants to make room in her work for si lence,
for the experience of cessation; how is this accomplished?

l. Shc may end a l ine or a poem abruptly, unexpectedly,
somehow short of resolution.

2. She may create extremely tenuous connections between
parts of a poem.

3. She may deliberatery create the effects of inconsequence.
4. She may make use of self-contradiction or ,.tr""tion.
5. She may use obvious ellipsis.
6. She may use anything *t ictr places the existent in in

perceptible relation to the non-existent, the absent orouts outside.
Hejinian provides a taxonomy of devices for creating an
open text that maintains poetic structure. Thev include:
irregular distr ibution on the page, repeti t ion and
rearrangement, paral lel ism and montage. She works
through numerous examples.

Dissimilar things, being made alike grammatically, become
meaningful in common and jointry. There is a kind of synergetic
developmeni occurring as a result, whereby the meaning of one
statement opens to that of another, the logicar extension of
which--+he third term, so to speak-being in the hands of the
reader. that is, out in the worrd . . . For me, a oentrar activitv of

p9.!i. language is formal. In being formal, in making formdist incr, i t  opens-makes variousnlss and mult ipt ici t i  anJpossibility articurate and crear. while fairing in itre ui,.ip, ,omatch the worrd, we discover strucrure, disi-inction, ,t. iri,.gr,ryand separatcness of things.

Language poetry requires the active part icipation of
readers in the creation of meaning. I i  requires readers to
impo.se framings, to f ind faces in t t .  Ooti  on the wall ,  and
to take responsibir i ty for the faces they f ind. I t  doesn't
al low readers to operate as decoders looking for a meaning
that someone else packed into the words. A reader who
luyr  " l  don ' t  get  i t .  I  don ' t  know what  th is  poem is  about .
what  is  the author  t ry ing to  say? ' is  operat ing in  terms of
the referential theory. That entire view of wha't consti tures
meaning and communication is being rejected-not for the
sake of reject ion i tself ,  but for two verv good reasons.
First,  i t  is a false view. what is grear in ir .at po.,rf- i ,  no,
i ts referential content. And in eviryday discouise, one is
constant ly  engaged in  a  negot ia t ion o f  meaning_a cyc le  o f
framing, interpreting, and responding, often cr"eating'
reference only by mutual inteiact ion. Second, the
referential theory is seen as an authoritarian view, one
which a l lows authors  to  f rame and character ize and which
puts  readers  in  the pos i t ion o f  hav ing to  accept  those
f ramings and character izat ions.

-Language poet ry  should  be v iewed f rom the perspect ive
of  ar t .  I t  is  verbar  ar r .  I t  evokes,  s t imurates,  ra ises issues,
arouses pass ions and confus ions and rnemor ies,  w i thout
forcing anything on you. you don't  have to get i t .  you are
rel ieved of the job of receiver and decod.r. you c"n
indulge in  rever ie ,  le t  the poem evoke what  i t  w i l l .  and
par t ic ipate  act ive ly .  I t  is  democrat ic  d iscourse,  ant i -e l i t i s t ;
anyone  can  j o i n .

Not  everyone wi l l  want  to .  We have been ra ised to  go
on packaged l i te rary  tours ,  w i th  author  as gu ide anO i
r ig id  i t inerary .  You go where the author  re ids you,  Ie t t rng
h im make the choices.  There is  a  p leasure in  i t .  you can
explore what 's  there.  D iscover  h idden praces.  Some ter ra in
is dif f icult ,  but rhere's a pleasure in treiking through i t
and seeing what  less hardy t rave l rers  can ' t .  but  you don. t
have to  bu i ld  the cast les  and temples and pa laces and
cultures yourself.  Moreover, i t  is not permitted. The
meaning is  there in  the work.  Fore igners  can rook a i l  the1,
want ,  but  that 's  a l l .  And who would want  to  anywa,v-?
That 's  not  what  l i te rary  tour ism is  about .

