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Abstract

This thesis situates the work of Llaura Riding in an American tradition of
“hospitality to words” extending from Emerson and Emily Dickinson through
Gertrude Stein to John Ashbery and contemporary language-oriented writing. The
theme is introduced in terms of her linguistic and spiritual ideal of home as a place of
truthful speaking, related in turn to her identity as an American writer who
renounced the craft of poetry in mid-career.

First, Riding’s poetry is “hospitable” in ways akin to Dickinson’s, broadly
characterized by Riding’s term, “linguistic intimateness.” There are similarities in
their word-conjunctions and styles of poetic argument, as well as their ideas of
poetry as “house of possibility” and spiritual home. Riding’s work is then compared
with that of her older friend of the late 1920s, Gertrude Stein. The chapter details the
shift in Riding’s critical view of Stein; then focuses on the similarly “homely”
characteristics of their prose writing and poetics, with particular reference made to
Riding’s “Steinian” poems.

The central chapters clarify Riding’s conception of truth and related
questions of authority, history and responsibility. Chapter 4 explains her poetic
vision of “the end of the world” as the introduction to a new world and potentially a
new home, and chapter 5 extends the account to include her post-poetic work, The
Telling compared to her earlier, collaborative The World and Ourselves.

These concerns are then related to Riding’s poet-inheritors. Her
acknowledged influence on John Ashbery is explained in terms of his “celebration”
of the “failure” that Riding came to find in poetry; and the work of language-
oriented writers including Carla Harryman and Lisa Samuels is shown to develop her
critique of poetry’s truth-telling properties further. Finally, the thesis reflects on their
thoroughly de-familiarizing “hospitality to words” in relation to the broader tradition

described.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Few writers have insisted on the self-sufficiency of their work as strongly as Laura
(Riding) Jackson—to the dismay of many an admiring critic. She considered any
“purpose not to see [her| work as a whole” to be misleading, even “ill-willed,” and
reportedly asked, in breaking off communication with the author of the first book on
her work, why “interpretations and explanations were necessary at all. Were her
words not good enough in themselves?”’! As Christopher Norris has pointed out,
this meant that for (Riding) Jackson “the only honest or answerable way of
respecting her original intentions” was “commentary—and preferably detailed, line-for-
line commentary.” “Argued ¢ritigne,” on the other hand, would inevitably distort her
“unique particularities of thought and style,” privileging the critic’s frame of
reference over the precisely articulated body of work itself.? Accordingly, her
response to criticism was almost invariably (and meticulously) corrective, and has
justly been characterized as “a prevailing disapproval of anybody whose interest in or
admiration for her writing is expressed in terms other than those which she herself
condones.”® Or as John Ashbery pithily puts it: “Laura Riding was what we would
call today a ‘control freak.””* More to the point, she was “adamant about controlling
her meanings” (Lisa Samuels) even if that meant exclusion from the canon and a
marginal place in literary history.> By suppressing her poems for several decades after

the publication of the Collected in 1938, later allowing their re-presentation only on

I (Riding) Jackson’s words are from F.A4, xvi. Joyce Piell Wexler relates how (Riding) Jackson
“broke communication with” her, upon reading a draft of her book, in Laura Riding’s Pursuit of Truth
(Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1979), xii.

2 Christopher Norris, “An Exchange: Laura (Riding) Jackson and Christopher C. Norris,”
Language and Style 19, no. 2 (spring 1986): 211.

3 K.K. Ruthven, “How to avoid being canonized: Laura Riding,” Textual Practice 5, no. 2
(summer 1991): 253.

4 John Ashbery, Other Traditions (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), 101-2.

5 Lisa Samuels, Poetic Arrest. Laura Riding, Wallace Stevens, and the Modernist Afterlife (PhD diss.,
University of Virginia, 1997). The quoted phrase is from a longer version of her dissertation abstract,
available in 1999 on the Laura (Riding) Jackson homepage,
http:/ /www.unc.edu/~ottotwo/partner.html.



condition that she had “leave to tell why there are no more” (5P, 16), she deliberately
contributed to their neglect.

Her career may thus be seen as something of a lesson in “how to avoid being
canonized.” In 1991, the year of her death, more than fifty years after the publication
of her Collected Poems and over a decade after their return to print, it still seemed,
according to K.K. Ruthven, that there was “no Laura Riding industry in academic
circles, nor even the prospect of one”—a state of affairs which cannot be explained
only by her uncompromisingness.® Over the past twenty years or so, this has begun
to change, with a proliferation of essays on her work, two biographies, and the
appearance of several long-out-of-print and previously unpublished books by
(Riding) Jackson herself. But the scarcity of book-length studies of her work allows
the impression that she is a “figure almost everybody connected with literary studies
has heard of but nobody feels obliged to read” to linger yet.” The reasons for this are
complex, as Ruthven has explained,® but have principally to do with (Riding)
Jackson’s resistance (maintained posthumously by her Board of Literary
Management) to her work’s being subsumed under categories such as “women’s
poetry” and “feminist writing”’; and with the tendency among critics to focus more
on autobiographical aspects than close reading of her work. The lack of sustained
academic interest may also, I would add, be due to unfashionably “adamant”
characteristics of the writing itself. Its didactic tone is hard to miss, but I am thinking
as much (and more positively) of the poems’ typically pared-down, tightly controlled
style of argument, and concomitant density of thought—a paradoxically “difficult”
straightforwardness.’

It might seem odd, then, to suggest that her work has much to do with
“hospitality to words” (the title of one of her poems). “Hospitality” suggests

inclusiveness and tolerance; welcome extended to friends and strangers alike. One

6 Ruthven, “How to avoid being canonized,” 253.
7 Ibid., 250.

8 See also Jo-Ann Wallace, “Laura Riding and the Politics of Decanonization,” Awmerican
Literature 64, no. 1 (March 1992): 111-26.

9 Riding herself acknowledges this “difficulty,” but defends her poems against the charge of
obscurity, claiming: “I begin every poem on the most elementary plane of understanding and proceed
to the plane of poetic discovery (or uncovering) by steps which deflect the reader from false
associations, false reasons for reading” (PLR, 484).
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might sooner think of the “intellectual hospitality” found in Ashbery’s perhaps no
less difficult but far more popular poetry, with its broad allusiveness, wide openness
to interpretation, and generally affable, conversational tone.!” Wouldn’t (Riding)
Jackson’s “adamant” stance and style confront the critic with a more daunting,
inhospitable terrain?

Her work poses a particular challenge to critical assessment, as I shall later
explain. But “hospitality” need not mean mere “accessibility” (nor, in Ashbery’s case,
an equivalent, “one-size-fits-all” indeterminacy);!! and besides, being hospitable 7
words suggests a more rigorous and austere intellectual enterprise: that of articulating
or furnishing, however sparely, the mind’s home. Hospitality also implies a host, who
may be welcoming on her own terms, which may well prove (as was the case in
Riding’s circle during the 1920s and 30s) too demanding for most. Nevertheless, one
would expect home to be homely, a place of plain speaking, and (Riding) Jackson
does argue for her poetry’s “expression-familiarity.” But she also makes a point of
distinguishing it from “mere homeliness or simplicity of idiom”:

There is in my poems a very large degree of expression-familiarity. But the
critical response to them was in the whole somewhat like the response to
candour or confidingness when it is one-sided: while there is no law against
such a thing in poetry, and even, ideally, expectation of it, the practice of it
(of course I am talking of linguistic intimateness, not mere homeliness or
simplicity of idiom) is an oddity, and mine excited much suspicion,
considerable hostility, even some derision.!?

Clearly, the “practice ... of linguistic intimateness” implies more truthfulness and
gravity of purpose than “mere homeliness ... of idiom.” However, elsewhere in her
post-poetic writing, as Joyce Piell Wexler has noted, (Riding) Jackson “uses the term
‘homely’ with approval”'>—a notable instance being her claim, in The Telling, that “it
is, indeed, a homely Subject: there has never been natural room for professionals,

with #his subject” (1, 64). Wexler seems to suggest that (Riding) Jackson’s “approval”

10 Geoff Ward mentions Ashbery’s “intellectual hospitality” in his preface to the second
edition of Statutes of Liberty: The New York School of Poets (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave, 2001), ix.

1'1n a 1988 interview with John Tranter, Ashbery called “Soonest Mended” his “One Size
Fits All Confessional Poem.” The transcript was published in Jacker 2 (1998),
http:/ /jacketmagazine.com/02/jaiv1988.html.

12“An Autobiographical Summary,” PN Review 20, no. 5 (May—June 1994): 30. According to
Elizabeth Friedmann’s introduction, “this ... was probably written in the mid-1960s.”

13 Wexlet, Laura Riding’s Pursuit of Truth, 151.
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of the term was something of a turning point in her thought; in fact, (Riding) Jackson
had, several decades earlier, written approvingly of the “homeliness” through which
woman “expresses her compulsion to wholeness: the whole is interior, is internal”
(WW, 62-63). This sense of homeliness as characteristic of spiritual “wholeness,”
which informs her poetic and post-poetic projects, epitomizes the “hospitality to
words” to be explored in this thesis. But I shall also use the term to refer to the
“merely” homely, which as well as describing often-overlooked aspects of (Riding)
Jackson’s diction and style, may signify a falling-short of true “linguistic intimateness,”
a deceptive homeliness of partial truths.

The poem, “Hospitality to Words,” concisely expresses this ambivalence:

The small the far away

The unmeant meanings

Of sincere conversation

Encourage the common brain of talkers
And steady the cup-handles on the table.
Over the rims the drinking eyes

Taste close congratulation

And are satisfied.

Happy room, meal of securities.

The fire distributes feelings,

The cross-beam showers down centuries.

How mad for friendliness

Creep words from where they shiver and starve,
Small and far away in thought,

Untalkative and outcast.

(PLR, 70)

The scene described is homely—the conversation “sincere,” the “feelings” warmly
“distribute[d]”—but the speaker sounds sceptical of the ease with which the
“common brain of talkers” draws “encouragement” from “the unmeant meanings”
of words (which are, accordingly, “mad for friendliness”). Drinking in the
intoxicating spirit of conversation, the talkers’ “eyes / Taste close congratulation”:
their vision too easily “satisfied,” minds too quick to accommodate “the unmeant
meanings.” Meanwhile, words “themselves”’—words which would more fully mean—
still hunger, “Small and far away in thought / Untalkative and outcast.”

This less than “happy” conclusion does, however, imply a “hospitality to
words” beyond that described: a distantly apprehended, as yet unrealized “home” of

wholly meant meanings—of words rescued from their “outcast” condition. This
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would be a place of truthful speech, as opposed to “talk” of the kind critiqued also
(and at greater length) in “The Talking World,” towards the end of which Riding
anticipates the speaking of those who yet “show the space where truth is, / Who are
the place with the words identical” (PLR, 205). Soon after, however, she leaves off,
claiming, “more of talk I cannot talk / Except I talk speak mingled” (2006). In this
way, only the promise of “speak mingled” hospitality to words is made, its realization
rather imperiously withheld until such time as we are truly prepared to “listen”: “And
you would then attend, / Nor complain that I speak solitary” (ibid.). Effectively, the
question of whether poetry can fulfil that promise is left open. For (Riding) Jackson,
this question—the problem intimated by poems such as these—was resolved by her
“renunciation” of poetry in mid-career and subsequent practice of a plainer, more
homely quality of speaking. Whether or not one agrees, her renunciation raises a
crucial question of consistency, to which I shall now turn, before contextualizing my

approach and giving a fuller presentation of my theme.

2. The Question of Consistency:
Riding’s Renunciation of Poetry and “American-brand Immediacy”

Born Laura Reichenthal in New York City in 1901, Laura (Riding) Jackson is still
more widely known by the name she adopted officially in 1927 and used in most of
her poetic, critical and fictional writing of the late twenties and thirties: Laura
Riding.'* She had previously published as Laura Riding Gottschalk, acknowledging
her first husband’s name, which was, however, inked over on the title page of her
first collection of poems, The Close Chaplet (1926), following their divorce in 1925.
The beginning of the post-poetic phase of her career coincided with her second
marriage, in 1941, to Schuyler B. Jackson (himself a former poet), with whom she
collaborated on what was to become their magnum opus, the posthumously
published Rational Meaning. However, her career did not resume publicly until 1962,
when she gave a reading of some of her poems, along with an explanation of her

renunciation, for the BBC. From then on, she mostly used the authorial name Laura

14 Riding also used the pseudonyms Madeleine Vara and Barbara Rich; the former for some
of her contributions to the journal she edited, Epilogue (1935-7); the latter for the novel she co-
authored with Robert Graves, No Decency Left (London: Jonathan Cape, 1932).
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(Riding) Jackson, so giving a carefully qualified sense of her former poet-identity.!>
Critics have tended to refer to her either as such or as Laura Riding, regardless of
whether they are speaking of the poetry or her later work. As Carla Billitteri notes,
“there is not yet a convention in place for referring to Riding/(Riding) Jackson by
name when discussing all phases of her career.”!® An admirer of her stories, Harry
Mathews, having “an intense and impersonal sense of allegiance,” avoids
complication by referring to her simply as “Laura.”!” In this study, “Laura Riding”
will predominate because I am concerned chiefly with her poetry and other work of
that period. But for the sake of accuracy, and sometimes to avoid confusion, I shall
speak of (Riding) Jackson when referring to the post-poetic writing specifically or to
the whole extent of her work.

Whether Riding’s many name-changes “point,” as Ruthven suggests, “to the
by now well-documented crisis posed for feminine subjectivity by masculine
nomenclature,” or simply to a remarkable readiness to start over (to “wipe the slate
clean”), they are characteristic of a career that was marked by turning points.'® These
include, most notably, her move to England in 1926, which led to a thirteen-year,
highly productive literary partnership with Robert Graves; and, upon her return to
America and the demise of that relationship, her post-poetic attempt to build what
she and Jackson came to call “a new foundation for the definition of words.” (The
closely collaborative nature of these relationships may be seen as an outward
manifestation of her “hospitable” approach to work.) The notorious circumstances
surrounding these turning points have become the stuff of literary legend: Riding’s
suicidal attempt to disentangle herself from her relationships with Graves, his wife

Nancy Nicholson and Irish poet Geoffrey Phibbs, by falling from a high window of

15 Some of her published correspondence is signed “Laura Jackson” and she published as
Laura Riding (Jackson) in At and Literature 6 (Autumn 1965), which reprinted her story “A Last
Lesson in Geography” along with a “Sequel of 1964.”

16 Carla Billitteti, Langnage and the Renewal of Society in Walt Whitman, Laura (Riding) Jackson, and
Charles Olson: The American Cratylus New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 165.

17 Harry Mathews, Immeasurable Distances (Venice, CA: The Lapis Press, 1991), 110.

18 Ruthven, “How to avoid being canonized,” 253. The phrase “wipe the slate clean” is from
Robert Graves’s and Alan Hodges’ assessment of Riding in The Long Week-end (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1971; first pub. Faber and Faber, 1940). They write that Riding “wip[ed]
her slate clean of literary and domestic affiliations with America” when she came to England in 1927,
and that she did so “once again” upon returning to the U.S. and “surprisingly rediscover[ing] her
American self” (196-197).
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Graves’s flat in 1929; and a decade later, her assumption of control over Schuyler
Jackson’s household, which led to his wife Katherine’s nervous breakdown and
hospitalization. Unsurprisingly, these episodes loom large in accounts of (Riding)
Jackson’s life, in biographies, memoirs, even novels: from her own roman a clef, 144,
published in 1934, to Miranda Seymour’s version of the “summer of ’39,” The Telling,
published in 1999 (not to be confused with (Riding) Jackson’s earlier work of that
title).!”

But the most significant change in the course of her writing itself was
undoubtedly the decision, made around 1940, not to write or publish more poetry,
on the grounds that it “obstructs general attainment to something better in our
linguistic way-of-life than we have” (§P, 16).?° This radical shift seems all the more
remarkable in view of her prolific output and passionate commitment to poetry up to
that point. As (Riding) Jackson acknowledges in the opening sentence of the preface
to Selected Poems: In Five Sets (1970), the first instance of her allowing a large body of
her poems to return to print: “My history as one who was for long a devout advocate
of poetry, and then devoutly renounced allegiance to it as a profession and faith in it
as an institution, raises a question of consistency” (11). Clearly this is where she
would wish consideration of her work to begin, and it is important to note her
immediate stress upon the notion that she was consistent in her “devoutness”: an
encompassing, indeed “religious” allegiance, in view of which her turning away from
poetry may be seen as a step towards the further “uncovering of truth,” rather than a

“private-life” crisis, merely.?! From this perspective, the idea of the turning point

19 Miranda Seymour, The Telling (London: John Murray, 1998), published in the U.S. as The
Summer of 39 New York: W.W. Norton, 1999). The fullest, if hostile, first-hand account of that
episode is in Tom Matthews’s memoir, Jacks or Better: A Narrative New York: Harper Collins, 1977),
published in the UK as Under the Influence: Recollections of Robert Graves, Laura Riding, and Friends
(London: Cassell, 1979). See also Richard Perceval Graves, Robert Graves: 1927—1940, The Years with
Lanra (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1990). For accounts more sympathetic to Riding, see
Elizabeth Friedmann, A Mannered Grace: The Life of Laura (Riding) Jackson (New York: Persea, 2005),
439-442, and James F. Mathias’s review of Under The Influence: ““The Dolt of Dionysus,” PN Review 6,
no. 6 (July—August 1980).

20 Although she did not begin to explain her renunciation, in print, until much later (notably,
in a BBC radio programme broadcast on April 1, 1962), according to (Riding) Jackson, her resolve
was firm by 1941. See Elizabeth Friedmann, A Mannered Grace, 534. But as Friedmann notes, “the
earliest surviving indications so far found of her changing view of the character of poetry are in
letters she wrote to anthology editors in 1948 and 19507 (389).

21 (Riding) Jackson describes her former “devotion to poetry” as “religious” in her
introduction to The Poems of Laura Riding (xxx). She writes of her “uncovering of truth” in the
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may itself, paradoxically, be seen as emblematic of her extraordinary commitment to the
project of truth-telling: “a movement which is at the same time a holding to a
constant,” as John Nolan has suggested.?? Or, to shift the focus: it was poetry’s
promise of “hospitality to words” which enabled both Riding’s faith in the genre and
her abjuring it.

It is nonetheless tempting to characterize Riding’s poetic “silence” post-1938
as the tragic loss of an original poetic voice, due to her overreaching idealism. If, as
John Crowe Ransom suggested with great prescience in 1924, Riding tried “to put
more into poetry than it will bear,” it would seem that she was doomed to failure.?3
Indeed, if her suicide attempt of 1927 had not, astonishingly, failed, her career would
have seemed to presage that of her friend Hart Crane, leaving her work perhaps as
clearly in the Romantic-Modernist line. But to characterize her renunciation of poetry
as a surrendering to the ineffable, or a mystical preference for silence, would be quite
inaccurate.

Riding neither disowned her poems nor lost her voice. In fact, much of her
post-poetic writing is given over to continuing critique (critique begun in her poems)
of poetry, and she continued to rate them as “things of the first water as poetry”

(§P, 16). Although she renounced the “craft” of poetry, its “creed” remained her
central concern (§P, 11), her investment in language becoming all the more
rigorously ethical. Riding’s claim, in the preface to Collected Poers, of adherence to the
“right reasons” for “going to poetry” (PLR, 484) becomes in the post-poetic work a
more egalitarian ideal of the good as truth available through speaking without
recourse to the “wisdom-professions”—poetry counted among them. For “it, too,”
she believes, “presupposes a silent laity! The virtue poetry has of conceiving itself as

the voice of the laity is lost in the professionalism of the voicing” (7, 65).

“Original 1938 Preface™ “A poem is an uncovering of truth of so fundamental and general a kind
that no other name except poetry is adequate except truth” (PLR, 484). In the preface to her Selected
Poems: In Five Sets (1970), she notes: “Those who know my poems ... have for the most part (as the
indications go) shrugged off my change of view of poetry as exhibiting an inconsistency so bizarre as
to be explicable only in private-life terms” (SP, 492).

22 John Nolan, “ “That Being Be Well Spoken’: The Telling and After” (paper presented at the
“Laura (Riding) Jackson and the Promise of Language” symposium, Cornell University, October 8-9,
1998).

23 John Crowe Ransom, as quoted in Robert Graves, In Broken Images: Selected Letters of Robert
Graves, ed. Paul O’Prey (London: Hutchinson, 1982), 162.
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This shift in her thought, which aligns it more closely with an Emersonian
tradition of “self-reliance,” is anticipated by her conception of her work as poet. As
(Riding) Jackson writes of Anarchism is Not Enough (originally published in 1929): it is
“concerned with the placing of poetry, the poet, and centrally & most importantly,
the nature of the person who seeks to treat of main things of being, in thought &
expression from a position of self-reliance as against reliance upon definitions of
things delivered from socially constructed or philosophically systematized frames of
authority” (A, Appendix II, 261-2). If this bespeaks a characteristically American
individualism and confidence in starting afresh, it is significant that (Riding) Jackson
even came to see her relation to “the English tradition”—specifically, it was “the
English poetic zdeal’ that interested her—in terms of her “American-brand
immediacy.”?* This “immediacy” is an ideal condition of being always, as she says of
herself, “prompt in my responses of feeling, in the American manner of treating
what is immediately there as personally immediate” (PLR, xliii)—a claim which may
help clarify the title of the second group of poems assembled for the Collected:
“Poems of Immediate Occasion.” But as in Emerson, such emphasis points beyond
mere individualism (self-reliance as an end in itself) to community of human being.
In The Telling, she entreats the reader: “Do you speak, and you . . . making our subject
less mine, more yours . . . less yours, more ours. And we shall then be not merely as
of the same room, but, in real meaning, of the same Subject, and Soul. I yearn, more
than that I do better, that we do better” (T, 43). Lisa Samuels’s statement that
Riding’s “version of individual authority is an absolute spiritual imperative, compared
to which the more common Western ideology of personal liberty is a temporal
shadow” (A, xxxi) is as true of The Telling as Anarchism.

For all her utopian yearning, there is, in (Riding) Jackson’s “testing of the
possibilities of consistency” with respect to the “sacred poetic motive” (§P, 12), a
more pragmatist “element of demystification.” This is shared with fellow American

modernists Gertrude Stein and Wallace Stevens who, in the words of Jonathan

24 See Laura (Riding) Jackson, “An Autobiographical Summary,” PN Review 20, no. 5 (May—
June 1994): 33. Her interest in the English poetic ideal is reflected cleatly in her first published critical
essay, “A Prophecy or a Plea,” in which she embraces Francis Thompson’s idealism in particular. As
worthy of note, however, is her reference to Whitman in support of her claim that true poets must
exercise a “vigorous idealism (F.4, 278). Moreover, as Lisa Samuels points out in her introduction to
Apnarchism is Not Enough, “Emersonian self-reliance was not her only ideal; Whitmanesque
contrariness was every bit as important” (A, Xxxix).
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Levin, “retain a strong conception of a sacred energizing spirit, even as they remain
skeptical of the vocabularies, theological or otherwise, that would describe that
spirit.”? Such scepticism—including (Riding) Jackson’s sense of the continual need
for us to “do better”—corresponds with Emerson’s where, for instance, he writes:

A man’s wisdom is to know that all ends are momentary, that the best end
must be superseded by a better. But there is a mischievous tendency in him to
transfer his thought from the life to the ends, to quit his agency and rest in
his acts: the tools run away with the workman, the human with the divine.?

In a sense, this is precisely (Riding) Jackson’s point about poetry, in which, she
claims with almost puritanical severity, “all effort is expended in problems of craft”
at the expense of “the sacred poetic motive,” the “craft tying the hope to verbal
rituals that court sensuosity as if it were the judge of truth” (5P, 12). She believes that
this unavoidable tendency results in “the backing-away of poets of better-than-
average conscience from extreme testing of the possibilities of consistency in the
poet-réle” (ibid.). The fuller implications of these claims will be explored in later
chapters, but it should be clear from the start that it was the professionalism of
poetry—the “total display” of which “crackles with mere “craft-individualism”—that
Riding came to repudiate, not the integrity of the original “poetic motive” or the
“truth-potentiality of words” themselves (PLR, xxxii).

Nevertheless, the notion of “failure” will recur in this study, not only with
respect to poetry’s failing her, but also with respect to her more positive claim that
an “original poem” is “a model, to the reader, of constructive dissociation: an
incentive not to response but to initiative” (A, 114). This is seen to entail, crucially,
the idea of the pursuit of truth as necessary failure insofar as no “static, perfected, final
object” can be produced.?” While my main focus is on Riding’s poems, I also aim to
show that they warrant consideration in light of her later work—that the poems

themselves call to be read under the sign of their “failure.” In exploring this

25 Jonathan Levin, The Poetics of Transition: Emerson, Pragmatism, & American Literary Modernism
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1999), 14. The phrase “a strong element of
demystification” is also Levin’s.

26 Emerson’s Prose and Poetry, Joel Porte and Saundra Morris, eds. (New York and London:
W.W. Norton, 2001), 87.

27 Here I am echoing Lisa Samuels, who points out that “the paradoxical status of the
pursuit of truth and the writing of poetry as processes that lead necessarily to failure—since neither
produces a static, perfected, final objec~—is noted in many nonstandard modernist critical texts” (A, i,
emphasis elided). Gertrude Stein’s “Composition as Explanation” (which Riding would have read)
and William Carlos Williams’s prologue to Kora in Hell are noted as examples (Ixx).
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hypothesis, I make a case for a tradition of “hospitality to words” extending from
Emily Dickinson, through Gertrude Stein, to John Ashbery and poets associated
with or influenced by Language poetry. My consideration of her work in this
American, broadly speaking modernist line is contextualized by the central chapters
of the thesis (4 and 5), in which Riding’s conception of truth and related questions of
authority, history and responsibility are considered more on her own terms. For all
the “American-brand immediacy” of her work, and in view of the fact that she “was,
indeed, an American poet,” ultimately her “sense of the further” implies “the
leaving-behind of the uncertainties of particular or composite identity.”?® But before
introducing this idea of home (as identity transcending “the uncertainties”) more
tully, my approach needs situating in relation to the broader critical reception of her

work.

2. The Critical Reception of Riding’s Work: An Overview

The 1970 Selected appeared under the prestigious auspices of Faber and Faber, and
since then the revival of interest in Laura Riding has been slow but sure. Her
inclusion in Poems for the Millennium, World Poetry, The Norton Anthology of Poetry, The
Harvill Book of Twentieth-Century Poetry in English and Anthology of Modern American Poetry
indicates growing mainstream recognition of her poems, particularly after her death

in 1991.2 As for her writings in prose, recent years have seen the first publication of

28 Note also her concluding remark on being “indeed, an American poet”: “None of this
spells me as American, but neither does it spell me as non-American.” For these remarks, see PLK,
xliii. Carla Billitteri puts (Riding) Jackson’s qualified assertion of her Americanness helpfully in
perspective: “The Americanness so prominent in Whitman’s project becomes attenuated in (Riding)
Jackson’s, while retaining its rhetorical force as a reminder of the desire for a more perfect society.
To achieve this society no longer requires a specifically American language, but language is still the
essential element.” See Billitteri, Language and the Renewal of Society, 114. (Riding) Jackson’s comment
on her “sense of the further” appears on the back cover of the paperback edition of The Poems of
Laura Riding Manchester: Carcanet, 19806).

29 Poems for the Millenninm, vol. 1, ed. Jerome Rothenberg and Pierre Joris (Berkeley, LA and
London: University of California Press, 1995) includes “Elegy in a Spider’s Web.” Rothenberg
presented a more substantial selection of Riding’s poems in his earlier anthology Revolution of the Word:
A New Gathering of American Avant-Garde Poetry 1914-45 (Boston: Exact Change, 1974). The fourth
edition of The Norton Anthology of Poetry, ed. Margaret Ferguson, Mary Jo Salter, Jon Stallworthy (New
York and London: W.W. Norton, 19906) includes “The Wind Suffers” and “Ding-Donging.” World
Poetry, ed. Katharine Washburn, et al. (New York and London: Norton, 1998) includes the early
poem “Summary for Alastor.” The Harvill Book of Twentieth-Century Poetry in English (London: Harvill
Press, 1999), edited by Michael Schmidt, the publisher of Riding’s work at Carcanet Press, includes
eight of Riding’s poems. Cary Nelson’s Anthology of Modern American Poetry New York and Oxford:



19

her post-poetic magnum opus, Rational Meaning, several books of previously
uncollected or unpublished essays, including The Failure of Poetry, The Promise of
Langnage; her two-volume literary memoirs, The Person I Anr, as well as the long-
overdue republication of Anarchism is not Enough, selected Essays from ‘Epilogne’ 1935-
1937, A Survey of Modernist Poetry, A Pamphlet Against Anthologies, and Contemporaries and
Snobs3® While her work, poetic and other, is not nearly as widely recognized as that
of other “pioneering modernists,”! the variety of appraisal it has received is striking.
The fact that she wrote “in ways antithetical to institutional projects” seems to have
left her work open to diverse classification.’? Or as (Riding) Jackson puts it,
laconically: “I have had, I have, queer things said of me” (PLR, xliii), citing Allen
Tate’s description of her as “an ‘international’ poet who ‘happens to write in
English.””” Other claims she would have considered “queer” include Kenneth
Rexroth’s view of her as a great neglected modernist akin to the French “Cubist”
poet Pierre Reverdy, in effecting a “revolution ... aimed at the syntax of the mind
itself,” and W.H. Auden’s similarly grand description of her as the “only living
philosophical poet.” Others since have suggested kinship with Nietzsche,

Wittgenstein, and Derrida.3* Robert Graves described her as “a perfect original,” and

Oxford University Press, 2000), includes Riding’s “Elegy in a Spider’s Web,” “Helen’s Burning” and
“The Wind Suffers.”

30 The Failure of Poetry, The Promise of Langnage, ed. John Nolan (Ann Arbor: The University of
Michigan Press, 2007); The Person I Am: The Literary Memoirs of Lanra (Riding) Jackson (in two volumes)
ed. John Nolan and Carroll Ann Friedmann (Nottingham: Trent Editions, 2011). Essays from ‘Epilogne’
1935-1937, ed. Mark Jacobs (Manchester: Carcanet, 2001); .4 Survey of Modernist Poetry and A Pamphlet
Against Anthologies, ed. Charles Mundye and Patrick McGuinness (Manchester: Carcanet, 2002);
Contemporaries and Snobs, ed. Laura Heffernan and Jane Malcolm (Tuscaloosa: The University of
Alabama Press, 2014).

31In concluding her essay on “Laura Riding’s Essentialism,” Susan M. Schultz suggests that
“new readings of Riding’s poetry (of which there are now many) should restore her work to its
rightful place among that of the pioneering modernists, Eliot, Pound, Crane, Moore, and others.”
Susan M. Schultz, A Poetics of Impasse in Modern and Contemporary American Poetry (Tuscaloosa: The
University of Alabama Press, 2005), 77-78.

32 Lisa Samuels, Poetic Arrest. Lanra Riding, Wallace Stevens, and the Modernist Afterlife (PhD diss.,
University of Virginia, 1997): dissertation abstract, longer version (as note 5).

33 Kenneth Rexroth, “The Cubist Poetry of Pierre Reverdy,” in World Outside the Window: The
Selected Essays of Kenneth Rexroth, ed. Bradford Morrow (New York: New Directions, 1987), 253.
Rexroth goes on to make a useful distinction: the “restructuring of experience” in Riding and
Reverdy is purposive not dreamlike, and hence it possesses an uncanniness fundamentally different in
kind from the most haunted utterances of the Surrealist or Symbolist unconscious” (ibid). Riding
comments on Auden’s description of her in the preface to her Collected Poems (PLR, 487). Harry
Mathews suggests that Riding and Nietzsche share the “longing to purify language to make it fit for
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a younger English poet for whom she was a mentor, Robert Nye, has praised her
poetry as quite simply “unmatched in English literature.” Virginia Woolf, on the
other hand, called her “a damned bad poet.” W.B. Yeats’s criticism of “her school”
as “too thoughtful, reasonable and truthful” typifies a kinder, if condescending, view
of her as naive.?* By contrast, leading Language poets have claimed her as precursor,
and America’s best-known poet of radical scepticism, John Ashbery, has
acknowledged Riding as one of the “three writers who most formed my language as
a poet” (along with “the early Auden” and Wallace Stevens).?

Within this rather bewildering range of reception, three main “schools” can
be distinguished. The first takes an Anglo-centric view of her importance,
foregrounding her association with Graves. The second consists largely of (Riding)
Jackson’s closest friends at the time of her death in 1991, including former members
of her Board of Literary Management (which ceased to exist in 2010, its
responsibilities being passed to Cornell University).>® Their commentary has tended
to be less critical than corrective, especially of the distortions of criticism biased
towards Graves. The third school of (Riding) Jackson criticism is more American-

oriented, and unafraid to read her “against the grain,” as Charles Bernstein put it to

truth-telling”; see Immeasurable Distances (Venice, CA: Lapis Press, 1991), 111. Lisa Samuels suggests
that Riding, like Wittgenstein, “is involved in a continuous search for the means of truth” and
“combines sober earnestness of purpose with mercurial and sometimes playful language” (A, li). Julia
Fiedorczuk, in “A Home of Words: Laura (Riding) Jackson’s The Telling,” finds kinship between The
Telling and Derrida’s “late writings, focused on ethics.” See the Nottingham Trent University Laura
(Riding) Jackson website, http://www.ntu.ac.uk/laura_riding/scholars/117612gp.html.

34 Graves’s assessment of Riding appears in The Long Week-end, 196—7. For Robert Nye’s
comment, see his “Letter to a Professor of English,” PN Review 17, no. 4 (March—April, 1991): 58.
For Woolf’s, see A Reflection of the Other Person: The Letters of Virginia Woolf, 1929—1931, vol. 4 (London:
Chatto and Windus, 1983): 329. As Deborah Baker points out, “Woolf’s remarks are made all the
more unfortunate by the fact that she had published two volumes of Riding’s poetry” (In Extrensis,
171). The Yeats quotation is from Letters on Poetry from W.B. Yeats to Dorothy Wellesley (Oxford
University Press, 1940), 69.

35 See John Bernard Myers, ed., The Poets of the New York Schoo! (Philadelphia: Graduate
School of Fine Arts, 1969), 29. For Ashbery’s later thoughts on her influence, see chapter 6. Among
leading Language poets, Charles Bernstein has taken a particular interest in (Riding) Jackson, the
earliest sign of which is his essay, “The Telling,” dating from 1977, collected in Content’s Dream (Los
Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1986), 340—42. On the basis of which, Jerome McGann suggests that
Bernstein, “who stands at the center of so much contemporaty experimentalism, has clearly accepted
the terms in which Riding set the problem of poetry” (Black Riders, 135).

36 In 2007, the members of the Laura (Riding) Jackson Board of Literary Management were:
Alan J. Clark, Elizabeth Friedmann, William Harmon, Mark Jacobs, Robert Nye, James Tyler, Joan
Wilentz and John Nolan. See editor Nolan’s acknowledgments in Laura (Riding) Jackson, The Failure
of Poetry, The Promise of Langnage, vii.
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participants at the Laura (Riding) Jackson Symposium held at Cornell University in
1998.37 These critics tend to foreground Riding’s modernist preoccupation with the
word as such, reading her work also as stimulus to experiment in writing of their
own. (Many in this group are themselves poets.)

The approach of the first school tends to be based upon a selective reading
of her earlier work, fastening upon her and Graves’s impatience with some of the
work discussed in their Swrvey of Modernist Poetry, as well as that book’s influence on
William Empson’s and New Critical procedures of close reading. This approach
tends to lead to Riding’s being depicted as a significant, if eccentric, an#-modernist—
a characterization that has perhaps more to do with Graves. However, the tendency
simply to diminish her importance has been more typical. Empson’s failure to
acknowledge Riding as co-author of A Surwey in the preface to the first edition of
Seven Types of Ambignity is a famous case in point, and in the foreword to A Pamphlet
Against Anthologies, Riding and Graves list seven newspapers and journals in which
the authorship of the Surwey was attributed to Graves alone.® The assumption that
she is “the less important poet” has often been taken for granted; and a patronizing,
“upper-notch” bias (to borrow an epithet Riding (Jackson) applies to Graves) is
sometimes apparent: from lamentably dismissive, off-the-mark journalistic
comments such as Patrick French’s description of her as a writer of “ornate
mythological poetry and dippy essays,” to Anthony Thwaite’s treatment of her work
solely by way of contrast with Graves’s (and its masculine, “English” virtues), in
Contemporary English Poetry: An Introduction. There he claims: “Yet what is abstract and
delicate in Laura Riding becomes concrete and tough in Graves; his poetic tone of

voice is wry, ironical, reserved, and yet immensely strong.”?? Graves-oriented

37 Bernstein’s introduction to Rational Meaning is a case in point, where he goes “against the
grain of a work that insists that its contribution is precisely its non-comparability” (RM, x).

38 Laura Riding and Robert Graves, A Pamphlet Against Anthologies (London: Jonathan Cape,
1928), 7-8; also: A Survey of Modernist Poetry and A Pamphlet Against Anthologies (2002), 155. Elizabeth
Friedmann states that Empson “forgot” to acknowledge Riding a co-author of A4 Survey, but John
Haffenden’s biography of Empson shows that the latter’s acknowledgement of Graves alone may
well have been intentional, in light of Empson’s later claims that certain passages in Graves’s pre-
Survey critical writings initially inspired his thoughts on ambiguity. Unfortunately, Empson did not
clarify his reasons for not acknowledging Riding until the 1970s, by which time a bitter
correspondence between the two had already been initiated by Riding. See Haffenden, William
Empson Volume 1: Among the Mandarins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 216-29.

% (Riding) Jackson refers to “the Graves order of upper-notch Anglo-Saxon romanticism”
in her foreword to The Word Woman’ (13). Patrick French’s description of Riding is from his review
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approaches tend to ignore the post-poetic work and focus on her relationships with
and influence on those writers (mostly British, mostly male) with whom she
associated during the late 1920s and 30’s, some of whom contributed, under her
close editorship, to the journal Epilogue: James Reeves, Norman Cameron, Harry
Kemp, and of course Graves among them. The case for such influence rests largely
upon biographical accounts of her personal magnetism and sway over some of these
poets collaboratively and personally, while more specific attention may be directed to
Ridingesque cadence and concision in the poems. Graves’s image of “the strong pull
of her bladed mind,” in his poem “Of Portents,” neatly suggests these emphases; and
many of the poems by other contributors to Epilogue bear witness to it.*0 While, as
Mark Jacobs and Alan Clark suggested in 1976, “it has long been recognized that
some of the best-known authors in this century have used as source material the
inspirational work of Laura (Riding) Jackson,” such recognition has probably not
been broad enough:

There is, however, a tendency—generally an incorrect one—to regard this
use of her work as somehow confined to a pre-1940 period, of short
duration, after which a writer who is said to be ‘influenced’ by her is seen as
having recovered. Names such as W.H. Auden, Robert Graves, James Reeves
and Roy Fuller spring to mind. Further, a host of minor and not so minor
writers today, taking their lead from Mr. Graves’ mythologizing in The White
Godldess, fail to realize that that book takes its direction from Laura (Riding)
Jackson’s work, its detailed thesis being a distorted expansion of her primary
thought on the subject of woman’s nature, and woman as seen from the male
viewpoint; these writers also may be said to be ‘influenced’.*!

The Graves-oriented school of Riding criticism clearly has some biographical
basis, but its narrow range of reference and patriarchal tendencies are limiting. For
instance, the most likely explanation for the misguided characterization of Riding’s

poetry as “ornate and mythological” is Graves’s “mythologizing” in The White

of Miranda Seymour’s biography of Graves in the Independent Weekend newspaper, July 8, 1995. See
also Anthony Thwaite, Contemporary English Poetry: An Introduction (Heinemann, 1959, reissued 1964),
quoted and critiqued by Jacobs and Clark in “The Question of Bias: Some Treatments of Laura
(Riding) Jackson,” Hiroshima Studies in English Langnage and Literature, vol. 21 (1976), online at the
Nottingham Trent University website, http:/ /www.ntu.ac.uk/laura_riding/scholars/58471gp.html.

40 A good example is John Cullen’s poem, “Sun and Story,” which appeared in Epilogue 1
(page 9) and bears some striking points of resemblances to Riding’s poetry—her “With the Face”
most noticeably. Cullen came to Epilggue through Jacob Bronowski (who was part of Riding’s and
Graves’s circle in Mallorca during the eatly thirties), having been a contributor to Bronowski’s
magazine Experiment (1928-31).

41 Jacobs and Clatk, “The Question of Bias” (as note 39).
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Godldess, which, in (Riding) Jackson’s view, “exploited my thought and writing on the
subject of women most massively and concentratedly ... [with] great padding of
mythological and ethnological lore” (W, 10-11). If anything, Riding’s poetry seems
spare, austerely stripped down to essentials, in comparison with Graves’s (or indeed,
many of her contemporaries’); and when, in her Collected Poems, she categorizes some
of her eatlier poems as of “mythical occasion,” she uses the word “mythical” in a
sense that has more to do with “postponement of self” in the past (to borrow the
title of a poem from that section) than myths or legends. Besides, one could argue
that biographically there is as good a case for considering Riding’s association with
Gertrude Stein as with the less adventurous poets of the Riding-Graves “school.”
The assumption that personal relationship necessarily results in a more significant
degree of influence or stimulus is itself questionable: poets influenced by her writing
alone may never have been personally put off by what many of those who met her
perceived as her “disagreeable arrogance.”*? But perhaps the most serious problem
with confining consideration of her work to a purported school of Riding and
Graves is the failure to address what Jerome McGann calls the “challenge of Laura
(Riding) Jackson”—a failure in view of which, he argues, contemporary writers “risk
being seen—not least of all by themselves—as trivial, attendant lords and ladies.”*3
The second “school” of (Riding) Jackson criticism tends to be corrective of
the first: it emphasizes that her poems are quite clearly distinguishable from Graves’s,
makes large claims for her importance, and aims to expose the bias and inaccuracies
in mistaken or ill-intentioned treatments of her life and work. In the British
contingent, Jacobs, Clark and Michael Kirkham have made major contributions,
giving detailed accounts of Graves’s debt to her work and drawing attention to
inconsistencies in other critics’ accounts of it—matters largely beyond the scope of
this study, although certain aspects of Riding’s and Graves’s collaborations will be
taken into account. Of particular importance are Jacobs’s and Clark’s article, “The
Question of Bias: Some Treatments of Laura (Riding) Jackson,” and Kirkham’s

essays on “Robert Graves’s Debt to Laura Riding” and “Laura Riding’s Poems.”#

42 Julian Symons (speaking from experience) in his review of Joyce Piell Wexler’s book Lasura
Riding’s Pursuit of Truth, in the Times Literary Supplement, July 25, 1980: 825.

43 Jerome McGann, Black Riders: The Visible Iangnage of Modernism (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1993), 134.
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The Laura (Riding) Jackson Archive at Nottingham Trent University, established
several years ago by Mark Jacobs, is a growing, online resource, featuring essays by
scholars sympathetic to her work. Among the Americans, Sonia Raiziss (who
featured large parts of (Riding) Jackson’s work in the magazine Chelsea), William
Harmon (editor of Rational Meaning) and Elizabeth Friedmann (co-editor of the early
poems of Laura Riding and authorized biographer) have been significant proponents
of (Riding) Jackson’s intentions. (Given those intentions, vis-a-vis her renunciation
of poetry, it is hardly surprising that few of these commentators are poets.) As
members of her Board of Literary Management, one of their main aims was to
ensure that any republication of her poetry included the acknowledgement that
(Riding) Jackson “renounced, on grounds of linguistic principle, the writing of
poetry: she had come to hold that ‘poetry obstructs general attainment to something
better in our linguistic way-of-life than we have.””#

Also worthy of note is the way in which (Riding) Jackson’s diction is echoed
in the commentary of some of these critics. For instance, when we read in Mark
Jacobs’s “centennial preface” to The Poems of Lanra Riding that “it became clear to her
that the practice of poetry is fundamentally misleading, a fundamental mistake, in the
ever-persistent and pressing human endeavour to arrive at a complete state of
knowledge of human existence within the entirety of being called ‘the universe’,” it
would be easy to believe that (Riding) Jackson herself was being quoted (PLR, xviii).
Similarly, his and Clark’s readings of her poems are exemplary of the method
recommended by Riding and Graves in A Survey of Modernist Poetry, where they
suggest that “to smoke out the meaning” of a poem that “really does mean what it
says” (Riding’s “The Rugged Black of Anger” being given as an example), “all we can
do is let it interpret itself, without introducing any new associations or, if possible,
any new words” (SMP, 147). Consider Jacobs’s and Clark’s commentary on these
lines from “How Blind and Bright” (PLR, 11): “Eyes looking out for eyes / Meet
only seeing, in common faith, / Visibility and brightness.” Hatdly even venturing

into paraphrase, they explain: “The visibility which the sun gives, here, is thought of

4 Michael Kirkham, “Robert Graves’s Debt to Laura Riding,” Focus on Robert Graves, no. 3
(December 1973); “Laura Riding’s Poems,” Cambridge Quarterly 5, no. 3 (spring 1971): 302-308.

4 See, for instance, The Harvill Book of Twentieth-Century Poetry in English (London: Harvill
Press, 1999), 727.
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as directing the vision of man outwards to what is visible to the eyes, so that what is
seen is only other eyes, seeing similarly and meeting ‘in common faith’.”#¢ This is not
to denigrate their just emphasis upon “the profound sense ... behind” many of her
poems, that she really “weans what she says,” nor to suggest that she was an entirely
naive “believer in the metaphysics of presence.”” My purpose is rather to indicate
the challenge posed by her poetry for explication of the sort that Jacobs and Clark
attempt, as well as their high regard for the post-poetic writing.

The third field of view upon Riding’s work is more American in orientation.
Poet-critics and theorists including John Ashbery, Charles Bernstein, Barrett Watten,
Lisa Samuels, and Susan M. Schultz, have claimed profound interest in or affinity
with (Riding) Jackson’s poetics and post-poetic writing, without granting as much
authority to her belief that the practice of poetry is a “fundamental mistake.” These
writers tend to focus on her modernist and proto-postmodernist exploration of the
possibilities of “literal” truth-telling. In Black Riders: The 1isible Language of Modernism,
Jerome McGann describes how, “in the contemporary poetry scene, poetry is once
again placed at the center of language by an argument that has constructed a theory
and practice of ‘poetry’ out of key elements of Riding’s ideal of ‘prose.””

The argument grounds itself in an understanding of language as the practice
of the forms of arbitrary signification. All aspects of language (or writing) are
materialized ... Indeed, author and audience are themselves exposed as
functions of language, coded beings and sets of activities. When “poetry” is
seen as the linguistic mode that calls attention to the activities of these codes,
its truth-telling power appears in a new way. The physique and apparitions of
poetry do not become, as they were for Riding, truth’s obstacles and
distractions. They become, rather, truth’s own “tellings” and eventualities.*3

The implication is that Riding, despite having “exposed” the apparitional “truth” of
poetry in poetic practice, confined herself in terms of her “argument” to the
dominant cultural and historical conception of poetry, tied to the trappings of
“verse.” Later in this study I consider some examples of contemporary poets who
have pursued the avenues that (Riding) Jackson opened up. McGann’s argument

provides a useful starting point in “recover|ing] Riding as one of the founders of a

46 Jacobs and Clark, “The Question of Bias” (as note 39).
47 Jenny Turner writes that “Riding the poet had been a true believer in what Derrideans call
‘the metaphysics of presence™ in her review of Deborah Baker’s biography of Riding, In Extremis, in

the London Review of Books (March 10, 1994): 7.

48 McGann, Black Riders, 140.
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tradition that is only now coming to the fore, one whose proponents include John

Ashbery and Language poets, all of whom—Iike her—relinquish the muse.”#

ui. The Scope of the Thesis

In effect, this thesis mediates the views of the second and third schools of criticism
described above, but a caveat as to scope also needs stating. The chapters that follow
are not meant to provide a comprehensive overview of Laura Riding’s work—what
she calls “an exegetical stock-taking” (F.A4, xv)—but aim to engage with it more
closely, in ways that will, it is hoped, help illuminate the whole. Some parts of her
corpus that might seem to invite scholatly research are left relatively unexplored. Few
references are made, for instance, to her second major post-poetic work, the lengthy,
posthumously published Razzonal Meaning, coauthored by her husband, Schuyler
Jackson. As well as being unmanageably large (for a thesis of this scope), it was
unpublished when the poet-inheritors that I want to consider were writing their
seminal works. The Telling, on the other hand, was pivotal for Riding’s readership in
that it introduced the range and style of her post-poetic project, while uniting her
thought up to that point; as well as being that which, in (Riding) Jackson’s view,
“breaks the spell of poetry” (5P, 15). As Charles Bernstein puts it in his introduction
to Rational Meaning, The Telling is not only “Laura (Riding) Jackson’s great
philosophical work on the limits of poetry and the possibility for truth-telling,” it is
also, helpfully, more “evocative and concise” (RM, xvii). I also concur with Michael
Schmidt’s view of The Telling as “the end of her poetic venvre’—given, as is the case in
this study, that our concerns are confined “primarily to the theme of poetry, its
limitations and renunciation.”” In (Riding) Jackson’s own words, The Telling “is
descended from” her renunciation of poetry (T, 60).

At the other end of her work’s trajectory, a book that may seem to receive
scant attention here is First Awakenings: The Early Poems. While several of these very
early poems are discussed in some detail in chapter 4, my principal focus is on the
more mature body of poetry collected in The Poerms of Lanra Riding (2001): a corrected

version of the 1980 edition which was, itself, the first reissue of the original Collected

49 Susan M. Schultz, A Poetics of Impasse, 78.

50 The Telling Manchester: Carcanet Press, 2005), ix.
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Poems of 1938—the poems that (Riding) Jackson saw as “comprehensively defin[ing]
... the essential sense and spirit of the work™ (F.A, xv). In this respect, my approach
is in line with (Riding) Jackson’s intention, granting that the “progressive
consistency” of the Collected Poems is of greater significance than “critical
historicizing,” as she puts it, “over poetic texts ... excluded from the collected
representation of my progression ... with particularistic dwelling on revisions,
verbally minor, incidental or quantitatively substantial, with intent of ‘research’ for
historical tracing of my work’s development” (ibid). To try to get at the “essential
sense” of the work also seems fitting in view of the likelihood that her poems are still
more widely known for their “difficulty” than their clarity, coherence or
“consistency.” Several examples of Riding’s revisions and omissions will be given,
and it is important to note that she was careful to omit “those poems which seemed
to fall outside the story” of “the development of [her] poetic activity” (PLR, 491).
But my aim is more to draw attention to what (Riding) Jackson calls the “on-and-on
sense-clarification” (F.A, xv) of the poems she chose to collect, in the belief that they
are so consistently concerned with their own “creed” as to call the point of a
reductive “stock-taking” startlingly into question.>! I dwell especially on the poems in
which she explores the bounds of poetic possibility—those that anticipate her
renunciation of poetry. These tend, as (Riding) Jackson points out in “Excerpts
From A Recording (1972), Explaining the Poems,” to have been written “past the
half-way mark, historically, in my poems, and up to a last phase,” and are placed
mainly among “Poems of Final Occasion” and “Poems Continual.” In these poems,
she says, “I am much preoccupied to make personally explicit the identity of myself
poet and myself one moved to try to speak with voiced consciousness of the
linguistic and human unities of speaking,” adding, “I am restive insofar as this [latter]
identity is only an implicit principle in my poetic speaking” (PLR, 496). Close
attention will be paid to the poems in which this “restiveness,” or “straining of effort
to achieve compatibility” between “creed and craft” is apparent (PLR, 493). My
decision to use The Poems of Laura Riding as my primary source, rather than the

original poem-collections published between 1926 and 1935, reflects my tendency to

51 (Riding) Jackson speaks of the “division between” the “creed and craft” of poetry in
SP, 12-13. She explains the “mistakenness of a historicizing, an exegetical stock-taking of my poetic
writing in its documentary bulk” in F.A4, xv.



28

read them with an eye not only to their “progressive consistency,” as (Riding)
Jackson recommends, but also to points of continuity with her post-poetic work.
Moreover, the Collected Poems, Selected Poems: In Five Sets and Poems of Laura Riding have
been by far the most widely available volumes of Riding’s poetry, not least for the
“inheritors” discussed in later chapters of this thesis.

These tactics of seeming exclusion make it possible to harness the wide range
of work referred to in the comparative sections of this study, while my focus on the
poems of Riding’s that explore the boundaries of her project should also serve to
highlight her contribution to zznovation in modern American poetry. She is still
perhaps best known as Graves’s “first muse,” and for her expatriate years in
Europe.>? But as (Riding) Jackson reminds us, she was “indeed, an American poet,”
one who even came to see “Americans as having had fall to them a responsibility ...
to define human nature” (1, 74)—a claim which recalls Auden’s provocative
suggestion, in his essay on “American Poetry,” that “to some degree every American
poet feels that the whole responsibility for contemporary poetry has fallen upon his
shoulders, that he is a literary aristocracy of one.”>® That (Riding) Jackson felt such a
weight of responsibility is borne out by her belief that “no poet before me has gone
to the very breaking-point ... in extreme testing of the possibilities of consistency in
the poet-role” (SP, 12), a claim which would necessarily diminish the value of finding
connections with work of different style and scope. According to Wexler,
“apparently no one—except her husband—has contributed to her knowledge of
human selfhood,”>* and John Ashbery, having once been “taken to task” for stating
that he had been influenced by her, reflects that he is at least “in good company” in

that respect.>> More seriously, he acknowledges that while “it is every poet’s dream

52 According to Elizabeth Friedmann, Randall Jarrell was “the first to expound [the] theory”
that Riding was Graves’s first muse (“the White Goddess incarnate, the Mother-Muse in
contemporary flesh”) in Yale Review 45 (1956). See Friedmann, A Mannered Grace, 404.

53 W.H. Auden, The Dyer’s Hand New York: Vintage International, 1989), 366. For a fuller
account of (Riding) Jackson’s view of the Americans and the English “in relation to the
comprehensive ‘ourselves’ to which [The Telling) is addressed,” see The Telling, 73-75.

5 Wexler, Laura Riding’s Pursuit of Truth, 155.

55 Ashbery, Other Traditions, 117.
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for his or her own words to supplant possible criticism, poetry being in itself a kind
of criticism,” this is “never more so than in the case of Laura Riding.”’5
Accordingly, the question of her work’s extraordinary resistance to “critical
application” (and I am referring less to (Riding) Jackson’s protestations than to the
“consistency” of the work itself) seems a suitable place to begin to redress a state of
affairs where it may well seem that “literary criticism does not yet have a vocabulary
in which to conceptualise the peculiar sorts and patternings ... to which [(Riding)
Jackson’s] life and work give shape.”®” Consideration of this challenge, in what
follows, will also help to further introduce the “homely” orientation of her work and

the closely related theme of “hospitality to words.”

v. Homeliness and the Idea of Home

Many commentators have pointed up the critical difficulty of dealing with work that
coheres—or “stimms,” to borrow Riding and Graves’s more expressive word—as
much as hers.”® As Robert Nye has said, with bolder emphasis: “Of all the writers I
can think of, Laura Riding’s work is without doubt the least suitable to this kind of
reduction. Her poems are one poem ... [Her] genius is a whole, poems and prose ...
A single identity of utterance.”® Paul Auster also finds that “her poems ask to be
read not as isolated lyrics, but as interconnecting parts of an enormous poetic
project,” while Kenneth Rexroth goes so far as to claim that “the discoveries of
Laura Riding’s subtle ear escape analysis.”® We also have, of course, the counsel of

(Riding) Jackson herself—admonishing, in this instance (her preface to First

56 Tbid, 105.

57 Jenny Turner, “Laurophobia,” The London Review of Books (March 10, 1994): 7-8.

58 Riding and Graves, A Pamphlet Against Anthologies (London: Jonathan Cape, 1928), 122.
59 Robert Nye, “Letter to a Professor of English,” 57.

60 Paul Auster, “Truth, Beauty, Silence,” in Groundwork (London: Faber and Faber, 1990),
138. Kenneth Rexroth’s comment is quoted on the back cover of the Persea edition of Riding’s
Selected Poems: In Five Sets. See also A Rexroth Reader, ed. Eric Mottram (London: Jonathan Cape,
1972). A paper that was to be presented by Michael Kirkham at the “Laura (Riding) Jackson and the
Promise of Language” symposium, 1998, is also worthy of note, for its title suggests that he would go
so far as to propose “The Impossibility of Interpretation” of her poetry.
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Awakenings: The Early Poews), Joyce Piell Wexler’s “ill-willed purpose not to see the
work as a whole,” and cautioning:

Not even good-willed purpose to see in the whole could be safe from going
astray in the ramifications of exegetically thorough attention either to my
Collected Poems as a body of poetic particularities, the mastering of them
expected to be generally illuminating critically and personally, or to the
composite bulk of both units of quantity arbitrarily construed as constituting
my poetic work in the whole. (FA, xvi)

I take issue with some of Wexler’s and others’ “personal readings, especially distorted
for critical application” (F.A, xvi) in chapter 4, but clearly some preliminary thought,
as to how to do justice to the unusually integrated character of her poetic project, is
warranted.

(Riding) Jackson’s use of the word “mastering,” in the quotation above, is
particularly significant. It refers back to “possibilities of distortion in the analytical
singling out of particulars for clues to general matters of significance” and implies a
rejection of criticism that does not risk the difficulties of engaging with the “general
matters of significance” bespoken by the “work as a whole” (F.A, xvi). She resists
“the composite bulk” of her poetry (including the poems in First Awakenings, as well
as omitted poems from books preceding the Collected) being “arbitrarily construed as
constituting [her| poetic work in the whole,” because that would diminish the value
of the Collected’s “progressive consistency with itself,” as well as the continuities
between her eatlier and later thought. She does not, however, exclude the possibility
of more welcoming, hospitable response, providing considerable encouragement for it
elsewhere.

In one of the supplementary sections of The Telling, “Extracts from
Communications,” she commends her friend’s having “made my words welcome—
put no barriers between them and yourself ... between yourself and the unknown,
no divisions into familiar and strange” (1}, 111-2). This kind of response would not
involve treating (Riding) Jackson’s words as “gospel” (59), but a “hospitality to
words” based on an open stance towards the “unknown.” For what is to be known,
according to (Riding) Jackson, is in fact “something already possessed” (111), a
spiritual “remembering-enterprise” for which “we need our purest curiosity” (26).
Her hope is not to close “true distance” between “the outreaching margins of
readers’ thought and mine,” but to offer “the possibility of companionship” by

initiating an exchange (177). Jerome McGann’s suggestion that this “should go some
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way towards eradicating the idea that the post-poetical Riding has been seeking a
transcendental ground of truth”! is an argument I extend to her poetic work in my
critique of her perceived “pursuit of truth” in chapter 4. For now, I want simply to
draw attention to the “homely” terms in which she invites a responsive “seeing in the
whole,” while resisting being, as it were, “wrapped up” as a whole:

If my words have the intonation of importunate appeal to your ears, let this
be with you neither against me nor for me. I do not urge you to take my say
for yours; I propose that you seek in yourselves remembrance of the Before,
and tell what you find, and believe your words. How can we altogether
believe the say of others unless we can believe our own? (T, 50)

This has an evangelical urgency about it, but as Donald Davie recognizes, the tone is
more that “of one who pleads to be heard, asking ‘Please, is it not so with you
alsor’”2 Even the core-text of The Telling is punctuated by anxious, sometimes self-
deprecating asides:

I do not like it that I caution and counsel so much, here, rather than only tell
my story of us. This is to speak louder than story-speaking, in which we are as
in the same room with one another. ... But in all that I say, of storying or
cautioning or counselling kind, I yearn to do better! (43)

Her plea for community of speaking becomes even more impassioned and insistent:
“Do you speak, and you ... making our subject less mine, more yours ... less yours,
more ours. And we shall not be merely as of the same room but, in real meaning, of
the same Subject, and Soul. I yearn, more than that I do better, that we do better”
(ibid.). To say, then, that (Riding) Jackson invites a “homely” or “hospitable”
approach seems almost an understatement. She wants readers to welcome her
“telling” as far as possible on its own terms, even while taking up “the story of
ourselves” for themselves. This reciprocal “hospitality to words” poses a problem for
criticism because what it most requires is “innocence” and trust.®3

“Trust in words, and the sense of obligation to them” is fundamental to
(Riding) Jackson’s post-poetic vision of home. The following passage, from Rational
Meaning, is particularly suggestive of what a genuinely “hospitable” engagement with

words might mean:

61 McGann, Black Riders, 127.

62 See [Donald Davie], “An Ambition Beyond Poetry,” Times Literary Supplement (February 9,
1973): 151-2.

63 “Failure to capture [the memory “of a before-oneself”] is but failure to pursue it with
sufficient innocence” (T, 26 & [25]).
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Trust in words, and the sense of obligation to them, and the sense of need of
them—the three components of the spontaneous response that people have
to words—belong to the encounters that occur between minds reaching for
words to use and the existing supply ever close at hand by the foresighting
magic of human community (the crucible of the cosmic validity of human
minds). These encounters, in which words are accepted for use, are taken as
given, constitute what may be called a quasi-material relationship with words.
In it, people “find themselves,” humanly. The words are things with which
they feel at home. (RM, 82-3)

Here the idea of “home” serves to convey ideas that would otherwise come across as
merely vague. To borrow the terms George Lakoff and Mark Turner use to describe
their concept of “image-schema”: “home” is “skeletal and schematic” enough to be
“mapped,” like an image, onto “abstract target domains that themselves do not
inherently contain images”:% “cosmic validity,” for example, or “people ‘finding
themselves.”” In the above quotation, as in the earlier one from The Telling, “being of
the same room” is the underlying metaphor, conflated with the idea of home as
“nature.” This allows (Riding) Jackson to insist that the encompassing, if
incompletely recognized, “Subject” is given, by “natural” authority, and that it
therefore belongs more rightly to “the laity” than “professionals” (7T, 64-65).
Accordingly, she sees our task as being to establish linguistic values, or
bearings, pertaining not “narrowly to possibilities in ‘writing,” but to the plain—the
universal human-possibilities in word-use” (T, 69). She wants us to stay as close to
home as possible: “to begin to tell the story of ourselves without the intermediation
of patron-doctrines, themselves fear-exacting, between our fear-of-truth and
ourselves” (T, 32-33), regardless of possible “intonations of importunate appeal to
[other] ears.” But then, at no point in the progress of her work is “professional”
cultivation of “craft” taken more seriously than “creed.” She is outraged, for
example, by Dorothy Sayers’s taking her “Personal Letter, with a Request for a
Reply” to task for its “bad style” when the matter at hand is of no less seriousness
and urgency than The World and Ounrselves (in 1938)—a response Riding attributes to
“the person suffering from the disability of being a writer (to the exclusion of being a
feeler or thinker).”% Less combatively, she avers of The Telling: “I did not approach

23>

the making of [it] from a point of decision as to what its diction ought to be ‘like

04 George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide fo Poetic Metaphor
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 97.

65 The World and Ourselves (London: Seizin Press and Constable, 1938), 30.
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(T, 68). Again, her approach speaks to the American tradition of individualism and
self-reliance. However, her constant striving for “purity of motivation in word-
choice” (T, 68-9) distinguishes her somewhat, in this regard, from precursors such as
Emerson, Whitman and Dickinson, her vision being more strictly linguistic (as
opposed to theological, transcendental or ecstatic).

(Riding) Jackson’s project is also “homely” in being feminine-oriented. In an
early essay, “The Passing of the Historical Miasma,” she declares: “Whether a
woman is a sexual figure, or a mother, or a mind rather than a bodily person, there is
an inevitable homeliness about everything she does” (WW, 62). Indeed, the terms in
which she develops her idea of woman’s “homeliness” could also characterize her
entire poetic enterprise, in its bid to “bring ... the universe indoors”: “To woman the
whole universe is, ultimately, an indoor place; it is her work to bring it all indoors. ...
It is in her homeliness, her indoorness, that woman expresses her compulsion to
wholeness: the whole is an interior, is internal” (WW, 62-3). The model of feminine
“inclusion” that she goes on to describe may likewise be read as a critique of her own
poetic project. For although The Word Woman’was not published until 1993, its
contents were written during the early to mid-thirties, when her faith in poetry was
still “religious.”

Healing, correction, cleaning, tidying, order are all homely operations. And the
method of all these operations is inclusion: the emphasis is not on what is cast
out in the course of the operation but on what is kept in, made part of the
whole. (That which is cast out is the unreal, as dirt has no reality, being that
which cannot be integrated.) (WW, 63)

Similarly, to reach “that level of existence which is poetry ... to explore reality as a
whole, to be not merely somewhere but precisely somewhere in precisely
everywhere” (PLR, 487)—to be finally af home—may be understood as involving
considerable effort of “healing, correction, cleaning, tidying, order.” Given her
“indoor” conception of “the universe,” the personal “compulsion to wholeness” and
the “tremendous compulsion” behind the act of “going to poetry” may be seen as
nearly identical. The apotheosis of Riding’s poetics conceives poetry as a state of
“continuous habituation” to “incidents” in “the good existence:

To live in, by, for the reasons of poems is to habituate oneself to the good
existence. When we are so continuously habituated that there is no temporal
interruption between one poetic incident (poem) and another, then we have
not merely poems—we have poetry; we have not merely the immediacies—we
have finality. Literally. (PLR, 413)
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This passage exploits several metaphors for poetry that derive from the idea of
home: as literalness, finality (through the metaphor of home as return), and
habituation. The final condition of poetry is seen as a state of being in which the
poet maintains an unwaveringly truthful use of words; whether she is engaged in
writing a poem is (literally) “incidental.” Similatly, The Telling envisions a “speaking
domestication of human beings in their Subject”—the difference being her view that
this “domesticated” condition “cannot be more than symbolically realized in poetry”
(T, 60).

As in The Telling, with its insistence on “the sphere of our subject as our
personal sphere” (61), “The Passing of the Historical Miasma” concludes with an
uncompromising rejection of the patriarchal notion of “home” as “an outdoor
abstraction”: for “when [man] ignores the character of the difference and makes
himself a generality in which woman is included as a particularity, there is no
resultant whole, only a large outdoor abstraction—as abstract as quantitatively large;
and the notion of ‘home’ becomes, accordingly, a sentimental privacy” (WW, 63).
The later writing develops this line of thought by striving to dissolve these
inside/outside oppositions and “divisions into familiar and strange.” For instance:
“We say, in part-knowledge, that the spirit is within us. But how within? Not as if the
lodger, and we the vessel, but as the whole, which cannot be outside the part (T, 24);
“As to the spirit—the nature, and the working of the spirit, its being ‘within’ not as if
the lodger and we the dwelling-place, but as the whole, which cannot be outside”

(T, 108). Passages such as these indicate the limits of the idea of home as “dwelling-
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place,” “vessel,” etc., which is, in a sense, precisely the point: that “home” should be
neither a “sentimental privacy,” merely homely, nor “strange.”

In my next chapter, I explore the ways in which Riding works at these limits
through a strangely homely poetic language akin to that of Emily Dickinson, a poet
in whom the younger Riding took a particular interest. Riding’s poetry is seen as
“hospitable” in several ways akin to Dickinson’s, broadly characterized by the term,
“linguistic intimateness.” An introduction to Riding’s view of Dickinson is followed

by consideration of Dickinsonian wit in Riding’s poems, particularly those in which

she treats of death with startling familiarity. I go on to discuss the similarities in their

% (Riding) Jackson, “An Autobiographical Summary,” 30.
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word-conjunctions and styles of poetic argument, as well as their ideas of poetry as
“house of possibility” and spiritual home.¢’

Riding’s work is then compared with that of her older friend of the late
1920s, Gertrude Stein. While acknowledging significant points of divergence
between their projects, I suggest that Riding’s poetry and prose, at its most
experimental, bears more resemblance to Stein’s than that of any other
contemporary. Riding published essays on Stein as early as 1927, and as late as 19806,
by which time her assessment had become considerably more severe. Chapter 3
details this shift in Riding’s critical view of Stein, then focuses on the similarly
“homely” characteristics of their prose and poetics, with particular reference to
Riding’s Four Letters to Catherine and “Steinian” poems. In criticism to date, only
passing attention has been paid, on the whole, to their literary relationship. This
chapter sets out a more generous account of Stein’s significance for Riding.

Chapter 4 explains her poetic vision of “the end of the world” as the
introduction to a new world and potentially a new home. The apocalyptic vocabulary
of her poems has often been misinterpreted to fit the notion of her “pursuit of
truth” as an object of knowledge. This chapter counters such readings by drawing
attention to the positive sense in which she often refers to “death,” and the unitary
conception of truth insisted upon in her poetic and critical writings of the thirties.
Ultimately, Riding’s vision is optimistic, concerned with integration rather than
fragmentation: further to the end of history lies the prospect of being at home in a
truthful, genuinely hospitable relationship with words. However, her starkly
paradoxical assertions regarding gnowledge of truth raise corresponding questions of
authority and responsibility. These are explored more fully in chapter 5, which
extends the account to include The Telling, compared to her eatlier, collaborative The
World and Ourselves (1938). My aim is to clarify the conception of history and “the
new time” envisioned in the earlier and later phases of her work. While “immediacy”
and “finality” remain crucial to her stance towards history, in The Telling the idea of
responsibility as “covenant” comes to the fore. Accordingly, I chart lines of
development between The Telling and poems dealing with questions of conscience,

covenant and ties of responsibility implied by the idea of home.

67 See Dickinson’s poem beginning “I dwell in Possibility,” in The Poems of Emily Dickinson,
ed. R. W. Franklin (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1999), 466.
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These concerns are then related to several of Riding’s American poet-
inheritors: innovative poets whose concerns are significantly prefigured by hers.
Chapter 6 is focused on John Ashbery, a quintessentially postmodern poet whose
playfulness and relativist stance may seem at odds with Riding’s urgency and
seriousness, but who has nevertheless named Riding as an important influence. I
explain her “influence” in terms of his “celebration” of the “failure” that she came to
find in poetry, paying particular attention to early-to-middle period poems in which
he reflects with some urgency on the “truth” and scope of poetry. Other poems,
particularly later ones, are seen as more resigned to, even at home in, “celebrating
failure.”® In these respects his work is “hospitable to words,” both in its concern for
the truth-telling promise of poetry and in its playful celebration of the “merely”
homely.

Chapter 7 extends the line of inheritance to include poets associated with or
writing in the wake of Language poetry. The work of Carla Harryman and Lisa
Samuels in particular is shown to develop (Riding) Jackson’s critique of poetry’s
truth-telling properties, without subscribing to the essentialist terms of her
renunciation. Harryman follows (Riding) Jackson’s lead in turning to prose, and
Samuels has written extensively on Riding, acknowledging her as “tutelary spirit” and
“mentor.”® The poetic work of both, I suggest, demonstrates Riding’s theory of the
poem as “a model of constructive dissociation.” Which may not sound very
“hospitable,” and yet, in the remarkable extent to which their writing, like Emily
Dickinson’s, takes “the mind to be [the poet’s] dwelling place,” inviting the reader to
collaborate closely in the construction of meaning, it is so.”” In reflecting on their
thoroughly de-familiarizing “hospitality to words” in relation to the broader tradition
described, the thesis comes full circle, showing how contemporary American poetry

continues to plough the fertile ground of Riding’s poetic inheritance.

68 The phrase “celebration of failure” is from Riding’s poem of that title (PLR, 135).

09 Samuels acknowledges Riding as “tutelary spirit” in Poetic Arrest, x. Barrett Watten
mentions Riding as “mentor” in his blurb for Samuels’s collection of poems, The Seven 1 vices
(Oakland, California: O Books, 1998).

70 Suzanne Juhasz, “The Landscape of the Spirit,” in Ewmily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical
Essays, ed. Judith Farr (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1996), 137.



Chapter 2
“Linguistic Intimateness”: Riding and Emily Dickinson

(Riding) Jackson, reflecting on the “very large degree of expression-familiarity” in her
poems, notes that by this, she does not mean “mere homeliness or simplicity of
idiom,” but “linguistic intimateness.”! This would have to do with what she
elsewhere calls “purity of motivation in word-choice” (T, 68-9), but “intimateness”
also gives a sense of being at home in “a quasi-material relationship with words”
(RM, 83). In this chapter, I argue that Dickinson’s poetry bespeaks such
“intimateness” in a number of ways coincident with, and so prefiguring, Riding’s.
Rigorously /inguistic, as opposed to “merely” homely, this intimateness is enacted
through their bold, if seemingly “slant” treatment of philosophically challenging
themes such as truth, death, and God.? If poetry embodies a striving to be more at
home in the dwelling-place of language, there is every reason to try to come to terms
(to become, as it were, more intimate) with the more “difficult” words. In
Dickinson’s terms, “success” requires a somewhat “circuitous” approach, involving
the use of what David Porter calls “strangely abstracted images™: images that are
both abstract (language-centred, or “linguistic”’) and homely (“intimate”).> The main
focus of this chapter is this stylistic similarity between the two poets; especially the
way in which, in Riding’s poetry, such imagery is bound up with Dickinsonian
argumentative structure. The focus will then widen to a thematic consideration of the
characteristic ways in which Riding and Dickinson subvert conventional expectations
in their use of the metaphor of “home,” as it affects descriptions of the scope of
their poetry. But the chapter will begin by examining the most apparent, or at least,

most remarked-upon point of resemblance between these poets: “moments of sharp

1“An Autobiographical Summary,” in PN Review 20, no. 5 (May-June, 1994): 30.

2 “Tell all the truth but tell it slant” is poem no. 1263 in The Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. R.
W. Franklin (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1999). Subsequent references are given by poem number in parentheses in the main
body of the chapter.

3 See David Porter, “Strangely Abstracted Images,” in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical
Essays, Judith Farr, ed. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1996), 141-148. Dickinson’s phrase “success in
circuit” occurs in the second line of poem 1263: “Tell all the truth but tell it slant - / Success in
Circuit lies.”
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wit [in Riding’s poetry] that remind us of Emily Dickinson.”* Particular attention will
be paid to such “sharp wit” in poems concerned with “death,” for both Dickinson
and Riding are most boldly “intimate” in their treatment of that most final and
ungraspable idea of home.

While I hope to indicate the importance of Dickinson’s work in situating
Riding in an American modernist tradition, my intention is not to make a
comprehensive case for Dickinson’s influence, based on Riding’s reading of, and
response to, contemporary editions of Dickinson’s poetry. Elizabeth Friedmann has
already gone a considerable way towards making that case, in an essay published in
the magazine Delmarin 2002. There she analyzes the annotations made by Riding in
her copy of The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson (Martin Secker, 1928) in relation to
Riding’s thought at that time, particularly as expressed in Though Gently (1930).> Some
relevant points uncovered by that research will be outlined here, but most of what
follows will be concerned with “linguistically intimate” aspects of diction, style and
theme—in Dickinson’s case, with reference to the most accessible reading edition of
her poems, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by R.W. Franklin; and in Riding’s, to
the versions she intended as primary, namely, The Poers of Laura Riding. Riding was of
course familiar with Martha Dickinson Bianchi’s, rather than Franklin’s, edition of
Dickinson’s poems, but I would like to emphasize affinity rather than influence in
trying to gain a clearer sense of the kinship between the two poets, with their
“distinctive sensibilities.”®

Although a number of critics have commented suggestively, there has thus far
been little detailed analysis of the Dickinsonian characteristics of Riding’s poetry,
Friedmann’s article being the most comprehensive essay on Riding and Dickinson to
date, and that of somewhat different scope, being concerned primarily with the
symbols used in Though Gently. But what of Riding’s own perspective on Dickinson?

The evidence clearly indicates that Riding had doubts about Dickinson’s

4 Paul Auster, Groundwork (London: Faber and Faber, 1990), 138.
5 This issue of Delmar (Delmar 8, Winter 2002) includes the first reprint of the complete text
of Though Gently (previously published by The Seizin Press in an edition of 200 copies) and a number

of responses to it. All further references to Delmar will be to this issue.

6 Friedmann, in Delmar, 68.
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achievement. She was critical of the perceived “‘littleness’ of Dickinson’s poetic
endeavors.”” Indeed, as Friedmann points out, “the words ‘little’ and littleness’
appear in Riding’s marginalia a total of seven times, and other adjectives such as
‘delicate,’ ‘silly,” and ‘scatterbrained’ are also present. At the end of Dickinson’s poem
“This is my letter to the world,” Riding wrote the words ‘confused identity.”’”®
Friedmann also notes that “by 1937 ... Riding had begun to see Emily Dickinson as
practicing ‘a sort of fastidious beachcombing,” observing: “The words do not arise
from the subject; the subject is made the frailest of excuses for collecting pretty
words.””” This view is not far removed from the assessment (Riding) Jackson gave in
a letter to her publisher much later, in 1981: “Emily Dickinson took shelter
linguistically and otherwise in privacies of statement; released in publication they
remained that. Whatever I have said in a poem is said straight out into the general
air.”’10

On the other hand, as Friedmann suggests:

In Emily Dickinson, Laura Riding seems early to have recognized a poetic
consciousness uncorrupted by the demands of the Zeitgeist or of any
established literary society. As emanations of her “personal reality” Dickinson’s
poems expressed a simplicity and sincerity far removed from what Riding
considered the “false intensity” of H.D., the “higher snobbism” of Edith
Sitwell or the “intellectual debauchery” of T.S. Eliot, all of whom came under
severe criticism in Riding’s critical writings of the time.!!

Riding seems to have admired Dickinson’s “simplicity and sincerity” while regretting

her evasions, or “privacies of statement,” which she may well have found, along with

7 Ibid., 73.
8 Tbid.

9 Ibid., 68. It is tempting to wonder whether Riding’s emphatic downgrading of Dickinson
in the 1937 essay had anything to do with Allen Tate’s arguing for Dickinson’s greatness in an essay,
“Emily Dickinson,” which was first published in 1928 but also appeared in his collection of
Reactionary Essays New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons), published in 1936. Having been on bad terms
with Tate by the time she left America for England at the end of 1925, Riding might have been
particularly disposed to contradict his view of American 19th-century literature.

10 From a letter to Michael Braziller dated Feb. 26, 1981, in the Cornell collection. Quoted
by Friedmann, in De/mar, 79. It is worthy of note that the shift in Riding’s view of Dickinson’s work
from what Friedmann describes as her “early, mildly respectful view” to her later “more precise and
critical evaluation” is closely paralleled by her similarly changing, if more fully and publicly stated
opinions on Gertrude Stein’s work—see chapter 3.

N Delmar, 67.
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Graves, rather “excruciating.”!? Accordingly, when she speaks, in the 1937 essay,
written with James Reeves for Epilogue 111, of “homeliness” with regard to
Dickinson’s poetry, she associates it with “sentimentality” and, presumably, a
tendency towards such “privacies of statement.” They suggest that Dickinson “was
remarkable in discovering ... most of the mannerisms which made the Georgians
popular: fastidiousness of diction—the choice of words singular in their context, and
in themselves pretty words; slightness of content; and the form of sentimentality
which consists of treating big things in a small way.”!3 But then, Riding’s poetry is
itself notable for the “fastidiousness” of its diction, and I would suggest that
Dickinson’s poetry was a starting-point for Riding in a conception of poetry that was
also intimate in its engagement with “big things.” The kinship between them is to be

found largely in their linguistically intimate, strangely homely use of poetic language.

2. “Count Death Not Necessarily 1ogical”: Dickinsonian Wit in Riding

Like Dickinson, Riding shows that “generalizations, abstractions, made particular in a
particular voice, can be poetry,”!* and it is with the most philosophically recalcitrant
of subjects, death, that both of these poets concern themselves with surprising
frequency, startling familiarity and strikingly similar wit. The instances considered in
what follows will exemplify the way in which—as Deborah Baker aptly puts it—
Riding “juggles and juxtaposes the homely and the universal with nimble wit.”!?

Both Riding’s and Dickinson’s treatment of the subject of death typically
involves deceptively homely scenarios that unfold in metaphorical terms of the body,
illness and pain. The poem that is most reminiscent of Dickinson in this respect,
even perhaps alluding to “Because I could not stop for Death - / He kindly stopped

for me” (479), is “Then Follows.” It was apropos of this poem that Auster made the

12 Graves wrote, in a letter to The Listener (17 October 1934) responding to Geoffrey
Grigson’s likening Riding to Dickinson: “As for Emily Dickinson, she was a woman who brooded on
the mystery of things in an excruciatingly private way and then tried fatalistically to score the
ephemeral melodies of her fancy for the penny-trumpet of American lyricism.” Quoted by
Friedmann in De/mar, 67.

13 Epilogne 111, 186—7. Quoted by Friedmann in Delmar, 68.

14 Archibald Macleish, quoted by Porter, in Ewily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical
Essays, 143.

15 Deborah Baker, In Extremis (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1993), 176.
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remark already quoted on Dickinson’s “sharp wit.” In the poem’s opening “account
of meeting ‘by chance’ God,”!¢ the speaker emphasizes the “chance-like” nature of
this “meeting”” and the inevitability of its being seen, by “the living,” as “an interval”
rather than a meeting as such. At the same time, the plain diction and matter-of-fact
tone invite a literal reading. In spite of appearances, the poem seems to say, this
should be taken literally:

Then follows a description
Of an interval called death
By the living.

But I shall speak of it

As of a brief illness.

For it lasted only

From being not ill

To being not ill.

It came about by chance—

I met God.

‘What,” he said, ‘you already?”

‘What,” I said, ‘you still?”’

He apologised and I apologised.

‘I thought I was alone,” he said.
(PLR, 174)

The “I” is of particular interest here. The speaker claims to have stood at the
cusp of life and death, to understand the language of “the living” well enough, but to
prefer to explain herself in her own, more detached—or “post-carnal” (PLR, 209)—
terms, according to which “death” becomes “brief illness,” and life, presumably, “the
old routine / Of being, thank you, not ill”” (175). Whether she is supposed “actually”
to have died is left unclear. Effectively—and this is the way in which the rhetoric
chimes with Dickinson’s—the speaker claims to have privileged insight into “the
experiential ‘reality’ of extinction itself,” although this is described more as if it were
merely casual acquaintance.!” Poems of Dickinson’s such as those beginning ““T'was
just this time, last year, I died” (344), “I heard a Fly buzz - when I died” (591), “I am
alive - I guess” (605), “I felt my life with both my hands” (357), “The World - feels
Dusty / When We stop to Die” (491), “Because I could not stop for Death - / He

16 The “account...” is (Riding) Jackson’s own description, as given in her “Reply” in
English 31 (spring 1982): 89.

17 Cynthia Griffin Wolff, “[Im]pertinent Constructions of Body and Self: Dickinson’s Use of
the Romantic Grotesque,” in Ewmily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 124.
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Kindly stopped for me” (479), and “I died for Beauty - but was scarce / Adjusted in
the Tomb” (448) are well-known cases in point. The irony and humorous elements
of the bizarre in the fantasies described in these poems elevate them above the
merely morbid or macabre. When, for instance, in “I died for Beauty - but was scarce
/ Adjusted in the Tomb,” a cotpse in “an adjoining room,” “who died for Truth,”
strikes up conversation, the wit is disturbingly humorous, and the clinical precision
of words like “Adjusted” and “adjoining” heightens the sense of cool detachment
from the grotesqueness of the scene described. This critical distance has the effect of
enhancing rather than lessening the horror (no fantasy, after all) of the prospect of
the “adjustment” to death ending, inevitably, in extinction of identity, with “the
Moss ... reach[ing] our lips - / And covet[ing] up - Our names -.”

Riding began to claim insight into “experiential ‘reality’ of extinction itself”
early on in the progress of her poetry. Shades of “Then Follows” may be seen in the
early poem “Did I Not Die?” which is short enough to quote in full:

Did I not die yesterday, when—
Who asks?

I ask.

I am alive, then.

Why was I not still?
Another could have as easily
Proceeded with my story.
Haven’t I had my fill

Of human glory?

Where is God?

Must I wait until
God has had his fill?
(FA, 22)

The echoes, in Riding’s opening stanza, of Dickinson’s “’T'was just this time, last
year, I died” (344) and “I am alive - I guess” (605) can be clearly heard, but the point
I wish to stress is that in both poets’ work we encounter a persona who has died and
yet, as Cynthia Griffin Wolff puts it, “retains the ability to talk!”!8 In Dickinson, as
Wolff points out, this takes the form of a “carefully modulated ... use” of the

“popular mid-nineteenth century mode, the ‘Romantic grotesque,”” which Mikhail

18 Thid., 124.
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Bakhtin describes as “a reaction against ... official, formalistic ... authoritarian-
ism.”!? Wolff goes on to quote:

Unlike the medieval and Renaissance grotesque, which was directly related to
folk culture and thus belonged to all the people, the Romantic genre acquired a
private “chamber” character. It became, as it were, an individual carnival,
marked by a vivid sense of isolation.?

The notion of the isolated self as a claustrophobic “chamber” for the enactment of
psychological drama is a “grotesque” variant on the metaphor of house as home, and
the “body parts scattered throughout” Dickinson’s poetry, as Wolff notes, are
another aspect of her use of this mode. Riding’s “meeting-God drama” can in turn
be read as a careful modulation of the Dickinsonian Romantic grotesque.?! (The
longer poem “The Life of the Dead,” with its grotesque, surreal illustrations, for
which the poems are “highly artificial ... textual frames” (PLR, 417), takes
grotesquerie in more satirical direction, though it lacks the first-person, “dead”
speaking subject that gives “Then Follows” its Dickinsonian character.)

Wolff’s description of the voice that characterizes this persona is apt: “In such
work,” she writes, “the voice is methodical and matter-of-fact—apparently rational
and proceeding with an almost scientific precision. Such poetic postures capture
principally the odd configuration of each individual’s mortal state ...”?? Similarly,

»

Riding’s speaker says of her “meeting-God drama,” “Here was an awkward moment

/ Worthy of my awkwardness at last”: she is equal to the occasion, but awkward on
account of her being still, strictly speaking, among “the living,” merely “not ill”*:

‘Are there any more of you?” he said,
Tears in his eyes, but politely.

‘As many as you care to meet,” I said.
Tears falling, he said politely,

‘T can’t wait, but remember me to them.’

(PLR, 174)

19 Ibid., 123-5.

20 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington, Indiana:
Indiana University Press, 1984), 37. Quoted by Wolff in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical
Essays, 123.

21 'The phrase “meeting-God drama” is (Riding) Jackson’s, from her “Reply”: 88.

22 \Wolft, in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 125.
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Dickinson’s personae are similarly “polite,” showing the same “laconic restraint” that
Archibald MacLeish identifies with the “extraordinary mastery of tone” seen as
crucial to the success of her poems generally.?? In “I died for Beauty,” the
conversation goes as follows:

He questioned softly “Why I failed”?
“For Beauty”, I replied -

“And I - for Truth - Themself are One -
We Bretheren, are”, He said -

And so, as Kinsmen, met a Night -
We talked between the Rooms -
Until the Moss had reached our lips -
And covered up - Our names -

(448)

By contrast, the close of Riding’s conversation with “God” in “Then Follows” leads
not into extinction but to the “I’s” mock-courteous reaffirmation of itself: “Yes,
there has been an interval / Generally described as death. / Thank you, I am now as
I'was” (PLR, 175).2* Riding is as suggestive as Dickinson of the possibility of death’s
being experienced as a phase of consciousness.

Riding announces the conviction that death need not be “countfed] ... logical”
in an early poem, “The Contraband,” first published in 1925:

Life, then, like feet may profit from this philosophy,
Discover the free will,

Count death not necessarily logical

But one choice out of many.

(FA, 251)%
The premise of this “philosophy” holds true for many of her poems concerned with
death, not only those which employ a tone akin to Dickinson’s. Indeed, the notion
that it is not “necessary to ‘die’ to experience death” plays a significant part in the

later development of her poetic and critical project, as we shall see more specifically

23 Quoted by David Porter, in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 143.

24 Riding uses a similar, mock-homely tone in continually shifting the onus onto the reader,
in gestures of closure—only to thwart those gestures, by way of going on. “Perhaps you had better
be going,” she keeps wondering; then, “Perhaps we had all better be going. / Pethaps I have not
made myself plain”; finally deciding, “Perhaps we had better not be going. / Perhaps I had better
write another poem” (PLR, 176-179).

25 First published in The Calendar of Modern Letters 2, October 1925, 92-3.
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in chapter 4. Dickinson’s reverence for “The Overtakelessness of Those / Who
have accomplished Death” (894) seems to set the tone for Riding’s positive
conception of death, while the arresting, seemingly awkward neologism,
“Overtakelessness,” displays a distinctly “Ridingesque” concision. And it would be
hard not to hear echoes of Dickinson’s “My life closed twice before it’s close” (1773)
in Riding’s ideas of “Second-death” (PLR, 128) and “dying twice” (F.A4, 61). Riding’s
exhortation to “count death ... one choice out of many” also puts one in mind of
her suicide attempt of 1929, and her preoccupation with death may well seem as
obsessive (some might say, morbid) as Dickinson’s—while on the contrary, as both
poets would have wished to stress:

By homely gifts and hindered words
The human heart is told
Of nothing -
“Nothing” is the force
That renovates the World -
(1611)

i. “Amazing Sense | Distilled”:

Dickinsonian Argument and Word-Conjunctions in Riding
Despite the logic-defying premises of some of their poems, a rigorous style of
argument, coupled with unpredictable word juxtapositions and conjunctions, have
widely been recognized as salient characteristics of both Riding’s and Dickinson’s
poetry. Judith Fart’s view is representative: “One the one hand,” she points out,
“Dickinson is a poet who likes to begin poems with theses that remind us that her
father and brother were lawyers—“This was a Poet - It is That” (446); “Prayer is the
little implement” (623)—and who characteristically develops her lyrics with an
internal logic that inexorably follows the laws of premise, development and
conclusion. If logic is masculine, ‘Uncle Emily,” her nom de lettre in letters to nephew
Ned, nevertheless adopted it.”’?’ Such logic serves the poetic purpose of astonishing

us with unexpected sense:

26 Bssays from Epilogue, 176. Riding goes on: “And the more actively death is experienced in
life—the more precisely co-incident its accent with the life-accent—the less significance it has as a
physical event” (ibid.).

27 From her Introduction to Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays New Jetsey:
Prentice Hall, 1996), 15. There is an incidental suggestiveness about the fact that Dickinson’s father
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This was a Poet -

It is That

Distills amazing sense
From Ordinary Meanings

Riding (as poet in the late 1920s) would surely have concurred with this premise, as
indicated, perhaps, by her undetlining of the lines “Much madness is divinest sense /
To a discerning eye” (620) in her book of Dickinson’s poems, in 1929.2 From
“amazing” to “divinest sense” is only a small step, and the ability to “distill” such
sense may well entail the “madness” of poetic enthusiasm.

On the other hand, Farr reminds us, if “obliquity and syntactical disruption”
are seen as feminine, then the example of Dickinson points up the final inadequacy
of such distinctions (likewise, one might add, any tendency to associate the
“universal” with the masculine, as opposed to the “homely” with the feminine).
Broadly speaking, such obliquity can be seen as having to do with Dickinson’s
famous exhortation to “Tell all the truth but tell it slant” (1263), but more
specifically, such slant truth-telling is manifested in her use of images “so abstract,”
as David Porter has written, that “they have given up their sensuous immediacy to
pure meaning,” “drained” to the point where “imagery” hardly seems the appropriate
term.?

Similar claims could well be made of Riding’s poetry. As Paul Auster has said:
“Laura Riding gives us almost nothing to see, and this absence of imagery and
sensuous detail, of any true surface, is at first baffling. We feel as though we had been
blinded. But this is intentional on her part, and it plays an important role in the

themes she develops. She does not so much want us to see as to consider the notion

and brother were lawyers and that Riding’s father was a political activist—one thinks especially of
Riding’s active commitment to her “creed” (§P, 11-12), both on and off the page.

28 See Friedmann, .4 Mannered Grace, 136. Friedmann goes on to relate Dickinson’s lines to
the more immediate crisis in Riding’s life, by suggesting that “in order to understand” Riding’s suicide
attempt, “it is necessary to attempt to discern the ‘divinest sense’ of Laura’s ‘madness.” To do so, one
must take into consideration the proposition that the ‘defiantly intelligible’ universe that Laura Riding
as a poet was attempting to create was a universe that recognized the primacy of eternal values over
incidental physical passions” (ibid.). In the realm of “amazing” or “divinest” poetic sense, “much
madness” may well be the outward form of a “defiant intelligibility.” Deborah Baker, in her
biography of Riding, In Extremis, inexplicably misquotes Dickinson’s lines (which have no variants) in
this way: “Pure madness is the finest sense,” as well as inaccurately describing Riding’s book of
Dickinson’s poems (now held at Cornell), The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. Martha Dickinson
Bianchi (London: Martin Secker, 1928) as “Emily Dickinson’s collected poems” (111).

29 David Potter, in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 141.
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of what is seeable” (particularly as in the poem “Benedictory,” which Auster goes on
to quote).”’ Auster helpfully identifies the following traits as “essential Riding: the
abstract level of discourse, the insistence upon confronting ultimate questions, the
tendency toward moral exhortation, the quickness and cleanness of thought, the
unexpected juxtapositions of words.” In what follows, we shall see how such
unexpected juxtapositions and conjunctions of words are essential means of
clinching the argument of Riding’s poems, and consider the extent to which the
modes of argument and imagery involved are Dickinsonian in the ways indicated
above.

In Riding, “argumentational structure” is bound up very closely with imagery.
As Michael Kirkham suggests, “The imagery 7s the poem, the poem’s thought. Its
introduction is direct not oblique; correspondences are laid out plainly if concisely.”!
Thus it is unusually difficult to restate the poem’s themes in terms other than its
own. Kirkham’s description of Riding’s argumentative “plot” in “three parts”
corresponds to Farr’s case for Dickinson’s presenting her “theses” by following “the
laws of premise, development and conclusion”:

first a cryptic statement of the thought, using the basic elements of the poem’s
imagery—Ilike a closed bud; then a gradual unfolding of the thought’s
intricacies; finally ... a rounding-back to the original general statement, further
reduced to its essentials and set in a life-context of the widest coverage.?

Within this framework, Riding characteristically works out the implications of her
thought to the point where the poem’s imagery almost ceases to seem figurative at
all. Kirkham’s analysis of the exemplary poem, “Afternoon” (PLR, 34), is revealing in
this regard:

The imagery is not really metaphorical: it provides, rather, particular instances
of a general reality, and word and thought are more nearly identical. It is as
though the poet has set out to convince us that one word, ‘afternoon,’” contains
the central experience of the poem, seen within a certain order of meanings
and values: preliminary statements are made with the word; there follow
demonstrations of its sense-range; and, finally, the word is used in a logical

30 Auster, Groundwork, 139.

31 Michael Kirkham, “Laura Riding’s Poems,” in The Cambridge Quarterly,
vol. 5, no. 3 (1971): 306.

32 Ibid.



48

formulation that makes it—packed now with all it caz say—identical with that
experience.?