Language poetry provides an alternative to l i terary
tour ism.  l t  requ i res you to  take par t  in  the bu i ld ing.
Meaning isn't  there, arready f inished, to be sought 

-.out 
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admired.  You 've got  to  jo in  in  on the conr t .u . t ion crew.
Just  as you have to  in  r i fe  and in  any meaningfur  d iscourse
wi th  another  person.  Open poet ry  is  not  meanrns less



poetry. In any discourse, the language evokes and
constrains meaning. ln poetry, i t  evokes more. In language
poetry, the language both evokes more and constrains
less-but i t  st i l l  both evokes and constrains. As Hejinian
says, describing the word str ings of Jackson Maclow's
chance-generated poems, *While word str ings are
permissive, they do not l icense a free-for-al l ."

There is nothing new about this, of course. Openness
has always been part of what separates great writers from
hacks. Nor is openness of form new. Most of a haiku is
not what's in the words. I t  has no f ixed meaning. I ts role
is to start you on a journey of your own. In l inked verse,
where a poem is never the product of a single poet, the
form itself  forces openness, while also demonstrat ing how
the part icipating poets achieve i t .

One of the goals of language poetry is to develop new
open forms. The means is by a focus on language-al l  that
i t  can do-rather than on f ixed subject matter. The heroes
of the movement are those who have done i t  in the past:
Stein, Wil l iams, Zukofsky, Creeley, etc. Ron Sii l iman's
essay on Spicer shows how Spicer achieved such effects
and why he should be on that l ist.

Spicer. through his l ine breaks, through his suppressed verbs as
in ' -A drop lOr  crash of  water"  .  .  .  and through h is  numerous
insert ions of sentences apparently taken out of other discourses .
- .  achieves this turn to prose only through i ts destabi l izat ion. I t
is precisely in those nooks and crannies, gaps and lacunae that
the outside, wharever i t  is, is f inal ly permitted to speak . .  .  This
is not to suggest that Jack Spicer was the f irst- l  hesitate to use
lhis term-language poet, nor even to suggest that his
anticipation of such a writ ing should be ranked hierarchical ly
against similar contr ibutions made by Stein, Creeley, Zukofsky,
Kerouac, Olson or Eigner. In fact Spicer, both as poet and
l inguist,  rather aggressively disputed the valorization of language
within the process of the poem.

Sti l l  the force of the essay is to show how Spicer
functioned as language poets do.

Language poetry is enormously diverse: Eigner is sparse,
Hejinian is f lowing, Palmer is musical,  Si l l iman takes the
sentence as unit,  Watten creates new forms constantly. The
common denominator is not to be found in the specif ics of
form, nor (obviously) in content. The common
denominator is a set of concerns and a method for
addressing them. The concerns are those discussed in this
book-subject matter, characterization, etc. The method of
addressing them is by looking careful ly at how language
works and by using the knowledge gained to construct new
open forms. One of the impulses behind al l  the theoretical
discussions is discovery-discovery of how one can address
continued on page 7
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continued from page 6

these concerns in concrete detai l ,  how other poets have
done i t  and how each other has done i t .

These discussions serve st i l l  another purpose. The poetry
itself  ( there are 80 to 90 volumes by the contr ibutors l isted
on pp. 292-5) is the means by which openness of form is
created. But the group is not concerned merely with
openness of form. Openness of interpretat ion is equally
important. Just as free cit izens need to be able to create
for themselves the meanihgs of events, so readers have to
train themselves in framing what they read and noticing
the frames. These discussions are part of that ongoing
t ra in ing.

Such theoretical essays, therefore, serve a number of
purposes: to address a set of concerns in minute detai l .  to
help one another learn how to achieve openness of both
form and interpretat ion, and by that process, to expand
the boundaries of poetry and to usurp the authority of the
cri t ical establ ishment. l t 's a worthwhile enterprise and I
enjoy reading about it. tr
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