Riding’s later linguistic concerns spring directly from such poetic procedure;
and there is a parallel in the progression of Dickinson’s poetic practice. As Kamilla
Denman has pointed out, in the later work (after about 1863): “Dickinson’s assault
on language takes the form of redefining words rather than the disruption of syntax
through punctuation. Many poems fall under the rubric of definitional poems,
beginning for example, with the words ‘Love is,” “Time is,” ‘Power is,” or ‘Risk is.”’34
The effectiveness of Riding’s definitional approach, as “Afternoon” demonstrates,
depends upon the key word or words being “seen within” a “certain order of
meanings and values.” The poem’s opening definition is strangely circular and
therefore seems “cryptic” or oblique, even while making perfect sense on its own
terms:

The fever of afternoon

Is called afternoon,

Old sleep uptorn,

Not yet time for night-time,
No other name, for no names
In the afternoon but afternoon.

(PLR, 34)
Its very recalcitrance as a definition of “afternoon” is key to the sense the stanza
makes, for “afternoon” is defined principally in terms of a certain failure of naming, ot
which “afternoon” is representative. Paradoxically, “Afternoon” bids to render itself
“identical with experience” having started from the premise, on the one hand, of the
identity of the word “afternoon” with experience of it, and on the other, of the non-
identity of word and thought (more generally) within that experience. Because
“afternoon” excludes all “other names”—in ways explained in stanzas two and
three—it cannot really “talk,” let alone “speak” for itself; and yet its “meaning”
persists. The poem is thus an anguished yet fastidious and calmly controlled attempt

to articulate, and thereby understand, the meaning of “afternoon,” even while

33 Ibid.

34 Kamilla Denman, “Emily Dickinson’s Volcanic Punctuation,” in Ewily Dickinson: A
Collection of Critical Essays, 200. Another variety of definitional poem is exemplified by poem 576,
which begins: “The difference between Despair / And Fear, is ...”
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arguing for the ultimate futility of the attempt.?> The claim that there is “No other
name, no other names / In the afternoon but afternoon” contradicts the lines
leading up to it, which define “afternoon” as “Old sleep uptorn” and “Not yet time
for night-time,” while the near-rhyming line-endings in the opening stanza, from
“noon” to “torn” to “time” to “names” and back to “noon,” reinforce the sense of
indefinition. To some extent, however, the first two lines of the poem have already
given the game away, by substituting “the fever of afternoon” for “afternoon” in the
attempt at straightforward definition. Provisionally, the word “fever” serves to define
“afternoon,” although the speaker proceeds as though the reverse were the case. For
at stake is the thesis that “no other name” holds.

That this difficult thesis convinces is due, as Kirkham points out, to the
“fastidious exactitude” with which the “verbal patterns ... spell out ... these
thought-relations.””3¢ This is made possible, to no small degree, by the semantic roles
of “after” and “noon.” The idea, voiced as the poem nears its conclusion, is created
of a “Wakeful suspension” of existence, a consciousness of “afternoon” that exceeds
its normal time-bound definition. Thus it becomes possible to say: “More afternoons
divide the night.” At the same time, the poem relies on the normal time frame for its
use of terms such as “night-time” and “evening,” while another kind of logic applies
in the line “Supper and bed open and close,” where “supper and bed” are imagined
as enclosed spaces, or rooms.

The main thrust of the poem’s internal logic is brought to conclusion in the
final line, with the content of the poem’s opening statement being modified by the
addition of only one word. After the sun’s lateness “comes the quick fever, called
day. / But the slow fever is called afternoon.” Such “slow fever” anticipates “Death
as Death,” a poem of more “immediate occasion,” where the idea is brought to crisis
in the image of “Death like a quick cold hand / On the hot slow head of suicide”
(PLR, 83).

35 “To ‘talk’,” as Kirkham suggests, “in the sense it has in the poem placed immediately after
this one, ‘The Talking World,—is to “speak mingled,” to speak in the separateness of individuality,
and not with the singleness of truth; thus, here, it is the plurality of ‘mouths’ that converts speech
into talk and renders talking powerless to prevent the recurrence of time’s fever” (305).

36 Tbid., 306.
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In Dickinson’s poetry, “Noon” is used in ways that resonate significantly with
Riding’s “Afternoon.” Dickinson’s biographer, Richard B. Sewall, traces her “long-
time fascination with the phenomenon of noon” to her reading of Ik Marvel; in
particular, a section of his Reveries (1850) called “Noon™:

The noon is shott; the sun never loiters on the meridian, nor does the shadow
on the old dial by the garden, stay long as XII. The Present, like the noon, is
only a point; and a point so fine, that it is not measurable by grossness of
action. Thought alone is delicate enough to tell the breadth of the present.’’

Sewall argues that “Noon,” for Dickinson, “became a token of the instantaneous,
arrested present which is timelessness, or eternity, or heaven, when all accident, or
“grossness,” is discarded and there is nothing but essence.”?® Sewall cites the poems
beginning “There is a Zone whose even Years” and “A Clock stopped” (both of
which have a Ridingesque ring to them), and another poem that is apposite with
respect to the quotation from Marvel is “I see thee better - in the Dark” (442), for its
use of “Meridian”: another scientific or mathematical term, like “Circumference” or
“Zone.” Compare the following lines:

What need of Day -

To Those whose Dark - hath so - surpassing Sun -
It deem it be - Continually -

At the Meridian?

with the poem (1020) quoted by Sewall:

There is a Zone whose even Years

No solstice interrupt -

Whose Sun constructs perpetual Noon
Whose perfect Seasons wait -

Whose summer set in summer, till
The centuries of June

And centuries of August cease
And consciousness - is Noon.

Dickinson uses “Noon” as if it were a precise form of measurement; at the same
time it is immeasurable, or “Degreeless,” as in “A Clock stopped” (259). Dickinson’s
“Noon” surpasses the “wakeful suspension” of Riding’s “Afternoon.” Nevertheless,

the cadenced phrasing, use of repetition, reconfiguration of temporal categories (as

37 Richard B. Sewall, “Emily Dickinson’s Books and Reading,” in Emily Dickinson: A
Collection of Critical Essays, 48.

38 Ibid.
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in “The centuries of June / And centuries of August”), grammatical and syntactical
parallelism, and clear, concise resolution of Dickinson’s poem anticipate Riding’s
characteristic use of the same techniques.

The zest with which both poets subvert temporal norms is often apparent in
their unexpected juxtapositions and conjunctions of words. Sometimes these involve
not just the turning of categories inside out, as in “centuries of June”—and in poem
114, “centuries of noon,” even—but also “the transposition of classes of words by
simple appropriation.”* Adverb becomes noun, for example, in “hours of soon and
soon” (in “Afternoon”), “the all the time” (in Riding’s poem “All The Time”), “an
Until - (in Dickinson’s poem “The Service without Hope”); while Riding’s poem-
title “The Wind, The Clock, The We” (my emphasis) “gives distinct body” to identity
much as Dickinson’s line, “The Daily Own—of Love” (426) does “to
possessiveness.”* “Hours of soon and soon” could well be read as an extension and
subversion of the Emersonian “insistence ... upon the Now” which Dickinson
echoes in the line “Forever - is composed of Nows” (690) and to which she returns
repeatedly with “Noon.”#! However, even in the context of the single line, “The sun
is late by hours of soon and soon” (PLR, 34), the grammatical transgression serves
the meaning by enacting the wait implied by the sun’s lateness, as well as through the
phonetic closeness of “soon” and “sun.” The line also parallels “Wakeful suspension
between dream and dream” in rhythm and near rthyme, as well as in meaning, for
how better to describe the mingled sense of expectation (“soon and soon”) and
disillusionment (“between dream and dream”) than as “Wakeful suspension”? In
short, for Riding as for Dickinson, “form/class experimentation is a particularly
effective and metaphorical form of compression.”*? Overall, however, Riding’s
experimentation is less “disruptive,” as she tends to combine given words (often
words used in or related closely to the poem’s opening statement of thought) in new
compound forms that can still be used grammatically. This allows the poem’s “order

of meanings and values” to be maintained and reinforced, by virtue of the very

39 Cristanne Miller, in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 173.
40 Ibid., 174.

41'The phrase “insistence ... upon the Now” is Sewall’s, in Ewily Dickinson: A Collection of
Critical Essays, 47.

42 Cristanne Miller, in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 173.
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“freedom” with which, in her own words, she “dispensed with the literary
conventionalities of poetic idiom” (PLR, xxix).

A key means of achieving such sudden, unexpected sense is “the unexpected
juxtaposition of words” identified by Paul Auster as characteristic of “essential
Riding.”# Auster cites the phrase “giddy homelessness,” from the poem “The Why
of the Wind.” If the phrase itself comes as “unexpected,” this is not because it
suddenly descends upon the poem as if from nowhere but because it effects such a
precise consummation of accumulated sense. Although “The Why of the Wind” is
not divided neatly into three stanzas as is “Afternoon,” it does conform more or less
to the Dickinsonian “thesis” paradigm: from the opening “statement of the thought”
(which concerns “ourselves” and thought itself: “wondering,” “knowing,”
“understanding”), to the development and qualification of the thought, signalled by a
“But when”; to the “rounding-back” to “ourselves” with more explicit and wide
directives as to “What we are and are not” and what we should “learn better.” Like
“Afternoon,” the poem is characteristic in building, propositionally, from a platform
of generalization. Here are the last two stanzas (of four):

When the wind runs we run with it.

We cannot understand because we are not
When the wind takes our minds.

These are lapses like a hate of earth.

We stand as nowhere,

Blow from discontinuance to discontinuance,
And accuse our sober nature

Of wild desertion of itself,

And ask the reason as a traitor might

Beg from the king a why of treason.

We must learn better

What we are and are not.

We are not the wind.

We are not every vagrant mood that tempts
Our minds to giddy homelessness.
We must distinguish better

Between ourselves and strangers.
There is much that we are not.

There is much that is not.

There is much that we have not to be.
We surrender to the enormous wind

43 Auster, Groundwork, 138.
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Against our learned littleness,
But keep returning wailing
‘Why did I do this?’
(PLR, 330)

My contention that the “unexpected juxtaposition” is in fact more a matter of
unexpected precision— ‘amazing sense”’—is based on the large extent to which the
phrase “giddy homelessness” is anticipated and followed through in the poem. In the
first of the above stanzas, the sense of giddiness is implicit in the image of our minds
“run[ning] ... wild,” futilely “blow[n]” by the wind, maddened, even. “Giddy”
derives from the Old English gidig, insane (literally, “possessed by a god”) and can
also mean “flighty,” which relates, in yet another sense, to our “flee[ing] ... to what
we ate / And accus[ing] our sober nature / Of wild desertion of itself’—fleeing and
desertion leading to a homelessness of sorts. When “we are not,” that is, when “our
minds” are “taken” from us, we are displaced (“We stand as nowhere”), reduced to
“vagrancy” (meaning “wandering,” at root), left on the verge of dispossession and
even exile from “ourselves,” given the conceit of a “traitor” entreating the “king”
who is his own “sober nature.”

These scenarios of accusation and betrayal, with their embedded sense of
homelessness as self-negation and estrangement, help explain that other arresting
phrase, “a hate of earth.” Not only does accusation often entail hate; in these “lapses
like a hate of earth,” we disown our common ground. The metaphors of straying and
“return” are extended through the poem’s closing lines, which describe our seeming
inability to come to terms with “the wind” as if the very “return” to ourselves (in
“our learned littleness”) were subject to that same inability to understand—now as to
the canse of our straying: “We keep returning wailing / “Why did I do this?” “The
Why of the Wind” both describes and proscribes the “Why” of its title: “We cannot
understand because we are not / When the wind takes our minds.” This statement
would make no sense if it weren’t informed by the underlying idea of home,
understood as “our minds” not “taken” from ourselves: a mapping which forms the
metaphorical ground upon which the poem’s propositions are built.

The stark generalizations of the poem’s final stanza exemplify what Auster calls
“a tendency toward moral exhortation”: “We must learn better / What we ate and
are not. / We are not the wind”; and “There is much that we are not. / There is

much that is not. / There is much that we have not to be.” The inclusive reach (or
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overreach) of these propositions through layer upon layer of negative predication is
such, however, that their function seems more provocative than didactic: designed to
prompt or challenge readers to think for themselves about what is and is not—not
from an imagined God-like vantage, but in terms of our ultimate sense of ourselves.
This sense is reinforced by the directive (from the same stanza): “We must
distinguish better / Between ourselves and strangers,” which anticipates the point
made early in The Telling: “We wait, all, for a story of us that shall reach to where we
are. We listen for our own speaking; and we hear much that seems our speaking, yet
makes us strange to ourselves” (10). Complementarily, the close parallelism of the
lines, based on repetition and grammatical and syntactical similarity, privileges their
cumulative rhetorical effect over their content as distinct propositions. “There is
much that we are not / ... that is not / ... that we have not to be”: this may not
seem to amount to much, but it does serve to lay bare a significant limit of the
poem’s argument—significant, not least, in its converse bid to uncover the implied
“much” that we are, that 75, or that we might be. At the same time, the stark, anaphoric
structure of these concluding lines calls attention to the broader oppositions in the
poem’s discourse: “distinguish|ing],” for instance, “between ourselves and strangers,”
“homelessness” and “home.” As we’ve seen, the poem fleshes out these abstractions
impressively, but also strips them down to their barest meanings, so calling its own
scope into question. Such questioning complicates the poem’s overt didacticism,
confronting us with a paradox intrinsic to the very concept of didacticism: he who
attributes it lays himself as open to the charge. As Wittgenstein puts it: “Doubting
and non-doubting behaviour. There is the first only if there is the second.”*
Didacticism is a matter of “behaviour”—manner and intent: a rhetorical matter.
“The Why of the Wind’s” didacticism is rooted in the risk that it takes; like the
speaker of the highly rhetorical “Poet: A Lying Word,” it would have us “see
through” its discursive “wall” at “no other season’s height” (PLR, 234). To recall
Auster: “She gives us almost nothing to see ... We feel as though we had been
blinded.” The reader faces a “wall” that is to be “seen through,” or not at all, much

as, in Dickinson, the “drained” imagery and stark generalizations involving

# Ludwig Wittgenstein, Oz Certainty, trans. Denis Paul and G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1995), 46e.
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abstractions like “Circumference” often demand an unusually large, “all-or-nothing”
conceptual leap.

On the other hand, the poem’s forcing the issue, so acknowledging the
“failure” implicit in such all-or-nothing risk, invites scrutiny; and indeed, some of the
very titles of poems and poem-collections lend support to the view that the reasons
for the break with poetry are anticipated by the poems themselves—“stepping-

stones on the path that led ultimately to a realization of what poetry cannot do” (as

» >

Friedmann puts it): “Celebration of Failure,” “Come, Words, Away,” “Poem Only,’
“Poet: A Lying Word,” “There Is No Land Yet,” “Nothing So Far,” Poems: A Joking
Word, Twenty Poems Less...* Finally, of course, she went further than this, coming to
see even such modernist-heroic “failure” as tantamount to “scaring away failure” in
“poem-success,” and turning to prose “to reacquire,” as Jerome McGann puts it,
“the ground of the possibilities of truth-telling, that is, ‘those common risks of
language, where failure stalks in every word.””” But Riding’s pressing on us with
unexpected suddenness the expectation of our not distancing ourselves from what
she has to say (in expectation of “intimateness”) is as characteristic of her poetry as
her later writing in prose. Indeed, in the former the tension is often greater, given the
awareness of the risk of failure entailed in poetry’s aesthetic “pretensions to power
and completeness.”*’

We hardly need to be told, for example, “We are not the wind.” Accordingly,
we are being told that we need not look for clues to the significance of “the wind”
except at the poem’s level of discourse. Thus we are led to assume that this rhetorical
appropriation by the mind’s eye of a phenomenon usually apprehended by the senses
is absolute; that is, our experience of it as a physical entity need not interfere with its
conceptual use in this instance. And if this outright appropriation of “the wind”

seems rather to overreach itself in expectation of making sense, then semantically, it

succeeds, given the tentative terms proffered at the very beginning of the poem: “We

4 See, for instance, lines in poems 601 (“When Cogs - stop - that’s Circumference”), 890
(“Circumference without Relief”), 930 (Each Age a Lens / Disseminating their / Circumference”),
1067 (“Let ... a Circle hesitate / In Circumference”), 1297 (“The Billows of Circumference”) and
1636 (“Circumference thou Bride of Awe”).

46 Friedmann’s words appear on the flyleaf of First Awakenings: The Early Poems, which she
edited.

4T McGann, Black Riders: The Visible Langnage of Modernism (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1993), 126.
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have often considered the wind, / The changing whys of the wind” (PLR, 329,

my emphasis). From the outset we are led to conceive of “the wind” as that which by
its very nature escapes the grasp of our comprehension, and as we’ve seen, the
poem’s development underlines this: “When the wind runs we run with it. / We
cannot understand because we are not / When the wind takes our minds.”* Or as
the second stanza emphasizes, so as to clarify in advance the more general idea that
“we are not,” how can we expect to “understand” (even though it seems there is
nothing “to do, but to understand”) when our minds are “wind-infected”? The
metaphor of “infection” is prefigured by the many references in the first stanza to
our “health,” whether “ailing or well”: “the thythmic-fickle climates / Of our lives
with ourselves.” The way in which this last image compresses the twin conceits of
the “weather” and “our health” typifies the metaphysical, quasi-diagnostic (later
prescriptive) nature of Riding’s poetic argument.

In ways such as these the poem coheres even while exploring the very concept
of incoherency epitomized by “the wind.” To the extent that the poem’s bold
rhetoric succeeds, it does so more by virtue of such semantic consistency—the
astonishingly close and dynamic relationship, or “amazing sense,” sustained between
its terms—than the conclusiveness of the argument. The tone of finality makes the
question of whether such speaking qualifies as truth-telling or mere didacticism a
more subjective matter than many readers might be prepared to accept. But the bid
for universality is rooted more in a close “indwelling” in language at the very “limits
of meaning and the limits of our forms of trying to mean” (as Charles Bernstein has
put it) than in the explicit truth-claims put forward by the poem.* For all its
difficulty, the argument of “The Why of the Wind” bespeaks a confidence that even
such abstractions may be brought inside, humanly housed, by virtue of “our
rootedness in language.” The notion of such “indwelling” again recalls the homely,

“linguistic intimateness” that Riding shares with Dickinson.

48 Again, The Telling expresses this conviction in strikingly similar terms: “But the nature of
our being is not to be known as we know the weather, which is by the sense of the momentary.
Weather is all change, while our being, in its human nature, is all constancy (63).

49 Charles Bernstein, Content’s Dream (L.os Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1986), 228. The word
“indwelling” is borrowed from Bernstein’s introduction to Rational Meaning (RM, xviii).
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But what does such intimateness have to do with Dickinson’s exhortation to
“Tell all the Truth but tell it slant” or Riding’s strikingly similar resolve, as stated in
her poem “In Nineteen Twenty-Seven”: “And what there is to do / Let me do
somewhat crookedly, / Lest I speak too plain and everlasting / For such weathet-
vanes of understanding” (PLR, 126)? As Friedmann has pointed out, Dickinson’s
words were “not published until 1945, and so ... could not have been known to
Riding” when she wrote the above lines. And I would agree that “Riding’s arguing
with herself (against herself, it might be said) the case for speaking ‘somewhat
crookedly’ is not easily comparable to Dickinson’s ‘slant’ truth-telling,” in that
Riding’s propositions are, characteristically, more cleanly cut—as Graves’s
memorable image of “the strong pulling of her bladed mind / Through [the] ever-
reluctant element” of “Time” suggests.>’ Riding’s is generally a “straight” diction, as
is her characteristic sentence-structure, and we have seen how rigorously her
exposition of ideas tends to cohere; one might say that her poems cut fewer
“semantic corners,” or are less disjunctive, than Dickinson’s.>! On the other hand, a
certain “slant” is of the very nature of poems like “Afternoon” and “The Why of the
Wind,” as their point of view is far from being in the “real” world, rooted more in
the “peculiar earth” of the poet’s linguistically intimate attempt to “construe the
word” (PLR, 43). As Lisa Samuels has noted, while Riding “hoped that poetry might
solve [the] problem” of—in (Riding) Jackson’s words—Ilanguage’s “not working” in
“liveness of meaning”’ (a classic modernist “problem,” one might add), she also
(Samuels argues) “anticipated from her earliest writings its ultimate failure to do so”
(Anarchism, xIv-xlvi). In this respect, Samuels goes on to suggest, the slant of Riding’s
truth telling may be understood as a Dickinsonian striving for “success in circuit.”

Tell all the truth but tell it slant -
Success in Circuit lies
Too bright for our infirm Delight
The Truth’s superb surprise
As Lightning to the children eased
With explanation kind
The Truth must dazzle gradually
Or every man be blind -

(1263)

50 Friedmann, in Delmar, 78. Robert Graves, Complete Poems, vol. 2, Beryl Graves and
Dunstan Ward, eds. (Manchester: Carcanet, 1997), 63.

51 The phrase “semantic corners” is from Kirkham, 303.
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As (Riding) Jackson comments, looking back on _Anarchism Is Not Enough: “1 try to
surround the truth that I am trying to enunciate by nearly surrounding it as nearly
communicable: I don’t try to surround it as entirety surroundable for complete
statement because I am afraid that my terms of statement might be fed by readers
back into the area of conceptual classification” (A, 257). While she strove for more
“complete statement” of truth in her poetry, an awareness of the impossibility of
completely “surrounding” the truth and consequent recourse to the tactic of “nearly
surrounding it as nearly communicable” are major themes of her poetry. As “The
Wortld and I” concludes: “No, better for both to be neatly sure / Each of each—
exactly where / Exactly I and exactly the world / Fail to meet by a moment, and a
word” (PLR, 198). In this respect her approach to truth, her mode of truth telling, is
circuitous in Dickinson’s sense. Moreover, a similarly “slant” approach is implied by
Riding’s original 1938 Preface to her Collected Poems, where she claims that in each
poem she

assumes the responsibility of education in the reasons of poetry as well as that
of writing a poem. Because I am fully aware of the background of
miseducation from which most readers come to poems, I begin every poem on
the most elementary plane of understanding and proceed to the plane of poetic
discovery (or uncovering) by steps which deflect the reader from false
associations, false reasons for reading. (PLK, 484)

Riding depicts “most readers” as being rather like “the children” in Dickinson’s
poem, to whom “The Truth’s superb surprise” must be “eased / With explanation
kind.” Indeed, the image of the poet’s proceeding gradually, “by steps which deflect
the reader from false associations,” could well be seen as a2 somewhat circuitous
means of “explanation.” But whereas Dickinson sees the need for “circuit” in the
naked truth’s being “Too bright for our infirm Delight,” Riding blames “the
background of miseducation from which most readers come to poems,” a difference
which indicates her more didactic stance, as well, perhaps, as her greater ambition for
poetry.

“The Wind, The Clock, The We” brings together the themes discussed thus
far in this section. Even the poem’s quirkily inclusive, grammatically deviant title is
reminiscent of Dickinson. The poem has to do with coming through madness,
through “feverish” consciousness of self in time, and with the prospect of making
finally, calmly, hard-won sense. Beginning by asserting that “The wind has at last got

into the clock” (PLR, 191), the poem postulates a resolution of madness that comes
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with release from dualistic consciousness of time—release, one might say, from the
“wakeful suspension” of “Afternoon,” from the uncertainty of the “changing whys
of the wind,” with “Time” now “become a landscape / Of suicidal leaves and stoic
branches ... And the minutes given leave to die.” Whereas “nothing in [the] horrors”
of “afternoon” (such as “The clock-ticks hear[ing] / The clock-ticks ticking back)
“moves to swallow,” now we find “the clock ... devouring itself,” “self-choked
falsity,” and “The wind at last got into the clock, / The clock at last got into the
wind, / The wotld at last got out of itself” (191)—these last lines illustrating “the
way,” as Kirkham puts it, “that, while the shape of the thought stays the same, the
thought grows rapidly in inclusiveness”>—until, “at last,” the speaker claims to have
arrived at literal sense-making, a linguistic intimateness un-vexed by “The wind’s
boldness and the clock’s care”:

At last we can make sense, you and I,
You lone survivors on papet,
The wind’s boldness and the clock’s care
Become a voiceless language,
And I the story hushed in it—"
(192)

But this is a paradoxical, almost post-linguistic intimateness that is envisioned, a
speaking from within a “voiceless language,” and the poem has little further to go
from here, ending on an ambivalent, questioning note:

Is more to say of me?

Do I say more than self-choked falsity

Can repeat word for word after me,

The script not altered by a breath

Of perhaps meaning otherwise?

(ibid.)

The question may also, however, be read as rhetorical, expressive of satisfaction in
achieved oneness with words through overcoming (“choking”) of “falsity,” as if,
having mastered the “madness”— life’s “idiotic defiance of it knew not what”—
Dickinsonian “divinest sense” can now be made. Or as Dickinson claims elsewhere:
“A Word that breathes distinctly / Has not the power to die” (1715), a notion which
may well put us in mind of (Riding) Jackson’s demand for “liveness of meaning.”

A representative example of such modernist striving for revitalized meaning,

one which highlights both affinity and difference between Riding and Dickinson, is

52 Kirkham, 306.
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Riding’s “Rubric for the Eye,” the concluding stanza of “The Signs of Knowledge.”
Given the context of (Riding) Jackson’s comment as to how she “assumed the
character of a modern ... in becoming a poet in the century’s first quarter of poetic
modernism” (PLR, xxix), I shall quote the stanza as it appears in her collection of
1933, Poet: A Lying Word.

Let the thought sharpen as the eye dulls

Of sharpening on newsights old.

Let the thought see, let the moon be familiar.
Sun of world! Moon of word!

Eye-spilling live of eye! Undeath of mindsight!
Moonclearly, emptily, full grail aspeak!>3

The rhetoric of these lines relies very much on the peculiarity of diction centred in

<<

arresting word-conjunctions and coinages such as “Moonclearly,” “mindsight” and
“Undeath,” the component parts of which have already been used a number of times
in the poem. Chiefly, however, it depends upon these elements being compressed
into boldly minimal images, for instance, “Sun of world! Moon of word!” and
paradoxical collocations such as “newsights old.” This forces us to read each word
and its constituent parts strictly in relation to one another—afresh, but in closed
terms, as it were. The words are organized into sets of correlatives and antitheses—
thought/mind, sharp/dull, eye/see/sight, new/familiar/old, familiar/clear,
sun/moon/wortld, undeath/live, full/empty/spill/grail, word/speak—from which
the reader must elicit sense-connections, building up the impression of an almost
auto-telic linguistic model of the kind proposed as genuinely modernist by Riding
and Graves where they claim that “all we can do is let [the poem] interpret itself”
(SMP, 147).

Nonetheless, as Cristanne Miller says of Dickinson, “juxtaposing words that do
not function together in normal usage creates a kind of parataxis, for which the
reader must work out the appropriate relationship.”>* Whereas, in Dickinson (as in
Miller’s instance, “The Daily Own - of Love // Depreciate the Vision - ”°) “the

discourse of the poem indicates the direction these reconstructions of meaning and

syntax should take, but ... does not clarify the ambiguity altogether,”>> Riding

53 Laura Riding, Poet: A Lying Word (London: Arthur Barker, 1933), 46.
54 Cristanne Miller, Ewmily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 173.

55 Ibid.
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minimizes this risk. We have looked at some ways in which Riding’s “idea images”
resemble Dickinson’s, but it would be less apt to suggest that Riding “float[s] out”
such figures as “unattached trope[s| in free linguistic orbit,” as in the case of
Dickinson’s image, “No Furrow on the Glow,” near the end of poem 895—swhich,
as Porter points out, offers no clues as to “what kind of furrow” and “what kind of
glow.”’¢ That is, the unexpected “coupling” of Riding’s imagery is rarely “illogical.””>’
Riding tends to avoid Dickinsonian experimentation with uninflected verbs (as in the
case of “Depreciate”), inflection being a particularly important means, as Miller
notes, of “mark[ing] the context, and thus generally the direction and boundaries, of
a verb’s predication.”® Likewise, she is sparing in her use of word-class
transposition, the only instance in the above quotation being “live of eye.” In
Riding’s plain, and in that sense homely, diction, “richness and precision of meaning
are achieved,” as Kirkham points out, “without adjectival pageantry.”> I would,
however, stress that the stylistic unlikeness between Riding and Dickinson comes to
define itself on grounds that are shared. As Deborah Baker has suggested, both
wrote in a “metaphysical idiom” that “provided a vehicle” for their “spiritual
intensity and boldness.” This idiom is also homely, not only in its “intimateness”
with language per se but also insofar as it serves both poets in exploring the idea of

home, to which I shall now turn.

ur. The House of Possibility: Poetry as House and Home

Given the centrality of “home” in Dickinson’s famously reclusive life, it is hardly
surprising that the word occurs with notable frequency in her poetry—a total of
eighty-six times.®’ The topic could well invite consideration of historical and

biographical factors, but in what follows we shall be concerned with her poetic

56 David Porter, in Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 144.

57 Ibid., 142.

58 Cristanne Miller, in Ewily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 174.

59 Michael Kirkham, “Laura Riding’s Poems,” 307.

60 This number is based on A Concordance to the Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. S.P. Rosenbaum
(Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1964), 358-9. “The basic text for this concordance is

the 1958 second printing of the three-volume variorum The Poems of Emily Dickinson, published by
Harvard University Press” (xvi), ed. Thomas H. Johnson.
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treatment of the idea of home and its pointing, like Riding’s, to linguistically intimate
dwelling in language and truth.®! As Judith Farr has commented, “it is Dickinson’s
language, her words, that must always hold the center of any study. She claimed that
‘A Word that breathes distinctly / Has not the power to die’ ... What distinguishes
her as a poet are the sharp intensity, the vivid (or living) distinctness, the essential
justice and rich frugality of her language.”%? Indeed, these distinguishing features
could equally well serve to describe Riding’s poetry, and as indicated in the preceding
section of this chapter, such “rich frugality” (unornamented, plain, yet condensed in
meaning) is an aspect of the homeliness of both poets’ language. But this is a
homeliness very much of the mind (however unexpectedly sensuous their
descriptions of what Dickinson calls “the foliage of the mind”), and as Farr observes
of the following poem of Dickinson’s, “Her subject here is the intellect or
imagination that is a sacred home or ‘tabernacle’ for all images and ideas ... Our
respect for the verbal authority of this poem can be complete, even without
enhancements provided by history, linguistic theory, or biography.”6?

Talk not to me of Summer Trees
The foliage of the mind
A tabernacle is for Birds
Of no corporeal kind
And winds do go that way at noon
To their Ethereal Homes
Whose Bugles call the least of us
To undepicted Realms
(1655)

Riding is no more a “nature poet” in the conventional sense than Dickinson in
the above lines. On the other hand, Riding tends to avoid suggestion and celebration
of the sacred and “ethereal,” insisting, rather, on poetic vision as expressive of “a
sense of life so real that it becomes the sense of something more real than life” that
is nonetheless very much part of the immediate business of living (CS, 9). Her

impulse is more often to demystify the “mist” in which truth, as she sees it, is all-too-

61 The importance of the idea of home in Dickinson studies can be seen from Jean McClure
Mudge’s Ewmily Dickinson and the Image of Home (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1975) and
Dombhnall Mitchell’s Ewzily Dickinson: Monarch of Perception (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 2000), chapters 2, 3 and 5 in particular.

2 Emily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 17.

63 Tbid., 18.
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often enshrouded (PLR, 264). Nevertheless, Riding’s and Dickinson’s shared

insistence on the mind’s capacity to apprehend and articulate truth in distinctly

breathing words, without recourse to “talk” of outer things such as “Summer Trees,”

is at least as striking as the divergence in their development of that fundamental idea.
Thus, for Dickinson, home 7s the “House” of “Possibility”:

I dwell in Possibility -

A fairer House than Prose -
Motre numerous of Windows -
Superior - for Doors -

The concision of this opening is deceptive: as the extended metaphor of the poem
unfolds, it invites increasingly open, flexible interpretation of this figure for—
apparently—Poetry. With “chambers ... Impregnable of eye” and an “everlasting
Roof” bounded by “the Gambrels of the Sky,” it is implied that the dweller in this
limitless house of possibility enjoys the privilege of mystical insight. On the other
hand, these images also suggest a vertiginous shift in perspective, and with the
subsequent mention of “Visitors,” a suggestion of haunting:

Of Visitors - the fairest -
For Occupation - This -
The spreading wide my narrow Hands
To gather Paradise -
(4606)

Despite the mood of mystical euphoria, a striking feature of this house is its
austerity—emptiness, even, for it is a rhetorical figure that advertises itself as such
and in the end collapses in on the possible act of revelation of which it (“This”) is a
demonstration: the poet’s “spreading wide [her] narrow Hands.” “T'o gather
Paradise” channels, but also complicates, the symbolic meaning of this image, as the
shadowy figure of the poet takes her place at the site of “Possibility,” the poem
ending with “narrow hands” still “spread wide” (as the incomplete gesture of
punctuation indicates)—whether in expectation of “gathering” or in the very act of
“gather|ing] Paradise” being left unclear.®* At the same time, the speaket’s resolve
upon this “Occupation” and the sense of openness in her expectation of visitors (of
which the final dash is perhaps most expressive) are suggestive of rootedness and

hospitality, aspects of homeliness. But from the start, the speaker has seemed almost

64 In another poem (1144), Dickinson describes “Paradise” itself as a house: “that old
mansion / Many owned before.”
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to protest too much, and as a house of possibility, this home is inevitably, to some
extent, founded on or near a condition of homelessness, impermanence or instability.
This sense of “home-in-homelessness” is particularly pronounced in American
writing of the period, given the country’s vastness, diversity and recent history of
pioneering settlement. We are often reminded that home is constituted as much by
what is shut out as what is taken in. But unlike Thoreau, who sought refuge in the
woods near Walden Pond, Dickinson insists, as she puts it, on “surpassing ...
Material Place” (407); and so, in a sense, she has greater need of “visitors.”

Accordingly, the trope of haunting is widely employed by Dickinson. A notable
instance that subverts the metaphor of house as home and “produces,” as Domhnall
Mitchell puts it, “a defamiliarization of accepted categories, a confusing of subject-
object relations,” is poem 407, which begins thus:%

One need not be a Chamber - to be Haunted -
One need not be a House -

The Brain has Corridors - surpassing

Material Place -

Far safer, of a midnight meeting
External Ghost

Than it’s interior confronting -
That cooler Host -

Again insisting on the mind as dwelling-place “of no corporeal kind” (“surpassing /
Material Place”), the poem’s “confusing of subject-object relations” centres on the
figures of “Host” (a figure of the “interior”), and Visitor—ruot the “External Ghost”
of Gothic convention, but, more disturbingly close to home, “one’s a’self”:

Far safer, through an Abbey gallop,
The Stones a’chase -

Than unarmed, one’s a’self encounter -
In lonesome place -

Ourself behind ourself, concealed -
Should startle most -
As Mitchell points out, “the reference to the ‘Host’ in the second stanza reverses the

normal logic of haunting ... suddenly, the se/f (and not the ‘other’) is a tenant or

perhaps even an interloper in a chamber of her or his thoughts.”®¢ Much as the

65> Domhnall Mitchell, Ewmily Dickinson: Monarch of Perception, 50.

66 Thid., 49.
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speaker of poem 303 grounds herself in the House of Poetry/Possibility while
foregrounding its literal zzpossibility, so too this poem “dramatizes ... the tensions or
contradictions of its opening line, where the speaker defines herself in opposition to
a “chamber” but nevertheless depends on the chamber to undertake that
definition.”®” Riding employs a similar strategy in defining her sense of “post-carnal”
self in relation to the world, as we shall see shortly.

Judith Farr aptly describes Dickinson’s dramatization of the life of the mind as
“description of sublime entertainments,” taking the following poem as an exemplary
case:

Alone, I cannot be -
For Hosts - do visit me -

Recordless Company -
Who baffle key -

They have no Robes, nor Names -
No Almanacs - nor Climes -

But general Homes

Like Gnomes -

Their Coming, may be known
By Couriers within -

Their going - is not -

For they’re never gone

(303)
Dickinson’s description of these sublime entertainments is riddled with paradox and
ambiguity. The idea of home as a metaphor for the speaker’s transcendent self is
destabilized by the second line’s play on the Scriptural and literal meanings of
“Hosts.” These hosts, akin to the “Visitors” in her “House of Possibility,” are also
insubstantial: uncluttered by attributes, “transcend|ing] sex, time and place,” as Farr
puts it (the comparison to gnomes a homely, humorous touch in view of Dickinson’s
signing off as “Your Gnome” in letters to Higginson.)® Nor does the mention of
“Couriers within” much clarify things, as the usual role of couriers is to go between.
Perhaps their role is to signify a certain thrilling of the senses, a reawakening at the

“Coming” of these visiting “Hosts” who are in fact “never gone”—in renewed

67 Ibid.

68 As noted by Farr, in Ewily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical Essays, 11.
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awareness, that is, of their never having gone. In Dickinson’s “interior,” the usual
roles of “Visitor” and “Host” (sometimes, “guest”) are subverted—so frustrating the
oppositions underlying the notion of home as a locus of self.® From the perspective
of Riding’s view of the scope of poetry, the Dickinsonian “I”” who dwells in this
“interior” realm of Possibility may be seen as being “precisely somewhere in
precisely everywhere” (PLR, 487).

But where Dickinson defers revelation with a turn to the sublime and ecstatic
(leaving truth, as Riding might see it, in “privacies of statement”), Riding urges our
immediate coming-to-our-senses, out of “secrecy of heart” (PLK, 241).7° Revelation
for her is more a matter of “uncovering” truth than “gather[ing] Paradise” or the
ineffable. She is concerned with demystification, with dispelling the mist, to adapt a
metaphor from “The Last Covenant,” in which even “Heaven” is described as “the
mist, thoughts left unthought.” Disclaiming “those pledges / Which between man
and heaven held / By rapt contrivance” (PLR, 265), the poem argues instead for
decisive clarity and the need not to promise but simply to “Choose, therefore, to be
now, or then” (276). Of course it would be true to say that Riding “defers” her
“revelation” too. But here we are more concerned with the poems’ differing gestures.

It is not written in what heart

You may not pass from magic plenty
Into the straightened nowadays.

To each is given secrecy of heart,

To make himself what heart he please
In stirring up from that fond table
To sit him down at this sharp meal.

(PLR, 241)

09 Riding plays more freely with these sorts of oppositions in many of her stories: “In the
End,” for example, “brings the outside inside” with its remarkable thesis: “The end of the world was
that there was no sky. There came to be no sky! Of the sky only the moon was left. And the moon
was as the inside of the world, which now had no outside. ... And everything which was in the world
now was in the house. And there was no outside. ... The wotld was a house” (Progress, 295). As for
Dickinson’s “guest”: an instance that is noteworthy for its conflating “host” and “guest” is poem
1754, the first stanza of which reads: “He was my host - he was my guest, / I never to this day / If I
invited him could tell / Or he invited me.”

70 Dickinson’s “turn to the ecstatic” is sometimes also described in terms of “Transport,”
and “ecstasy.” Poem #178, for example, begins: “To learn the Transport by the Pain -/ As Blind
Men learn the sun!” and as Dickinson writes to T. W. Higginson: “I find ecstasy in living” (The Letters
of Emily Dickinson, ed. Thomas H. Johnson and Theodora Ward (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1958), 342a.
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The focus here, as in “The Last Covenant,” is upon trials of “Possibility” plainer
than Dickinsonian “magic plenty,” granting the individual’s ability to choose “what
heart he please” and “what defeat he will,” given all that “is not counted” in truth’s
“sharp” shock to the “private” self: “It is not counted what large passions / Your
heart in ancient private keeps alive” (PLR, 242). Riding is vigilant of the risk, as
described in another poem, that even “dying frenzy / Makes new dwelling-charm”
(PLR, 211). What 7s “written,” as it were, is for us to discover for ourselves, in light
of the poem’s negative epistemology, or “uncovering.””!

Similarly, the prophecy, promise and commitment suggested by the title, “The
Last Covenant,” and implied by the poem’s tone of certainty, is tempered by its
suspicion of “Man’s private humour of things unplain ... thoughts left unthought”
(PLR, 265). Such scepticism is so thoroughgoing as to call the very terms of the title
into question, reminding us that this is a poem “continual” rather than “final,” and
that its covenant should be “lasting” as well as “last.”” Acknowledging that this may
well leave us asking, “And what remains? ... And in that world?” the speaker assures
us that “in that world ... The count is homely: / These are not nameless multitudes”
(PLR, 268-9). But the only answer that the poem offers plainly and positively is
“Truth”: “Truth remains, by which a world remains” (268). Insofar as the assurance
of homeliness stands in for an answer that can be framed only negatively (“These are
not nameless multitudes”), it points to a difficulty intrinsic to truth telling in
prophetic mode. The closing lines of “Death as Death” put this problem succinctly:

The prophetic eye,

Closing upon difficulty,
Opens upon comparison,
Halving the actuality

As a gift too plain, for which
Gratitude has no language,
Foresight no vision.

(PLR, 83)
The vision of the possibility of literal truth-telling (of speaking, here, of “death as
death”) proves to be “a gift too plain” for understanding, given the prophetic eye’s
need to “open,” continually, “upon comparison,” in “clos[ing] upon difficulty” from
which only paradox can deliver the speaker. Death as death is self-cancelling, both as

a cancellation of the speaker’s self and as a self-cancelling definition of “death.”

71T am thinking here, again, of Riding’s definition, in the original preface to her Collected
Poems, of a poem as “an uncovering of truth” (PLR, 484).
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But this condition of homelessness is taken, in Riding’s poetic project, as the
ground for “post-carnal” home building, a new locus of identity—albeit one, as the
poem “I Am” puts it, of “perfect contradiction.” The speaker defines herself in
opposition to “a world as was a world” (the world of “King Habit”) while also
depending on it for “proof.”

Where then, fellow citizens

Of this post-carnal matter,

Is each the next and next one,
Stretching the instant chain
Toward its first-last link,

The twilight that into dawn passes
Without intervention of night,
Time’s slow terrible enemy?

That I live—Ilet me be a proof
Of a world as was a world,
And accept it, King Habit,
From my mouth, our mouth.

But where, where?
If I have so companioned?
Here, here!

The same not-here I ever held,
And be it yours, and I yours,

Out of my mouth until

You tire of the possession

And, falling prone, relinquish
The stale breath of stubbornness.

Then will this still be here,
Here, here, the proved not-here
Of perfect contradiction—
Here where you visited on me

The individual genius, paradox.
(PLR, 209-10)

The “homeless” self stands at the threshold of “home”: the idea of home is realized
in the perfectly contradictory idea of being both here and not-here. Similatly, the
speaker of “The Signs of Knowledge” speaks of a state of “unlife” from which one
may “learn”:

Oh, have you vanished from yourself
Nor seek old where-to-be nor new?
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Oh, do you break in scatter-self and stay-self,
In wander-world and stand-mind?

Then have you unlife, and then learn
Undeath of moon has come on you,

The moon-grail clears and wholes,

An emptiness whole-shines at eye-thought.
See whole then: these are the signs.

(PLR, 232-3)

Riding’s paradoxical word-choices and neologisms indicate her urgent sense of the
necessity for a suspension of opposites, a ground of “perfect contradiction,” if
reconciliation in truth is to take place. This “emptiness whole-shin[ing] at eye-
thought” may be seen as a corrective to the “prophetic eye’s” compulsion to
continually “open upon comparison,” as described in “Death as Death.”

Having resolved the questions it raises by pinning them down to a paradoxical
sense of place, “I Am” goes on to employ the metaphor of home-as-a-safe-refuge, so
as to express the potential for “continuity” (of an ongoing sense of self in time):

I, out of your stopped mouth, our mouth,
Will spin round continuity,

Winding the thread me round

To keep these other years safe

Always and always while you haunt

The windows that might be here,
Looking for sign of elsewhere—

(PLR, 211)

Thus “haunting” plays a part in this “post-carnal” life; but in a reversal of normal
logic, /ife haunts the after-life, “Looking for sign of elsewhere.” Dickinson herself
famously employed the trope of haunting in a letter to Higginson, to describe her
very conception of Art: “Nature is a Haunted House—but Art—a House that tries
to be haunted.””? Riding might have disagreed, aiming for greater clarity in her own
poetic art, but she also worries over “grow]|ing] ghostly” (PLR, 16) and is intensely
aware of her “script” being haunted by “breath / Of perhaps meaning otherwise”
(PLR, 192). Indeed, her receptivity to the risk of such “failure” is the crucial link
between the poetic and post-poetic phases of her work.

We have looked in this section at the ways in which Riding and Dickinson
press at the limits of the idea of a dwelling-place or “House”—the word immediately

becomes more abstract thus capitalized—to explore the possibility of spiritual

72 The Letters of Emily Dickinson, 459A.
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homeliness. Their development of the idea tends to diverge where Dickinson’s
poetry becomes otherworldly, fascinated with the seductions of the Unknown, and
Riding’s strives for literal, final truth telling. But like Dickinson, Riding
uncompromisingly “took the mind to be her dwelling place,” often, fittingly, using
“domestic figurative correspondences to describe it,” and so insisting on “linguistic
intimateness,” above all.”? It is an austere homeliness, more demanding than cozy,
distinctively American in its “Puritan emphasis on the scrutiny of ‘Meanings’” and
“the instinctive tendency to internalize” experience.”* The effect of such scrutiny and
internalization is that both poets, as Allen Tate claims of Dickinson, seem to “speak
wholly to the individual experience.”” As a result, for all their “success in circuit,”
directness is the lasting impression their poetry leaves. Both, in their different ways,
sought “mastery of the world by rejecting the world,” as Tate puts it, Dickinson by
“going upstairs and clos[ing] the door,”” Riding by refusing to admit the zeitgeist, or
historical “time-sense,” into her poetry (or at least by defining her poetics on the
basis of denial of its importance).”” Their insistence on confining themselves to
home in “linguistic intimateness” aligns their work with the modernist “linguistic
turn,” a tendency that is even more marked in the work of Riding’s contemporary,
Gertrude Stein, whose work will be considered in relation to Riding’s in the next

chapter.

73 Suzanne Juhasz, “The Landscape of the Spirit,” in Ewmily Dickinson: A Collection of Critical
Essays, 137.

74 Geoft Ward, The Writing of America (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), 57.

75 Allen Tate, “Emily Dickinson,” in Essays of Four Decades (Wilmington, Delaware: ISI
Books, 1999), 298.

76 Thid., 287.

71 In Anarchism Is Not Enough, she goes so far as to describe the “just conclusion” of the
“unreal self” as “social disappearance” (75); and the “self-in-language” (Lisa Samuels’s term) that
initiates this disappearance encapsulates the notion of “linguistic intimateness.” In her introductory
essay to Anarchism Is Not Enongh, Samuels writes: “Riding’s self-in-language “denies reality” rather
than making up a world within or “behind” reality because it is not ozeself ... but the self itself that
she wants to sing” (4, xxviii).



Chapter 3
Riding and Gertrade Stein: A Qnalified Admiration

If an innovative aspect of Dickinson’s “linguistic intimateness” is her paring down of
poetic language, Gertrude Stein takes the same tendency to a starker, modernist
extreme. Riding effectively mediates the “line” between her predecessors in this
respect. Her poetry could well be characterized as a synthesis of Dickinson’s pithy
style of argument and Stein’s insistently repetitional phrasing; of the former’s
abstracted imagery and the latter’s etymological transparency. Stein in particular
caught, and held, Riding’s critical attention—more so, indeed, than any other
contemporary; and for a relatively short but crucial time in Riding’s life, she was an
important friend and personal mentor. The warmth, sharpness and considerable
extent of Riding’s writing on Stein are indicative of the impetus she gained, despite
the need she later felt to differentiate her project from that of her former friend.
Their acquaintance began, at Riding’s instigation, in May 1928, 1929 seeing
the publication of Stein’s .An Acquaintance with Description by Riding and Graves’s
recently founded Seizin Press.! Riding would have been reading Stein closely from at
least 1926, when her first collection of poems, The Close Chaplet, and Stein’s
Composition as Explanation were both published by the Hogarth Press.2 In June 1927,
Riding’s essay, “The New Barbarism, and Gertrude Stein,” appeared in fransition; it
also formed the basis of the last chapter of A Swurvey of Modernist Poetry (1927), as well
as being expanded into the most substantial chapter of her first book of criticism as

sole author, Contemporaries and Snobs (1928).%> Although their personal association

I According to Eugene Jolas in his unpublished memoir, “Man from Babel,” after a visit to
the offices of #ransition in May 1928, and then lunch, “Laura Riding and Robert Graves asked me if 1
could arrange a meeting with Gertrude Stein, which I did.” See Elizabeth Friedmann, A Mannered
Grace, 119-20. Friedmann suggests that “Laura Riding’s first meeting with Gertrude Stein and Alice
Toklas probably took place on Tuesday, May 22, 1928, in their art-jammed apartment at 27 rue de
Fleurus” (120). Further references to Stein’s An Acquaintance with Description (London: Seizin Press,
1929) will be to the text as included in the more widely available .4 Szein Reader, Ulla E. Dydo, ed.
(Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1993), hereafter cited in the text as UD. An
Acquaintance with Description was the second Seizin publication, the first being Riding’s own Love as
Love, Death as Death (1928).

2 Further references to Stein’s Composition as Explanation (London: Hogarth Press, 1926) will
be to the text as included in A Stein Reader, hereafter cited in this chapter as UD.

3 Laura Riding, “The New Barbarism, and Gertrude Stein,” #ransition 3 (June 1927): 153—168.
Contemporaries and Snobs (London: Jonathan Cape, 1928)—hereafter cited in the text as CS.

71
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lasted for little more than two years, for Riding it was intense. “Thinking to Gertrude
[si¢],” she wrote, through Graves, from her hospital bed in May 1929, “has kept me
alive in the worst hours. ... Anyone else who wants to be here with me as Robert is
must discover in herself or himself an out-of-the-windowness. Gertrude does not
have to; she was never inside the window. Tell Gertrude I love her.”* No less
significantly, the first letter she herself wrote after surgery on her broken back was to
Stein.> Little more than a year later, however, in a letter of November 1930, Riding
put an end to their correspondence, on account of Stein’s having failed to reply to
her and Graves’s anxiously enquiring letters (“Robert said surely Gertrude ill but I
said to hope not”).® According to Elizabeth Friedmann, Stein may have taken
offense at teasing comments in an earlier (and notably “Steinesque”) letter from
Riding, who, having heard nothing for several months, proposed a clean break: “Well
you apparently are not going to say anything ... If you don’t care how we feel, to
keep it from being unpleasant you ought to say something unpleasant. ... if not all
right I promise not to write again not even about the weather certainly not.”” Thus
Riding left the door ajar for Stein to make amends, but having invested more of
herself and her writing in the relationship, clearly she wished to establish exactly
where they stood, while Stein seems to have been content simply to let things drop.
By all accounts, Riding and Stein were extraordinarily charismatic figures, and
both moved influentially in cosmopolitan literary and artistic milieux abroad during
their most productive years—in Deya, Majorca, and Paris, respectively.” (Riding)
Jackson notes in a late essay that Stein came to be associated with “quasi-divinity in
literary lore,” but Riding, too, gained a reputation for attracting (if, often, later

repelling) “disciples,” particularly during the nineteen thirties.® There has even,

4 Friedmann, .A Mannered Grace, 142.
5 Ibid., 144.

6 For an account of Riding’s break with Stein, see Elizabeth Friedmann, A4 Mannered Grace,
169-71. See also, for an account casting Riding in a less favourable light, Deborah Baker, I Extremis,
193-4.

7'The period during which Riding was most productive and influential was, more precisely,
from 1927, the year of her establishing the Seizin Press in London with Robert Graves, to 1936, the
year of their fleeing Majorca, at the encroachment of the Spanish Civil War.

8 Laura (Riding) Jackson, “The Word-Play of Gertrude Stein,” in Critical Essays on Gertrude
Stein, ed. Michael J. Hoffman (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1986), 240-60. In the second addendum to this
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according to Deborah Baker, “grown a jungle of excited comment over whether
Laura Riding suffered from the illusion that she was God”; while Riding herself, in
Epilogue, “identified Stein as God”—a notion she later explained away by saying that
“this was in very serious play with the possibilities of extreme statement.” Be that as
it mays, it is safe to say that both Riding and Stein have come to be seen as notably
assertive and “oppositional female modernists,” to borrow a phrase Lisa Samuels
uses to describe Riding and “another, relatively neglected and hard-to-label
modernist writer, Mina Loy.”!” From a broader perspective, their unwavering self-
belief and rejection of systematized frames of reference reflects the American
tradition of individualism, particularly an Emersonian refusal of authority and
emphasis on self-reliance. Free from any sense of obligation to divine or political
authority, both strove for linguistically purified word-use—a characteristically
modernist emphasis that also reflects the acuteness of American concern, since the
country’s first New World settlement, with “the material and constructive nature of
language.”!! In their writings, this concern is manifested in an extremely abstract but
seemingly childlike simplicity, which astonishes in ways reminiscent of Dickinson’s
starkly metaphysical yet intimate poetic language. Although Stein’s fluid, often
slippery writing descends more from “the Emerson of philosophical flux and
flow,”12 as well, of course, from her teacher William James’s phenomenological
approach to psychology, both she and Riding emphatically claimed to speak plainly
in their writings—so much so that the unexpected plainness may well seem difficulty.
Insisting on meaning exactly what they say (contrary to the ironical and allusive

Eliotic vein of poetic modernism), both demanded only that the reader attend fully

essay, she writes: “Gertrude Stein has actually won for herself the status of a figure of at least quasi-
divinity in literary lore” (260).

9 Baker, In Extremis, 285-6. Riding’s reference to Stein as God appears in Epilogne 1, 9. Her
later explanation of the comment appears in Critical Essays on Gertrude Stein, 260.

10 Lisa Samuels, “Creating Criticism: An Introduction to Anarchism Is Not Enongh,” in
Anarchism Is Not Enough, ed. Lisa Samuels (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
2001), xxxiv.

11 Jan F.A. Bell, “Introduction: Tony Tanner on American means of writing and means of
writing America” in Tony Tanner, The American Mystery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2000), xiv.

12 Tbid., xvi.
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to their use of words in the given context: a strictly “linguistic intimateness,” to recall
(Riding) Jackson’s term.!® In this sense, and bearing in mind that neither embraced
her Jewish heritage, we reach, in their writings, an end of the Puritan line, with
purification of language taking precedence over religious concerns. If, as Geoff Ward
puts it, “words were the medium through which Emerson’s Americans were to grant
themselves permission: to risk themselves in experiment, to start life again from
scratch, forgiven by the next and more intense instant; to dethrone all authority; to
love themselves; to be,” the writings of Riding and Stein are exemplary.!*

For Stein, such “linguistic intimateness” was almost mathematically strict. In
the characteristically didactic-sounding “How Writing is Written” (1935), she
explains:

While I was writing I didn’t want, when I used one word, to make it carry
with it too many associations. I wanted as far as possible to make it exact, as
exact as mathematics: that is to say, for example, if one and one make two, I
wanted to get words to have as much exactness as that. When I put them
down they were to have this quality. The whole history of my work, from The
Making of Americans, has been a history of that.!>

In fact, Riding—*“more than any other critic to this point [1928],” as Michael
Hoffman points out—had already understood, and applauded, this aspect of Stein’s
achievement. In so doing, she depicts Stein’s writing as wiping the slate clean,
restoring the possibility of “direct communication” by using language “to record
pure, ultimate obviousness:

She makes it capable of direct communication not by caricaturing language in
its present stage—attacking decadence with decadence—but by purging it of
its discredited experiences. None of the words Miss Stein uses have ever had
any experience. They are no older than her use of them . . . The design that
Miss Stein makes of them is literally abstract and mathematical because they

are etymologically transparent and commonplace, mechanical but not
eccentric. (CS, 189)

13 “An Autobiographical Summary,” in PN Review 17, no. 4: 30.
14 Geoft Ward, The Writing of America (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), 65.

15 Gertrude Stein, How Writing is Written, vol. 2 of The Previously Uncollected Works of Gertrude
Stein, ed. Robert Hass (Los Angeles: Black Sparrow Press, 1974), 157.
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In Stein’s terms, such writing has “completely its own time,” an ideal of formal
autonomy that Riding also espoused and claimed to have achieved in her poems.!¢
But her praise is for Stein’s

courage, clarity, sincerity, simplicity. She has created a human mean in
language, a mathematical equation of ordinariness, which leaves one with a
tender respect for that changing and unchanging slowness that is humanity
and Gertrude Stein. Humanity—one learns this from Gertrude Stein but not
from contemporary poetry—is fundamentally a nice person; and so is
Gertrude Stein.!”

Significantly, however, Riding’s emphasis is upon the “respect” Stein’s
extraordinary “ordinariness ... leaves one with,” rather than the work’s
accomplishment as poetry (a word still held in highest regard by Riding at that time).
Nowhere, in fact, does Riding refer to Stein simply as “poet”; instead, she is seen as
an important “artisan of language.”!® For all its admirable simplicity, Stein’s writing
was always, for Riding, also “barbaric,” an expression of the “mass ... time-sense”
(CS, 142). Its virtue lay in its expressing this sense more literally and sincerely than
other “barbaric” modernists. Riding deliberately differs, in this respect, from T.S.
Eliot, whom she quotes on Stein: “If this is the future, then the future is, as it very
likely is, of the barbarians. But this is the future in which we ought not to be
interested” (CS, 156). But Riding is interested in Stein’s work for the clarity of its
rendering of the barbarism of the present age: Stein’s words “are no older than her
use of them, and she is herself no older than her age conceived barbarically
(CS, 189). In articulating the barbaric conception of her age so “obviously,” Stein
brings it to light, and potentially, an end.

In its negative aspects, Riding’s ambivalence tacitly draws upon Wyndham
Lewis’s harsher assessment of Stein, as put forward in several chapters of Time and
Western Man, published in 1927. Riding and Lewis were aware of each othet’s work

and met several times on friendly terms. A poem of hers was published in The Eneny

16 See, for instance, Riding’s claim for her poem “The Rugged Black of Anger”: “All we can
do is let [the poem] interpret itself, without introducing any new associations or, if possible, any new
words” (SMP, 147). Stein’s phrase appears in Gertrude Stein: Writings and Lectures 1911—1945, ed.
Patricia Meyerowitz (London: Peter Owen, 1967), 107. Hereafter cited in the text as Meyerowitz.

7 Contemporaries and Snobs, 194-5.

18 Steven Meyer, ““An Ill-matched Correspondence’ Laura Riding’s Gertrude Stein,” Raritan,
vol. 19. no. 4 (spring 2000): 159-170.
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(which “surprised her,” according to Friedmann). Riding even invited Lewis to
submit “something short (not critical)” to the Seizin Press, though this never
materialized." As Anarchism Is Not Enough, published in the same year as
Contemporaries and Snobs, makes clear, Riding was drawn to Lewis’s attitude towards
contemporary society and shared his sense of the issues, particularly his vigorous
critique of the “Time-mind,” but she rejected the “systematic” nature of his
response—his “advocating a system [or “vocabulary”] to take the place of the system
which certain aspects of James Joyce’s work, say, represent to Mr. Lewis.” This
tendency she conceives as the “unreal projecting itself realistically, organizing itself,
where it ought to be kept pure and autonomous (A, 62). Her individualism, in this
sense, is absolute: “I think this system should indeed be attacked in so far as it is a
system and in so far as it is necessary for a preservation of integrity. I do not think it
should be replaced. I want the time-world removed and in its place to see — nothing”
(ibid.). Underpinning this argument is the idiosyncratic, if not paradoxical, claim that
“the individual is an #nbecoming”’ (A, 74), constituted in a movement “away from
reality” and the dictates of history: “a sort of social disappearance” (75). Lisa Samuels
aptly describes this notion of the individual as “a personalism,” to be distinguished
from “self-absorption or self-satisfaction” and “practical individualism as it is often
understood in America.” Samuels goes on to make the important point that Riding’s
“version of individual authority” is not merely based on a denial of socio-historical
reality, but “is an absolute spiritual imperative, compared to which the more
common Western ideology of personal liberty is a temporal shadow” (A, xxx).
Lewis’s thought is more politically oriented, but at the heart of his attack on
Stein’s work is his view of her as a “time-child.” That is, he sees in her work merely a
reflection of the “child-cult” of the time (“from Sir James Barrie to Chatlie
Chaplin®). “But #he child with her,” Lewis claims, “is always overshadowed by the
imbecile.”? There is an element of this charge in Riding’s view of Stein’s
“barbarism,” which is a curious mixture of the dismissive and admiring: “No one but
Miss Stein,” she claims provocatively, “has been willing to be as ordinary, as simple,

as primitive, as stupid, as barbaric as successful barbarism demands” (CS, 183). On

19 See Friedmann, A Mannered Grace, 114—116.

20 Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man, ed. Paul Edwards (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow
Press, 1993), 60.
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the face of it, this would seem to amount to little more than claiming that the
modernist establishment “had it coming” and got what they deserved in Stein. At the
same time, there is an element of homeliness, via simplicity and primitivism, in
Stein’s “barbarism” that clearly appealed to Riding (while Lewis simply bemoaned
“the monstrous, soggy /ngths of primitive mass-life”), and I will argue that Stein’s use
of language to “mean nothing but what it means through her using of it” (CS, 192)
provided a useful model, or mode of writing, for Riding to work within to some
extent, to her own, more spiritually ambitious ends. Unlike Lewis, Riding was
prepared to claim that “nothing that has been said ... should be understood as
disrespectful to Gertrude Stein” (CS, 194). Indeed, some of Riding’s own work, as
we shall soon see, characterizes or purports to resolve the “longing” that Lewis sees
as symptomatic of “the cult of the child”: “to refresh, rejuvenate and reinvigorate a
life that, it is felt, has grown old and too unsimple, and lost its native direction.”?!

On the other hand, despite her sympathetic interest and attribution of quasi-
“mystical” insight, Riding makes no suggestion of spiritual reorientation in her
discussion of Stein, again drawing on the terms of Lewis’s critique: “Their author is a
large-scale mystic, she is the darling priest of cultured infantilism to her age—if her
age but knew it” (CS, 189). If Stein’s work ultimately failed, in Riding’s view, to
transcend the zeitgeist, her enthusiasm suggests that she nevertheless saw it—unlike
that of most of her contemporaries—as a necessary apotheosis, showing “the new
barbarism” for what it was, and so clearing the way for the “genuinely modernist”
poetry (SMP, 158) that Riding herself would write.

Riding’s account of her own poetry’s “clarity, sincerity, simplicity” implies a
corresponding “purging ... of discredited experience,” but not so much by emptying
words of “experience” as reorienting, or re-educating, the reader in their simple,
“right” usage. She portrays her method as no less lucid than Stein’s, even as
somewhat “mathematical” in its logically rigorous, gradual manner of proceeding by
“deflecting the reader from false associations,” but in guiding the reader onto the
plane of “poetic discovery” and “uncovering” (PLR, 484), she would hardly have it
seem “‘commonplace” or “mechanical.” Hers is ultimately a poetics of revelation

rather than experimental “design.”

21 Wyndham Lewis, The Art of Being Ruled, ed. Reed Way Dasenbrock (Santa Rosa: Black
Sparrow Press, 1989), 162.
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As Riding explains—or rather, asserts, for her argument is circular—in the
Preface to her Collected Powitmae she makes her fullest reply to “the charge of
obscurity” (PLR, 485):

| begin every poem on the most elementary plane of understanding and
proceed to the plane of poetic discovery (or uncovering) by steps which
deflect the reader from false associations, false reasons for reading ... No
readers but those who insist on going to poems for the wrong reasons should
find my poems difficult; no reader who goes to poetry for the right reasons
should find them anything but lucid. (PLR, 484)

So sure is she of the lucidity—the explanatq@g opposed to merely evocative,
symbolist, or otherwise “literary””) nature—of her compositional procedure, that she
concludes: “The frequent complaint about the unreadability of my poems is so much
evidence that they cannot be read for the wrong reasons” (489). The “right reasons,”
on the other hand, are “all the reasons of poetry” (485-7), that is, “learn[ing] about
[its] complete and precise scope™; and crucially, it is “wrong,” she argues, to look for
the reasons of poetry “outside oneself” (487). In keeping with this emphasis upon
self-reliance and poetry as its own most proper subject, she hopes for readers who
will be “equal companions in poetry” (488)—such hope of companionship being a
homely strand of her idealism throughout her career. Thus, unsurprisingly, she
objects to W.H. Auden’s implying that her “muse is, presumably, Philosophy, as his
Is Politics” (which would imply dependence or elitism on her part) and mocks T.S.
Eliot’s having “made himself a tailor's-dummy muse of Religion” (487). She goes on:
“The nineteenth-century lament was: ‘Where is the Bard?’ The twentieth-century
version is ‘Where is the Muse?’ In America: ‘Where is the Myth?—in other words,
let us invent new reasons of poetry” (487-8).

Gertrude Stein’s work, by contrast, partook of no such “dishonesty” (487),
and perhaps the “out-of-the-windowness” that Riding ascribed to Stein personally
had partly to do with Stein’s having left behind, or not having succumbed to, such
“dishonest” reasons of poetry. Even in her later, more hostile view of Stein, (Riding)
Jackson acknowledges her “sincerity,” as opposed to Eliot’s believing “too little—
too little for sincerity—in himself” (thus, his “wan bravados eked out as with
second-hand elegances from rummage-shops of literature and learning”).22 The

22 Critical Essays on Gertrud@&taivith such rhetorical flourishes as “wan bravados...”
Riding reminds us that she has not lost her flair as poet-provocateur, despite her renunciation of
poetry.
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virtue of SteinOs work is its being Oout in the open. There is nthesherks
conspiring, no literary malp, or costumery employduis is something enacted
on the general floor of the time, not in the theat@itéism.G3

Thus there is scope, it would seem, for the reader to be an Oequal
companionO in SteinOs work; or at least, the promise of such companionship is
implicit in it.In this respect, it may be seen as fundamentally democratic, in the
American tradition reaching back (beyond any OtweetigtinyO worrying over
OThe MythO) to what D.H. Lawrence memorably describes as the Whitmanesque
OmessageO of Otrue democracy,sshkngeets soul, in the opead.(34 Both
Riding and Stein envision an unsentimental meeting of souls on the open road of
language stripped bare of OcostumeryO (made, in that senges hivmegsses in
diction and style will be the main focus of what follows, while the fundamental
divergence between their projects will come increasingly into focus as the chapter
proceeds. While | would hold that if any modernist contemporary can besingled
as having influenced RidingOs style of writing in poetry and prose, it is Stein, my
delineation of points of resemblance between them will ultimately serve to highlight
the distinctive qualities of RidingOsNvagkone would expect to be the case with
any major poet.

The first of the sections that follow will be concerned with the similarly
homely aspects of their styles of prose writing and their corresponding emphases
upon compositional immediacy and intimate reader relationship. The didactic
yet personal tone of their lecturing and Oletter writing® modes will be discussed in
light of RidingOs poetics as expressed in her prose writingsFafut93@posted
Letters To Cathemumed the Preface Roems: A Joking Vifoparticular.26 | shall tlen
turn to RidingOs OSteinianO poems in order to clarify the question of SteinOs influenc
and the extent of their affinity, focussing on points of stylistic resemblance. SteinOs
use of repetitin and Oliterally abstractefymologically transparentO wese

231hid., 254.
24D, H. LawrenceStudies in Classic American Lifematdom: Penguin, 1971), 186.

25 OAN Autobiographical Summary,l?’NrRevieW?, no. 4: 30. As we saw in chaptér 2
was principally the element of OcostumeryO in Emily DickinsonOs poetry to which Riding objected.

26 SeNarration: Four Lectures by Gertruddr8teihornton Wilder (Chicago: Univgref
Chicago P, 1935), BB5.
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serves, | will suggest, as a homely stadingand linguistically intimate mode that

Riding makes her own, principally in order to explore the theme of identity. The

third and final section of the main body of the chapter will argue that, dal§erent

the argumentative thrust of RidingOs poetry often is, both writers, in their effort to
speak plainly, express an acute awareness of what Riding came to see as the Ofailure
thatis-success qioetry.(37 But where Riding foregrounds struggle or OpainO in

striving for lasting sense and spiritual reorientation through poetry, Stein tends to
bring out her OpleasureO in the textOs production, content to Ouse everythingO and
Obegin again and againO in a Ocontinuous present,O in thigfphas2of

I. Homeliness and Letter Writing

While Riding@®urUnposted Letames addressed Oto Catherine,O they are prefaced
by a wry but playfully affectionate OLetter to Ger®dde€? The letter appears to
explain in what sense the letters to Catherine gres@uiO but is more teasingly
enigmatic:

Dear Gertrude.

The function of Opinion is to be that which does not get posted. Hating

Opinion and loving All That Gets Posted as you do, you must applaud my
not posting these letters, however you deplore ntygwhéam.

Love,

Laura
Riding may be emphasizing that she is not aiming for the kind of impersonality that
she associates with SteinOs Wtk. Ofunction of Opinion is to be that which does
not get postedO in the sense that opinioy d&fmition, subjective and provisional,
OAIll That Gets Posted,O may, by contrast, be understood as that which bears the
stamp of artistic finality, ready to be OreceivedO by theRidaugds representation
of theFour Lettees OopinionO thus serves to highlight her homely intent in writing
them, not only in their being addressed to a child whom the writer knows personally,

27 OPoetry and the Goo® R Revie®8, no. 4 (Maréhpril 1992)21.
28 See OComposition and Explanatiom(491499.

29 aura RidingFour Unposted Letters to Cébmwinéork: Persea Books, 1993), 7.
Hereafter cited in the tex$FLC.
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but also in their offering a point of view, as opposed, say, to a#defhat Gets
PostedO also giegts the idea of publication as Omaking public,O again underlining
the personal, OprivateO nature dfdtiersas well, perhaps, as referring to SteinOs
prolific outputWhatever Riding wished precisely to convey, her letter serves to
acknowledge heebt to Stein and at the same time indicates thatfouhé&etters
she will also be marking out her @ostion.3°

Despite being addressed to ejgiatrold Catherine, the Othoughtful and
sensibleO child of Nancy Nicholson and Robert Gravestittrare OunpostedO
also in the sense of their being written more for the sake of author herself, as she
eventually admits: OIOm writing like this more for my sake than yours, because
knowing about the muddle is irritating, while writing to you reminds me how
knowing about it can be a protection against it and so amusing rather than irritatingO
(FLC, 62). Lewis might have argued that RidingOs need to Oremind herself O in this
way is symptomatic of the Ocult of the childO inasmuch as it enacts a Olonging to
refresh, rejuvenate and reinvigoréefimilar case could be made as to RidingOs
long poem of 1931 aura and Francigtavhich the child Francisca plays an
important role as RidingOs @antissusQyhile her stance vis/is Othe muddleO
recalls hensistence, iAnarchisnon criticizing Othe systemO Omlyso far as it is
necessary for a preseimabf integrity.O Arguably, hesoringto terms as homely
and simplistic as Othe muddleO in makimpyatelftive sense of the world points to
a limtation on the part of the writer, since the book is clearly meant to be taken
more OseriouslyO than, Alige in Wonderlandeed, (Riding) Jackson herself, in a
Postscript to theettersadmits that she optimistically made herself Ocosier than was
warrantedO with her subject, OVirtue,O though for most readers this is part of the
bookOeharm 31 The OinfantilismO of style, | would suggest, is one way in which
SteinOs influence is apparent (despite RidingOs awareness of the charge against Stei
on this score).

30 Several years later, SteinO&wvengbodyOs Autobiodi@@hyeffectively reciprocated the
gesture, with respect to RidingOs darkeybodyOs LE@38), although by that time they were no
longer corresponding with one another. Ridnlikely influence on Stein in this respect, and more
broadly in arousing SteinOs interest in the epistolary genre, has, until recently, not been acknowledged
Sed_ogan Esdale@2rtrude Stein, Laura Riding and The Space of Letters,Qourtizé bfodern
Literaturevol. 29, no. 4, summer 20065E%8.

. 31 According to Friedmann, Oeven such usually hostile critics as Herbert Palmer called it
Ocharmingly and lucidly written E full of downright truths and wisdoiM@nhered Grats7).
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This is most apparent in the homely, if didactic, familiarity of tone. RidingOs
adoptian of the stance of counsellor or adviser enables her to address the reader, via
the childpersona of Catherine, directly and familiarly. The concerns, however, are
very much RidingOs own: knowing, thinking, poetry and truth. Style and subject
matter are okely intertwined. Even the headings of each Bbthveetteesho the
style of selfeflexive commentary with which Stein punctuates her lectures; compare,
for instance, RidingOs OSecond Letter: To Continue To Begin WithO with SteinOs
OAnNd so to begagain to gon.32 But the resemblance is most striking with regard
to the presentation of argument in bold, broad terms such as Oknowing everything
about everythingBLC, 11), Oknowing everything about yourselfO (13), and how
Ogrowsups often get knowirgyerything about everything mixed up with doing
thingsO (18), when the matter is really quite simple: OKnowing everything about
everything is being yourself and also, because you belong to everything, being
everything as wellO (18). People, on the oticer®aho are not entirely
themselvesO and so OcanOt kaoythéng about everything ty to make up for
[it] by doing thingsO (23). Such inessentiaksimpie, OdoingO is paralleled by
Olearnintpziness,O which merely Orepeats what alreadyeisOn®aipg
everything except herself, a person roaming idly about everywhereO (47).
Accordingly, Riding counsels Catherine:

Always remember that learning is a bridge between doing and thinking, that it
Is nothing in itself and that it has no meaningishao value, either as

doing or thinking. Eit is good because it makes it clear that there are the

two differenthings doing and thinking. & can also be bad because it can

be wrongly understood as a mixture of doing and thinking and wrongly
consideed better than eitheoithg or thinking by itself §46)

These mixedp modes of doing and learning together give rise to Othe muddle,O
with regard to which Riding claims, with OcosyO optimism: OBut once you know that
there is a muddle it is easy toibvpke yourselfO (53).

To take a comparable passage, with respect to both style and subject matter,
in SteinOs writing:

No matter how complicated anything is, if it is not mixed up with
remembering there is no confusion, but and that is the troublegvatt a

many so called intelligent people they mix up remembering with talking and
listening, and as a result they have theories about anything but as

320QWhat is Hilish Literature,O in Meyerowitz, 34.



83

remembering is repetition and confusion, and brisiing that is listening

E intelligent people althougtey talk as though they knew something are
really confusing, because they are so to speak keeping two times going at
once33

Here, SteinOs OrememberingO is analogous to RidingOsantéeenintgdking

and listeningO to RidingOs Othinking.O Stein similarly stresses the need to simplify ar
avoid getting caught up in Otheories about anything® (comparable to RidingOs
OlearningO as Onot knowing everything about everything, but only knowing

eveything about the muddleO).

SteinOs fundamental concern with ObeingO (as opposed to merely
QememberingO) is another shpredccupation, with particular bearing on their
poetics. For instance, in OPortraits and Repetition,O Stein describes theainmediacy
her writing in terms of Otalking and listening at the same timeQ: a state of complete
being, or selpresence, in which there is Ono element of remembering,O and so,
contrary to appearances, Ono element of repetitionO (or repetitiousness):

| say | neverepeat while | am writing because while | am writing | am most
completely, and that is if you like being a genius, | am most entirely and
completely listening and talking, the two in one and the one in two and that is
having completely its own time anki$ in it no element of remembering.
Therefore there is in it no element of confusion, therefore there is in it no
element of repetition. Do you do you do you raeadlgrstand.34

In Four Letters to CathdRideng similarly conceives of the poemtiaseeof
beingntirely:

But making a poem i&é being alive for alwaysAgood poem, theoy
any good thinking thing Evould be good because of what it was, not
because of whatdtd E For if you are able to make a poem, it doesnOt seem
a wonderful timg to do, it seems just a necessaiyral thing to do.

(FLC, 3E2)

Riding is at pains to emphasize that poetry is not a willed effect of self: it would not
be good Obecause of whditdO In this sense, poems are not so byyau as

happeto you (are Ojust a necessatyral thing to doO); or as the PrefaPe¢ms:

A Joking Warler collection of the same year, jtu€to write these poemslE

33 Meyerowitz, 106.

34 Meyerowitz, 107. SteinOs OPortraits and RepetitionO was first published as one of her
Lectures in Amefidaw York: Random House) in 1935.
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had only to feel doorfiCa notion that, in turn, recallearchisds idea of the
individual aunbamming3s

Stein makes a closely related poinEaniposition as Explanation®ere
she says, Onaturally no one thinks, that is no one formulatesO during the making of
the composition Ountil what is to be formulated has been wBdé4dr]. The
implication that thoughts arise rdmalistically, by themselves, as it were, rather than
In linear sequence, contrasts with the notion of the uncreative, essentially repetitious
Oelement of remembering,O or as Riding has it, Glezimesg,O which merely
Orepeats what alre&iys

In Narrationpublished in 1935, Stein describes thelnality of Oadult
letter writing.O Such writing does not OoverwhelmO but allows for fluid, intimate
relationship between writer and audience, dissolving OinsideGide®@oatities:

the audience is not a diffdsee E and it really is the only time in writing

when the outside and the inside flovetiogr without interrupting Ht is

the one time when writing for an outside does not make the inside outside or
the outgle inside, it is a diffusion but not a confusing, it is really a kind of an
iImitation of a marrying of two being one, and yet being two presumably as
much agnything.3”

Linda Reinfeld clarifies SteinOs idea in terms that highlight the resemblance to
RidngOs poetics, explaining that adult letter writing Ois not the effect of a self but the
rescue of self from selfsameness, gpediion of person in time Bdult letter

writing dissolves borders instead of breaking therr@rchism Is Not Enpugh

Riding similarly resists the notion of poetry as Othe effect of a self,0 insisting on the
primacy of the Ounbecoming,O or Oindividesd!.O There is also correspondence
between adult letter writingOs Orescue of self from selfsamenessO and RidingOs
conceptio of poetry as expressed in the PrefaPedms: A Joking Wehere she

describes the writing of poetry as an Oescape from escapingO: that is, an escape fron
Omy life by itselfO which Owould be nothing but escaping, or anybodyOs.O Thus both

35The quotation from the PrefaceRoems: A Jokingd{dondon: Cape, 1930) appears
on page 9.

36 Unposted Lettdis

. 87 Narration54565. The homeliness of this vision of writing as a kind of oneness, or
Omarriage,O of inside and outside, writer and audience, could even seem to anticipate (Riding)
JacksenOs postoetic ideal of unity in which Odivisions into familiar and strangeO are dissolved
(T, 112).
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Riding and t8in envision Othe dispersion of personO without loss of identity, in both
senses of that word: as shared (Otwo being oneO) and as individuating (Oand yet beir
two presumably as much as anythingO).

The Preface tBoems: A Joking Wopérhaps as Stamias anything Riding
wrote in prose, in its doggedly plain yet convoluted striving to make things Oplain,O
and her notion of OdoomO may well be understood as a Orescue of self from
selfsamenessO:

Doom is where | am and | want to make this plain becknee kthere are

peope to whom it can be plain Ehey are where | am in case | should need
to be reminded where that is. Of course | donOt need to be reminded, but
they are there all the same. And when all the same doesnOt mean in case it
means all the maraAll the more is Gertrude, to begin with, and Len, to end
with, and in between all the more &nd by doom | donOt mean the

destruction of me. | mean making me into déomt my doom but doom.

Made into doom | feel made. | also feel making. | feel likeadtwbdoom

feels likene.38

Although RidingOs assertions are comparatively clipped, her debt, even perhaps
indirect tribute, to Stein is reflected in the narrow terms in which the statements are
made and developed and the frank, assertive, first persoof mddiess. Like

Stein in lectures such as OComposition as ExplanationO and its sequel OPortraits anc
Repetition,O Riding is at pains to clarify exactly what she means, without, as far as
possible, introducing new terms into her argudinemonly very spagly.

Compare, for instance, the above passage with the followingG énmpoSition as
ExplanationO

Writing and painting and all that, is like that, for those who occupy
themselves with it and donOt make it as it is made. Now the few who make it
as itis made, and it is to be remarked that the most decided of them usually
are prepared just as the world around them is preparing, do it in this way and
so if you do not mind | will tell you how it happens. Naturally one does not
know how it happened untiis well over beginning happenittp (495)

Much as Riding is quick to remind us that, while she is grateful for GertrudeOs and
LenOs being OthereO for her, they serve principally to help her cosre to a full
understanding of what Odooan@ Oall the m=O mean, Stein says, Oso if you do

not mind | will tell you how it happensO not merely out of-dedekence, but also

to argue for the putting aside of preconceptions in attempting to understand how

38 Poems: A Joking WHdd
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such composition OhappensO; how it is made Oadét@ &tain wants us to

respond to her OexplanationO as Ocomposition,O in its artistic immediacy, as does
Riding in her selhvolved, almost confessional and yet curiously impersonal preface.
The effect is similar to that created by StéihenMaking Americar{Brst

published in 1924), of Oembracing the reader as though in a private, collaborative
enterprise 32 Similarly, Riding®s Owant[ing] to make this plain because | know there
are people to whom it can be plainO is comparable to SteinOs: Ot dytbwn

sake and for the sake of those who know | kn@#&The Steinian manner in which
RidingOs preoccupation with identity and making herself plain is enacted in the

poems themselves will be examined in what follows.

ii. RidingOs OSteiniar® Poem

As we have seen, both Riding and Stein would have their work abide in a
time-of-writing free of historical OtirsenseQ: in SteinOs words, Othe writing having
completely its owmtime. & To this end, simplicity of wenthoice and the use of
repetition arerucial. Critics on Riding who have commented on resemblance
between her poems and SteinOs writing tend to stress divergence of the kind Joyce
Wexler summarizes thus: OWhile Stein wanted to break down the historical
associations of words to make langaaggitral medium like paint or stone, Riding
wanted to destroy the personal associations of words to make language a medium for
the universd .32 But in highlighting this contrast (often rather simplistically, as in the
overstated impulse to Odestroy fscase), the extent to which Riding employed
techniques similar to SteinOs has tended to be ignored; notably RidingOs use of
Steinian repetition to insist on OsayingO as the locus of identity. In what follows, |
aim to take these factors more into adcoun

The provocatively titled, OPoet: A Lying Word,O RidingOs only poem in prose,
demonstrates the implications of RidingOs critique of SteinOs Oliterally abstractO wort

39 As described by Ulla Dydo U, 21.

40The Making of Ameri@idosmal, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 1995), P88 passage
guoted is also idD, 55.

41 Meyerowitz, 107.

42\Wexler, 59.
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use. By confessing its complicity in the poetic lie of QfieshO
Ofleskrseeming[nesd] the poem attempts to wipe the slate clean and begin again:

Does it seem | ring, | sing, | rhymegétwit? Shame on me then! E
And haste unto us both, my shame is yours. How long | seem to beckon
like a wall beyond which stretches longeth@fdleshsome traverse: it is
your lie of flesh and my fleseeming stand of words. Haste unto us both! |
say, | say. This wall reads OStop!O This poet verses OPoet: a lying word!O
(PLR, 237)

The poemOs OliteralO abstraction derives from itdstr@lit@the taldPLR, 235)

of the struggle to Oescape from the human horizontal plane,O ratheating a
Omathematical BerpendicularO of the kind exemplified by the passage Riding
quotes from Stein:

And after that what changes what changedtsteafter that what changes
and what changes after that and after that and what changes and after that
and what changes after thdD( 499; cited iI€S 193)

Riding describes this passage as Qarseling, tattwallowing series of words E

SO autonatic that it is even inexact to speak of Miss Stein as their author: they create
one another@§ 1934). OPoet: A Lying WordO performs a more deliberate Otail
swallowing,O disowning its author (OThis poet verses OPoet: a lying word!O) and
aiming for utr semantic transparency (Ol am a true wall: you may but stare me
throughQ). The speaker would start afresh, from Othe page before the first page
only,O from which she OreadsO:

This onceuponatime when seasons failed, and time stared through the wall
nor made to leap across, is the hour, the season, seasons, year and years, no
wall and wall, where when and when the classic lie dissolves and nakedly time
salted is with truthOs sweet floBdR, £38)

Particularly worthy of note is RidingOs choice skghr@the classic lie,O recalling
her interpretation of SteinOs notion of the OclassiCiMposkion as
ExplanationO

Contemporary composition which may be in sympathy with the classicism of
contemporary criticismust nevertheless in practice react against it;
composition cannot go on if it tries to be-setfsciously sam&€$ 198)

OPoet: A Lying WordO epitomizes this practice in its naked, prose determination to
revitalize poetry by letting Othe classitstielde ath nakedly time [be] salted E

with truthOs sweet flood.O As Riding puts it in OCome, Words, Away,O the poet
would have her wordsénterthe utter telling / In truthOs first soundlessnessO

(PLR, 139); whereas SteinOs words, while OutterGiarkmeiss, are radically
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centeredgiven up to timeOs flow. Thus, paradoxically, they Ocreate duration but
make it absolute by preventing anything from happening in the du€gdd)(
Repetition is crucial in creating this kind of Oduratio®Cone, Words,
AwayO and OPoet: A Lying Word,O Riding uses repetition to incantatory effect,
repeatedly intoning the tidarase in the former case, and in the latter, reiterating
key words and phrases in a seemingly desperate bid to make herse# plain. Th
repetition is tempered, however, by considerable use of rhyme angnmeaas
well as many phrases of equal length, which have the effect of setting up a poetic
tension within the flat prose, as though it were constantly on the verge of breaking
into vers&l a tendency whidhis the poemOs declared iritergsist. Putting a
paragraph from the poefLR, 235) into lineated form indicates this tendency:

And the tale is no more of the going:

No more a poetOs tale of a going

Falsdike to a seeing. Thale

Is of a seeing trel&ke to a knowing:

ThereOs but to stare the wall through now, well through.

The experiment in versification also shows how some of the sense of urgency is lost
with the loss of the press of the prose.

Throughout the poem, the stdrequent, insistent and Steinian of the
repetitions is Ol say, | say,0 on which note the poem emphatically closes. This closinc
declaration is foregrounded by the extremely long, convoluted preceding sentence,
which is in quotation marks (quoting, sseplty, from Othe page before the first
page onlyO). The repetition of Ol say, | sayO also draws weight from the contrast with
Ol ring, | sing, | rhyme, O and Obeckon,O all of which, by contrast, merely Oseem.O It
also stands in opposition to Olying.O Title paragraph summarizes the
implications of such saying: Ol say, | say, | am, it is, such wall, such poet, such not
lying, such not leading into. Await the sight, and look well through, know by such
standing still that next comes none of yBUR), 35).The speaker would have the
act ofsayingufficient uto itself, identical with being and self: a-{bdaliguage,O
to borrow Lisa SamuelsOs térxxviii). Thus the poem highlights the problem of
language and identity with which RidingOs most $teériss) to which | shall now
turn, are concerned.
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Surprisingly, Wexler discusses only one example of RidingOs poems based on
repetition, the last of the OEchoes,O or OFragmentO (as it ajffuesamsd AJoking
Work

What a tattleattle we.

And what aattlerattle me.

What a rattheattletattlerattle weme.
What a ratthattle.

What a tattleattle.

What a we.

What a me.

What a what a

What a

What

PLR, 69)
This poem illustrates the very points made by Riding and Gria\&sruey of
Modernist Poatrput SteinOs use of repetition with Othe effect of breaking down the
possible historical senses still inherent in the wordsO; likewise, Othe infantile jingle of
rhyme and assonan&MP 285). But in the case of this OechoO (for all its
GragmentarinessO), RidingOswseris mathematical in the sense that each word is
used as a unit to be added to or subtracted from, as if in a process of elimination,
until all that is left is the sole remaining essential element, neither interoygative n
final.

A longer poem of RidingOs, perhaps the one that owes most, stylistically, to
SteinOs example is OElegy in a SpiderOs Web,O or OWhat to Say When the Spider,(
it was more elliptically titledRoems: A Joking Wt®80). Written during the
authorOs convalescence from a back injury the likes of which had rarely been
witnessed by those who repaired it, the poem struggles to resolve the speakerOs
precarious sense of self, proceeding in a Steinigrusetiy, tawallowing
seriesO of lineswn the page, like a raggeide3 The frequent linbreaks
foreground the dogged repetitions and syntactic deviations as the poem presses on in
a single long stanza. The effect is of an almost Oinfantile,O insistent, literally
painstakinghoughtprocessThe repetition also involves elements of word play
(though the speaker sounds deadly serious throughout), as in the shifts, for example,
between OdoesO and OdiesO near the beginning of the poem.

43 According to Friedmann, RidingOs Osurgeon Dr. Lake is said to have observed to the
others in the operating theatre: Olt is rare that one sees the spinal cord expd¢edpeaignat
rightangles to itself@OMannered Grabé4).
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What to say always

Now and always

What to say now

Now whenthe spider

What does the spider

The spider what dies
PLR, 860E))

As well as evoking the monotony of physical pain that informed or occasioned its
composition, the OElegyO is a characteristic attempt by Riding Oto define [the]
poemOs meaniener more closely.O In this case, however, the problem of
entanglement in the spiderOs web, which frustrates the attempt to mean ever more
closely, is manifested in a breakdown of language suggestive of a corresponding
breakdown of self. The resultingmpadedness, or lack of resolution, aligns the
poem more closely with SteinOs style.

The spider who when
What to say when
Who cannot cease
Who cannot
Cannot cease
Cease
Cannot
The spider
Death
[
We
(PLR, 88)

While the paredown language of this poevould havll to recall SteinOs
words\ Ocompletely its own time,O the saying itself, as the elliptical lines above
indicate, leads into a kind of limbo, where meaning can only be clutched at: OWhat to
say when / Now before after always.O The dilemma, @@y ifOr if | do not
say,O is no real altern&livmless, perhaps, the poet is prepared, as Stein is, to more
nearly OexhaustO her words of meaning, so that they can be used more playfully or
Oautomatically,O freed fsath*4 Riding and Graves see tisisahe only possible
explanation of lines like the following,O in which the words are Oideally automatic,0
with Oone word or combination of words creat[ing] the nextO:

Anyhow means furls furls with a chance chance with a change change with
as strong strongith as will will with as sign sign with as west west with as

44 RidingOs closing comment on Ste@pmemporaries and &nobtable in this regard, for
she suggests that Stein Omight seem more intelligible if it were possible to read her as f@any authors
rather than oneC§ 199).
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most most with as in in with as by by with as change change with as reason
reason to be lest lest they did when when they did for for they did there and
then. Then does not celebrate the taecethen.YMR 286).

Steinian critics have an alternative OexplanationO for this kind of writing, of
course. Ulla Dydo, for example, views SteinOs experimental works as Otaking langua
apartO such that Oevery word is turned, examined, and tossedaposition.O
However, her justification of interest in terms of the writingOs allowing us to
Odiscover the world in words we had never known until she used them,O is strikingly
similar to RidingOs view of SteinOs words as Ono older than the @sec$he mak
them.O For Dydo, such use of language enriches rather than exhausts the possibilities
of meaning. Nor, presumably, did Riding and Graves find it entirely exhausting,
given their willingness to publish Stele@saintance With Descripimh uses
language similarly. Doubtless the growth of interest in concepts such as
indeterminacy and the Ofree playO of signifigfrshe advent of pestructuralist
literary theory in the nineteseventies, has served Stein well, enabling late
twentiethcentuy critics to find her writing more meaningful and less OautomaticO
than Riding and Graves did.

RidingOs OElegyO incorporates such slippage of meaning, but less in the spirit
of play than of trying to find coherence. Thus it reads as a monologue that is
continually interrupting itself, questioning, trying to clarify or catch up with itself. To
speak, as one reviewer has, of Othree distinct speaking voicesO goes too far in trying
to OdisentangleO a web that is not meant to be disentangled; the poeh anafte
OElegyn a Spider@¢eb.35 There are, however, moments where the thought seems
to come clear before recapitulating the earlier terms of the interrogation:

How thorough death
Dead or alive
No matter death
How thorough |

(87)

Such momestare akin to those described by John Ashbery in his 1957 review of
Stein(Btanzas in Meditat@moments when we emerge suddenly on a high plateau
with a view of the whole distance we have comeO and are Oreward[ed]O for our

45 Robert Fraser, OBetween Fable and Cryptodraglighvol. XXX, no. 136 (spring
1981): 8@86.
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Qperseverance. (¢ Not that RidhgOs OElegyO sounds any final note of optimism, as

the absence of question marks throughout leads us to expect. The poem tails off in a
blankly interrogative way, with OtimeO and OdeathO and the speaker still entangled ir
the spiderOs web: OWhat timb deeays / What to say then / What time the

spiderORLR, 89).

Ashbery speaks also of Othe almost physical pain with which we strive to
accompany the evolving thought of one of [Henry] JamesOs or Gertrude SteinOs
characters,0 a comment which couldpfsly to the experience of reading RidingOs
recalcitran€Elegy.37 Another notably Steinian poem of RidingOs, OBeyond,O tackles
pain head on, attempting to define it. Like OElegy in a SpiderOs Web,O the poem is
grouped among those Oof immediate occasawing first appearedoems: A
Joking Woed OHere Beyond.O Concerned solely with the intractability of pain, the
poem uses repetition to attempt to describe precisely that which it defines as
Oimpossible to describe,O building on that negative prerésge a minimal
Oabstract and mathematicalO and Oetymologically transparentO semantic structure.
The principal effect of the repetition is to incorporate pain in the poem, at the literal
(Oalmost physicalO) level of reading, while leaving it lenseizab

Pain is impossible to describe
Pain is the impossibility of describing
Describing what is impossible to describe
Which must be a thing beyond description
Beyond description not to be known
Beyond knowing but not mystery
Not mystery but pain not pldmt pain
But pain beyond but here beyond

(PLR, 131)

OBeyond description,O pain is ineffable and yet Onot mystery,O and yet again, Onot
plain but pain®the slippage from OpainO to OplainO noticeably resembling SteinOs
style of word play. Thiepetition of the last word of a phrase or clause to begin a

new one (Odescribing / DescribingO; Obeyond description / Beyond description; Onot
mystery / Not mytery; Obut pain / But pain®) is also characteristic of Stein, as in

the passage cited by Rigand Graves to illustrate the manner in which Oone word

or combination of words creates the next.O Confounding the attempt to adequately

46 John Ashbery, OThe Impossible@itital Essays on Gertrudel86ein

47 |bid.
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describe and so distance it, pain effectively Odescribes itselfO (as Othe impossibility o
describing / Describing wahis impossible to describeO suggests), leaving the
sufferer dislocated, both Ohere© and Obeyond.O Thus the poem succeeds in
describing abstractly, with OmathematicalO precision, its own failure to evoke the
actual, intensely OimmediateO ground of gexspedence from which it springs.
Its treatment of the topic of pain in terms of OdescriptionO is characteristic of
RidingOs tendency to treat of universal yet intensely personal modes of experience,
such as pain, love and loss, within a linguistic dfareierence. This tendency
parallels SteinOs preoccupation with description, narration, paragraphs, sentences an
other aspects of Ohow to write.O Whether or not Riding would have written
OBeyondO in the same way, had she not been familiar withoBteis@smoot
point, but it is reasonable to suppose that the poem owes something to RidingOs keen
interest in Stein at the time of its writing.

Several other poems of RidingOs, most of them collecte@fieshi A
Joking Woenhd later grouped amo®goems of immediate occasion,O show a lesser,
but still significant, degree of affinity with SteinOs style, particularly in their use of
repetition. OAdvertisement,O a lighter poem inndtieg mode, parodies the
officious language of business adertents so as to suggest the difficulty of
pinning down identity. It may not be one of RidingOs best poems, but is characteristic
In its questing for the compatible partner whose identity complementing hers will
allow hers to be itself. (In this respibet,officious language makes the problem of
iIdentity seem less serious, and less homely in intent, than it is for its author.)

Respond in person.
Inquire within.
Frankness or secrecy
Need not apply.
No correspondence about what | mean.
No branch establistents.
(PLR, 118)

Wit aside, this can even be seen as anticipating the homelihesBatiingith its

hope of Oarriving at our ultimate identities, selves that AgE8SOAs in OWhat a
tattletattle we,O repetition serves to critijgénadequate, essentially repetitious
Owhat,O though in keeping with the topic of the advertisement, the speaker quickly
shifts her concern to OwhoO:
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For twentysix years, six months, seventeen days,

Have studied what for what,

Spoken of what to what,

Am now tired of what

And know not what

For all the what have read or written

Since was who.

What is what is what.

Would like now to know who.

Am who:

Would be obliged to be informed of others.
(118)

Allowing OwhoO and OwhatO to function not only as relative pronouns but also as
proper nouns, Riding narrows and emphasizes the terms of her argument. OAm just
plain who / Who would respectfully inquire,O she claimsamaxtkously, closing

as Oyours masincerely / who,O in a manner reminiscent of DickinsonOs:

IOm Nobody! Who are you?

Are you- Nobody- too?

Then thereOs a pair of us!

DonOt tell! theyOd advergseiknow!(s

In RidingOs poem, however, it is the speaker herself who adverissest [@ueto
believe that her OwhoO is a Onobody.O

OAIll The TimeO is another poem that is syntactically disjunctive in ways
reminiscent of Stein (as well as e.e. cummings, another poet discussed in Riding and
Graves@urvgylt is also remarkable amdrigingOs shorter poems for being more
enigmatic than rigorously argued, despite the concision and somewhat curt tone.

By after long appearance
Appears the time the all the time
Name please now you may go.

By after love time and she knows
And he says rose
Unless unless if not.

Or if if sometimes if
How like myself | was
Among the salt and minutes.
(PLR, 134)

48The Poems of Emily DicketsdR.WEranklin (Cambridge, Mass., and London, England:
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), poem no. 260.
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Here the disjunctive syntax, repetitions and absence of punctuation allow for greater
concision than would be possible within conveadtgentence structure. In

particular, the repetition of conjunciq®Unless unlessO; Oififiy and the

grammatical word class transpositions (OBy after long appearanceO; the all the timeO
give the poem a Steinian ring. These effects, howevaeatisthe impression of

the poemOs bordering on a breakdown of coherence, again, suggesting an inability to
pin down identity precisely. The teasingly elided statements describe a sense of self,
and self in relationship, now remote, as indicated by titie fsmn present to past

tense and third to first person in the final stanza. The speaker seems almost surprised
that she was, Osometimes,O herself, despite disillusionment with Olong appearanceO
and romantic entanglement. The conception of self astdietimthe world of
OappearanceO and officious language (OName please now you may goO; OHow like
myself | wasO) is characteristic of Riding, the echoes of Stein deriving more from the
experimental aspects of the poemOs style. Again, it seems thahgvbatrieidi

from her reading of Stein was an awareness of new possibilities of freedom in word
use, rather than a wish to pursue SteinOs project.

ODisclaimer of the Person,O the last of the Opoems of final occasion,O tackles
the theme of identity more ditlgcreflecting on what it means to Osay myselfO in
particular. In this case, the Biblical account of creation provides the template that the
poem subverts. While the extensive use of repetition and minimal lexis is Steinian,
the very deliberate unfoldiofithe poemOs argument is characteristic of Riding:

| say myself.
The beginning was that no saying was.
There was no beginning.
There is an end and there was no beginning.
There is a saying and there was no saying.
In the beginning God did not create.
There was no creation.
There was no God.
There was that | did not say.
| did not say because | could not say.
| could not say because | was not.
| was not because | am.
| am because | say.
| say myself.
(PLR, 251)

Seemingly Obeginning again and again,O the thrust of the argument is to prove the
proposition, Ol say myself,O within the given set of terms, before rounding back to
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the opening statement. The speaker then readdresses it in the mode of catechism (a
mode ao used in the first of the poems in the group, OAs Many Questions As
AnswersO), emphasizing identification of self with saying in the OnowO:

| say myself.
What is now?
Now is myself.
Now is when | say.
What am 1?
| am what | say.
Who am 1?
| am | whosay.
Where is now?
Now is where | am.
Where am 1?
| am in what | say.
What do | say?
| say myself.

PLR, 252EB)

Effectively, this circular argument elaborates on the simpler refrain of OPoet: A Lying
WordO: Ol say, | say.O Stein is sifioitatlpf making statements such as OThis

which | say is this,O but she never brings the matter to such an anxious, final crux;
her emphasis is more on the OthisO (the reflexive statement itself) than the OIO (the
sdf).49 Stein avoids such finality becabheelinowO always, finally, takes precedence:

Ol wish simply to say that | remember n@WD {83). SteinOs line (also a stanza)
seems more like a gesture of contentedness in simply saying, while Riding wants,
more agitatedly, toneaN finally. Their differet emphases, in this respect, are the

focus of the section to follow.

iii. OThis is not exactly what | meanO: Two Views of Language and Writing
Riding and Stein share a homely preoccupation with making things plain; that is, they
are often explicitigponcerned with meaning what they say. Although Riding aspired
to a model of the poem as setplanatory, she also saw that its capacity to
Ointerpret itselfO is significantly failed of afiiéged.50

49 Gertrude Steirgtanzas in Meditatiars Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1994), 183.
Hereafter cited in the text 8V,

50|n A Survey bfodernist PoeRigling and Graves suggest that Oto smoke out the meaning
of a poem [RidingOs OThe Rugged Black of AngerO being used as an example] that really does mean
what it says, all we can do is let it interpret itself, without introducing asgotatians or, if
possible, any new wordsO (147).
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This is not exactly what | mean

Any more than thsun is the sun.

But how to mean more closely

If the sun shines but approximately?
(PLR, 198)

Given the seeming impossibility of reconciling Othe worldO and OI1,0 the speaker
concludes that the difficulty of OmeaningO exactly is met Bjdigatame to see
as poetic Ofailutieatis-successO:

No, better for both to be nearly sure

Each of eadk exactly where

Exactly | and exactly the world

Fail to meet by a moment, and a word.
(PLR, 198)

Thus the painfully narrogulf between Oworle@ OwordO is emphasizedn
admission of the poeni@kire to make them OsureokD one another as OexactlyO
as OIO can be present to myself, Othe worldO to Oitself.O The poemOs success is se
to depend on the exactness with whittie exact manner which\ it falls short of
meaning exactly.

Accordingly, Riding resorts increasingly to OparadoxingRuRhEB0) in
making good her Oescape from escapingO (to recall the frefamestd\ Joking
Wor(l Although paradox is often crucial in clinchingdneision of her poems, it
Is also counterproductive in setting a limit, an extreme of unresolved ambiguity
stretching meaning to breaking point in its matrix of contradiction. In this respect,
her use of paradox is closely related to the Ounexpeafmusijtizh of wordsO
discussed in Chapter 2, in driving readers to the verplithés Overbal resources
E contriving to achieve both starkness and a sometimes almost unbearable verbal
richness,O as Robert Fraser hass#raserOs example, a staoaaOThe Talking
World,O is representative:

Talk is the whole of truth less talk.
Talk is a war on truth by talk,
And a peace with talk by truth.
In talk truth and talk make pelice
As an enemy forgives an enemy
For being not like to him.
(PLR, 205)

51 Fraser, 85.
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The metrical order of these lines reflects an orderliness of purpose, to elucidate the
proposition, OTalk is the whole of truth less talkO with a stringency that is at odds
with the principle of pleasure in the OprolongedO or OconiiesensO of the

writing process to which SteinOs writing teradser@52 Not that | mean to suggest

that the above linese not intellectually satisfying arttiaén sense pleasurable, but

nor do theyexpresshe selicontentment ofhese lines from SteiS&anzas in
Meditatioftomposed in 1932):

| wish now to wish now that it is now
That | will tell very well
What | think not now but now
Oh yes oh yes now.
What do | think now
| think very well of what now
What is it now it is thisow
How do you do how do you do
And now how do you do now.
This which | think now is this.
(SIM, 145)

The terms of SteinOs OargumentO are as restricted as RidingOs; likewise, her stanza
provides no frame of outside reference. Both p@etsto mean exactly what they
say. But in SteinOs stanza, there is no striving for argumentative depth, no significant
development of a thesis conducive to a sense of Oalmost unbearable . . . richness.O I
Is wholly selfeferring, as the final line emgikas, anticipating statements made
several stanzas later: Ol have ma¢ ¢o mean / | mean | mean Bow could one
extricate oneself from where one $itJ, (152).

RidingOs stanza, on the other hand, develops its thesis on the basis of three
pairs of oppsing terms (war and peace, talk and truth, whole and less), combined
and OtriedO propositionally, to yield the final analogy (by the simplest of shifts:
warenemy, peadergiveness). A radical adjustment to the stanzaOs generalized
discourse may be reeua of the reader, but the argument is developed
straightforwardly, each statement clarifying the larger definition of OtruthO in relation
to Otalk.O The premise that Otalk is the whole of truth less talkO is paradoxical but
also unexpectedly simple, inmgythat OtalkO leaves only the husk of truth. The

52I[n OComposition as Explanation,O Stein describes how a Oprolonged present,O in early
works such abhree Livescame Omore and more complicatedly a continuous preseatMaking
ofAmericanand Omore definiteO in her writings after that (D9@499).
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Overbal richnessO of the stanza derives from the cumulative sense of an
asyetunfulfilled linguistiand morapotential.

Contrastingly, the sets of antitheses from which SteinOs stanza draws
momentum (vgh/think, now/how, tell/well, that/this) function more at OsurfaceO
levels of rhythm and rhyme than on a semantic basis. Consequently, they seem more
spontaneous, less efforiuf careful, due to elements of syntactical and
grammatical deviance (reldyivepronounced in this instance). This is not to say
that Stein does not frequently take the more effortful or anxious aspects of her
experience into accobhas in the following instance, again fronStaazas but
these are treated mostly as contingeneganting renewed delight in language.
Although the stanza is brought to a conclusion of sorts, attention is focussed more
on the thoughas it occulgn on what it might, ultimately, amount to

| am trying to say something but | have not said it.
Why,
Because | add my my I.
| will be called my dear here.
Which will not be why | try
This which | say is this.
| know that | have been remiss
Not with a kiss
But gather bliss
For which this
Is why this
Is nearly this
| add this.
Do not be often obliged toy.
To come back to wondering why they began
Of course they began.
SIM, 183)

Although the stanza begins by positing the same problem with which RidingOs poem
OThe World and 10 begins (OThis is not exactly what | meanO), it demonstrates rathe
thandeals decisively with its implications, succumbing to a series of Oinfantile
rhymesO in the process. The flatly stated OwhyO of the second line could serve as a
question or as a mild exclamation of surprise, and is echoed in the third lineOs
repeated Ol@kOmy,O setting the pattern for the OexcessiveO rhymes that follow.
RidingOs OThe World And 10 consists only of one stanza also, and its movement
from proposition to development to conclusion is not dissimilar, structurally, to

SteinOs. The latterOswsionl however, is much less momentous, almost dismissive
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or surprised: OOf course they began.O It is also inconclusive in that it is unclear who
OtheyO are: perhaps the words she was Otrying to sayO at the beginning of the stanz
Everywhere in experintahwriting such #stanzas in Meditasavinced a
fascination with movement or instability in language, or Odifference,O anticipating
DerridaGdiffZrancuch works reflect upon and rejoice in the slipperiness of
meaning, the way our Otrying teseayethingO never quite succeeds but summons
more words to sweep us along. Effectively, Stein exploits the OdifferenceO between
OworldO and OwordO that Riding strives to rasohaguaintance with Desgription
published in 1929 by Graves and Ridimjhe clearest indicator of RidingOs
endorsement of SteinOs work, is an exemplary text in this respect, proceeding very
much in terms of OdifferenceQ; indeed, the word occurs in it with remarkable
frequency. Ulla Dydo points out that the title of this piee&e3 description sound
familiar and intimateO (homely), but OacquaintanceO also suggests a degree of
formality, or distance, that is evoked by the abrupt, flat opening sentence (and
paragraph): OMouths and Wod) 505 & 504 as if these words are caddslt
out as at a OreadingO (a notion suggested in part by the mention of OQueensO in the
subsequent sentence). But the feeling of intimacy soon comes to the fore in
expressions of OdelightO at the naturalness and clarity of what is seen and described:

It is not needing blue having artificially leaves and connecting as stems it is
never theirs by right by right winding it later might not make not so nearly
nearly white and white and while which is just as naturally as every letter. This
makes them say dglied. This makes them say delighted. To be liking liked

like it like if like like to like like and often often where it is. It is there just

there where | am looking. Very clearly expresHied514)

Such OacquaintanceO delights not so much in regeseat is seéhOout there,O

as if seen through the transparent window of tHe #exin articulating awareness

of seeing itself. Dydo suggests that we keep in mind SteinOs teacher William JamesO
distinction between OknowledgeutO and Oknowledge gfiamtance,O the latter
understood as (in DydoOs terms) Othe sense of indivisibéssvhased on

sensation@D, 504). Where Ridipgays that her words OComeatay to miracle

/ More natural than written art®.R, 134), SteinOs project is precaeihé¢ title of

oneof her essays indicates) to celebrate waiimgitteThe essence of her Owritten

artO is Odelight,O which as an expression of Oknowledge of acquaintance,O is Obase
on sensation.O As long as@hever derid[es] anythingtiere can always be a
differenceQJD, 518), and then there can always be writifNjiasdfar as writing
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is always writingboulN Odescription.O By continually taking such OdifferenceO into
account, by Oalways beginning again and again and again(ats RjdaginOs
work contrives to Okeep everything different and everything theGRARR). (

Always the same.

Not as to delight.

An acquaintance with description.
(UD, 519)

In the same way that SteinOs acquaintaiteéscription, heBtanzsare,
significantlyin meditation: Ol have felt this which | like. / It is more then. / | wish to
say that | take pleasure in 8( 165). This dynamic provides even itself with
sufficient basis for inclusion, though it is oféenpered by or played off against an
austerity that somewhat resembles RidingOs own critique of poetryOs sensuousness:
OThey should not easily deliggtf, 202). OMelody [and Obeauty,O she later says]
should always be awoduct it should never be end initsaf.33 Nevertheless,
Stein is more in the business of Ogather[ing] bliss,OStadzbare peppered with
lighthearted comments such as Stanza LXXXIII of Part V: OThank you for hurrying
throughO (217).

Despite the OmathematicalO extremésich SteinOs writing goes, as
(Riding) Jackson sees it, Othere is no score. The movements on the board do not add
up.®* If Riding keeps score by Orefining and updating® her wordsO Ohistories,O Steir
tends rather to refreslur experience of the words slkes. HeBtanzahemselves
address the anticipated charges of whimsicalityussieess or superfluousness:

| have been thought to not respect myself
To have been sold as wishes
To wonder why and if and will they mind
To have it as it is and clearly
To not replace which if they as they do
Can they content can they be as content
For which they will if even be it mine
Mine will be or will not be mine
Rather than mine and mine.

(SIM, 1984)

Even if one is not wholly convinced by this as ar@dgfeone may yet admire the
eloquent simplicity of the first two lines (particularly the phrase Osold as wishesO) and
the artistic purity of the quest OTo have it as it is and clearly / To not replace.O In the

53 Meyerowitz, 1 EB.

54 Critical Essays on Gertrude28&gein
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closing statement 8tanzastein bows owtith an admission that is akin to the

thought expressed in RidingOs poem OThe Courtesies of Authorship,0 that if her
words fail to be met with welcome, she may at least rest safe in the knowledge that,
as Riding puts it, Oyou may choose freely / Betwdssokngind your eyeO

(PLR, 173):

| call carelessly that the door is open
Which if they can refuse to open
No one can rush to close.
Let them be mine therefor.
Everybody knows that | chose.

(SIM, 21E8)

iv.OAs Many Questions As An€wack@ling Remarks

As we have seen, RidingOs critical response to SteinOs work was provocatively
ambivalent from the start. The note of torgesheek affability in RidingOs early

praise of SteinOs literalness and sincerity later, however, becanedissaistal

of Othe perversity of what she did,O as her late essay O-FlaMsb@ertrude

SteinO maketear 55 (Riding) JacksonOs fundamental criticism is her belief that SteinOs
Owords are not for the uses of any sort of spiritual reorientatie Ottséir reality

is that of a realism of disavowal of all but a phenomenological reraityi§ In

this respect, her reading of Stein had not much changed, in that the only OspiritualO
orientation Riding had previously found in her work was thatlofrétinfantilism

to her age@§ 189). Notwithstanding, Riding could, in her early Stein criticism,
happily declare that@hing that has been saidsfould be understood as

disrespectful to Gertrude Stei®§ 194). By her late essay on OThe \Riaydof

Gertrude Stein,O her generosity extended only as far as an acknowledgement that
SteinOs own generous, if tragically misdirected effort waisteotidhed, but
symptomatic of the crisis of the age:

Perhaps everyone up to the time of hedséifation wags to blame, for
the great emptiness that had accumulated in humiamosdEdgll which
Gertrude Stein tried to fill with herself for everycadidaion.5”

55 Critical Essays on Gertrude25%ein
56 |bid., 249.

57Critical Essays on Gertrude268g(iRiding) Jackson did, however, continue to speak
warmly of SteinOs charismatic integrity in conversational speech,-totredaesa of which made
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This underlines a point Riding had in fact made as early as BEpB&guimvhere
she describes Othe Steinian gospelO (in terms of which Wyndham Lewis would have
approved) as one of Osecond childhood: the human consciousness is cheerful even ir
its oldness, its intellectbahkruptcy.38 While the late essay represents a further,
retrospective widening of the gap between herself and Stein, it would be misleading
to suggest that (Riding) JacksonOs view of SteinOs work undergoes an abrupt or radic
turnaround.

Accordingly, (Riding) Jackson rejects the suggestion of affinity between her
work and SteinOs in no uncertain terms:

My poetic work has been here and there in thé padtis even occasionally

in the preseiit spoken of as having likenesses to the verbal doings of
Gertrude Stein. This is critical purblindness in regard to botludéestein

and | were at opposite poles in our view of the linguistic functions and of the
spiritual significance bfimanness.>®

Daunting, and characteristic of (Riding) JacksonOs refusal to accept theawnglidity of
outside frames of reference, asishis is not only a reminder of her strong, even
Ocompulsivafividuadism,° but also, more bracingly, her expectation thaillve
rise to the challenge of her work at its most ambitious, in its bid to speak sufficiently
for itself.She wants her wotet be taken as personally and sincerely as she herself
meant it. This very insistence is an aspect of the homeliness that | wish to stress: the
sense, as expressediie Tellinthat Oit is, indeed, a homely Subjécéd)( one
that calls for Ocompanghip.O

In literary criticism to date, appraisal of the question of SteinOs influence on
Riding has tended to be scant and dismissive, the general consensus of opinion being
that there is no more than Osuperficial resemblanceO betiveeit Bebert

hearers feel they were listening to words that were of inner and outer speaking E words integrated
by thef speaker in their utterance with her very flesh.O

S8 Essays from Epild2file

59 Critical Essays on Gertrude284ein

60 Joyce Piell Wexler speaks of RidingOs Ocompulsive individualismO in the introduction to
Laura RidingOs Pursuit of diruttihough Wexler acknowledges that OspeculationO as to Othe
psychological sources for her tenacity E is inevitably tentative,O she nevertheless claims that such
speculation Oilluminates the world of RidingOs poemsO (ibid.).

61 The phrase Osuperficigl resemeel@ is Robert FraserOs. See his review of the Carcanet
edition ofThe Poems of Laura RdBefween Fable and Cryptogr&mglsiispring 1981): 85.
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Fraser rightly, if rather vaguely, locates the resemblance in the Ospare, unclutteredO
style of their work but claims, Othere the affimig®2 Mary Kinzie finds it in Othe
experiments with a small vocabulary, incantation, and narrow wordplay,O adding,
sadonically: ORiding did not go as far as Stein did in humming her language to
death.®3 Barbara Adams considers the matter at greater length than most, but
without referring to examples of SteinOs poetic writing, only to theories put forward
in Compositias Explanatices quoted and discussed by Ridi@gmemporaries and
SnobsAdamsOs rather dismissive characterization of Steinds|gkselfiberties in
accidental meaningsO antiesfder ButtgAsamsOs only reference to a particular

work of StenOs) as Oa whimsical experiment in purifying words of stale associationsO
Is typical of the generalized and reductive nature of her treat&entt¥While

the contrast she draws between Stein as Oan optimist who saw hope in everyday
languageO and Riglias Oan elitist perfecting language through selfO is suggestive, it
Is also somewhat misleading, in that Riding can be seen as no less optimistic: withess
her postpoetic faith in Othe voice of the laify®%), prefigured by her claim to be
speakinglginly in her poetry. Granted, her writing rarely incorporates colloquial or
OeverydayO turns of phrase, but neither does it use obscure vocabulary or make
esoteric literagllusons®s Her perfectionism would more aptly be described as

idealist than elitis¢ AdamsOs hypothesis that ORiding learned from Stein how to pare
down language to its purestO while Odemand[ing] more discipline for her [own]
poemsO is reasonablé,the implicatiothat SteinOs writing is OundisciplinedO

needs justifying, and we have returned to the notion of merely Osuperficial

62 |bid.

63 Mary Kinzie, review dthe Poems of Laura Riditsgnerican Poetry Rédiemo. 6
(November 1981), 38.

64 Barbara Adam3$he Enemy Self: Poetry and Criticism of LgdranRidinyg: U.M.I.
Research Press, 1990), 58.

65 As Robert Nye puts it, in his IntroductiorAt&election of the Poems of Layr@Riding
that is regired by way of guide and companion to a reading of these poems is tivelwab/e
Oxford English Dictigreamgl its supplements, not because she uses a lot of unusual words but
because she doéx® (New York: Persea, 1988), 4

66 Michael Schmidt mek a point, in his introduction to the recent Carcanet edifidw of
Tellingthat is similar to AdamsOs, but more in keeping with my emphasis. He speaks of her
Otremendous optimism about the human intellect and about the power of language,© an optimism
Qequir[ing] of each individual a discipline almost impossible to achieve, a continuous consciousness
of self, of self in relatipand of self in languag@!@ Telliilanchester: Carcanet Press, 2005), vii.
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resemblanceO without the argument having been much advanced or substantiated
beyond explication of RidingOs early view of BtejefD

The exception to the critical tendency indicated above is Steven MeyerOs
essay, OOAmiltched CorrespondenceQ: Laura RidingOs Gertrude Stein,O which
dwells more patiently on the subject. Meyer helpfully clarifies the details of their
personal relatiahip, and offers insights into the differences between the two
writers. He suggests that ORiding understood poetry as potentially redeeming the
disordered lifeO (a statement that chimes with AdamsOs view of RidingOs struggle wi
Othe enemy selfO), whe@Stein suggested that Oin a late ageO poetry revitalizes
OwornoutO words and thereby restores to them the powizetd theeabjects they
name E in one case, life is made over. In the other, something no longer living is
returned to lifeO (a view whiecalls WardOs point about EmersonOs OpermissionO
Oto start life again fraratchQ.68 But MeyerOs main focus is on differences
between their theories of language; he does not explore the implications of his view
with reference to the poetic writingsrtiselves. Only five lines from a poem of
RidingOs (O0neO) are quoted, juxtaposed with a short passage from a OportraitO of
SteinOs, in order to show that whereas Stein Oaimed to convey often very subtle
distindions with her repetitions Riding, by contsa, used repetition principally to
define a poemOs meaning ever more closely, thereby reducing the likelihood of
semanticonfusion.®® While | agree with this analysis, the lack of close attention
paid to the writings themselves leaves the argument sbfaekihg in support.
This chapter should have gone some way towards filling the gap.

While RidingOs relationship with Gertrude Stein may well seem, in retrospect,
to have been something of Oamaliched correspondence,O consideration of the
points of oincidence between their literary writings is of particular significance with
respect to the more experimental, modernist aspects of RidingOs work. Both Riding
and Stein questioned and even dismissed the value of critical treatment of their work.
Nor shoutl their scepticism be taken lightly. As Ulla Dydo writes in the introduction
to herStein Read®When [Stein] set a text, she said what she meant and she meant

67 Adams;The Enemy Sgf.
68 Meyer, 170.

69|bid., 16 ER.
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what she said. She knew that paraphrase withdrew the words from the text rather
than elucidatig them: OYou must not think that you do not undersheuaitse

you cannot say it En other words,O she said in an interview in New York in
November 1934QD, 2). Similarly, Wexler relates how (Riding) Jackson, in her final
letter, Oasked why intetations and explanations were necessary at all. Were her
words not good enoughtinemsalvesZ3° In this chapter, | have tried to take into
account the similarities and differences between the ways in which Riding and Stein
Omean what they siy®Ocharactesiically modernist preoccupation that is, perhaps,
the closest point of connection between them.

Since their striving to make themselves plain gave rise to some of the most
starkly abstract, seemingly austere writing of the time, the homely quality of the
enterprise is easily overlooked. Both tended to write, particularly in their more
experimental work, very much Ofrom the inside,O rather than from OoutsideO (social,
political or historicaperspectives? In RidingOs view, gender would have had much
to do with writing in this integrative (as opposed to merely domestic) way: OTo
woman the whole universe is, ultimately, an indoor place; it iskhir bvong it all
indoors E It is in her homeliness, her indoorness, that woman expresses her
compulsion to Woleness: the whole is an interior, is inteMAN) §E8). From the
expansive psychological sweephef Making of Ameritattse pithy OportraitsO of
friends, from the cubist domesticityfehder Buttdmshe philosophical plainness
of Stanzas indditatiorsteinOs work could well be read in such terms.

What differentiates RidingOs project from SteinOs most strikingly is its strict
moral impetus, culminating in the insistence on the need for Ofinality,O a word which
Riding often uses emphatically/jn this manifestike statement from the original
Preface to heCollected Poems

To live in, by, for the reasons of poems is to habituate oneself to the good
existence. When we are so continuously habituated that there is no temporal
interruption betwen one poetic incident (poem) and another, then we have
not merely poeiswe have poetry; we have not merely the immefliacies

we have finality. LiteralfALR, 491)

70\Wexler, xii.

71 As Dydo notes, SteinOs later, Opublic works,OTweAambiography of Alice B, Toklas
EverybodyOs Autobipgragppttye booRicassare written OOfrom outsideO in conventional EnglishO
(UD, 5).It is tempting @ speculate that in the cas&wérybodyOs Autobiagnaipiished in 1937)
RidingOs earlier boBkerybodyOs Lgttdsshed in 1933) may have influenced SteinOs choice of
title.
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Stein, by comparison, is content to go on with the aesthetic Oimmediacies.O Or in the
terms of Epilogu®the psychological universe of Gertrude Stein is anakigig to

give an illusion of perpetual immediicg@alse consciousnesdiodity.”2 Again,

this is echoed in the later view: OWith Gertrude Stein, there was no OrestO; finality
itsdf was made a denialits&if. 33

Susan M. Schultz suggests another way of conceptualizing the issue, with
regard to modernist versus postmodern emphases. On the one hand, she points out,
Stein shows a Oreliance on oppoditibesween god and mammon, wréited
audience, writing and speaking, identity and the lack thereofO that is Omore
modernist than pos© On the other hand, Stein shows Oan almost Emersonian
ability to believe in polar opposites at the same time. Unlike Riding, Stein was not a
firm believer in one term of her opposed categories.O This enables Stein to go on
generating work when she might otherwise fall into Othe traps she lays fb herselfO
OtrapsO of the kind that led Riding, the committed Omodernist,O prepared to follow
her belief in thé&ruth-potential of language [the creed, as opposed to the craft, of
poetry] through to its logical conclusion, to renopoetey.’

In (Riding) JacksonOs view, SteinOs practice simply shows a lack of moral
commitment. It is striking that (Riding) Jackaera fellow American and former
modernist poet, attributes this lack in part to Oan unhappy combination of American
and other impatiences of modernisameadent with a giant appetite for functional
selfrealizatioN being a Somebody, doiBmnething, 35 so underlining her own
sense of the moral imperative to strive to come Oto a finally determinate sense of
human identity,O an Oultimate integrityO involving renunciation of self and the
OimmediaciesO of poetry. In her own, late view, this is whatiditfereat poetic,
and related literary, writing from SteinOs, but it is nonetheless striking how American
her Ohope of and confidence in an ultimate integrity of human idesmtisy&In

72Essays from OEpjlagueO
73Critical Essays on GertrudShein

74Susan M. Schul,Poetics of Impasse in Modern and Contemporary American Poetry
(Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2005), 99.

75 |bid., 257.

76 |bid., 255.
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this respect, Stein might be seen as more OEuropean,O asenedibedartistic
circles in which she mostly moved.)

(Riding) Jackson does in fact affirm the significance of her identity as an
Americanin terms of the Ocombined|He stress of immediacy and a life stress of
finality,® which Ocould be leautiful ultimate of humaef-definition.37 But
what distinguishes her Oversion of the American version of the principle of human
functionalityO is its lack of Ocontradictions.O While the characteristically American
Otheory that simplification is tieg ko all problemsO (one thinks of ThoreauOs
urging us, iWalderto OSimplify, simplifyO) is, in (Riding) JacksonOs view, Ocorrect in
instinct,O Americans tend to go astray Oby resting mundukgdhtly at
instinct® or at, one might say with regardher earlier view of poetry, the
Ommediacies. 38 Her criticism of such OsiglflulgenceO bespeaks a puritanical
iImpulse that has much to do with her initial admiration of the unprecedented purity
of SteinOs [modernist] [form of] simplificatiathe sgerity of her doubts about its
ultimate worth. It seems safe to say that Riding, as poet, was emboldened by SteinOs
example. The further implications of RidingOs Ofinality,O a notion which is not only
crucial in differentiating her work from SteinOssbutlays into the hands of those
who would characterize her OtruthO as the object of an obsessive Opursuit,O will be
explored in the next chapter.

77|bid., 254.

"8Henry David Thoreatalden and Civil Disobe(heweé ork:Penguin, 1983), 136.
(Riding) JacksonOs comments areCritival Essays on Gertrude255ein



Chapter 4
The OPursuitO of Truth and the Meaning of Death

Since the publication of WexlerOs h@akaRidingOs Pursuit of ([1e80), the

notion of Riding®s OpursuitO has become entrenched in critical discourse on her
work.! Julian SymonsOs review of WexlerOs book refers, rather vaguely, to RidingOs
view of poetry at the time of the publication ofCiected Poesm©the pursuit of

inner truth,O and Deborah BakerOs deployment of the idea in her biography of Riding
is particularly worthy of note. Claiming that RidingOs Ogreater love and idol remained
the heated search for truth,O Baker goes sodauagest: Oif Riding was deluded

in her pursuit of truth, in her conviction that poetry or language or even plain
persistence would bring it to her, this was a necésesion.3 In Helen VendlerOs

review of BakerOs biography (along with three bagkiding) Jackson), the

Oheated searchO becomes an even more impassioned, Osavagettig3ire for

while Baker herself brings the hypothesis, already bordering on the glib, to a
conclusion that serves more to reveal its own speculativeness thanedsgithing
OPerhaps all along truth had been Laura RidingOs pursuer rather than the imagined
quarry. Snatched from her as she fledpoenes@ Even Jerome McGann, who

helps Otoward eradicating the idea that the@etital Riding has been seeking a
transcadental ground of truth,O fails to root out of his own commentary the

received view of RidingOs OtruthO as Othat object she had pursued all her life with
such singlenindeddevotion.3 The obvious appeal of the metaphor of OpursuitO is

1 Joyce Piell Wexldraura RidingOs Pursuit of Atlutims, Ohio: Ohio University Press,
1980).

2 Julian Symons, OOut of Time and MidedTimésterary Supplemauly 25, 1980.
Symons writes: OBy 1938, wheiChéected Poaere published, she had moved to a position
where poetry was seen as the pursuit of inner truth, and a poem was valid only if it expressed such
truthO (795). Deborah Baka Extremis: The Life of Laura Rligingon: Hamish Hamilton, 1993).
The quotations appear on pages 247 and 420, respectively.

3 Helen Vendler, OThe White GoddessI®aNew York Review of BaoK®, no. 19
(November 18, 1993).

4 Baker]n Extremis423.

5 Jerome McGanmlack Riders: The Visible Language of Ndeceism: Princeton
University Press, 1993). The two quotations appear on pages 127 and 125, respectively.
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that it neatly linkRidingOs life and work, dramatizing her life story in terms of her
preoccupation with the Oone statryi®.6 But what of (Riding) JacksonOs own view,
as stated pointedly in a letter to a friend: Ol am not Oin pursuit of truth.O It is not my
Oquarry.@nh of my human nature a thinker, and conscious of need, responsibility of
thinkingspeakingvithtruth. | do not go about hunting Otruth&@arly she wants
to emphasize that truth (or truthfulness)gsadityf thinkingspeaking rather than a
distnct object of thought, but how does she resist its characterization as idealized,
conceptual object in her poetic world what justifieber indignation at WexlerOs
representing Othe Truth | am depicted as OpursuingO E as the object of an obsessive
insigenceon, and striving for, certaintf&\, xvi)? Furthermore, how might we best
understand the alternative, often paradoxical characterizations of truth that Riding
puts forward? These are the overarching concerns of this chapter, to be considered
chieflywith reference to her poetry and related prose writings of the twenties and
thirties. Chapter 5 will go on to explore the topic with closer regard to her seminal
postpoetic workThe Tellinoncluding the philosophical context touched on in the
sectionsupplementary to the cdext. (Riding) JacksonOs conception of truth as
expressed ifhe Tellingill, however, be clarified towards the beginning of what
follows here, in order to better ascertain the validity of her claim for continuity
between her mtic and pospoetic though in particular, the claim that
Oformulative variationsO of the idea of truth as the Oone story that tells all that there
is to tell E can be found in my earlier writings, and as a motif of thought everywhere
in my recorded thotatO T, 176).

In her poetry and related writings, Riding brings the question of truth to a
crux in a vision of what she calls, in the opening artEfelogudl, OThe End of
the World, andfter.3 As that apocalyptic title leads one to expecintoises a
re-visioning of Odeath,O which looms large in the poems leading up to that

6 (Riding) Jackson OtestifiesO to her Ostory of there beirdj\easentitimately but one
storyOT, 176177) particularly towards the end’oé Tellingages 16277. A notable earlier
instance of her insistence upon it comes in her preface to the first e®itagreds of St(r#a5),
where she asserts tlihere is only one subject, and it is impossible to change itO (xii).

7 Letter to Sonia Raiziss, include@lirlse®, 1991, 63lso quoted by Elizabeth
Friedmann in her response to Helen Vendler, publisiée iNew York Review of Balokd, no3;
available online at http:www.nybooks.com/articles/2333 (accessed March 16, 2006).

8 Epilogue: A Critical Summalyil (Deya, Majorca: Seizin $&elLondon: Constable,
1937), #b.
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manifestdike statement in prose. The ways in which she uses an apocalyptic
vocabulary to critique the Cartesian, dualistic world of false truth and to characterize
thenonduality of thinking and speaking with truth, will be crucial points of
consideration in what follows. Throughout, attention will be drawn to the
unexpectedly homely, as opposed to bleakly apocalyptic, orientation of her vision of
the Oend of the woi@ my emphasis tending to counter received readings in that
respect. With the sense of OhomelinessO as Gspiekidigg with truth,O we arrive

at the core of her concerns; and insofar as the idea, or ideal, of home is central to the
writing of America, walso touch the core of the literary tradition in which this study
seeks to locate her work. The overtly moral and spiritual orientation of (Riding)
JacksonOs sense of Oneed, responsibility of-Sgekkigg with truthO aligns her

more closely with thEranscendentalists (and to reach back further, their forefathers,
the Puritans) than picaresque storytellers such as Mark Twain and Herman Melville,
but RidingOs declarations of independence and of the pressinstageyéne
characteristically American in the founding sense. From her earliest published essay
on poetry, OA Prophecy or a PleaO (1925), she is very much in the American
modernist grain in envisioning the poet as the pioneer of Oa new spiritual activity,O
herotally bidding for Osalvation,O however seemingly OharshO the implications: OFol
this poetry, song is not surrender but salvation. If the music will at first seem harsher
than older tunes, it is because the new poet must be endowed with the ruthlessness
of the pioneer@FA, 279). Whitmaiike, the poet must Otramp the whole road,0
Oreintegrat[ing]O the universe for himself, if he is finally to Ocome homeO:

There will not be many who will be able to go the whole way, to complete the
entire cycle that ideng§ at its close the ideational world of man, that begins
with him, with the presumably impersonal world, that ends with him E if

one is faithful enough, constant enough, the analysis will induce the synthesis,
the poet will come home: and he will havepeanthe whole road, he will

have seen. By taking the universe apart he will have reintegrated it with his
own vitality; and it is this reintegrated universe that will in turn possess him
and give himest.®

Implicit in this vision of a Oreintegrated usé@ is the notion on which Riding was,
several years later, to fasten: the idea of a necessary Oend of the world,O which woult
lead from Othe presumably impersonal worldO to a homelier OuniverseO informed by

9FA, 280. OA Prophecy or a PleaO originally appeEneReéniewerl. 5, no. 2,
April 1925, Br.
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the poetOs having Oseen.O Indeed, the ithagmefOs deliberately, analytically,
Otaking the universe apartO sets the tone for much of her work of the late nineteen
twenties and thirties, and stands in stark contrast to BakerOs image (more romantic
than modernist) of the poet in flight from trytbems OsnatchedO from her as she
flees. But before considering RidingOs apocalypticism further, let us follow up the
question of her OpursuitO of truth with regard to the poems that address it most
directly.

I. Duality, Nedual Truth, and the Doulde §&Death

Although RidingOs conception of ttatling as a homely, interpersonal event comes

to the fore in her pogtoetic work, it is clear from the start that she rejects the

duality of a OpursuitO of trathwhich there is an irreducible distorcbetween

the person who knows and what is knawdertaken as if with a view to finally

grasping or capturing oneOs Oquarry.O Even in the very early poem, OTruth,O such &
scenario is playfully repudiated:

We keep looking for Truth.

Truth is afraid obeing caught.

Books are birdages.

Truth is no canary

To nibble patiently at words

And die when theyOre all eaten up.
(FA, 83)

This charmingly anticipates her later, more sober claim that Othere can be no literary
equivalent to truth®@,(L16); her rejection, that is, of the Osearch for a writerOs
equivalent of the human realityO on the grounds that Othere can be no equivalents of
it that are not artificial substitutes for TQL{5). As the essential Ohuman reality,O

for (Riding) Jacksers rootedn the ground of being, so trei#flling is grounded in

the Oone story that tells all that there is toTell@6), a story waiting to be told.

OThe human realityO is Oembracing,O reclaimable as we renounce our pursuit of fals
equivalentdyut truth needs to be called into being, evoked in our telling the story, or
variously inflected stories, of our essential sehee3ellingplies this distinction in
speaking of Oconcern with [the human reality] for its entire sake as embracing us,
yielding us to ourselves, and entitled to be served by us with truth in TefirD (

117). Reality, in this view, is a given, a gift of being, while the telling or evocation of
truth is the fulfilling, as it were, of our side of the bargain. Thus truth is not an
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OobjectO to be pursued or grasped conceptually, but a qualitgieeckaity, by
our telling. As the early poem puts it, truth does not Onibble atO words and Odie
when theyOre all eaten upO; it does not, that is, transcend language.

According to the poem, we cannot even begin to track truth down, for it
Oleaves no footprirfts us to follow.O OTruth makes no noise,O it OcanOt be seen,O
and we are advised to Olet curiosity stay at home,O as Oit maFAe84)stO (

Similarly, not even OstealthO will do, for if it ventures out at all, it will have to Owear
shoes,O and thegr@w up to imprudenceO (ibid.). The first two lines of the final

stanza of the poem sum up its uncompromising stance: OLeave truth alone. / Truth
canOt be caughtO; but given this assertion (itself a kind of didacticism), not to mention
the poetOs flagraligregard of it in taking truth as the very subject of her poem, it
follows that the poem ends with the disclaimer: Ol think Truth doesnOt live at alll
because / SheOd have to be afraid of dying, thenO (84). By denying even the
opposition between living adying, the closing lines underline thechaalistic

implications of the poemOs earlier, negative definitionsiof andiermining them,

too, in stressing their provisional use as metaphors. If truth is not objectifiable, it
cannot be described, only esenced and evoked, and to OpursueO it is to separate
oneself from reality and the rest of the world. The development of RidingOs poetry
and poetics makes clear, however, that she does not subscribe to the mystical (or for
that matter, postmodernist) vithat the dualistic categories which condition our
everyday, pragmatic way of experiencing the world are intrinsic to language itself
(which would make nedual truthtelling impossibl&) even if she is acutely aware

of the traps of this kind with which garage is riddled. On the contrary, her faith in
language is a constant throughout her career, and the very cause of her renunciation
of poetry. From this perspective, the challenge for her poetry is to speak of truth
without reifying it dualistically. Tim@gress of her poetry reflects this in its

Increasing austerity and recourse to paradox in struggling to come to terms with what
she eventually came to see as an irresolvable internal contradiction.

While the early poem OTruthO would hardly rank andimgsie it does
illustrat&l with some contrivance, but also charm ard RidingOs fondness for
selfcancelling assertions on the subject of truth. This tendency, which is bound up
with the attempt to overcome dualistic ways of seeing, becomes mongcprbimou
her later poetry, often in a more convoluted and hieratical manner. In OBenedictory,O
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for example, the earlier poemOs rather whimsical notion that truth Oleaves no
footprints for us to followO takes the form of the weightier, metaphysical assertion

OA way is an only way. / It is not to be tracked through iB&¥%@49). Her early

stance tends to be more playful and lightly ironic, as, for instance, in OBut Lies,O
which begins: OOh, I0ve never had much good of telling the truth.O Newdstheless, i
assumed, as in the later work, that OTruth [is] but one,O if, at this early stage, only Oa
delicate child and changeling® who Odies sleepily and sweetly in my arms / After
each new playO; and the OcruelO whigliruth Ois born E out of me babe

aqinORA, 157) reflects the intensity of her desire for more mature, or lasting,
understanding.

To gain such understanding, the division implicit in ordinary, dualistic
consciousness must be overcome. The more mature poem, OOpening of Eyes,O
offers a plaier, less OpoeticalO critique of dualistic thinking. It begins by describing
the fundamental separation of thinker from thought:

Thought looking out on thought
Makes one an eye.
One is the mind selfind,
The other is thought gone
To be seen from arf and not known.
Thus is a universe very soon.

(PLR, 91)

The laconic last line suggests how readily the perceived separation of OmindO from
object of thought gives rise to the dualistic waoeld: a eritable Ouniverséee

indefinite article indicating the arbitrary nature of this OuniverseO as a conceptual
construction. In reading the poem in this way, my account differs markedly from that
of Mark Jacobs, who in his preface to the Persea edifiom Bbems of Laura Riding
suggests that by OOThought looking out on thought / Makes one an eyeQ, she means
E that, if one thinks hard, giving thought to all that strikes the mind E then one
becomes the eye, and the very eye itself becomes oneselfjans sdlen,

whether Oout thereO or Oin hereO, may be taken into thought, to be judged and, as
necessary, changeBI(R( xx). This seems to disregard the implications of the lines
that follow, which describe separation rather than inclusion or unitygsfttho

OOne E the mind selflind, / The other E thought gone / To be seen from afar

and not known®hardly an enlightened state of mind of the sort Jdesbsbes,

and the sense of scepticismriderlined by the wry statement, OThus is a universe
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very son.O Indeed, the second and third stanzas elaborate on this Oimmense
surmiseO by which Oheads grow wise / Of marking bigness, / And idiot size / Spaces
out Nature,O referring here, perhaps, to scientific knowledge in particular. The
promise of a truer Oapeg of eyes,O the truth of Oundivided thought,O is not
intimated until the final stanza: OBut what of secretness, / Thought not divided,
thinking / A single whole of seeing?0 But rather like the OactualityO of death Oas a
gift too plain, for which E Foréght has no visionO in ODeath as De@tiR)g3),
the prospect of OthinkingO as Oa single whole of seeing® Odies ever instantly / Of toc
plain sight foreseen / Within too suddenBi®(92). Thus the poem leaves us with
the problem of how to sustain such wAsagdted, nomual thinking.

RidingOs conception of Odeath,O specifically, her notion of Oconsciousness
tempered wht death,O proves crucialgsolving thiglifficulty.’0 As the phyfulness
of her early poetry disappears, death takes on new meaning in ways that become
apparent in her poems and prose of the late twentieargntb miehirties. Her
nearfatal OleapO of 1929 brought the matter to a personal crux, but the
preoccupabn with death in her writings is integral to her ongoing, intellectual
struggle with dualism. Many of her writings of this period use an apocalyptic
vocabulary unexpectedly to suggest, not so much an Eliotic Owaste landO as an
optimistic vision of life eningafterAccordingly, Riding often uses the word death
in a OpositiveO sense. As Robert Graves points out in his and RidingOs OPrivate
Correspondence on RealityO: OAnd yet OdeathO can be used as a positive as well as
negative word: you have constamdhd it as such in your poems, and | myself feel
its dudity.O GravesOs claim that she has used it as such OconstantlyO somewnhat
overstates the case, although his point is in keeping with her thought on death at the
time of their OcorrespondenceO (fellizr 1937, iEpiloguil) and in much of
her mature poetry, frobove as Love, Death as(@828)pn.12 Thus it may be

10Essays from OEpiledudf@rk Jacobs (Manchester: Carcanet, 2001), 176.
11OFrom a Private Correspondence on ReBlitya®s from OEpjlagaeO

12The most noticeable instance in which Riding uses Qdeath@e negative than
positive sense is her long poem OThe Life of the Dead,O which differs from most of her poetry in
being, as Riding notes in her prefatory OExplanation,O Ohighly artificialO in character (an effect
conveyed by its being written firsErench). It also differs from most of her mature poetry in being
a satire, aimed, ultimately, at Otell[ing] the truth about the dead modern world and its dead poetry,O as
McGann puts itRlack Riders32). Riding confirms this view in a particularly provocative way in her
playfully OseriousO letter to the engraver of John AldridgeOs visual designs for the poems, upon
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helpful to trace the development of RidingOs double sense of death before focusing
on her positive use of it more closely.

Prior b Love as Love, Death as Bettexler suggests, RidingOs poems
provide Oonly hints of her positive view of death as a means of rescue from an
unbearable life.O Here, however, Wexler is using the word OpositiveO in a more
qualified sense than Gravesjigin mind the poetOs Orebellion against the
limitations of the physicalO and a concomitant sense of death as Othe ultimate
adventure,O as expressed in the early poem OFree,O which laments the fact that
OLiving in a body is the drearest kind of F&(263).13 Riding often expresses this
Orebellion against the limitations of the physicalO in terms of an ambivalence over the
surrender of self in physical love, as in OSummons,O a difficult poem which draws
heavily, however, on the conventionally romaation that OLove is the lightest
call, / But irresistable [sic] as deathR#0182).

The themes of love and death are more compellingly expressed in the slightly
later poems of RidingOs first collecTioa,Close Cha@i@®6), particularly those
included (usually in revised form) in@ellected Po&iihe VirginO is a good
example, particularly as it bears close comparison and contrast with OStarved,O whict
was published ifihe Fugitit@o years before the appearance of OThe VirginO (under
the itle OVirgin of the HillsO)Tihe Close Chapléte earlier poem begins:

Who owns this body of mine?
Not him to whom | gave it for a moment
To test the longing limit of his flesh upon,
Nor yet myself, its guardian.

(FA, 233)

Effective as this is, the cool claims of OThe VirginO achieve a more powerful

concision:;

hearing that he was Odisturbed byO their Omorbidity.O She explains that leynGseedOtish

necessarily unrelieved repetition of living ways that takes place in minds which, when they die, remain
so to speak in their graMego on being depressing little human individuals. As this is really the way
most human beings understand deatti,so are destined to live death, it is rather important that

there should be some record of it. | hope this explanation will not be even more depressing to you
than the designs themselves.O Quoted by Elizabeth Friedmafaminered Grace: The Lifauaf L

(Riding) Jack¢New York: Persea Books, 2005), 192, from a letter from Laura Riding to R.J.

Beedham, Jan. 12, 1933.

13The quotations from Wexler appedranra RidingOs Pursuit of 5 uth



My flesh is at a distance from me.

Yet approach and touch it.

It is as near as anyone can come.
(PLR, 37)

Contrastingly, OStarvedO appeals to thetre@dRity me, / Pity the orphan frame,O
which raises the question, via the ambiguity of the parallel, of whether the OIO is
identified with the orphan frame or not, so suggesting an uncertainty and
comparative lack of s@lbssession on the part of the &pealhe poem ends with

the speakerOs acknowledging her failure to own Othe orphan frame,O so that
OHungering togettier/ Death is the final crust / Of our poor provender.O OThe
Virgin,O on the other hand, claims never to have worn Othis vestiarhistuisO w

seen as Oa true relic, / Though | have never worn it, / Though | shall never be
dead.O The shift to a perspective in which the OhungeringO claim of the body has
been relinquished is characteristic of the manner in which Riding begins to come to
terms with death. The very title of her first Seizin colletben,as Love, Death as
Deatl{1928), bespeaks her growing confidence in this respect. As Wexler points out:
OBy 1928, Riding was beginning to develop her singular view of death. Some poems
in Love as Love, Death as Deatkdeath as the simple end of existence. Others make
death the point in life where one transcends the personal and assumes a
comprehensive understanding of existenceO (the latter being more the sense in which
Graves speaks BidingOs positive conceptiodeath).1 Nevertheless, there are

some striking passages in the very early poems where the later stance is prefigured:
for instance, the claim that it is OGood E That death is no defect / Of body, but
something else,O in Qdrd FA, 82); OThe love of death, the worship of a larger

life / Where faith is matched with form / And we are all muses,O in OArs MortisO
(FA, 147); and the exhortation to ODiscover the free will, / Count death not
necessarily logical / But one choiceal manyO in OThe Contrabaf@)2351).

By 1930, and the poem Olncarnations,O which first appeared in one of RidingOs
collections of that yed@pems: A Joking \&lrd is urging the reader not Oto deny

E The old, original dust,0 and describing liteldsd of death in which memory of

Othe first stuffO is buried:

From what grave, what past of flesh and bone
Dreaming, dreaming | lie

14\Wexler, 55.
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Under the fortunate curse,
Bewitched, alive, forgetting the first stuff
(PLR, 9)

If to be alive is to dream, as in sleep (and ambiguously to Olie,O as the-eratdOs line
placement suggests), death, by implication, is a kind of awakening. This is an idea
explored by a number of the poems of this period. In OThe Wind Suffers,O the
Ocur® for OsufferingO is more of Othe same knowing poison, / An improved
anguish, / E my further dying®L(R, 95). Similarly, in other Opoems of immediate
occasion,O such as OThe Map of Places,O ODeath as DeathO and OWorldOs End,0
all too easy, but usually missing the point, to read suicidal morbidity into the
vocabulary Riding uses in coming to terms etdauble sense of death.

OThe Map of PlacefOR, 81), concisely written in sonnet form (but with
the sestet coming first), begins by describing a mode of understanding that the poem
calls into question as its metaphysical conceit unfolds:

The map of @ces passes.

The reality of paper tears.
Land and water where they are
Are only where they were
When words redierandhere
Before ships happened there.

The poet is not concerned with distinguishing this map from other maps, as Oa mapO
might imply. Statg that it is the map Oof placesO reinforces this generic sense, as
well as contributing to the alliterative impact of the first line. The parallel between
Othe map of placesO and Othe reality of paperO plays an important part in structuring
our understating of the poem:; likewise, the words OpassesO and Otears.O

The first part of the poem essentially serves to clarify the opening statement
that Othe map of places passes.O The Oreality of paperO parallels the Omap of place
in being papethin, associatgit with writing rather than living. The conundrum
like third to sixth lines suggest that such orientation as the map provides is
inadequate, or dasting, because it fails to reflect an immediate apprehension of
reality. Thus the poem seems not so bk attempting to Oconvey,O as Barbara
Adams has suggested, Oa feeling of complete disorientation,O as to be reflecting
critically on the uncertainty, or experience of lack, described. Admittedly, Adams
elaborates on her claim by suggesting that Qihd graler oneOs feet [is] no more



substantial than a paper map,O but there is more to the pothat.than

AdamsOs statement is misleading in that the poem goes on to give a sense of
greater clarity, or Onakedness,O of underdthofisignding at a netweshold,
perhaps:

Now on naked names feet stand,

No geographies in the hand,

And paper reads anciently,

And ships at sea

Turn round and round.

All'is known, all is found.

Death meets itself everywhere.

Holes in maps look through to nowhere.

Feet now OstandO (a footing, of a sort, found), but no attempt is made to locate the
self in relative terms of OlandO and Owater,O on maps of limited scope. The passing
of the map of places, disorientating as it may seem (Ono geographies in the handO),
allows for a new way of seeing: paper now reads OancientlyO; Oships at sea / Turn
round and round.O OAII,0 as regards the map of places, Ois known, all is found. /
Death meets itself everywhere,O putting an end to the old way of seeing, resolving
the contraditions implicit in thought guided by maps. As Riding puts it in her later
OCorrespondence on RealityO: ODeath is a cancellation of the fallacies to which life
tempts us tadhere. 08

Nor is there any support in the poem for AdamsOs idea that Othe poet stand
at the center of this map,O though it is consistent with the analogy she draws with the
idea of OGod in the center of the metaphysical world whose center is everywhere and
circumference nowhereO (an image more relevant, | will suggest, to the poem
OWorl®s EndO). Standing Oon naked namesO implies that the contrarieties that
belong to the old way of seeing no longer impose on us, and the poem is principally
to do with breaking through to this further ground ofdwal experience. Riding
elsewhere portraytsis breakthrough as the Oend of the world,O but it is not
destructive. The passing of the map of places ushers in a more veridical mode of
experience that encompasses dualistic thought, but is not determined by it. RidingOs
positive conception of deatmosild be understood in this light. Before turning to

15Barbara Adam$he Enemy Self:Htetry and Criticism of Laura(Riting
Arbor/London: U.M.l. Research Press, 1990), 57.

16 Essays from OEpjlagéeO
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her writing on Othe end of the world,O some further clarification of her double sense
of death is warranted.

ODeath as Deattf R, 83) and OSecobeathORLR, 128) originally
appeared in the same peeuliections, of 1928 and 1930, so we can assume that
Riding saw them aentra.l” OSeconBeathO speaks of OfitsathO only briefly:
OFirstleath, life unlikeness, / Secataith, lifdikeness / And portrait sadnessO;
but ODeath as DeathO reflects erexperience of Olife unlikeness,O or
Instantaneous, narognitive apprehension of death, more fully:

To conceive death as death

Is difficulty come by easily,

A blankness fallen among
Images of understanding,

Death like a quick cold hand

On the hot slow head of suicide.
So it is come by easily

For one instant.

While the mention of OsuicideO makes it tempting to read the poem as prophetic of
her own suicide attempt (in the year following the first publication of the poem), it is
important to note that the word is used as a generalized abstraction, to represent the
feverishness of thought itself. The poem is more concerned with trying to grasp the
literal meaning of death (Odeath as deathO) than the confession of suicidal feelings.
Howeve, such meaning reveals itself only as a sudden apprehension of blankness,
before the mind falls helplessly back upon received, dualistic conceptions of death:

Then again furnaces
Roar in the ears, then again hell revolves,
And the elastic eye hojusradise
At visible length from blindness,
And dazedly the body echoes
OLike this, like this, like nothing else.O

This blind and setfefeating (in that sense, OsuicidalO) consciousness of death is
characterized by the aptly hellish image of Otieetadtold[ing] paradise / At

visible length from blindness,O an image strikingly similar in structure to the
separation of thought (between Othe mintlsedO and Othought gone / To be

seen from afar and not knownO) in OOpening of\Eggsi@m closeytamong the
Opoems of immediate occasion.O The tone of ODeath as Death,O however, is more

17The original poernollections in which these poems appeardduaecas Love, Death as
Deati{London: The Seizin Press, 1928) Paains: A Joking Wiooddon: Jonathan Cape, 1930).
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urgent, perhaps even suggestive of the Oexistential despairO that Barbara Adams finc
in it.18 With OdazedO persistence, Othe body echoesO the mindOs inglitiey to gras
OactualityO of death.

Like nothind\l a similarity

Without resemblance. The prophetic eye,
Closing upon difficulty

Opens upon comparison,

Halving the actuality

As a gift too plain, for which

Gratitude has no language,

Foresight no vision.

The immediate OactualityO of death being Otoo plainO to grasp, the mind deals with
the OdifficultyO by conceiving of death in terms of solject relation (Oopen(ing]
upon comparison, / Halving the actualityO). If death is Oa gift,0 exceeding the grasp
of our comprehension, it is one for which we cannot express Ogratitude,O nor
Oforesee.O The root of the OdifficultyO of conceiving death as death is precisely the
mindOs seeking to grasp it conceptually; the OactualityO of death cannot be conceive:
in relaion to Oimages of understanding.O The poem thus calls attention to the literal
OobviousnessO of dékthe way it blocks even a OsuicidallyO intense effort to
confront it.

Although the mood of OSecdddathORLR, 128) is more wistful than
urgent, it poss a similarly unreal, or inauthentic, mode of relation to death. With
death kept Olike a sleepO and truth entombed iah@faa lockets,O Othe death
faces E roamO like sad simulacra of our selves:

Far roam the deafiaces

From the facshaped lockets,

The small oval tombs of truth,

In seconedeath, the portrait sadness.

Long hunger the deathces to know
Who was once who and hear hello
And be remembered asawtso
Where albums keep

Death like a sleep.

The phrase Oportrait sadnessO is particularly effective in suggesting the remove from
reality at which OsecenehathO places us (rather OLike nbtizirgimilarity /
Without resemblanceO). The repetition of the phrase in the final stanza of the poem

18 Adams;The Enemy Sgf.
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underlies the duality of this Osecdedth,O its unreal Qiifeness.O The idea of

Oportrait sadnessO adds an implication of failing to grasp the meaning of Ofirst death,
life unlikenessO and gives a concomitant sense of OReality stricken / With
homesicknessO

First death, life unlikeness,
Seconetleath, lifdikeness

And portrait sadness,
Continuous hope and haunting,
Reality stricken

With homesickness.

However, the poemOs strongly cadenced close, similar to that of ODeath as Death,0
coupled with therttically distant point of view of the speaker, also bespeak a
confidence in the possibility of attaining a truer relation to death, and so being more

at home in Oreality.O Commentators on Riding have tended to draw the same,
predictably negative readiragni her poems concerned with death and

Cilienation.0° But critical predilection of this kind obscures the possibility of an
apocalyptic vocabulary being used to characterize the OpositiveO sense of death. This
takes us to the heart of RidingOs conceratfgrand the impossibility, or futility,

of OpursuingO it.

ii. The End of the World, and After

Like ODeath as DeathO and OS&watti, O OWorldOs ERIA,(111) is placed

among the Opoems of immediate occasionO in Fiditesimoossibly an indita

that it stemmed very directly from her personal experience. Presumably it is linked to
RidingOs view of events at Graves and Nancy NicholsonOs cottage, The WorldOs En
in Islip, where Riding spent her first night in England, excited by the intehse bon

that had immediately sprung up between them, and by the place itself, which she
found Operfect.O And a year later, in early 1927, she spenssebappyD

months inldip.22 OWorldOs EndO is also, significantly, the opening, or Okeynote,O
poem of me ofthe OsetsORiding(B8elected Poems: In FiBuSittsas yet to be

discussed more than cursorily by critics. Barbara Adams sees the poemOs Oinner anc

19 OAlienationO is Barbara AdamsOs woFtiesdeeemy Self: The Poetry and Criticism of Laura
RidindAnn Arbor/London: U.M.I. Research Press, 1990), 56.

20 See FriedmanA, Mannered Grafe 102.
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outer landscapeO as a Owasteland from the standpoint of an isolated survivor whose
senses havbeen numbed with ovese,O but there is little evidence to support this
view.21 The poem speaks not of the senses but of Osense,O become perfectly clear,
OtransparentO:

The tympanum is worn thin.

The iris is become transparent.
The sense hawerlasted.

Sense itself is transparent.

Speed has caught up with speed.
Earth rounds out earth.

The mind puts the mind by.

Clear spectacle: where is the eye?

Granted, the poem draws on the metaphor of the eye (OThe iris is become
transparentO), biliere is no indication of its being that of Oan isolated survivor.O
The later poem OBenedictoryO is more helpfully suggestivesyethi?d

You wished to see fully:

A world is not to be held in an eye.

A world is an eye.

An eye is not to be hdldan eye.

A way is an only way.

It is not to be tracked through itself.
(PLR, 249)

The denial of subjeobject duality which informs these lines, with respect to the
distinctness of seer and thdiichis-seen, would render the qumsiposed at the

end of the first stanza of OWorldOs End,O OClear spectacle: where is the eye?O entir
rhetoricall the implication being that an eye distinct from the Oclear spectacleO
cannot be pointed to. Wittgenstein poses a strikingly similar guestion

philosophical terms:

Whereinthe world is a metaphysical subject to be found?

You will say that this is exactly like the case of the eye and the visual field.
But really you dootsee the eye.

And nothingn the visual f@ldws you tanfer that it is seen by eye.?3

21 Adams;The Enemy Sg.

220WorldOs EndO first appearieavie as Love, Death as (28a8); OBenedictory,O under
the title OBenedictory Close,Poet: A Lying W@i®33) RidingOs last poewilection before the
publiation of heiCollected Poieni®38.

23 WittgensteinTractatus Logitelosophi¢lendon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961), 57,
5.633. There is also a parallel in T.S. EliotOs OBurnt NortonO: Ol cahevelye seue been: but |
cannot say wherel(B. EliotFour Quartdtsondon: Faber and Faber, 1979), 5.
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RidingOs Oiris E become transparentO also recalls Emerson on the transcendent stat
in which Oall mean egotism vanishes. | become a transparent eyeball; | am nothing; |
see all; the currents of the Universal Beindategc¢rough me; | am part or particle
of God.G* Despite the difference of terminology, there is a shared conviction that an
OeyeO cannot be separated out from the OspectacleO of redkignitselfOThe
mind puts the mind by,O for a thinker caneadparated out from thought itself.

Thus it is problematic to speak of the dimensions of Oinner and outer
landscapeO that Adams postulates. The lines that come closest to depicting an outer
landscape are too abstract to allow one to visualize the y@imager

The complete world

Is likeness in every corner.

The names of contrast fall

Into the widening centre.

A dry sea extends the universal.
(PLR, 111)

Perhaps Adams means that the poemOs landso#penir and outer, but the lack

of any concrete outside reference renders the distinction superfluous, if not
misleading. Nor does she develop the idea of a meaningdulation an identity of

inner and outer (or personal and universal), except stioitélims whereby Ovalues,
hopes and individuality have been destroyed and dispersed.O This latter notion
overlooks two important, qualifying words: @theplet®rldO and Othamesf

contrastO (my emphases). According to AdamsOs interpretatgamitigeaiithe

first statement of the stanza quoted above would not be affected if it read merely:
OThe world is likeness in every corner.O The sense of meaningless monotony in the
wake of the destruction of Ovalues, hopes and individualityO coulejuseas w

drawn from it. But that this world is OcompleteO suggests that it is entire, or free
from deficiency. Unlike the Osimilarity / Without resemblanceO described in ODeath
as DeathO or the Oportrait sadnessO of GBeatn® Othe complete worldO

signfies a world of perfect OlikenessO to itseBupeibrting, entirely veridical. For
Adams, the dispersion of individuality is (presumably) figured by OThe names of
contrast fall[ing] / Into the widening centre,O but again, this is reductive. Bor it is n

24EmersonOs Prose andeBodtrgl Porte and Saundra Morris (New York: W.W. Norton,
2001), 29. Itis noteworthy, in light of my earlier reference to Plotinus, that Emerson prefaced the
first edition oNaturewith a quotation from PlotinugrersonOs Prose and2Ppfiotnote 1).



12t

OcontrastO itself, but Othe names of contrastO which are dispersed; loss of
individuality is not implied, merely loss of dependency on the oppositions which
structure dualistic thought and direct our reading of difference into the world, so
preventing s from seeing its essential Ukityom seeing Ofully.O The OlossO is
better understood as a release from dualism than a lapse into nihilism:

All is lost, no danger
Forces the heroic hand.
No bodies in bodies stand
Oppositely. E
(PLR, 111)

Accordingly,lie final stanza of the poem may be read as an affirmation of identity in
nondual thought and feeling:

No suit and no denial

Disturb the general proof.

Logic has logic, they remain

Locked in each otherOs arms,

Or were otherwise insane,

With all lost and nothing to prove

That even nothing can live through love.

ibid.)
With the OendO of the old world, the poet has, so to speak (to recall OA Prophecy or
a PleaO) come home. There is Onothing to prove,O no truth teeble anaddbeven
nothing can live through love.O At the same time, the ambiguity of the phrase Olive
through love® meaning both Olive by means of loveO and OsurviNe loveO
underlines what is personally at stHke.ambiguity is also present in Onothing,O
whidh has both positive and negative meanings for Riding.

But what of Othe widening centre,® which may well seem to swallow up
Ovalues, hopes and individuality,O rather like YeatsOs Owidening gyreO in OThe Sec
ComingO? Again, such a reading would ovaddisirig @entr@ot some yawning
abyss, a place Owhere centre coincides with centre,O as Plotinus has it, in line with th
Neoplatonic tradition in which God is seen as a circle whose centre is everywhere
and circumferena®where?s There is no suggesti as there is in YeatsOs poem,

25 Plotinus,The Enneadsans. Stephen MacKenna (London: Penguin, 1991), 547. (Riding)
Jackson writes warmly of Plotinus in her not€bedrellin(@55, 158162), acknowledging ©co
incidencesO in their thought (while also, of course, identifying ways in which his differs from her
own).
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that Othe centre canmotd.3¢ ONo danger / Forces the heroic hand,O and we may
safely read the image of the Owidening centreO in terms of positive spiritual
experience: the selfOs expanding to encompass everythinersai\c¢iout

amounting to the same thing), its shrinking to nothing. As Wittgenstein puts it in his
Notebooks 1918

Here we can see that solipsism coincides with pure realism, if it is strictly
thought out. The | of solipsism shriiesan extensionless point and what
remains is the reality-ocdinate witht.2?

At last | see that | too belong with the rest of the world, and so on the
one sidenothingg left over, and on the other side, as uniigeeyorlth this
wayidealism leads to realism if it is strictly thooigit#

| would suggest that WittgensteinOs sense of belonging to the world experienced Oas
unique,O in relation to which nothing is left over, is comparable to the Ocomplete
worldO in RidingOs poem, wtnene is Olikeness in every cornerO and Oeven
nothing may live.O

The essay that begHgilogukl, entited OThe End of the World, and
After,O is more explicit about the kind of OendO Riding means: OBy the end of the
world they [poets] would only mehe end of time, of the timgew of the world.O
She is no less provocative in stating what she means by OhistoryO: OLife has been
lived in terms of time only as poets have not achieved full wakefulness: history

26 William Butler Yeat$he Collected Poems of W ,Bdy@&ithard J. Finneran (New York:
Scribner, 1996), 187

27 Ludwig WittgensteilNotebooks 18448 ed. and trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1961), 2.9.16. While WittgensteinOs conception of truth may differ radically from RidingOs,
his writings have greatly influenced a number of the contemporary American poets who have also
taken close intest in Riding. Contemporary American poets to have avowed the influence of both
Riding and Wittgenstein include Charles Bernstein, Barrett Watten and Carla Harryman, whose work
will come under discussion lmapter 7. Moreover, WittgensteinOs philosépdnygoage,
particularly as to style, has been closely compared and contrasted with (Riding) JacksonOs by the
British literary critic and theorist Christopher Norris. See Christopher C. Norris, OLaur@hridingOs
TellingLanguage, Poetry and Neutrab&lﬁlln_anguage and Sty (summer 1978). Norris
acknowledges that while the projeditio# Telllrtgdlffers essentiallyO from WlttgenstemOs his work is
Othe most likely comparlsonO in terms of Oascesis of style or diction,O in particular his seeking
Owisdom in OordinaryO usageO as opposed to OphilosophersO jargonO (137). There is also close kin
as Marjorie Perloff has showrWiittgensteinOs Lé@dtmago: Chicago University Press, 1996),
between the writings of Wittgenstein and Gertrude Sigithe latter, as discussedhapter 3 of
this study, was for a time associated with, and may be said in some respects to have influenced
Riding.

28 WittgensteinNotebook$5.10.16.



127

represents the bad dreampaets 39 Eccentic as this sounds, it is important to
note that for Riding the implications are far from exclusionist: Olt occurs to very few
of us that the cure for sleeplessness is, simply, to be awakeO; in fact, Oeveryone is
now irrevocably wide awake, most of ukeile sensation and reject the
responsibility.3° This underlying optimism derives from her trust in tHesable
ground of truth, an asfilanichean belief in whBhe Tellintpscribes as Oan
ultimate selfighting of beingd (113); or as (Ridingison puts it in her
OlntroductoryO ®©hels&b, OlifeOs E indestructjmeection.31 The earlier,
introductory essay Epilogukkl uses livelier, more metaphorical language, but
anticipates the later thought.

If we are all Onow irrevocably widekay@then the cause of our not
realizing it (or not being able to assume the OresponsibilityO that goes with it) must
be ignorance. But this raises the question: how can we understand our own
ignorance? Riding vividly describes the problem in OThe WhWohdO:

But when the wind springs like a toothless hound
And we are not even savaged,

Only as if upbraided for we know not what

And cannot answisr

What is there to do, if not to understand?

And this we cannot

When the wind runs we run with it.

We cannot understand because we are not

When the wind takes our minds.
(PLR, 3298B0)

That Owe are not / When the wind takes our mindsO may explain, but hardly solves
the difficulty. OWmust learn better / What we are and are notO sounds more
constructive, but then we find that we can only say, again, Owhat we are notO:

We are not the wind.
We are not every vagrant mood that tempts
Our minds to giddy homelessness.

(PLR, 330)

29 Epilogukl, 1. (This essay is not included in the selectiBssays from OEpiJogue®
30 |bid, 2.

31QlIntroductory,O ®hels&6 (1976), 14. This issueChielsds given over entirely to
selections from (Riding) JacksonOs work. The phrase OlifeOs E indestructible perfectionO occurs in th
concluding paragrapii (Riding) JacksonOs Olntroductory,O in speaking of Othe rate of lifeOs
becoming accustomed to its indestructible perfection in timeOs eventual delivery of the truth and life
to each other at their total same length of travel in us to the statéadfied being.O
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OHome,O by implication, remains elusive, as the speaker goes on redefining the same
negative assertion: OThere is much that we are not. / There is much that is not. /
There is much that we have not to beO (ibid.).

But as OCure of IgnoranceGndsus, OWhat is not clear is what is clearO
(PLR, 186). The paradox stems from the idea that as long as the ObarkingO (from
ignorance) continues, our seeking to understand its cause will get us nowhere: the
dogs may Ohave the scent, / Yet nothing kenpriey.O Again, the problem lies in
the pursuit of Owhat is clearO as if it were Oprey.O Thus the only OcureO the poem c:
offer is that we Oseem to disappear / Until the dogs stop barking,O since OThere is
no other way to explainf®.R, 186); and evenahsuggestion must be framed
interrogatively.

Proof, then, for this OcureO would seem to be unavailable. But for Riding, by
Epilogukl, OdeathO was the necessary Omedicine.O Not, that is, Othat it is necessary
to OdieO to experience death,O she ¢éxiiaaves in their OPrivate
Correspondence on Reality.O For Oa consciousness tempered\vatcdaedily
purified consciousndéss already beyond contradictory physical existence; it has
drained the self from the temporal material by which iteassgself against other
sdves (32 This is the Ocritically purified consciousness,O | would suggest, of OWorldOs
End,O in which ONo bodies in bodies stand / Oppos8etyilérly, Riding answers
GravesOs query about how the opposed aspects of deathOs duality can be Oreconcile
by granting OrealityO priority over the duality of OlifeO and OdeathO: OThe self now
stands neither in life nor in death, but in realityOhfei<ftow reality it to be
experienced: by letting realitybesaf.33 RidingOs conception of death needs to be
seen in this perspective: as Oa phase of consciousnessO rather than something, an
end, in itself. It is, she argues,

the critical phase obwsciousnesbthe nullification of the merely
individualistic meanings. To know that the truth of any act or utterance is
qualified by the degree to which it is entailed in the peculiastaroces

32Essays from Epilobi@y7 7.

33]bid, 177 Again, this anticipates the later idea that OtruthOs nature is to fill a place that
belongs to it when the place becomes cleared of a usurping oc@upd)@i different points in
the argurant of the Preface to h€ollected Poéiding speaks both of OtruthO and OrealityO as
being OuncoveredO by podthR(4842485).
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giving rise it, that its application is limited by theeaf the field to which
it is designed to apply: this is death. Criticideatfs34

By this point, Riding has tightened her grip on her subject matter to a point where
OdeathO has little to do with the OsuicidalO desperation evinced by eatligh poems s
as ODeath as DeathO and OElegy in a SpiderOs Web.O The shift is not as great as it
might seem, however, for Riding is no less concerned with the need to Othink

death® a suicidal impulse of sorts, metaphorically speaking: OAtidrikdeath,

we makeurselves an instrument for the answering of the question about reality we
personallgongtitute. 35 In order for the self to become the instrument of Oreality,O
oneOs consciousness of OdeathO must be so acute as to Onulliffy] E the merely
individualistieneanings.O

iii. The Question of Authority

But there remains the question of authority: how can we be so certain of this final
OrealityO? The question is crucial, particularly in light of (Riding) JacksonOs objection
to our reading Oan obsessive insisten@nd striving for, certaintyO into her work,

as does the strand of criticism which represents her Opursuit of truthO as much as a
Opursuit of certainty,O even suggesting that Oher search for the certain proof, the still
point, the omniscient eye E wasver-ending.3% We have already seen how, far

from seeking Othe omniscient eye,O Rielmge possibility of such an eye. We

have also seen how she suggests the futility of trying to find a way round the

problem of ignorance, or uncertainty, by sgégiidentify its Ocause.O When she

asks, in OThe Last Covenant,O OHas nothing yet been everlasting, / Nothing yet
locked from forfeit, / Certain beyond faith, logic and conjectieR(265), it is

clear that such certainty would involve no concepagilqr belief, even. The

341bid, 176.
351bid., 178.

36 Wexler writes: OWhile [Riding] emphasized the continuity of her pursuit of truth, her
reades may also find that her writing demonstrates a psychological constancy in her pursuit of
certainty(QLaura RidingOs Pursuit of A)culleborah Baker suggests that RidingOs Osearch E was
neverendingO with reference to the line in OWorldOs EndOttapskdh wrongly, in my viely
describes as OfeverishQ): OClear spectacle: where islthExtyem3(76). BakerOs use of the
phrase Othe still pointO echoes EliotOs in OBurnt Norton,O though Eliot, like Riding, denies the
Oomniscient eyeO with wiBelker seems to equate it: OExcept for the point, the still point, / There
would be no dance, and there is only the dance. / | can otihessyg, have been: but | cannot say
whereOFour Quarte).
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OproofO cannot be OmadeO or formulated, is not the object of some search; it is not &
goal to be attained, but a OwayO:

You made that which could not be made.

A way is not to be made, nor a world.

You made no way and no world.

You made a mystery because you made.
(PLR, 245)

Elaborating on this conundrum, Riding identifies the craving Oto seeO as self
defeating, the very Ocause of the mysteryO:

You would see, and made a mystery to see.

The cause of the mystevgs that you saw.

The cause of the mystery was that you would see.

The cause of the mystery was that you did not see.
(ibid.)

It is only a small step from these incantatory claims to RidingOs affirriagon, in
Tellingof truthO®s Oslippintp place with a rightness that is perfecthasiounding.O
OBenedictory,O likee Tellingesonates with several spiritual and mystical traditions,
but in view of RidingOs paradoxical critique of tiefesting striving Oto see,O it is
particulay instructive to consider some of what Martin Buber says about OmanOs
religious situationO:

his Oexistend®@dseinin the presence,O is characterized by the essential
paradox that everything is entirely out of his hands and yet depends on him.
The pardox is insoluble. It cannot be tampered with, synthesized or
relativized. No theological artifice can be allowed to provide an abstract
reconciliation between thesid antithesis. The significance of the religious
situation is that the paradox has touvmsl. But in the reality of a life of
standingbeforeGod, necessity and freedom are seendodsé

In one sense, BuberOs paradox is OinsolubleO because, once it is understood Oin the
reality of a life of standigeforeGod@ or as Riding secularly pitt once Owe

[have made] ourselves an instrument for the answering of the question about reality
we personally constitulée need to prove disappears, as Onecessity and freedom
are seen to be one.O Simply put, this is a return to OwonderO:

37 Martin Buber| and Thotrans. Ronald Gregom&h (New York: Scribner, 1958), 95;
guoted by Pamela Verme®8ube(New York: Grove Press, 1988), 54. The equivalent passage in the
more widely available translatioharid Tholby Walter Kaufmann (New York: Touchstone, Simon
& Schuter, 1970) appeavs pages 1#£84. The translation quoted here seems the more accessible,
if perhaps freer, of the two, and Gregor SmithOs use of the word OparadoxO as opposed to
KaufmannOs Oindissoluble antinomiesO follows on from my discussion of OBenedictoryO more
natugally.
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You have a need to prove now,
Nor | to do and say along.

We have finished with not knowing.
We have returned to wonder.

We are now back in wonder.
You made yourselves to know.
You now know, you are now unmade.
We are at last, again, in wonder.
(PLR, 247)

The stress upon this experience as OreturnO suggests that we have now Ocome hor
In BuberOs terms, it is a return to the wonder of religious Oencounter.O Although
(Riding) Jackson rejects the Ointellectually fashiowsioleGlerived from Buber,
of Oa OdialogueO relationship,0 on the grounds that Othe other than | is often but a
puppet of I0s egocentric notionifig®s(), her OBenedictoryO could well be seen as
enacting a movement from a dialogical state of Orefatibe@uminating
moment, or Oevent,Qdaficounter.38 This OreturnO may also be understood as the
returnto-wherewealreadsare signified by the notion of being Oirrevocably wide
awake,O to which she refers in her OPrivate Correspondence on Reality.O

This resolution, then, this OBenedictory CloseO (to recall the poemOs original
title) involving the relinquishing of the Oneed to prove,O would seem to be the closest
we can come to OcertainO knowledge. The OinstrumentO of relinquishment is the self
Qiraned E from the temporal material by which it asserted itself against other
selves.O This OdrainingO of self is in turn the effect of Oconsciousness tempered with
death,O since Oin death all that is contradictory passeséntstence.O
Accordingly, thepeaker of OBenedictoryO emphatically disclaims herself, denying
any separation from Othat which is.O As Riding puts iEpiltigeie

38 Buber himself notes that the German tBaniehuf@relationO) may be Orendered more
or less accurately by OrelationshipO in English,0 whereas Bagegnyaijould be understood as
Oevent,0O in OAntwort,O P.A. Schilpp and Maurice Friednire etiégsophy of Martin Buber
Library of Living Philosophers vol. 12, (Cambridge University Press, 1967), 603; translated by
Vermes, in haéBuberd2. Vermes exptai more Oprecisely what is meant by encounter [and, in the
process, relation]OBaber43: Owhereas relation is the unilateral recognition-dfvés\vasyowon
the part of a, encounter is what happens whenl@®step into relation simultaneoHslyounter
is the coming together into existential communion of@s@nd two®s. Encounter is a privilege
that | receive. EYbuencounters me by grace: it is not found by seeking.OO In this last statement,
Vermes is quoting from the Gregor Smitimstation of and Thou 1. BuberOs claim that encounter
is Onot found by seekingO chimes clearly with RidingOs undermining of dualistim@kimgteryO
and Ocauss@eking in OBenedictoryO and her disavowal of the Opursuit of truthO more generally.
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OCorrespondence,O Othe self emerges E as a demonstration of the existence not of
itself but ofredity(s9

Now | amnot, utterly | am not.

Utterly is that which is.

Utterly | bring what is.

Least am I, quickest not to be am I.
(PLR, 248)

Yet she goes on to urge her OlovesO to Obe slow: wait. / Do not yet go, the end / Is
not as you thougRtdeparture.O

The end does not disperse.
It gathers up, it contains.
You shall be destroyed and contained.
You shall be wholly joined.
(ibid.)

In this way OBenedictoryO points to the threshold of wholeness, or home, ushered in
by Othered.O The world that comes OafterO is whole in the same way that the
postulated Oworld that remainsO in OThe Last CovenantO is Oentire,O as opposed to
Osuch seizure of truth, or sichTimeOs empty graspCR 270). In that poem,
too, the futility opursuing or attempting to OseizeO truth (the sense of OseizureO as
apoplexy may also apply) is emphasized. And while stress is placed on the nature of
OtruthOs alwaysO asdbgeltingO (268), we are reminded that Othe count E in that
worldO is Ohomel&B9). Wholeness is ushered in at the close of OBenedictoryO as
the Oslow voidingO of self makes way for Othe indNigikl@Ote on which the
poem ends, as if making explicit what was only Osecretness, / Thought not divided,
thinking / A single wholef@eeingO in OOpening of Eyes.O As Wexler observes, the
implication that Oonly a void is whole because it is indivisibleO may well seem rather
a OPyrrhic victory,O but as she rightly points out, ORiding uses Oslow voidingO to
describe purging the persastalielements of being so only the essential, generic self
remains.G0

The idea of wholeness, or ultimate reality, as emptiness, or Ovoid,O is
common enough in Western mystical literature, not to mention Buddhist philosophy,
but it poses a pattilar challenge to the poet who would speak of it in terms other

39 For this and the previous quotation (Oin deathEOssags from OEpjlagdeO

40Wexler, 78.
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than the hermetic @aradoxica.#1 As we have seen, Riding resorts increasingly, in

the poems that address such concerns, tesguasural, starkly paradoxical

assertions that risk repetitsness and restrict the musical range of the poetry. This,

| would suggest, is a limit that Riding ran up against and tested in her poetry, making
her eventual renunciation of poetry seem unsurprising, if not inevitable, given her
continuing belief in thtruthpotential of language. It is telling that in herpostic

work, (Riding) Jackson leaves behind the preoccupation with Odeath,O the insistence
on paradox, and in general, the Oneed to proveO her conception of truth, aiming
instead for a homelienore open and intimate mode of expression, free from the
poetic demands of verse and the modernist obscurity thaeataliféd

Nevertheless, even at the height of her commitment to poetry as the best means of
uncovering truth, her standard for judgihg @nportance of anythingO is homely,

rather than OmysticalO: that is, simply Othe degree of communication it represents:
whether it is an occasion in which our consciousness can participate with some
expectation of a companicesponse.(33 By a similarlpragmatic standard, Othe

question of authority,O Riding claims, Odisappears in the fact that we are here being
more actively severe with our subject than others migjbelause we are

elaborately sensible of the extent of its implications and of alieihiab suspicion

of and resistance iio®* Thus Oresponsibiliy®oth in the moral sense, as based

on Ocovenant,O and that of eliciting Ocompanion reNgmasetdich to do with
Oenvisaging all the implications of our subject,O and so is the penmepa tie

next chapter.

41|n Buddhist philosophy, the concepsofyatsignifies ultimate emptiness or
nothingness, while in the Western mystical tradition, Meister EckhartOs Ostartling use of nothingness,
with its seeming unconcern for traditional Christian imagery,O as Beverly J. Lanzetta puts it, could
also provide a badior comparison. See Beverly J. Lanzetta, OThree Categories of Nothingness in
Eckhart,O iiThe Journal of Rehgibr72, no. 2 (April 1992), 248. EckhartOs kinship with Mahayana
and Zen Buddhism is much discussed in D.T. Suzuki®éylstiolsm: Chastand Buddlflsbndon
and New York: Routledge, 2002).

42As to her leaving behind Othe need to proveO: Christopher Norris, in hisTéssay on
Tellingsee note 23), puts it thush®Telling philosophically a case of ideatizpresseat of
rationalism tried or proven, through languageO (138).

43Essays in OEpilotji@0

441bid., 1728.



CHAPTER 5
HISTORY, RESPONSIBILITY ANOHE TELLING

i. History and OThe New TimeO

Throughait this study, | have drawn particular attenticghe@homelinesa
Ohospitality@ (Riding) JacksonOs ttething projectasepitomized by her idea of
Oknowing our missing story, and dwelling in it, as in the home of our thoughtO

(T, 21). But the idea of home, however abstract or utopian, implies ties of social
responsibility, which must in turn bear relation to history. As shaWapter 4,

Riding is hardly interested in history as a field of knowledge; her main concern is the
Oend of the world,O including sense of what comes OafterO in the homely,
interpersonal realm. Nonetheless, much of her critical writing wages a polemic
against OhistoryO: a term by which, as Carla Billitteri has explained, Riding means
both Otemporal, causal processO and Opegssotial and politicaity.d An

early example s Survey of Modernist PD@2i), where the inauthentic Ofaith in
historyO of OperimdodernistO poets is opposed to the Ofaith in the immediateO
which would distinguish Ogenuine® moderBidm158). Another i€ontemporaries
and Snotik928), where Oadvanced contemporary poetryO such as TTBeEliotOs
Waste Larid citicized for its lack of Ointellper €& OFor as soon as an

independent mental act needs to substantiate itself historically it ceases to be
independent and it ceases to be intell@§®@4). In short, OZeitgeist poetry is out
of-date poetry, becauseéescribes an emotion derived from historyO (30). In
keeping with this proposition, RidingOs faith in the immediate increasingly takes the
form of belief in the OendO of Othevime of the world,O as it is superseded by
thought that i€¥ina.3 The OPreliminariesOHpilogue for instance, announces the
editorsO intention of selecting material according to Othe impression of finality it
makes on us,O since they Ounderstand the immediate moment to be a summary

moment, and the truly contemporarydrimbe finally, rather than historically,

1 Carla Billitteri, OStories, Not History: Laura RidingOs Progress of Trhu¢h/Bizona
Quarterhgpring 2009, http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mid&0/is_200904/ai_n32324125
(accessed March 1, 2010).

2 Epilogue: A Critical Summalnyil (Deya, Majorca: Seizin Press; London: Constable,
1937), 1.

134
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dive3 Begun in 193Epilogdés experiment in literary community culmindfbs in
World and Oursedwveisthe companion documeritie Covenant of Literal Morality
(1938).4 These collaborative works represétinBOs most direct attempt to come to
terms with history as sogiolitical reality, albeit from a strictly OpersonalO
standpoint. In light of the fact that world war was imminent and the Spanish Civil
War (which caused Riding and Graves to flee Matidr@a6) ongoing, her
perspective on the world situation may well seem @wsaty.G Similarly, her
Collected Poguislished in the same yeaflas World and Oursedypeppered with
general declarations of having Orejected time, / Expelleditiesfuture / From
our coward laglock,O so that OnothingOs left to count butPldy@59). Such
claims exemplify RidingOs bid to be Otruly contemporaryO: her quintessentially
modern Ohope,O to cite Paul de ManOs view of modernity, Oof leathipgiat
that could be called a true present, a point of origin that markdepatwe.(

Even with the demise of RidingOs faith in poetry, OimmediacyO and OfinalityO
remain crucial to her stance’vigs historyThe Telling/shich claims to b#& more
(or less) than a Opersonal evarifd9)( brings this strand of her thought to
conclusion, while keeping the subject, and to some extent the style, of poetry in
view.” We have already considered RidingOs vision of Othe end of the world, and
aftaO as described by her poems and es&pigyéut the ideas of authority and
responsibility put forward by those writings call for clarification in view of her having

3 Laura Riding and Robert Gravessays From OEpjlegu&rk Jacobs (Manchester:
Carcanet, 20914.

4 Laura RidingThe World and Oursgleeslon: Chatto and Windus, 1938). Hereafter cited
in the text a¥VO. The very rare, 16 pagevenant of Literal Movedisypublished in London by the
Seizin Press.

5 Rodney Phillips, OLaura Riding to thel®/O What shall we do?&éhaeol. 4 no. 2,
fall/winter 2002, http://fence.fenceportal.org/v4n2/text/riding.html (accessed August 27, 2010).

6 Paul de MarBlindness and Insight: Essays in the Rhetoric of Conten{idnasa@aiicism
Univesity of Minnesota Press, 1983), 148. Carla Billitteri, in OStories, Not History,O describes de
ManOs OcharacterizationO of the modernist desire for Oa true presentO as Oparticularly apt for Riding
though the point needs qualifying slightly with resp&itling, as we shall shortly see.

7 As Michael Schmidt sugge$tse Tellingay be seen as Othe end of her ptig®
given (as here) that our concerns are confined Oprimarily to the theme of poetry, its limitations and
renunciation.O See Schmidtédsluction toThe Tellir{iylanchester: Carcanet, 2005), ix. While
Rational Meandwyelopshe linguistic project of trutielling heralded byhe Tellingiming to lay a
Onew foundation for the definition of words,O the comparative concision, prophetic tone and
spiritual intensity dfhe Tellimgsonatenore with the poetry.
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Oadvanced then [as she came to believe] on the still wings of forevisiorobf a time
telling trueOr( 32). Even granting her pgstetic advance from OforevisionO to the
OtellingO itself, the question of that Otime of telling trueO renTdirsT éting

speaks of it as much in anticipation as fulfillment. The idea of such &OtimeO
further complicated by the claim that Otruth rings no bellsO (16). If truth instead
Oslips into place with a rightness tl@inigRiding) JacksonOs arresting phrase,
Operfectly ieastounding,O there shoshie admits, be no call for OinsistenceO

(149). And yet insigthe Telliraften does, despite her reluctance Oto caution and
counsel so much, rather than only tell my story of us.O The homelier Ostory
speakingO th@ihe Tellirgpeaks of, and tries to voice, is envisioned as a way of being
Oas dthe same room with one anotherO and Oin real meaning, of the same Subject
and SoulO (43). Accordingly, the Onew timeO of such spiritually and linguistically
intimate speaking is not to be conceived in historical terms:

Thus, in the very telling of our stéo one another is the crux of salvation:
as we speak it true, hev@ew being, and are in the new time . . . Where,
when is thél marking time from now? When, then, is now? To ask so is to
tarry in the old time. There is no answer outside the staytafaiold by

us to one another; and we shall cease to ask, as We3EB) (

By insisting on the incommensurateness of the historicaéhisee
(Omarking time from nowQ) with tatlling (Riding) Jackson emphasizes the non
duality of her conception of truth. But she is no mystic: for her, OsalvationO depends
upon meeting our shared responsibilitydajgather than the apprehension of
truth beyond the intellect. This commitment teacal language as the basis for
gpiritual and social renewal rbayseen as a mark of her Ao@iness, since she
seesier compatriots Oas having had fall to them a responsibility never assumed by
any before them as one requiring unequivocal fulfilmnentoidefine human
natureQT( 74). In her view, AmericanaveOno historical threshold to cross into
final seconsciousness in the human r™leO (75). Such beldyldesgnse of
responsibility may suggest, as it has for Billitteri, kinship itetis s different
stylistically from (Riding) Jackson as Walt Whitnada@laarles Olson, in their
shared aim dulfilling OAmericaOs propheticNasle renewal of societyO through
Oacts of a natural or organically conciivgpage G (Riding) JacksonOs utopianism

8 Carla Billitterii.anguage and the Renewal of Society in Walt W{fRicmg)L2ackson, and
Charles Olson: The American Q¥atyl(York: Palgrave Maitian, 2009). The quotations appear on
pages 83 and 6, respectively.
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is notably lacking, however, in the visionary OsceneryO found in Whitman and Olson.
Indeed, the very lack of political, historical, mythical or religious particularity in her
postpoetic writing seems, paradoxically, distingks in her poems, she Ogives us
almost nothing teee® The responsible OselfO that she expects to Odefine human
natureO is even, austerely, Orid E of all with which it is substanced as a centre of
social identity(,(105). The universality (some M@ayyagueness) of her vision is
nevetheless meant to be homely, precisely batausaversal: concerned with
oneness, while leaving room for the reader to make the subject his or her own. For
(Riding) JacksonOs hope is that we shall speaRprivthey of human recognition

of one anotherO rather than Ocry[ing],O out of difference, Oacrdistamced

(T, 35). The earlia/orld and Oursés/esnceived similarly, as an address from Othe
inner platform of ourselvesO as opposed to Othenplatfthe worldONO, x).

There too, Riding is anxious that nothing be done Oin an atmosphere of publicity,O
nothing that might Odepend on lacme conversion@@, 289). This stance

clearly prefigures her belief that Othe intimatenessO of the Ghedthoebpnt[s]O

in The Tellir@does not allow the force of doctrine to what is JasR). However,

the homeliness, in the sense of plainness, of her OmethodO tends to confine the
argument to the generalized and, at times, insistent.dsappyOsaltionO ofhe

Otelling of our story to one another® may be, its rightness, that is, the rightness of
(Riding) JacksonOs style of telling as the very Ostyle of truth,O is hardly open to
question.’® Her faith in words is such that she even anticipatesa\@ateement

E that transcends the ways of doutii(109). Consequeniye Tellingpr all its

hope of reciprocal speaking, is apt to move within the Oclosed conceptual circleO that
has been seen as RidingOs Ogreatest liabilityO as poet: araetimliogial

9 Paul AusteiGroundwork: Selected Poems afidbBEdeay$aber and Faber, 1990), 139.
Auster goesn to note that although we may Ofeel as though we had been blinded,O Othis is
intentional on her part,0 for Oshe does not so much want us to see as to consider the notion of what
is seeabléba comment which could apply as much to the Ovisi®h® Béiig Michael Schmidt
similarly observes that its moral Ocategories are large, universal, not reduced to specific forms and
types or embodied in accidentals®iif).

10The phrase Ostyle of truthO is from (Riding) JacksonOs Olntroduction for a Broadcast;
Continued foChels@a(originally published in 1962), in which she claims: Ofor the practice of the
style of truth to become a thing of the present, poetry must become a thing of the fast.O See
Laura (Riding) Jackson ReddEtizabeth FriedmanngM York: Persea Books, 2005), 20%her
Failure of Poetry, The Promise of, lemhdadgeNolan (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan
Press, 2007), 24.
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authenticity that caseem antithetical to the egalitarian impulse motivating the post
poeticwork.11

But the case for final trutblling that (Riding) Jackson wishes to make
cannot be proven conceptually; is not, as she igQg#tssophicd.G2 Rather, she
wants Oto open the question of our proving one another,O which cannot be
addressed in objectively verifiable terms, the OproofO being existential, inter
subjective, beyond logical argumentation. As in OWorldOs EndO:

No suit and no denial

Disturb the general proof.

Logic has logic, they remain

Locked in each otherOs arms,

Or were otherwise insane E
(PLR, 111)

The idea of logic locked in its own embrace, OinsaneO if Ootherwise,O implies the
ultimate inadequacy, even incoherence, of dualistic thought. The Ogeneral proof,0 on
the other hand, like the certainty sought in OThe Last Covenant,O is Obeyond faith,
logic or conjecture@LR, 265). With the OendCieé OworldO experienced in this

11 This view of RidingOs Ogreatest liabilityO is expressed by Ella Zohar Ophir in OThe Laura
Riding Question: Modernism, Poetry, and Trug@ern Language Qu&éetlyMarch 2005): 104.

12(Riding) Jackson declar@helTelling not a work of philosophyO in OChristopher C.
Norris onThe Tellingrrelevancy as Critical Economya@guage &8igld 9 (spring 1986), 200. In
The Telliritpelf, she asserts that she is Onot concerned with argumentationspeakitih, 72).
This antiOphilosophicalO stance is reminiscent of Martin HeideggerOs break, in his OLetter on
Humanism,O with Otlogit or argument which has structured Western philosophical and scientific
thought from Aristotle to modern positivistitd quote from George SteinerOs commentary. As
Steiner points out, Heidegger Ochallenges the verjotgoni@iming that, in derivimpt only from
logobut also, more radically, fréegeijrit Odoes not signify a discursive, sequential saying, but an in
gathering, a harvesting, a collecting and recollecting (remembering) of the dispersed vestiges of
Being.O See George SteMartinHeidegg&@hicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 129.
This OrememberingO of Being bears comparison with Oour memory ofbiiagébiithe Telling
(29); and HeideggerOs postulation of language as the very Ohouse of BeingO isgikin to (Ridin
JacksonOs OHouse of Truth,O to which Oall our true questionsO must OchrB8)htmtesd (
Olntroduction for a BroadcastO of 1962, she speaks similarly of Othe house E that language had built
for the speech of truth®he Laura (Riding) Jacksoex R84}t and iRational Meanif anguage
everywhere opens up the interior of existence to complete occupationO (495). In the supplementary
notes toThe Tellifd14), (Riding) Jackson denies kinship with Heidegger, with respect to their
different use fthe phrase Othe human reality.O But she does so, it seems, with reference to Sartre on
Heidegger, rather than HeideggerOsvpostritings, in which he distances himself from
existentialism, insisting, as David Farrell Krell summarizes in his imnouttie OLetter on
Humanism,O that existence Ois and remains beyond the pale of Cartesian subjectivism.O This is a
position with which (Riding) Jackson might have been more in sympathy. See Martin Baglegger,
Writingsed. David Farrell Krell (NewoMk, HarperCollins, 1993), 215. For HeideggerOs statements
on language as Othe house of Being,0 see page 217.



way the Onew timeQ is revealed, not so much as geer@gerfectly not
astoundingd (149). In the evangelical wordg bé Telling

We shall have certainty of our being in the new time not when we can prove
that we are in it, but when it proves itselfs to be that: it will shine a new
light upon us, and we shall see the cause to be in ourBeB&s. (

Again, the posgtoetic thought in this instance, the idea of OcertaintyO as a return
to the wonder of seknowledgll is anticipated by the poetry:

You have no need to prove now,
Nor | to do or say along.

We have finished with not knowing.
We have returned to wonder.

We are now back in wonder.
You made yourselves to know.
You now know, you are now unmade.
We are at last, again, in wonder.
(PLR, 247)

With the return to OwonderO (not as astonishment, but as a naturaistatning
which to dwell), th®need to pro@edisappears, leaving only Oour consciousness of
the essential good, and our sureness of ourselves in our surenesshat ;0O OW
(Riding) Jackson goes on, Oto call it? | try to OCHH® Teiitirig the simplest

termsOT(, 146). As this notion of Ocalling,O or calling forth, suggests, (Riding)
JacksonOs telling is not so much philosoptévatasive the simplesesse of that
word. To a philosopher, théfhe Tellingill justly seem Oa case of idealigmessed

not of rationalism tried or proven, throuaiguage.33 As in her early work,

Opersonal authorityO is privileged abo@Sall).

ii. Personal Auotityand Responsibility

But personal authority, as Ella Zohar Ophir has pointed out, Ois an oxymoron,O for
Oauthority, like language, is a phenomemomuofunities34 Important point as

this isthe extent to which (Riding) Jackson acknowledges thigeriskns of

absolutism, in presenting such a Obroadabtkelfized vision of unjtghould not

be overlooked~or instance:

13 Christopher Norris, OLaura Ridifg@sTellinganguage, Poetry, and Neutral Style,O
Language and StyR(summer 1978): 138.

14 Ophir, 1B.
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As to agreement: we must all transcend the ways of doubt, belief, argument,
persuasion. | present what | think are the termsinity so broad that

nothing good is excluded think they are the terms of the good as well. In
this | am, | know, vulnerable to judgement as an ab$btotisharges that |
provide for too much, in my understandings, that the values of unity are not
neessarily the values of the good, arndotita can be rules of

tyranny (T, 109)

(Riding) Jacks may nohave been surprisetien to read NorrisOs comment that

her vision of a community of speakers for whom Oother thatetiintpwill

become impossibleO would have Oho@ifiedl.O5 Since br faith in the unifying
truth-potential of language is based on Oconsciousness séritialepodO

(T, 146) her resolve (and arguably, means of avoiding the equivalent of ONewspeakO)
is to strive for evenoreOperfect®renewed, more rigordusvord-use:

| must transcend my insistentness in representing unity in terms of the good,
and the god in terms of unity. You know that | speak so from the mere
encouragement of the beat of truth | feel in the Wonds of my making,

but of the words own falling well, contentedly, among themselves. But | am
their speaker, | am, rightly, vulnerablehfemt | must transcend my
contentedness in their sedintentedness. We must all be ready to say our
sayingverThere is no truth that cannot be better @adPerfection, in

truth, and all else, has no single finality: its finality is in infinli§y310)

In keeping with this emphasis on the need to Osay oupsd¥iagd the larger

Oidea of rbeginnings,O (Riding) Jackson is anxious that her OtellingO not be taken as
Ogospel,O the last word, but as initiating dialogue that will leagcto@httid

spiritual communityT(59). But the note afisistency in the woldtellin@ is, itself,

telling; and althoughe OinsistentnessO of her admission of OvulnerabilityO almost
exceeds that for which it apologizes, she is quick to generalizg tlshiemphasis

from OIO to OweVOre invidiously, stfears the OdangerousO uses of OviceO to
which the allowance she makes for Otrue differenceO could be twisted Oif you or
youN or yoN should be a creature swollen with yourself, overfed with dreams of
prevailing in the art of catching the ears of others, and set about to tell differently for
the triumph of difference, and not for truthOs sake%),(the accusatory tone of

which is offputting, if rhetorically interesting as an expression of Paritdeis
OvulnerabilityO in speaking so boldly on our behalf indeed lies at the crux of the
guestion of responsibility.

15Norris, 143.
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However, to judge as failure or mere Olialbiigyf@ct that (Riding) Jackson
Owas never able to cede authority to some impeofass of consensus formation
E dissolving the matter by dissolving diffexéiself,O is to redtie Tellirap
something other thamwork of spirituatiedism.1é Its OdissolvingO of difference,
including Othe world of history, in which we live husstfictive difference from
ourselves (149), serves less to deny differémae to affirm the trutbf non
dual experieneencompassing rather than circumscribed by duality. Such
experience is characterized by an immediacy that is also lasting: anOtedisay i
that stays, and would render the Past understandable iof teotrjsgsdf.07 The
problem with history Oin terms,O as it were, Oof itself,O is that it Obegins late and enc
earlyOT( 11N a notion harking back to Riding@s LettersGatherinehere
history is described as Oa muddleO with Oneither a beginniewdii@t ldowever
philosophicallyniprecise helerms may seem, it is clear that (Riding) JacksonOs
readiness to Odissolve differenceO® cannot simply be reduced to thatrsfi®n
wishedto wipe out history; ratheshe hoped to make it ma@ederstandable 39
As indicated in chapter 4, the predominant tendency among critics has been to take a
reductive view of RidingOs apocalypticism, overlooking her emphastiiafiynon
OphirOs account of Othe Laura Riding questionO is no exception in that respect,
notably in suggesting that Othe apocalyptic visionifling® poetry] articulates E
forms its most significant limitation,O without taking into adeeupoem on that
very subject, with itgitique of dualism, OWorlE6$G0

Which isnot to suggest that the problefmRiding) JacksonOs absolutism
may simply be dissolvesen granting thaihe Tellingessentially Oconversational,O

16 Ophir, 113.

17The Failure of Poetry, The Promise qf 12rijuageotation is from the essay OThen,
And Now,O writterthe editor informs us, in 1855 as part of Oan introduction to a projected
selection of Laura RidingOs p@e8). The arrangement with the publisher, Holt, Rinehart,
Winston, was, however, cancelled, as was the subsequent arrangement with Wesleyan University
Press (248). But its composition must have been contemporaneous with work on tipeeOebre
of TheTellingwhich originally appeareddhelse0/21, 1967.

18 aura Riding;our Unposted Letters to Ctiewnéork: Persea, 1993), 68.

19 The notion of Owiping out historyO that | have in mind relates to my earlier quotation
from Paul de Man, which in the context of his discussion of Nietzsche, Rimbaud and Artaud, reads:
OModernity exists in the form of a desire to wipe out whatever demenethe hope of reaching
at last a point that could be called a true preserBliEdr(ess and Insigi®).

20 Ophir, 108.
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rather than narrowly Ospeciafiredprofessond.31 Conversation usually involves
the informal exchange diverse ideas, but that the homely dialogue (Riding)
Jackson hopes to initiate must be based on or assumed to lead to Oagreement E that
transcends the ways of doubtO createsiartgim her telling, between inclusiveness
and absolutism, OinvitationO and exclusion. This tension stems, at root, from the
conflict between (Riding) JacksonOs trust in words, their orgapatenithl
believed to be available to all, and her exseepticism of the uses to which they
may all too easily be pGonsequentiyi,he Tellimgquires, as Michael Schmidt puts
it, Oa discipline almost impossible to achieve, a continuous consciousness of self, of
self in relation, and of self in languagedi) a rigorous exercise of personal and
linguistic responsibility, to say the least, with much to do with what (Riding) Jackson
means by Oimmediacy.O

But responsibility requires that we continually question the certainty
underpinning Nl the Oauthoxi© from which it derives. This means questioning, on
the one hand, the sense of obligation or accountability, as to an Oother,O to which
conscience calls us; and on the other hand, the authority we assume in demanding
responsibility of others. It would tafore be contradictory to speak of being
absoluteysponsible. In DerridaOs te@We must continually remind ourselves that
some part of irresponsibility insinuates itself wherever one demands responsibility
without sufficiently conceptualizing arehtlatizing what OresponsibilityO rtiestns;
is to sayaymhae(G2 While (Riding) JacksonOs insistence that Othere is no truth that
cannot be better saaed qualifies the absolutism of her demand, effectively she is
content to believe, asEpilogy¢hat Othe question of authority disappears in the
fact that we are here being more actively severe with our subject than others might
be.33 Although this elitist stance is at odds with her later, more egalitarian
Odisposition to the laityf) §4), she reains, essentially, confident in speaking on
behalf of Oourselves.O At the same time, she refuses to Ocede authorityO to anything

21(Riding) Jackson descrifiée Tellirs OconversationalO in contrast to the Oscholastic
professionalism of this eraOrabeerized by Ospecialization in a purposeful rarmaledness.O See
OChristopher C. Norris on The Telling: Irrelevancy as Critical Economy,O 196.

22 Jacques Derridahe Gift of Deattans. David Wills (Chicago: The Unitersf Chicago )
Press, 199525656. The quotation is from the chapter entitled OSecrets of European Responsibility.O

23Essays from OEpjlagdsd
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other than personally immediate experience of Othe one story, truth.O That refusal,
coupledwith her acute sense of our comnhéaiture to tell Othe one story,O

heightens the need for a promise that thedseliming storyO of Ohistorical
OtruthOO shall indeed be supefBeties) (

The idea of theromise is important in a number of poems OfinalO and
Ocontinual,® and is expounded at length in Here3p@em, OThe Last CovenantO
(PLR, 26ER76). The covenaittea clearly infms her conception dhe Telliragp
anGvangd .34 RidingOs use of OoavtO is not secular and legalistic, but quasi
religious. It serves as a call to conscience and as a guarantee, or means of deferral, in
arguing for truth yet to be realized. It enables her to speak as though truth were
something in its own right, to whizllebt is owed, while avoiding thalidtic
implications of aontract. Again, her concern is to avoid reducing truth to the object
of anything akin to a Opursuit.O Accordingly, th&)Qdetuth is conceived also as
a gift,apotentialstate of gradéthe theological parallel igléhg. As Luke Carson
points out(Riding) JacksonOs sense of Othe beneficent duty that words lay upon us,
and help us to exert ourselves to seRe) ¥) Oechoes the notion of grace in one
version of covenant theology, ethconsiders grace the gift bestowed by God that
allows us to fulfil our obligations in teeenant.35 An important difference is that
(Riding) JacksonOs OgraceO is a gift of Being rather than Oa gift bestowed by God,0
the problem with the latter beingtlt would locate the source or OcauseO of truth
outside ourselveBespite the Biblical resonance, Rididg&snant does not,0
Carson explains, Obelong to the archaic past, forgotten by modernity; instead, this
archaic form of the contract belongg future. This implies that the present is
characterized by the contingency of bargaining between partners only, with no
possible appeal to justice or to a third party who can guarantee the bargain. The
covenant, on the other hand, introduces Truthrasda#rty.3¢ The present
Ocharacterized by the contingency of bargaisingdded in RidingOs sense of
history, unlikeéhe posthistorical Otrue presentO promised by the covenant.

24 See also OA Covenant,Chielse® (2000).

25 _uke Carson, OOThis Is Something UnlosableO: Laura RidingOs OComp¥atiag Sense,O
Studies in Literature and LaBg@uage4 (winter 1995): 439, endnote 3.

26|bid., 414.



144

But what of Othe timeiew of the world,O the world of history, whatmot,
surely, be so summarily dismissed? It may well be (as Ophir predicts) that Oif there is
one thing that will dispose history to be unkind to Riding, it is her too frequent
declarations that historyoiger.G7 While, to some extent, RidingOs apticalyp
tendency reflects her optimism, there is no ignoring her impatience witR history
Othe most discouraging E dullest word that | know,O as she admits near the end of
her Letters ethaine2® Ophir rightly suggests that Riding was unable to Ofind a way
around seeing a historical poetry as an intellesarsilgoetry,O and the same may
be said of her pogbetic view of Othe worldigtory.3° Riding was not shy,
however, about bringingihvision of truth to bear upon the OhistoricalO situation,
even proposing, in the late thirties, a Osolution to the worldOs troubles.O To consider
this, her most historically oriented attempt to articulate her sense of responsibility,
we must turn t@héWorld and Oursel&gten on the cusp of her renunciation of
poetry, and giving the first OglimpseO of heppetit investment of hope in
Opure,O everyday language as the natural embodiment of truth, it is an important
precursor off heTdling30

lii. Fromlhe World and OurselvesThe Telling

In her foreword td’he World and Ours@&aiag goes quickly and confidently to the
question of authority. The book, she claims, will Odescribe E where the
responsibility and the privilege lie in speakitgloalf of the others, and how the

27Ophir, 110.
28Four Unposted Letters to Ca@®erine
29 Ophir, 99.

30Carla Billitteri writes of the OglimpseO givEhéyVorld and Oursieltke preface to her
book,Language and the Renewal off8dicig)ydacksonOs Ofamous renunciation of poetry was a
direct consequence of her growing belief that ordinary language, properly understood and used,
requires no rectification, but is ftseé language of truth. This belief, given powerful expression in
The Tellingg first glimpsed ifihe World and Our€2les). Billitteri even sd@édse World and Ourselves
as Oa less wieflown but perhaps more important moment of transitionO tiiag®s$ Orepudiation
of poetryQ itsel86). While | would agree insofaihe World and Oursielaeslearer marker of
transition than the gradual process of RidingOs renunciation of poetry, which was not stated
definitively in print until 1955, it shdie kept in mind that BillitteriOs point is made in support of
her case for seeing (Riding) JacksonOs work as an example of QiCGrsitykpre€sing the Odesire
for a perfect language of words univocal in meanindOTR&i)World and Oursedieg sen as
Othe earliest [clear] manifestationO of this. (Riding) JacksonOs 1955 statemehwvaptietirs in
Century Authors, First Supplement: A Biographical Dictionary of MedeStantesafut€unitz and
Vineta Colby (N& York: H.W. Wilson, 18%, 48283. There she dates her renunciation to 1942.
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solution of the worldOs troubles is in our being now, unequivocally, what we areO
(WO, ixEx). If the apparent simplicity of this OsolutionO astonishes, that is, in a sense,
what Riding intends. For the idea of Oour bewgunequivocally, what we areO
echoegpilogdas claim of Ocontemporaneousness,O whereby Othe immediate
momentO is a summary momentO and the mind is Ofinally, rather than historically,
alive.O Or, to recall her OEnd of the WorldO @ssayyone is nomevocably wide
awake,O even though Omost of us dislike the sensation and reject the
responsibility.31 Similarly,ri The World and Oursetésh Riding conceived as the
fourth volume oEpilogyshe declares that an apocalyptic Osense oftfimabtjn
us all, and the world is afire with it.O In this book Othe final sldjoei=
existenceO is outlineca more social context tharthe previous volumesa/Q, ix).
Riding makes a point, however, of Orefrain[ing] from naming public persons,
courtries, parties, particular disasters or dire situationsO or from speaking Oof the
immediate victims of the unhappinessO (18), her concern being Othe nature of the
unhappinessO itself, as distinct from the Ooutside world.O

The argument ofhe World and €rlvdsnges on the distinction between
OinsideO and Ooutside.O According to Riding, only those of OinsidefD sensibility
namely women, and men Omature in female sensibilitiés®e(t@pable of
Oachieving orderO; and only Oby thought,O not by invalvewoigius, diplomacy
or other means of Otaking actionO (iii). The idea of home is central to this idea of
order, the problem being that Oa confused outer brutality envelops the inner hearth
of life where we cultivate all that we know to be preciotsia@d(17). It is taken
asselfevident that Ooutside affairs outside the houses E are the less important ones;
they are subsidiary to what goes on inside the houses; they are intended to serve the
amenities of private lives and all the inner realities wiind. We, the Oinside
people,O have left all these matters to those who seemed functionally best equipped
to act as outside peopleO (16). In this Seres#yorld and Oursslaesexample of
RidingOs homeliness at its most literal and elitisewlef those who Oact as
outside peopleO may not be Oscorn[ful]O (tnbat but seem condescending:
as, for instance, where she writes: OWe on the inside are not afraid, but we are E
unhappy on their behalf, however happy on our own. They, theseelyanale

31Epiloguk, 2.
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minded beings (with no small number of denatured women in their ranks), are
somehow our responsibility. What are we going to do about them?0 (17).

To address this question, she reaches out, in a manner anticipating the
OExtracts from CommuatonsO section Bhe Tellintp other, somewhat like
minded people, with an emphatically OPersonal Letter, with a Request for a ReplyO
(WGQ, 15019). Her project is collaborative insofar as it presents many of the letters
received in reply. Blihe Worldnd Ourseligesot simply an anthology of these, for
they serve principally as opportunities for Riding to develop her own argument, by
which she means to show Ohow to take hold of what really is, to practise certaintyO
(x). Accordingly, she writes repdly of being able or unable to Oextract
recommendationsO from the letters.

Naturally, rany ofRidingOs respondeants far less certain than she, and
some call her basic assumptions into question. Christina Stead, the Australian
novelist, writes thatéhdichotomy between inside and outside people Oseems to be
quite inexact,O since Oat least half of all great painters, poets, writers, have been soci
rebels, politicians, strong partisans, men of action.O Stead also objects to RidingOs
essentialist claithat women of action ardéhature@®0ror where,O Stead asks, Ois
the secret of the Otrue nature ofav® buried?O (68 Scottish novelist Naomi
MitchisonalsoOdisagree[s] with several statements in [RidingOs] letter and much of
its feeling. E Tobegin with | donOt think we can separate life up into Qinside® and
OoutsideO as you do. Women are not merely occupied with personal relationships anc
the conservation of the means of life. That is an archaistic viewO (73). Riding argues
that these responais misread and trivialize her Onotion of femalenessO (72), that
Owomen are not OmerelyO occupied with personal relationshipsO; indeed, she finds i
Oan astonishing contention that personal relationships are not that part of experience
which is capable afost signitanceO (75).

Riding group®answersichas SteadOs and MitchisonOs under the heading
Omaleness and femaleness,O while another group, of the same number (eighteen), a
seen as representing Othe realistic approachO (v). Riding considers the latter to be
quite missing the point, since the respaisdio not consider Othe nature of the
disorder E from the inside,O instead giving Ohistorical descriptionsO based on a
Oview of the world as a separate entity in itself.O As a result, she can Oextract only
two recommendationsO from their answers (133).
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The third and final group, including a number of friends with whom Riding
had already collaborated, consists of answensr@tgefjom the inside.G Aer
categorization leads us to expect, Riding finds more to recommend bhuttrese,
way her OmanyisturesO (223) overwhelm the responses testifies to the difficulty of
an attempt at community as personal as hers (as opposed to one informed by
conscious political considerations). In this respect her commentary bespeaks the risk
that speaking Oafwéth E a sense of finalityO mextinguish the very sense of
community that it aspires to achié\as indeed was the case for several friends and
collaborators of RidingOs during her years in London and Mallorca.

The tacit authoritarianism RfdingOs projésttellingly intimated by a
parenthetical remark in her foreword: Ol have wanted to start not with history, not
with readymade theory, not with what | alone have til $ay what others around
me say and (in so far as | have been able to make them isoeaillypby inviting
them personally) out of their sensibilities rather than ouiraddttieasOO (x). Clearly,
this collaborative project has an Oauthor,O who has taken it upon herself to
determine not only who #dlovto speak (Oby inviting them personallyO) babaiso
they should speak (how todke thespeak personallyO). Ate Telling tension
arises between RidingOs gesture of OinvitationO and her attempt to induce a certain
kind of reply. Her friend, theet Norman Cameron, begins his letter by drawing
attention to the takingf-sides that hers implicitly demands: OMost of the people
who reply to your letter will be either of two Kitigose who, in writing, identify
themselves with your OweO, and thosmswer it with Oyo(&11). Cameron
speaks instead as an OI,0 a claim that Riding Qyalifiiggesting that he speaks for
OusO more than he knows. There is a contradiction between RidingOs insistence on
distinguishing Owe, the Oinside people@®ssan the outside, and her safuo
allow that to bring togethan OinneplatformO community of speakers must also be
to assume a place on a OwgldtformO of sorts. Her failure to resolve this
contradiction limits the pragmasicope of her thalnt on history and respaity,
confining it mostly to the reductive, abstract realm

The World and Oursebretheless concludes with a series of
OrecommendationsO and Oresolutions,O including the proposal of Ocompanies of
friends as the basis offsgpvernmentO and the suggestion that women act as
OhostessessncietyR to cite examples in whitte homeliness of RidingOs vision
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of society is much mvidence32 The most important of the recommendations, with
a view to the subsequelaivelopment ofdr work, comekast: OHow to Speak
Purely, in a Way to Avoid Fallacies of Language and Mediocrity of ThoughtO (509).
As Billitteri points out, this declaration of faith in the possitilgpeaking purely in
ordinarylanguage prefigures (Riding) Jack$oo@® on lexical meaning and the
language of Othe laity.O Billitteri highlights the contrast between the Oelitist
collectiveO dfhe World and Oursahgethe democratic community of speakers
envisioned byheTdling33 But the latter, for all its engis on nowuality and the
truth-telling potential of all, is not entirely free of the earlier elitism. The inside
outside dichotomy persists in the idea that while Owe may go anywhere withinO the
natural, Ototal potential of human utterance,O Oouitsilerefis only place for
saying what is mad or wicked to sfy€B). Effectively, the elitist impulse becomes
a desire for inclusion so strong that it verges on absolutism. Another point of
contrast that needs qualifying is the idea that Oin [Rengsvork, where
literature remained a plausible avenue to truth, [her] polemic on behalf of literature
was waged instead against the artifisetofy.(34 Thisseers to suggest that
RidingOs atttistorical polemic was simply redirected into héppesic critique of
literature. The antagonism to history is indeed more explicit and persistent in the
earlier work, but (Riding) Jackson continues to draw on an opposition between Othe
world of truthO and Othe world of history,O arguing thaetinthOparts us from
the world of history, in which we live in-selétructive difference from ourselves,
and takes us into the world of trut(149). Despite her claim that truth Orenders
the Past understandable in teother than it§2lfier rgisioring of history remains
unclea general rather than specific. ike World and Ours@lesTellinmplies
that dwelling in the world of truth will enable Ooutside,O OroutineO affairs to take
care, as it were, of themselves.

Crucially, howeveFhe Tiingdoes not base its assumption of Oprivilege E
in speaking on behalf of the othersO on the divisive distinction between OinsideO and
Ooutside people.O By dissolving this opposition and acknowledging the

32 SimilarlyThe Covenant of Literal Moaalgists of nineteen articles of belief and ten
prescriptions for behaviour.

33 Billitteri,Language and the Renewal dd&ociety

34Bijllitteri, OStories, Not History: Laura RidingOs Progress of TruthO (as note 1).
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OvulnerabilityO of its positibhe Tellirgjag more within the sphere of OourselvesO
than the earlier book; and the impression it leaves is more one of idealism than
elitism. While (Riding) Jackson claims to provide an example in her writing of how to
Otell the story of ourselves to one anotherglogiseshort of prescribing exactly

Ohow to speakO or what changes in Othe worldO to exfresefoiditting that

her vision of community, while not necessarily literary, is described by the metaphor
of the book:

When | speak of our telling therstof ourselves to one another, do | mean

that as many as can shall make a-$took, as | here have done, for othersO
reading? Is this telling, then, to be done by some for all, even as it has always
been with telling? | expect you only to know thag thees been a change

when there has been a change; and that you will know it not as either a
change in yourselves or in the world, or as a change great or small, but only as
the change of speaking to one another with a constant reason of confirming
Being m one another. And | will expect that all our speaking to one another,
then, will be as a book of one continual makingZB)

This is at once more modest tid@ World and Ourselvssstance towards Othe
world,0 and more ambitious in its visfospeaking as an event of OB&iraki,

in momentousness, to HeideggerOs. It is as if (Riding) Jackson had made her earlier
recommendation Oto speak purelyO the basis of her entire worldview. The Orule of
language which is a rule at once of thought andral integrityQ\O, 514),

requiring Oa discipline of keeping wordless until the thing thought of is fully and
directly present to our mindsO (510), becomes theoptistOstyle of truth, a rule

of trueness of voice and mind sustained in every mooselspeech.35 In The
Telling(Riding) Jackson envisions our OmultipliedO telling reaching a Opoint of
perfect interreferenceO (31). Given, however, the acknowledged Opresence of
mystershaze even at [her] wordsO best outspelling of [her] meaningpveeie

be sceptical. Arguably, the very image of Oa spell of concentricity E [coming] among
usOT, 56) implies the possibility that it will prove, in the words of OThe Last
Covenant,O to be Otratiagic of the momentO merélyR, 239). But if (Riding)

Jackson, at the height of her visionary enthusiasm, risks stultifying rather than
Oopenling] the question of our proving one another,O her\nmnelgt @ excite

belief, or regale the reading imagination, only to tell what | find to see where my

35 Qlntroduction for a Broadcast; ContinuetuelsgdThe Laura (Riding) Jackson, Reader
204.
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thoudht takes meO (30) allows the reader to stand at Otrue distanceO more readily
thanTheéWorld and Oursalveke poetry at its most didactic. Efifeely,The Telling

takes it more as read that Othe-¢idlipsed occasion@siOgrown language

present,O arsh worriesess over what Othe world Odemand[s]O:

Has here the tirreclipsed occasion
Grown languagpresent?
Or does the world demand,
And what think I?
(PLR, 260)



Chapter 6
OCelebration of FailureO: RidingOs Influence ory John Ashbe

i. Misreading Riding

On the face ot the playful, postmodern Joashbery might not seem tovea
much in common with tHaghly serioysnodernist.aura Riding. Yet in the 1960s,
he named Riding as one of the Othree writers who most formed my language as a
poet,O the other two being Othe early AudenO and Wallace Stevens. More recently, ir
Other Traditiof2900), he has related how OLaura Ridiaganicme to task in a
letter for daring to say publicly that | felt | had been influented@yiven the
strict definition of OinfluenceO attributed to Riding, requiring that one Ofollow her
principles of conduct,0 and Harold BloomOs theory afdafasesOmisprision,O to
which Ashbery appedh his essay, it follows tkaine must misread Riding in order
to be enriched biyer.3 To say that Ashbery has shown no sign of renouncing
poetry, as Riding did several years after the publicatiorColdudéed Poembs938,
would be an understatement. Nor does he bring serious consideration to that
decisive step in RidingOs career and her work subsequent to it, expressing more
interest in the early prose pieceSxpierts are Puztesh the Otedious ¢#hO of
The Tellinlyloreover, in his essay on Riding, Ashbery cites only one poem, OThe
Thinnest Shadow,O from his first colle@imme Tretsillustrate her influerige
and Onot because itOs a favorite, but because it seems marked by RidingOs concisiol
more than others more satisfying to me, poems in which her influence is more
diffuse. G

In this chapter | tryo account for RidingOs influence on Aghmbere
satisfyingly. The gist of my argumetitas his writing setfonsciously exemplifies

her pos-poetic view of poetry as Ostyliaddre-of-expresson.d This view of

LFor the first statement of AshberyOsse®oets of the New York &thaohn Bernard
Myers (Philadelphia: Graduate School of Fine Arts, 1969), 29. For the second: Joh®thshbery,
Tradition€Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UniveRigss, 2000), 117. See algB®B9

2 AshberyQther Traditiopdd P19. The reference @misprisionO is on page 102

3lbid., 118.
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poetry isanticipated to cortgrable extent by her own poems, as we saw in

connection with Gertrudgteinto whom Ashbery alss indebtedAccording to

(Riding) Jacksppoetry Oscares away failureO with Oaesthetic success,O its promise o
truth-telling compromised by its necessary arfffjé®).In Ashbery, such OfailureO

is typically stylized, as in ODarleneOs Hospital,O in terms of

Pain, expiation, delight, mqan,

A frieze that lengthens continually, in the happy way
Friezes do, and no plot is produced,

Nothing you could hang an identifying questioh

A similar poetics of OpainO informs RidingOs poetry, hllbedraiserious
implications. | go so far eissuggest théoth Riding and Ashbefgreground an
aesthetic and philosophical striving for Oatonekhientiie radical sense of-Oat
onement, a setting at one, a bringing into concordpaaiéng, a uniting in
harmonyQ® a hospitality to, and-abmeness with, words. Accordingly, my focus is
on the meditative, at times almost Oreligious,O poetry of Ashbgty@sddle
period: poems in which heflecs with some urgency on t@euthOand scope of
poetry Others, particularly later ore® sen asnore resigned to, evarhame in,
Ocelebratirfgilured In these respects his work may be se®haspitable to
wordsothin its concern for the truttellingpromise of poetry and in its playful
celdration of the OmerelyO homely. Explaing thissurprising but significant line
of inheritance, my interweaving of poems itself seems unusually Ohospitable,O this is
in part because | want to illustrate the Omore diffuseO aspects of RidingOs influence
on Ashbery. | hope at least to indicaiatpmf confluence between their quite
different, but (in some ways) similarly OdifficultO bodies of work.

Nonetheless, to claim kinship betw Ashbery, a poet famous, if not

infamous, for Ofensitting / Raised to the level of an esttidéd, ¥ andRiding,

4Laura (Riding) Jackson, OPoetry and the GedR@vieh8, no. 4 (Mard@hpril 1992):
21.

5John AshbenA WavgManchester: CarcanE84) 58&69.Hereafter cited in the text as
A Wave

6 Geoffrey HillOPoey as OMenaceO and OAton@mertglords of Limit: Essays on
Literature and Idéssw York: Oxford University Press, 1984

7Here | am borrowing the title of RidingOs poem, OCelebration of PaiRregs).

8 AshberySelected Pagmsdon: Paladin, 1987); Bi2reafter cited in the text@slected
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for whom Oa poem is an uncovering of truth of so fundamental and general a kind
that no other name besides poetry is adequate excepPrRM34), may well

seem unlikelyWhen Ashbery offers an answer to the OfundamentalO question,
OWhat is itmg?O his bathetic, conversational response could hardly contrast more
with RidingOs high style and tone of certainty. OWell,O he says tentatively,

In my case, itOs getting down on paper
Not thoughts, exactly, but ideas, maybe:
Ideas about thoughtshdughts is too grand a word.
Ideas is better, though not exactly what | mean.
Someday 10l explain. Not today though.

(Selectedl)

Riding proves, however, no less unwilling to classify poetry as Oa kind of
knowledge.O Fber,Oknowledgenplies specialized fields of exploration and
discovery; it would be inexact to call poetry a kind of knowledge. It is even inexact to
call it a kind of truth, since in truth there are no kirid®, 484).Her point
coincides with AshberyOs where on the one hand poetry seemsrouddrfrem
OthoughtsO to be classifie0lasowledgeO; while on the other hand, Oideas about
thoughtsO (closer to Oa kind of truthO perhaps) is plainly OinexactO and therefore
unsatisfactory. Both poets seem to promise much (albe#pselfatingly in
AshberyOs case: OSomedaxpl@ihO) onty fail, significantlyto deliver. The
OknowledgeO with which both are concerned is ndtrtoviaan the usual sense
implying Osialized fields of exploration and discoveryO and verifiable criteria.

Ashbery often takes the unverifiable nature of OtruthO as his very subject
matter. For instance, the opening of OWinter Weather AdvisoryO stresses that Othe
one ideaO is not in angseto be OhadO:

What have we proved? That we donOt have the one idea
Worth having, that all else is beneath us,
If within ourgrasp?

Again, Ashbery seeks OproofO only to play down his OthoughtsO and Oideas.O His u
emphatic tone does not, howeveplyna casual abandonment of the Stevensian

Oone idea,O dnat Riding calls Othe one staryd (T, 176) His speaker gently

Insists

E But no, it should be in some book
Perhaps, the book one has never read: there it keeps
Its high literacy likegearl: no point in displaying it,

9John AshbenApril Galleorfsondon: Paladin, 1990), 66. Hereafter cited in the &t as
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1tOs too eloquent, too gracious, for these times
At least.
(ibid.)

These lines characteNz@ithout succumbing b (Riding) JacksonOs claim that
Othere can b literary equivalent to truth,O thatt it can be Oevokd, 116).
Olts high literacy,O kept Oin some book / Perhapsokhene has never read,0
may refeto the poem secreted, as it were, within the poem: Othe poem of the idea,O
as Stevens putsutithin Othe poem of the word$@Osuprentéction.G°
AshberyOs Operhaps,O followed by the more confident assertion, Othere it keepsEO
hints that we cannot even be sure ohot®havingO it. One can Binty so it
would seem, for even this proposition is framed interrogstiveke the est of
the Oall elseO that Ois beneath us, / If within our grasp,0 as we find ourselves reading
something more closely resembling OnewspaperO than sacred text.

0So itOs a question of Othese times,O / Now and fiergeenOgoes on, in
seeming resigman. But | would argue for the underlying seriousness of AshberyOs
engagement with that elusive Oquestion,O further to StevensOs claim that Othe first
idea was not our own,0O and that

From this the poem springs: that we live in a place
That is not our owand, much more, not ourselves
And hard it is in spite of blazondaysG*

The same note of stoical melaoly can be heand AshberyOs O®e@lftrait in a

Convex Mirror,O in which his own-seffarding, astonished yet astonishingly steady
gaze (Obeyd amazement,O to borrow a phrase from OHouBekst reflects
ParmigianinoOs

But there is in that gaaecombination

Of tenderness, amusement and regret, so powerful
In its restraint that one cannot look for long.

The secret is too plain. The pityt@marts,

Makes hot tears spurt: that the soul is not a soul,
Has no secret, is small, and it fits

) 100Every poem is a poem within a poem: the poem of the idea within the poem of the
wordsO Wallace Steve@pus Posthumblion J. Bates, ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989),
199. See also his long po@hNptes Toward a Supreme Fiction.O

11ONotes Toward a Supreme Fictigih@Collected Poems of Walla¢h SteVens:
Alfred A. Knog, 1981), 383.

120Beyond amazemer86lected Poedt:
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Its hollow perfectly: its room, our moment of attention.

This is the tune but there are no words.

The words are only speculation

(From the Latin speculumjrror):

They seek and cannot find the meaning of the music.
Kelectedb)

In short: Olt hurts, this wanting to give a dimension / To life, when life is precisely
that dimension@G, 25). In viewof which, OA question of Othese times,O / Now
and foreverO seems a preseift batthe quotation marks around Othese timesO
sugge$ forever displaced reflection, an image in a hall of mirrors. Words spoken in
such OspeculationO can only fail to brimylastitainty.

From the perspective of RidingOs poetry, having come Oso farO as her
penultimate poem Oof final occasionO (the ultimate poerBételedtill
ONothing appears but moonlightOs mé&rhBygwhich to count were as to strew /
The look ofday with last nightOs rid of motR$®, (318). These closing lines
articulate a similarly exquisite awareness of poetryOs atodiitingore than a
OCelebration of Failure.O In that ptteenQpromiseO is described as being
compromised, but also@erated, by what is achieved through artifice: OAnd
haughty judgement, / That frowned upon a faultless plan, / Now smiles upon this
crippled execution, / And my dashed beauty praise®hiRA32). Torn between
the demands of OcreedO and Ocraft,Oatker sfiehese concise, paradoxical lines
admits both gratification and disappointment afiki&re-that-is-success G°
Eventually, of course, convinced that she had uncovered all that there is to
OuncoverO of the dilemma at the heart of poetry, Rideng@an firmly on the
side of Ocree@in ordeto reacquire,O Jerome McGann expl@bihose common
risks of language, where failure stalks in every@okdiberyOs ultimate allegiance
to OcraftO over Ocreed@iis enough, but his poetrgntinudly cals that allegiance
Into question, often as a way of gaingln considerinthe extent to which he

13Riding) Jackson speaks of her growing awareness, as a poet, of Oa discrepancy, deep
reaching, between what | call the creed and craft offp@étigh | might otherwise describe as its
religiousand ritualistic aspect$.R, 414).

14McGann Black Riders: The Visible Language of NRwthextism Princeton University
Press)126.
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ansvers to RidingOs example, | shapigréigular attention to the most esipfiorm
of his questioning, hisoseThree Poeffirst published i970."

ii. The Poetics of Pain

For both Riding and Ashbetlie poem may be saadspring from and in some
sense Oto pass throOghin*® For Riding, it is an exacting Oland of painO that
affords one, finally, not the Oboasted milesO of progressebuataravon
Oinch of wholenessO:

Through pain the land of pain,

Through tender exiguity,

Through cruel sefuspicion.

Thus came | to this inch of wholeness.
(PLR, 132)

The arrestinggmbiguous phrase, Otendeguity,O suggestpainstakigly

measured sense of setfupled witta necessary suschttity to pain. OPainO also

informs the opening of AshberyOs poem, OA Wave,O where the subject finds himself
suddenly displaced, Oon an invisible terrain.O However poorly apptetsended,

Opaif is the source of theemOs expansive OwaveO:

To pass through pain and not know it,
A car door slamming in the night.
To emerge on an invisible terrain.

So the luck of speaking out
A little too late came teelworshipped in various guises:
(A Wave69

Does OitO refer to pain itself esation of passing through pairhavirg

already passed through ftthé poemOs intriguingly elided and ambiguous opening
Opromises a lesson that is not, at least imehgdiativered,O then it aptly
characterizes the dilemma of the speaker who would understand, but is denied
knowledge of Othe relationship of pain to knowledge ... of experience to the
understanding that comes agitgrward.3” In the words of OHouseboaays,O

15 AshberyThree PoefNew York: Ecco Press, 1989). Hereafter cited in the ¥Rt as

16Compare AshberyOs senseauingGertrude Stein, of Othe almost physical pain with
which we strive to accompany the evolving thought of one of [her] characterOs E perhaps a
counterpart of the painful projection of the individual into lifeO (OThe hiep0s252).

17Willard Spiegelmamnhe Didactic M{@Benceton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1989), 252.
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such understanding comes only OOnce the stench of knowledge has dissipated.O For
Othe mindO

Is so hospitable, taking in everything
Like boarders, and you donOt see until
1tOs all over how little there was to learn
Once the stench of knowledge tliasipated, and the trouvailles
Of every one of the senses fallen back.
(Selectex89

Here Othe sensesO may remind us of the sense of words both as OspeculationO and

means of listening for the ineffable Omeaning of the music.O The mindOs

OhospitalityO enables a kind of Ocelebration,O like Othe musicO heard in OSelf

PortraitO: in both as the poetOs OseekingO is experienced as failure and celebration
RidingOs long poem, OWhen Love Becomes Words,O expresses the same

paradoxical difficulty of remembering how easy understanding OreallyO is: Ohow little

there was to learnO; how theradsvdittle to see / And yet little to hideO

(PLR, 308). The attempt to e&pi this false Odifficulty@ésessarilgryptic: Olt is

difficult to remember / That we are doing nothing, / Are to do nothing, wish to do

nothingO (ibid.). This claim bears @pn with the Omeasured wisdom,O to which

Stephen Fredman draws attention in AshbemyéasPoe@shat affirms Olt is

possible to know just enough Bdedman suggests that one keep Othe Osuperficial

profundity® that Nietzsche recommendsiddr®

Meanwhile it is possible to know just enough, and this is all we were
supposed to know, toward which we have been straining all our lives. We are
to read this in outward things: the spoons and greasy tables in this room, the
wooden shelves, the flyspeakeiting merging into gloddrgood and happy

things, nevertheless, that tell us little of themselves and more about ourselves
than we ever imagined it was possible to knowha@keybecome the fabric

of life. (TP, 956)

RidingOs words are more Omeasudkd@naise, but also more enigmatic:

From a spurious cloud of disappointment
We must extract the sincere drop of relief
Corresponding to the tear in our thoughts
That we have no reason to shed.

(PLR, 308)

Here something approaching spitifoxais intimated with a precision to match the
care involved in Oextract[ing]O consolation. The intimation is reinforced by the

18Stephen FredmaRpetOs P(@senbridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1983), 120.
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seemingly bland assurance: OWe are Rappy@are AshberyOs being drawn to
Ogood and happy thinys@hich is all very well. Bag arassertioweighted (with
Otender exiguityO) as poetry, it also reminds us of the dyndmjopifiess: pain.

As Ashbery puts it in OHouseboat Days,O exploiting the same Ospurious/sincereO
paradox:

E that insincerity of reasoning on behalf of eneO

Sincere convictions, true or false in themselves

As the case may be, to which, if we are unwise enough

To argue at all with each other, we must be tempted
(Selecte2B9

Whichleads back Oto pain,O

And the triumph over pain, shiddden

In these lowying hills which rob us

Of all privacy, as though one were always about to meet

OneOs double through the chain of cigar smoke ...

(ibid.)

The equivalent to AshberyOs elusive Odouble,O whom one never quite meets
butN in RidingOword$l whose OfeaturesO one interprets into a recognizable
Olikeness,O appears in OWhen Love Becomes WordsO as Othe wronged face of
someone we know, / Hungry to be saved from rancour of us.O It is discerned, not
through a Ochain of cigar smoke,O butepetulant mistO:

And we love: we separate the features
From the fading and compose of them
A likeness to the one that did not wait
And should have waited, learned to wait.

PLR 310)
And so it is OweO who Owait,0 Ofor the length of cadgdihyeas if to atone for
the Owronged faceO of that Osomeone we knowO who Odid not wait, / And should
have waited.O Rather than finally getting to Omeet / OneOs double,0 OWe raise our
eyes to greet ourselves,O finding ourselves within the homelyf @rescour
selves Oread out,0 in Owelcome,O by Othe domestic script of wordsO:

And we raise our eyes to greet ourselves
With a conviction that none is absent
Or none should be, from the domestic script of words
That reads out welcome to all whoanes
(ibid.)
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While the inkling of doubt in the interjected phrase, “Or none should be,”
anticipates her later view of poetry, the “domestic” terms of this homecoming—the

“welcoming” gestures of The Telling particular—remain strikingly similat.

iii. TheOMiddle WayO

It may be helpful to consider the climactic stage of the poetic described above—of
at-one-ment—as akin to Martin Buber’s sense of “encounter” (Begegnumpgesence
realized by our stepping into reciprocal relation (Beziehyngith “ourselves,” others,
and the things of this world as it were simultaneously. This reading is suggested not
least by Riding’s “rais|ing] our eyes” in “greet[ing],” as well as Ashbery’s “read|ing]”
of grace in “outward ... good and happy things.” It also follows from Fredman’s
view: that “The object of [Three Pogmsditational questions is the essentially
religious question, How does one incorporate the moment of grace (the new spirit
[the title of the third of these poems]) into everyday life?”!” As Buber stresses: “The
You encounters me by grace—it cannot be found by seeking”; and nor is it to be
held wilfully on to—encounter being only something “actual.” This intense,
“frontal” mode of relation must inevitably pass into “latency.” Ashbery uses these
terms in Three Poem8istinguish two principal “kinds of happiness,” the “frontal”
and the “latent.” “Latency” also is Bubet’s word (in Kaufmann’s translation of | and
Thow Accordingly, Three Poemm&es to find a “middle way”: between “leaving out”
and “putting it all down”; between the “one” and “the many”; between knowing and,
as Fredman puts it, “dwelling ... resolutely ... in not-understanding.”*’

Ashbery’s “Recital” confirms that these twin poles of anxiety and delight,
pain and pleasure, are traceable to a “single source”?'—itself “a thing one can never

cease wondering upon,” never cease rehearsing:

19 Fredman, PoetOs Proise

20 Fredman, PoetOs Proge The first mention of “leaving out” and “putting it all down” is
made in the opening sentences of “The New Spirit,” the first of the Three Poeffighought that if I
could put it all down, that would be one way. And next the thought came to me that to leave all out
would be another, and truer, way” (Three Poef)s

113

21 Riding’s early poem “The Twins” posits a similarly “single source”: “The original mother
/ Bote nothing but twins. // Misety came only a moment earlier / Than merriment from the wonb.
// It is this moment / That makes us possible” (FA, 117).
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The single source of so much pain and pleasure is therefore a thing that one
can never cease wondering upon. On the one hand, such boundless
hgppiness for so many; on the other so much pain concentrated in the heart
of one. And it is true that each of us is this multitude as well as that isolated
individual; we experience the energy and beauty of the others as a miraculous
manna from heaven; Aetsame time our eyes araddrinward to the

darkness aneimptiness withinTP, 115)

Passagesuch as thisiay welhave inspired Robert CreeleyOs prdibesef Poems

for being Oas near a communal self as IOve withessedO @oiféanigsa possible
way out of the postmodern dilemma of the self, in which writing no longer speaks
for the self as a sociatity. 3> Ashbery may be understood as being very much
concerned with holding open the possibility of Oreldtiorwthich a seemgly
retrogressive Omoving backward to a positi@gtOofa movement into OlatencyO)
Omay be the prelude to a new movement tolwgrdsas Pamela Vermes

explains® The poem OOstensiblyO depicts this movement, concisely, as the
possibility of the coalg all[ing] alight E from growing dim®@@, 56), while in

Three Poetihe Obloom or graceO of Ofrontal happinessO is seen to be a necessarily
transient, if climactic, moment: like BuberOs event of encounter, it must inevitably
pass into latency. AshbeoncludesDits beauty cannot be said to have universal
validity but must remain fundamentally in dotRQOL(4). Riding sought to resolve
such doubt, not just through her final renunciation of a@mg, but also in the
poems themselves, as in thgsance from OThere is Much at Work,O which qualifies
KeatsOs famous claim for beauty as truth:

The succession of fair things
Delights, does not enlighten.
We still know nothing, nothing.
Beauty will be truth but once.
PLR, 73)

Indeed, mangf RidingOs poems prefigure the lebeinigd of the
vagarious poetic procedure that such Odwellingundestanding® seems to
dictate. ONothing So Far,O for instance, beautifully portrays a vision of Ouniversal
validityO shadowed by Ofundamentat@ou

Nothing so far but moonlight

22Fredman, 115, quotes from a 1979 Modern Language Association address of CreeleyOs; the
second part of the quotation is FredmanOs own words.

23Pamela VermeBube(New York: Grove Press, 1988), 43.
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Where the mind is;
Nothing in that place, this hold,
To hold;
Only their faceless shadows to announce
Perhaps they coiie
Nor even do they know
Whereto they cast them.
(PLR, 318)

As the abrupt slippag®m noun to verb indicates, the poetic act of the mind
seemgultimatelyto reinforce the mindOs sense of itself as a placénaincent, or
Ohold.O

AshberyOs éuRaD describes thepistemological OgqdanyO of the poetic
predicamenas quadPromethean:

And the proof is that we cannot even imagine another way of being. We are
stuck here for eternity and we are not even aware that we are stuck, so natural
and even normal does our quandary seem. The situation of Prometheus,
bound to tke crags for endless ages and visited daily by an eagle, must have
seemed so to him. We were surprised once, long ago; and now we can never
be surprised aga(iiP, 115)

But what sort of OproofO is this: that Owe cannot imagine another way of beingO?
Perhapl as Buber would be quick to pointfuthat we interpret as ignorance in

fact signifies a kind t#tent, or withheld, knowledd¢is concept of dialogical

reldion is importanin this respect. For unlike the transient OeventO of encounter, it
holdsopen the possibility of latency:

Two friends, two lovers, must repeatedly experienceylooi succeeded

by I-himor I-her but does it not often seem in those moments as though a
bird with a broken wing is trying secretly to fly? And does not an
incanprehensible and, as it were, vibrating continuity manifest itself at times
betweeryou-moments?*

It is wotth noticing that for Riding, tq@riting on OThe ldea of GodO):
ORelation is the only admissible principleaify.3> AshberyOs projétihree

Poermis very much to confirm unknowable, Ovibrating continuity ... between

24From OAntwort,Quoted (inrPamela VermesOs translatid®jlien2.

25Epilogukl, 13. For Riding, it is the only Oadmissible principleO given that there can be
only one Oone0.0 Her reluctance to admit any ruling dualistic principle points shadmafked
difference between her religious thought and BuberOs: for Riding the principle of oneness comes
prior to any other, even that of relation; whereas for Buber the reverse is the case: encounter is
grounded in relation. It is clear from Tedinghat her scepticism stems from her perception of the
risk Oin a OdialogueO relationshipO of Othe other than | beingebof &sipgocentric
reasoning(151).
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youmoments,O the latent OpossibilityO of the Obird with the broken wiRgO flying

not perhaps, as he puts it, the Oboundless leagues we had been hoping forO (RidingC
Oboasted m#®), but far enough to keep it out of the Oindifferent, prowling catOsO
clutches:

We are like sparrows fluttering and jabbering around a seemingly indifferent
prowling cat; we know that the cat is stronger and therefore we forget that we
have wings, anddaften we fall in with the catOs plans for us, afraid and
therefore unable to use the wings that could have saved us by bearing us aloft
if only for a little distance, not the boundless leagues we had been hoping for
and insisting on, but enough to makeuaial difference between life and
death(TP, 111)

Our Osulking because [we] cannot have the moonO is put down to Gsitidishne
Ashbery (as for Buber) the real challentgebe reconciled, attuned, to the ebb
and flow of relatidN open to thepossility of a seemingly retrogressive Omoving
backward to a position bit being the prelude to a new movement towam3°

This implies atate ofeadiness approaching selflesshe©The Wind
Suffers,O Riding envisagas ibneOs Ofurith@ndd(PLR, 95). A memorable
statement of this paradox is that of the seventeenth century philosopher Pascal:

As | write down my thought it sometimes escapes me, but that reminds me
of my weakness, which | am always forgetting, and teaches me as mmuch as m
forgotten thought, for | care only about knowing that hatting.>’

This could almost stand as an epigraph to AshberyOs work, epitomizing his
improvisational practice, grounded in Qnderstanding,O a selflessness or humility
of sorts. As he himsdias stated:

| think every poem before itOs written is something unknown and the poem
that isnOt wouldnOt be worth writing. My poetry is often criticized for a failure
to communicate, but | take issue with this: my intention is to communicate
and my feelmis that a poem that communicates something thatOs already
known by the reader is not really communicating anything to him and in fact
shows a lack of respect fom.?®

In this way Ashbery invites the readerOs participation while avoiding the
difficulties that dog RidingOs work, of a didacticism at odds with itself. On the other
hand, RidingOs practice, while not nearly so improvisational, works on the same basic

26\/ermesBube#?2.

_27Blaise Pascdtenseésans. A.J. Krailsheimer (LondBenguin, 1966), 240. OStripped of
fictionO: E OFurther dyingO: from OThe Wind SuffersO (PLR, 98).

28QThe Craft of John Ashber@@hfrontatidr(fall, 1974), 112, qsoted by Fredmanl14.
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premisethe poem@8sand by extension, the s&if@8l to Oknow that [it is]

nothing.O OWhat is a poem? A poem is nothing,O Riding asserirtatipjsm is

not Enoug®lt is not an effect (common or uncommon) of experience; it is the result
of an ability tareate a vacuum in experience E it is a vacuum and therefore
nothing.0A, 16). Paul AusterOs comments on RidingOs poetry may help us
understand what she means by this, and most of what he says is as applicable to
Ashbery:

Turned in upon itself, challemgjiits very right to exist, the poem, in her

hands, becomes act rather than object, transparence rather than thing. There
Is nothing here, nothing in her work we could call a subject, if not the

attempt to uncover the origin of the work itself. Everythkes place in

absence, in the distance between word and utterance, and each poem emerges
at the moment there is nothing left to say. The why of the poem usurps the

how and becomes its generating principle, its will to seek its own annihilation,
to rendeitself light. But the struggle is an impossible one: to win is to lose.

And yet, it is the only strugglessible®

As James Schuyler comments pithily, in his poem OA Few DaysGleVdtduh is
to theimpossble G° And as (Ridig) Jackson herself claimsher late essay OPoetry
and the GoodO: Opoetry is what might be called a hidden institution: it itself is
invisible, and nothing generally wrong can show in it until it is turnedut@fiie

a verdict which fits both AusterOs description of her @e€tyrned in upon itself,
challenging its very right to exist,0 and, metaphorically at least, AshberyOs
OlntroductionO to his own poetic strategy:

First, pain gets
Flashed back through the story and the story
Comes out backwards and wside up. This is
No oneOs story!
(A Wave34)

In this poeticef OpainO the poem must, as RidingOs OPoem OnlyO concludes,
be OCruel if kind and kind if cruel / And all if nothiR§®, (112), if only because
(as Ashbery notes with devastatinplicity in OUnreleased MovieO): OThere is so
much we know, too much, cruelly, to be expressed in any medium, / Including
silence\G, 27). This often leads Ashbery, unlike Riding, to resort to the gambit of

29 Paul AusteiThe Art of Hundeébns Angeles: Sun and Moon Bré992), 21.
30 James Schuylér Few Day@®New York: Random House, 1985), 78

31(Riding) Jackson, OPoetry and the Good,0 21.
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twiddling his thumbs and talking to himsethake OdoO at least until something
ObetterO comes along. Here are(8@parajenstances:

Suddenly all is quiet again.
| want to talk about something.
ItOs not that easy. Pay no attention.

There is still another thing | have to do.
IOve never d@derto do this.

IOve never really done this before.

See, | couldnOt do it.

Does this make a difference to you, my soulOs windshield wiper?
See, | can trggain.*

Linessuch as theseay seem frivolous, but they are significant for Oclaim[ing]
compliciyO with what Riding sees as Othe troubles of a bookO (in the poem of that
name):

The trouble of a book is thirdly
To speak its sermon, then look the other way,
Arouse commotion in the margin,
Where tongue meets the eye,
But claim no experience of panic,
No complicity in the outcry,
The ordeal of a book is to give no hint
Of ordeal, to be flat and witless
Of the upright sense of print.
(PLR, 90)

While AshberyOs poetry cannot, of course, escape the Oflat andj@aijle3e0
the upright sense of print,O it ds#éve to turn itself Oinside out,0 so Ochallenging
its very right to existO:

And it is well then to recall
That this track is the outer rim of a flat crust,
Dimensionless, except for its poor, parchedcgyrfa
The face one raises to God,
Not the rich, dark composite
We keep to ourselves.

(A Wavel5)

Such reminders and caveats abound in RidingOs poetry. OPoet: A Lying
WordO emphasizes its point by foregoing verse: Olt is a false wall, a poet: it is a lying
word. It is a wall that closes and does RitR @34), while ODoom in BloomO

32 The first quotation is froddotel LautafontManchester: Carcanet, 1992), 53. The
second and thirdrefrom And The Stavgere Shinifldanchester: Carcanet, 19958)and 87
respectively.
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coolly articulates an awareness that OWeakly we write upon / The closing surface of
oblivionORLR, 316). If it is fair to say that Riding became dissatisfied with
OflauntingB®er words Oagainst despair,O with their Oblossom([ing] failure,O then we
might describe Ashbery as being tirelessly engaged in trying to hold Othe closing
surface of oblivionO open. As a result, Othere is certainly plenty of monotony,O to
appropriate his coment on SteinS&nzas in Meditat@iput it is the fertile kind,

which generates excitement as water monotonously flowing over a dam generates
electricapower.3® In this sense, his poetry achieves a deceptive effortlessness that is
at the same timedend in suggesting that Orich, dark composite / We keep to
ourselves.O

In these respects, and for all its lack of emphasis, AshberyOs poetry maintains
something of Othe valueO of the OstruggleO accorded by Auster to RidingOs poetry.
Ashbery could be sailwrite in keeping with RidingOs view Othat behind whatever
Is said is a consciousness of what is left unsaid, and an implication of ideal
completeness, by the discontent with which the single statement is utteredO
(Epiloguidl, 114). But while Ridingf@setic writing voices such OdiscontentO with
increasing urgency, Ashbery normalizes it. Quick to acknowledge that for all we
Oleave out,0 Osomething soon comes to stand in their place,O Ashbery privileges
neither the strategy of omission nor that of $imfu Rather, his Otactic of
exclusionO generates its own Omiddle wayO by seeming to include that which would
otherwise have been Qlefbid.G* It is a pragmatic way around the problem.

To recap: On the one hand, Ashbery would seem to take accoutihgj (Ri
JacksonOs verdict as to poetryOs effecting what she calls, in OThe Last Covenant,O
Otruthmagic of the momentBLR, 239N a sleight of hand that (in AshberyOs
words) Osaves it from embarrassment / By ringing down the curtainO so that Ofor a
few secods no one would noticeO and OThe ending would seem peEe2&). (

As Auster says, Oto win is to loseO in this Ostruggle.O On the other hand, where
Riding OwonO out of the problem by OlosingO in the grandest thahiser
simply by stoppiryfor Ashbey the problem remains pronounced. For as a poet

330The Impossiblei©Critical Essays on Gertrudee8tditichael J. Hoffman (Boston: G.K.
Hall, 1986)106.

34 The phrase Otactic of exclusionO is from a review by Andrew Ddmcgh EixhauSt
(summer 1993), 77.
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who may be described, in (Riding) JacksonOs words, at once Ofuriously intrigued byQ
and disillusioned of Othe idea that the characteristics of impotence that [Riding]
identified in poetry [might] be outwit®dche must relax the OstruggleO simply to

ensure its continuance. In so doing, he risks forfeiting something of his claim upon
our attention. OThere is nothing of radical difference that any of them [poets] can do
except to show the prison, which theirdamebs tapestry and disguise, to be a

prisonO pronounces (Rididagkson®*N nor would Ashbery seem to disagree, about
forty years into his career, as to the impossibility of putting up much more than
OToken Resistance.O His OWorldOs EndO (also theeitenal Riding poem) is
delimited by the modest injunction: Ol can only tell you how to stop things
happening.3° Or else itOs a matter of OSaying It To Keep it From Happening,O to
borrow another poeititle. While his poetry can be seen as expertly destiogs

RidingOs pesbetical assertion that Oln speaking that is under poetryOs protection,
failure is scared away until allOs $aie), (he would seem to do so openly; no

pretence is ever made of having Osaid [it] all.O The process by whieb,taccordi
(Riding) JacksonOs analysis, Osmall felicities of utterance magnify themselves into a
persuasive appearance of truthO (ibid.), is continually debunked by his foregrounding
the discrepancy between Othe figured representation of our daysO and Othe
jusification of them,0 as OThe RecitalO puts it:

Perhaps no art, however gifted andiwhtioned, can supply what we
were demanding of it: not only the figured representation of our days but the
justification of them, the reckoning and its applicatiaiose to the reality
being lived that it vanishes suddendytiunderclap, with a loud cry.
(TP, 113)

iv.OStylized FailfexpressionO:

Signs &iding@dluence in AshberyOs Later Poetry
InterestinglyAshbery begaio incorporate clear referent@®idingOs work quite
late in his careeroand the early ninetiésineffect perhaps of his work bis
Charles Eliot Norton lecture on Ridilager collected i@ther Traditio®erhaps he
hasgrown so used to what egm inHotel Lautafhon1992) calls OThe Old

35This and the quotation beginning Ofuriously intriguedEO are from OPoetry and the
Go0d.O

36 Both poemsarefrom And the Stars Were Shining
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Complex,O that RidingOs Orugged black of angerO with its Ounebaaiarénile

has ceased to threaten, turning instead into Othe rugged blade of angerO he can
Oregulate,O noting the Ooccasional black 58688d®though as he is quick to point

out: OOf course you have to actually take the medicineO (ibid.), thus reinstating the
poetics of pain, and the notion of the poem as a kind of preventativee(dtht

Oscares awayf&ilureO). Bitto adapt Fredm&hAshberyOs Oaesthetic analogue to
experienceO is so embracing and relativistic as to induce a sort of spiritual
agoraphobia that contrasts with RidingOs-aadeinch of wholeneBs®

consequence, in no small part, of fesrderivative and more conliseore

absolutigtl poeticlanguage®’ In mind of these differences, the principal point of
confluence between Riding and Ashbery is particularly significant: their radical
scepticism, which emphasizes the inappropriateness of a OdesignfulO pursuit of truth.
In this regard, and especially as to tone, Ashbery comes closest to Riding in her early
prosé\ the short stories in particular.

When asked to comment on her OinfluenceO upon Ashbery, (Ridorg) Jacks
suggested that OperhapsvEat he found stimulatingO was Othe variety of tempers
perceivable thekea certain pictoriality, thisG® In OThe New Spirit,0 we do
indeed find Oa certain pitalityO in the variety aiithorial perspectives presented.

OThe anonymous authorOs E negdi described by Riding in her story OAn

Anonymous Book,O is analogous to the reader whom Ashbery addresses as Oyou,0
and RidingOs Owriting but of his reading, which remains reading for all my writing,O is
tempered, in OThe New Spirit,O in a visioniobtith being OlostO in the

ObecomingO of the dialogical OmediumO:

| seem to hear you and see you wishing me well, your eyes taking in some

rapid lateral development

reading without comprehension

and always taken up on the reel of what is happeniegnmgs. Which

becomes a medium through which we address one another, the independent
life we were hoping to create E A permanent medium in which we are lost,
since becoming robs it of its potentiEl, (L3)

37 Fredman, 100.

38 Interview with Elizabeth Friedmafi\ Revietw7, no. 4 (Mard&\pril, 1991)72.
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This state of being OlostO eventually ctésiinaa corresponding Orescue.O
Towards the end of OThe System,O Ashbery reflects:

For we are rescued by what we cannot imagine: it is what finally takes us up
and shuts our story, replacing it among the millions of similar volumes that
by no means mer&is unigueness but on the contrary situate it in the
proper depth and perspective. At last we have that rightness that is rightfully
ours. But we do not know what brought it abolig)104).
At the same time, Ashbery shows just how far into the @¢hed@storyO
the imagination, given free rein, can go. In more recent work he has grown fond of
reminding us that we are, after all, always free to say thiti@héikeeck with
endings. | doh@ink | want to wear those socks.O

E The conventional widom is that we

desire whatOs unattainable (reclining clouds, distant factory chimneys)
for precisely that reason. No allowance is made for the goodness

that might be lurking therein, like love in a totigdechild

whose cheek one pinches as one pdsagd@bigger and better
disappointments. We never know what we could walk back to except
when we do go back, and then itOs as if not knowing and knowing
were the santhing®

Making OallowanceO for Othe goodness E lurkingO within oneOs OdesireO for the
Ounattainable,O with the implicit pain or sense of failure involved in Opass[ing] along
to bigger and better disappointments,O marks, | would suggest, what Riding calls in
OA Last Lesson in GeographyO:

the beginning of the sixth sense, the sense ohdpeesense suffered

rather than enjoyed, a sense of the impossible, which in the weak people had
meant stuttering notions of immortality, and in the strong people, up to now,
only a terrible crying out sometimes with a pain they didn®tdget<2®)

In this storfl re-published, for the first time (1964) by Ashbedtiand

Literatufé the function of OspeechO is to realize this conception of Opain,O to allow
ourselveso OfeelO it. As the pain takes precedence and Othe strory) thespleO

who aspire to spdildie, so Othe sense of speechO becomes the embodiment of the
truth: OShe was the body now, and the body had but one sense now, the sense of
speech@P(ogres250). As Ashbery suggests, speech is something we Odo,0 and only
in OdoingO (or embodying) it do we understand what we really mean: OWe never
know what we could walk back to except whatog@backO (my emphasis). This

is not to speak the truth exachiyt to speak, as Riding stresses, in the Oknowledge

39Hotel Lautazhont71.
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E that the words it [the body] spoke were only broken meanings of the word that
she spoke E a word not to say but to knoR@dre251). In AshberyOs terms, it
truly is Oas if not knowing and knowiege the same thingO: saying has supplanted
knowing, yet (in OA Last LessonOsO terms) the speakerOs saying does not supplant
Ohers.O

From a broader OgeographicalO perspective, however, this position is seen to
be nothing short of precarious. OYou sedthswll a matter of the humour of the
thing,O Riding comments arcRip@res251). Even in our OsmiliNggiven that we
are Onot quite sumat we are smiling Bt@ a trace of anxiety. That is to say, we
cannot help but wonder:

But beyondhi® To @ on smiling, and to feel not merely that we do not
altogether understand, but that, in effect, we do not altogether exist, that, in
effect, onlyshaltogether exists, that only the truth altogether khiows
which we cannot give ourselves a perfect |essoa we as a whole do not
altogether exist?
That is the question: can we, in these circumstances, go on smiling?
(Progres&b3)

In theterms of AshberyOs Olntroduction,O it is as i&ith® Oas been
transformed from aingulapain (signalled by the OIO that holds sway in the earlier
part of the poem) to a plural Ofretful vacillating around the central / QuestionO that
remains unidentified but nonetheless Obrings us closer, / For better or worse, for all
this timeOX Wave34. This operended state of relation both cements and defers
its pledge. To enact it represents, firstly, a conscientious recognition of what (Riding)
Jackson describes as Othe spiritual-thiétiesuccess of poetryO; and secondly, a
selfconscious debration of thigdalure 3° Ashbery proves that if the poet chooses
not to accept Othe unchallengeable logic of [her later] lipgsitstic,J* this need
not prevent him rising impressively to her challenge, through an articulate awareness
of the workas Ostylized failuoEexpression.Besides, as Riding conclidlesa
strikingly Ashberyan passagear the close of her OLast Lesson in GeographyO: Ol
do not feel that things are quite so bad as they seem. A great deal of pleasure would,
| feel, be thravn away if our attitude became too stoiatre53).

400Poetry and the Good,O 21.

41PLR, 10.



Chapter 7

A OSense of the FurtherO:
Modernism and Beyond

For the Carcanet paperback edition of her poems (1986), (Riding) Jackson made the
following statement, emphasizing her work&sffielency and anticipated
wholeness (or OhomelinessO) of thought:

My work\ poeic and other, early and l&tdras no allegiances, private,
social, cultural. The point of itn&t Omodernisnt@it What Furth@it
anticipates a leavibghind of thaincertainties of particular or composite
identity: whole intelligem@s the invisibfgersondity.!

Her dedication ofhe Tellirig her husband, Opartner in the endeavor to take words,
and oneself, further,O and her parents, Owho imparted to [helgaensa of the
further,O is also worthy of note, for it indicates the personal, more straightforwardly
homely context of her linguistic and spiritual Oendeavor.O In this chapter, | borrow
(Riding) JacksonOs Osense of the furtherO to frame my asEbesmerk@s
relationship, first, to modernism (particularly the modernist tradition emphasized by
language poets and critics); then to postmodernist, laogeats writing that

extends (Riding) JacksonOs critique oflpdeking itGurther.G After considering

the question of her poetic modernisgiye a general account of the connections
between (Riding) JacksonOs larger body of work and language writing. Then |
consider the prevailing languagented view of her poetry more specifically by
comgaring it with that of Lisa Samuels, a contemporary poet whose work, known for
its Odifficulty,O owes an acknowledged deioirig@3 Finally, | turn to some

1 The Poems of Laura Riding: A New Edition of the 1988|&uitezsten: Carcanet, 1986),
back cover; also used as book description on the pubdishelsite.

2| use the terms Olanguagented writingO and Olanguage writingO to include the work of
those who may not have been involved in the movement of the 1970s but are clearly Oworking,0O as
Megan Simpson puts it, Owithin the political andsppiieal frame articulated by Olanguage
poetry@ (notably, in this chapter, Lisa Samuels). The inclusive term OwritingO also befits the work of
Carla Harryman, who Oinsists that she has never thought of herself as a poet because of her deep
interest in naative and prose forms.O See Megan SinRusiit, Epistemologies: Gender and Knowing in
WomenOs Langiageted Writibany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2000), 197.

3 Samuels acknowledges Riding as Otutelary spioéficirirrestura Riding, Wallace
Stevens, and the Modernist @®filidiéss., University of Virginia, 1997), x. Barrett Watten mentions
Riding as OmentorO in his blurb for SamuelsOs collection dflp8egen VoiGekland,

California: O Books, 1998).

17C
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samples of writing by Carla Harryman, who follows the example of RidingOs turn to
prose as a mesof exploring the truttelling scope of language. RidingOs
OmodernismO is thus seen from the OfurtherO perspective of a now considerably de
familiarized Ohospitality to words.O

i. Ridingand OGenuineO Modernism

It seems apt to preface this chapsaréasint of RidingOs OpostmodernismO (that is,
the appropriation of her work by postmodernist, languagged writing) by

framing it in the context of what Lisa Samuels rightly calls Ricétagide Gon

presence in stories of matismOA, xv).2 Before examining some of the ways in

which her Ohospitality to wordsO has been a source for language writing, what of
Riding as modernist? And in what sense is her poetic work in its own right Ofurther®
to modernism?

(Riding) Jackson herself writes offga®@assumed the character of a modern
in the freedom with which I, cheerfully, dispensed with the conventionalities of
poetic idiom, and forged me a poetic diction out of natural standards of diction
excellence®I(R, xxix). This relatively breezy, sumyntmmment downplays the
difficulty, or struggle, involved in the Oforging,O which could equally be identified
with theStevensian strivingfiad Owhat will suffice,O while resigdimg pressure
of redity.3 Her poetic modernism could also be likeéagdhrt CraneOs declared
aimto Ogive the poeas a whala orbit or praletermired direction of its own,O
establishing Das free from my own personality as from any chance evaluation on
the readerOs pa@ir@ne adds parenthetically, OThis is, of canrsepossibility,
but a characteristic worth mentionirigRdling and Graves, ASurvey of Modernist

4 Like Michael Bell, | consider Othe change from Modernism to postmodernismO to be Onot
so much a difference in metaphysic so much as a different stage in the digestion of the same
metaphysic.O See Michael Bell, OThe Metaphysics of ModerfirsrQarimbridg@mpanion to
Modernisrad. Michael Levenson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 9.

) 5 Samuels iAnarchismv. Stevens (Owhat will sufficeO) in the poem OOf Modern PoetryO;
Othe pressure of realityO in OThe Noble Rider and the Sound ofWwidsg@sssary Angel: Essays
on Reality and the ImagifiNeionyork: Vintage Books, 1951).

6 OGeneral Aims and Theofis The Complete Poems and Selected Letters and Prose of Hart
Cranged. Brom Weber (London: Oxford University Press, 19725raf6.goes on: OSuch a poem
is at least a stab at a truth, and to such an extent may be differentiated from otheokingsiod p
called OabsoluteRiding saw her poems as more than OstabsO at truths, and believed that poetry can
be an actual Ouncovering of truBidR(484), but CraneQs idea of the OabsoluteO is nonetheless apt.
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Poetpyare more confident, putting forwhet poem OThe Rugged Black of AngerO

to showhow a OmodernistO poem reallydu@anwhat it says,O if et it

interpret itself, without introducing any new associatipigossible, any new

words.O As such, it matches their description of a Ogenuine,O as opposed to a merely
OhistoricalO sense of moderr&viR(1555).

Modernishdeed, should dedxia quality in poetry which has
nothing to do with the date or with responding to civilization. E There
would occur evidences of time in such poetry; but always its modernism
would lie in its independence, in its relying on none of the traditional devices
of poetrymaking in the past nor on any of the artificial effects to be got by
using the atmosphere of contemporary life and knowledge to startle and give
reality. E Most of all, such poetry would be characterized by a lagknof str
by an intelligent sa E not only would it not have to rely on references; it
would not eitherhave to rely omodern shorstory material E § would
not have to rely on such material because it would have something to say that
had nothing to do with reporting contemponatgiligence or with vying
with the progress of intelligen@&@P, 178180

On this basisRidingOs poetry wouldrseo stand at the opposite end of the
modernist spectrum to the poetries of collage and allusion in the Poundian tradition,
such agliot® OThe Waste Land,QisvilsC8pring and Aéind PoundOs o®@antos
RidingOs poetry woirldteacde seen alongside the Olyric modermis®i@vens
and Crane, poets who were Oworking within the tradition-&qoantic lyric
poetry in a way that expeental modernists like Pound, Eliot and William Carlos
Williams wereaot.0

While, broadly speaking, this is true enough, it is also, of course, an over
simplificationRidingOs work is more various rteddisciplinary, her idealism more
strictly laguageoriented, than StevengRiling, for instance, would never have
written, OThe thing said must be the poem not the language usediirQ8aysagy
Samuels sees Stevens and Riding in comis#igitionally and poetically that one
is Oa mear of expressive lyricism,O the other a writer who Ostruggles with the
communicative, truttelling properties of poetry aladguage.® The gap between

7 Christopher Beach, OLyric Modernisallate Stevens and Hart CraneJhérCambridge
Introduction to TwesGiethury American P@eambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 49.

8 Wallace Stever@pus PosthumedsMilton J. Bates (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1989),
192.

9 Poetic Aestdiss. abstract.
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them is not nearly as great as thebgtiWeen SteveasdPound but nonetheless
indicates thaarrowness of theidely accepted Poufitevens axis ofference.10
Samuels takes recourse, in contextuafinaghisias Ounconventional modéest
criticism,O to eategory of OQgh CriticismO that wouiltclude WilliamsDise
Embodiment of Knopw@dgeO8all Me Ishmaglikofsky@ottom: On Shakespeare
Charles Bernsteir€msitentOs Drean Susan Howd@sEmily Dickingbomn
assortment of writing thatrmsore Poundian tha®evensan.l! Jerome McGann
somewhat similarly sees her writing asnfauzdion of modernismOs constructivist
line (Pound, Williams, Stein, Oppen, Zukofsky) which emphasizneddtias
such.02

Moreover, adiscussed in chapter 3, some of RidingOs more experimental
writing, in prose and poetry, beamsiparison with that dbertrude Stein, a writer
who has littlen common witleitherStevens or Pound. Nor, as (dmBernstein
explainsdo SteinOs theories subscribe to a OformalistO conception of modernism as
Othe embodiment of the Hegelian movement ofsalt&@sc@ a ObarbarismO that
Riding wasmonghe firstto embrace. As Bernstein points 8tejn, Operhaps
English literatureOs most radical theorist of modernism, spoke of contemporaneity,
not progress.33 RidingOs and GravesOs description of the indeperideht
OgenuineCGonternism, and héate claim that the point of her work is Onot
Omodernis@ butVhat Furth€@may well be understood in terms of
Ocontemporaneity, not progressO; hence their Ofaith in the immediatagas Othe
doings of poems E as noiecessarily derived from histo§KF 158). Ultimately,
the emphasis in Riding and Skeith underlingand poins beyond the Ocrisis in the
representation dfistoryO that is Oreveal@&#ingtein suggests) by much modernist
writing!4N a sense of crisiiscussed particularly in chapter 5 of this stya@g. If

10 See Marjorie Perloff, OPound/Stevens: Whose Ef®ODance of the Intellect: Studies in
the Poetry of the Pound T(&ditinston, lllinois: Northwestern University Press, 1996).

11 SeeAnarchismxiii.

12McGann, 134See also Barrett Watt&@he Constructivist Moment: From Material Text to
Cultural Poetidtiddletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2003).

13Bernstein, Oln the Middle of Modernism in the Middle of Capitalism on the Outskirts of
New York,Q\ Poetid€ambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992), 102. The reference is the
same for the previous quotation, regarding a OformalistO conception of modernism.

14|bid., 95.
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Riding and Gaves suggest, the definjuglity of te OgenuinelyO modernist poem

IS its capacity to transcend such categories, it is significant that Riding nonetheless
chose, early and late im bareerto define the OpointO of her work in relation to
modernism. Her questiow/hat FurtheaPso, inadvertently, invites comparison of

her work with later, postmodernist pastignguageriented writing in particular,

in view of the linguistic turrehown writing took following her renunciation of

poetry.

ii. Hospitable Acts of Language: Riding and Language Writing

In some ways, Laura (Riding) Jackson and Olanguage writingO make an odd pair.
(Riding) Jackson is known for linguistic and spiritadisiteverging on absolutism,

and for controlling her meanings in ways that languageNwitiigh is almost
inconceivable without pestructuralistN calls fundamentally into question. One

may well wonder, with Megan Simpson, OHow can a poem E remaim open t

genuine interaction with the reader if [in the terrAsSafrvey of Modernist Fottey

poem has the character of a creature by itselfO?0 Moreover, (Riding) JacksonOs Obe
in such an absolute as Otruth,® much less the desire that poetryaltibuld reve
certainly seems antithetical to the aims of languagted writing, which seeks to
examine how meaning (including anything one might call OtruthO) is constituted in
language.35 In short, @oetryO is seen,O in language writing, kDasiistes activity

which calls attentionO to the encoded Ofunctitanguabye. 3¢ The radically

sceptical stance this implies can easily be contrasted with (Riding) JacksonOs faith in
the intrinsic trutkpotential of words. As Susan M. Schultz obsenasoiage

writingOs belshown admirer of (Riding) JacksonOs work: Ofor [Charles] Bernstein,
unlike his sefbroclaimed precursor, Laura (Riding) Jackson, even nakedness is
disguise. 07

15Simpson, 34.

16 Jerome McGanmlack Riders: The Visible Language of N@deraism Princeton
University Press, 1993), 140.

17 Susan M. Schultz, OOf Time and Charles BernsteinOs Lines: A Poetics of Fashion
Statements dackeit4 (July 2001), http://jacketmagazine.com/14/sctétnstein.html.
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On closer consideration, however, it is not hard to see why heroaetick,
and posPpoetic, has inspired some language writetbenidts.!8 For (Riding)
JacksonOs OtruthO is not (as | have emphasized in earlier chapters) a static,
transcendental absolute to be pursued or Obelieved in,O so much as a quality
Olocated,@ &impson puts it, Oin the act of language E in the company of other
humans, her Ocompanions in B@jrgydn the case of her poems, Oreaders who,
rather than passive receivers of a poetOs monologic message, are Oequal companion
in poetry @° In this £nse, her Ohospitality to wordsO is, like much language writing,
collaborative and strictly languagented: truth is not to be taken for granted, but
enacted in thegling.2° Indeed, her poems are as far from what Ron Silliman
describes as Othe looseliten, speeclike free verse dramatic monolog
concerning the small travails of daily exidteimcghortmost poems now being
wittexN as most language poetry (as represented, for instance, by SillimanOs
seminal anthologly the American Jl.r€ke poplar notion of poetry as a self
expressive means of conveying an experience located outside the poem, Oan effect o
experience@® (16), is as suspect for Riding as it is for Bernstein and Silliman. As
Silliman notes, Riding was a pioneer among crifiesstioning (and Ocomplaining
ofO) the Oforced professionalization® and commodificateimy® an objection
that anticipates her rejection of OprofessionalO treatment of the broader OSubjectO of
The Telli§4). Despite the autonomous, Ocreatuteydrier of her poems, their

18] say QinspiredO rather thafiugircedO because for readers like Bernstein, Othe )
important thing is not to be persuaded by [the JacksonsQ] arguments but to respond to themO
(RM, xviii). It is, in McGannOs words, Othe challenge of Laura (Riding) JacksonO thRtacdmpels (
Ridersl24)

19Simpson, 39, quotiide Telli@7) andPLR (411).

20 For an account of collaboration in language writing, see Bob Pérkkridarginalization
of Poetry: Language Writing and Litera(iPiifistton, New Jersey: PrinodJniversity Press,
19%), 3887. Perelman points out that Ocollaborations form a significant portion of published
language writing,O but adds: OMuch more significant is the blending together of the roles of reader,
writer, poet, critic, theorist, publisher and reviewerCR@®) g} JacksonOs own OblendingO of roles
is evident in a number of hawdclassify books, frodnarchism is Not EnaugliThough Geritly
Rational Meaning

21Ron SillimanThe New SentéNesv York: Roofs Books, 1987), 61.

22GjllimanThe NeWentenex, quoting from RidingOs 1926 essay, OT.E. Hulme, the New
Barbarism, & Gertude Stei@@ntemporaries and, $86bs
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ObidO for Oabsoltghtness 33 they Orecord the struggle to construct meaning as
well as meaning itself. Words expteéakingnot just thought,O as Ben Friedlander
putsit.24 Similarly, language poetry Orepresents aes@uggb Perelman suggests,
Onot to make inescapable sense,O but Oto construct room for further efforts E from
the readers/writers.O RidingOs poetry differs in its striving to make Ofinal senseO (eve
where it paradoxically OunmakesO it), but it too attempake OroomO for the
reader in constructing iteanings2s Her poemsO almost autotelic semantic
consistency cannot simply be equated with Othe finality of aesthetic completionO that
Omany poems aspire toO (and language writing opposes): Oclosed paems t
only beread.3¢ On the contrary, Riding claims to start each poem from Othe most
elementary plane of understanding,O requiring the readerOs active participation in the
OdiscoveryO of meaning even as she tries to Odeflect the reader from false
assoiations, false reasons for readify®, (484). Despite her emphasis on right
and wrong ways of reading, her method is to Ouncover,O rather than insist on, the
truth of the poems. She wants, as it were, to act as host, ushering the reader in, to
discovertie wordsO truthfulness for him or herself. This dimension of Heritsork
OhospitableO struggle to Oconstruct meaning®iafceshparable (in ways
suggested in chap®rto Gertrude SteinOs, and an obvious point of appeal for
languageriented writerddr whom Stein is a widely acknowledged influence).

The prevailing view of (Riding) JacksonOpqust influence on language
writing is that it has Oconstructed a theory and practice of OpoetryO out of key
elements of RidingOs ideatade. 37 Simpsormputs this in a broader perspective
that sheds light also on Ashbefy@ese Poeias acknowledged influence on
language poetry:

Her shift to prose seems to indicate less a move away from poetry than a
move to a different kind of poetry, what Stephesnkae identifies as
OpoetOs prose,O which became a major trenchimdriatkwentieth

23 Martin Dodsworth, OEnduring Witned$h©® GuardiaNov. 6, 1980.

24 Ben Friedlander, OLaura Riding/Some Difficulffesi€3 Jourrd(May 1984), 39, as
guoted by SimpsoRpetic Epistemaol&fies

25 Perelman, 36.
26 Perelman, 37.

27 McGannpBlack Rideri40.
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century writing in the United States. Seen this way, (Riding) JacksonOs
rejection of verse distinguishes her as one of the first writers to react to the
Ocrisis in veeO that, according to Fredman, drove poets to prose forms in
order to Ointerrogate the realm of truth, rather than merely to present an
aesthetiobject.(38

(Riding) Jackson would of course have disapproved of her Oshift to proseO being
interpreted in thiszvay, and the account is perhaps a little tobl yeaanother way

of OprofessionalizingO the subject, she might have said. Likewise, McGannOs
argument that R physique and apparitions of p&2tnere, for (Ridingckson,
QruthOs obstacles and distagO rather than OtruthOs own OtellingsO and
eventudities(° These are helpful starting points, but they need to be considered in

more specific terms, not least of the poems.

iii. @Come, Words, Awérpm Riding to Lisa Samuels

Although McGann doewt discuss the poem OCome, Words, Away,O it provides
one of the moretriking precedents for his critique. The pbegins:

Come, words, away from mouths,
Away from tegues in mouths

And reckless hearts in tongues
And mouths in cautious helids

Comewords, away to where

The meaning is not thickened

With the voiceOs fretting substance
(PLR 137)

Paul Auster finds that these liagpresa Oselefeating desireO which fails to

Ogain our sympajBpecause in Oseek[ing] to deny speeclysisaitpropertiésin

refusing to acknowledge that speech is an imperfect tool of imperfect creatures,O the
poetOs claim for the OhumanO quality of her OtruthO is undesténddes not

quote further fromhe poem, but goes on to sugg®st the truttin language she is
seeking is a human truth, it would seem to be contradictory to want this truth at the
expensefavhat ishuman.3° But this argumertolds only if weoncur that poetry

28 Simpson, 3P, quoting Fredmans.
29 McGann, 140.

30 Auster Groundwofkondon: Faber and Faber, 1990), 141. Subsequent quotations have
the same reference.
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(Othe very idea of poetryOpisdisely that way of using langwdgjeh forces
words to remaiim the mouth,O aritiat ths is what makes it OhumanO; alsththat
poetis indeedeeking to Ogadur sympath@rather than stating the provisional
terms of an unfolding, more complex argument; or even that the texorsaghe
extent be Ospeak[ing] itself,O as McGann suggests of the thematically related prose
poem, OPoet: A Lyilgord.3! Auster also takes it as read that poetic speech is
OtodfN Oan imperfect tool of imperfect creativesther than the vergedium or
QGeventualityO of trutBy considerinthe poemOs opening lines solely in terms of
their Oglacial @bstract implications, Auster seemséslook their sensuous
qualities awords of rhythmianusical Osubsta@c®thickenedO in the OmButhO
the longthicklyconsonantal syllables, OtonguesOrandths,O instrumental in this
respect. These qualities paradoxically complicate andtugialifgm@syument 32

Besides, we needlgmread on a littl® find that the poem effectively
acknowledges its pasaital relation t®That fluent haséstoryO which OChatters
against this silence bwhich, words, come away QRLR, 138) Thissilence? To
speak of Othis silenceO® makes no sense unless the phrase is understood in light of th
speakerOs earlier cthimh she seeksot an abstract trutha silence Oaway from
wordsO entirdlybut to speak without Oblasphem(ing] / #gjahe silent half of
language®I(R, 137). Thus, keeping in mind the religious connotations of
Oblasphemy,O the poem anticipatssoniliation of speech asdencegrounded
in Ospiritual reat® (as, in retrospect, (Riding) Jackson describes the @pursuitO
poetry).33 This reconciliation is envisioned in terms that suggest a homely Ohospitality
to words,O with the speaker claimir@kioow a way EO

31 McGann, 129.

32 A counterbalance to AusterOs view is that of the Bollingen Prize Committee, who describe
RidingOs work as Oa poetry of pure intellect that is aettiemsaimexpectedly sensuousO (quoted
on the back cover of the Persea edition of Ridbeigdsed Poems: In Fiveil@atése, Mark JacobsOs
claim that OCome, Words, AwayO Ois not philosophy, nor is it abstract. The words resound with
conviction, realig from the poetOs mind and mouth in an instantaneous outpouring, and behind this
the profound sense that sheanshat she saysPLR, xxii). This is rather gushing praise, but it
suggests that we do not merely see what she means to say, and agtdbebubditds resound in
the senses as well as in deénisat they mean with material as well as intellectual weight. See also
Robert NyeOs praise for ONor is it WrittenO: OShe means it; every single word of it; and their sum. As
to explication: it would keror to put other words between these words and RbiuRegiet7,
no.4: 58).

3PLR, xxxi. To return to the religious, even OpuritanicalO connotations of Oblasphemy,O
compare McGannOs comments on Susan HRytre(gerean Sileft@es as if Howe laggbropriated
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E to fly [words] home from where
Like stealthy angels you made off once
On errands of uncertain mercy:
To tell with me a story here
Of utmost mercy never squandered
On niggard prayers for eloqudyice
The marvelling of man by man.O
(137)

The imagery here is almost fancifully homely: one pictures the poet at last at home
with words; telling Oa storyO together, Oof utmost mercy,O in plainest words. This
would be Othe one stdiyOof utmost mercyO in the sense that it Otiésaik to

tell,O so Ogiv[ingjttd T, 176).3* Such Outter tellingO becomes the poemOs main
concern:

But never shall truth circle so
Till words prove language is
How words come from far sound away
Through stages of immensityOs small
Centering the utteelling
In truthOs first soundlessness.

(PLR, 139)

Thedesire expressbyg the poem seems QOdefeatingO only if the idea of speech
as a Oimperfect toolO is privileged over that of a OtellingO centred in silence,
paradoxically OprovenO through Ostages of immensityOs small / Centering.O
Language poetry is well kndenits denunciatiomf phonocentrism
(heraldedn 1971by Robert GrenierBlantdeclaration, Ol HATE SPEECHO), but
as McGann shows in his study of Othe visible language of modernism,0 a wide range
of modern poetily from Dickinson to Stein to Riding to HdWaas ompellingly
addressed the same or closely related concerns. A notaifla yasegr poetOs
doing sojn ways prompted specifically by Rjdand OCome, Words, AwayO), is
Lisa Samuels. In discussing her work, | shall also drawir@roldeiction to
Anarchism is Not Enptagtits explication of RidingOs poetics, aspects of which

inform SamuelsOs own.

the Pythagorean model as a figural form for her puritanism. E OPythagorean silenceO is her
antinomian trope for what literary historians call American transcendentalism. She treats her poemOs
silence like a fire sermoBfack Riders00). weOs passionate puritanism (or antinomian
transcendentalism), not unlike RidingOs, insists on its textual character, as Oa sentence  or characte
/ suddenly // steps out to seek for truth fails / falls // into a stream of ink Sequenis / tr

off // must go onO (quoted by McGann, ibid.).

34 See also RidingOs preface to the first ediRoogoéss of Staviesre she writes: OThere
is only one subject, and it is impossible to change itO (xii).
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Perhaps the clearest line of inheritance from RidingOs conceptionatf poetry
its most radical, asAmarchisrand Samuegsfractice f¢ in RidingGsresting
phrasél theirOpoetic embrace of nothingnessO:

What is a poem? It is nothing. E It is not an effect (common or uncommon)
of experience; it is the result of an ability to create a vacuum in eXpdrience
Is a vacuum and therefore nothiAg.16P17)35

To claim that @oem Qis not an effect E of experienoa® be one way of arguing
for therigorous literalism exemplified by her own poems: their meaningvehedctly
they say. SamuelsOs poetips$piredsurprisingly similar comment: Leslie Scalapi
suggests (in part quoting Samuels herself) that Oeach poemO

is an abstract correlative of a subjective experience, a Orefraction journal.O
Everything means exactly what it says. Lisa Samuels writes as if basing
language on something it is not; or @l)flanguage, having no content,

makes the motions of something else. So she deliberately voids the language
as a daring means of creating an alternate that isnOt in language as if outside
by being the same as language.

This is strangely homely territory, indeed: an abstract extreme where OeverythingO is
and is not as it seems. Samuels Odeliberately voids the language as a daring means ¢
creating an alternateO: Scalapino could equally have said that her poems are Othe
result of an ability to create a vacuum in experience.O Similarly, Barrett Watten
suggestthat Samuels Otakes the risks of her mentor, LauraiRidkmerimenting

with poetryddderneath / the lying tree.O Often, the resulting trace of her inquiry
bordes on the absolute in its unrequigdax.3¢ Wattenmay mean that SamuelsOs
poetry followghe examplefdridingOs only prose poem, OPoet: A Lying \idord,O
resisting the OpoeticO (or the OpoetO) so OabsolutelyO as to speak from a ground
further to Opoet® as we know it: an experimental OalternateO comparable to the
textual OwallO of RidingOs poem. The idea of Oanthiesrdde in language as if
outsideO may also owe something to Stein@safistic Otime of writing Wwhere

the inside and outsiflew togetherO (discussed in cha®)®&fThe very title of

35 As Samuels suggests, RidingOs idémalpe to make place for poems like John
AshberyOs OThese Lacustrine Cifie$i€). 31(s own tentative suggestion that his poems are about
Othe experience of experienceO could perhaps be read as a postmodern take on RidingOs claim that ¢
poem Ois nain effect E of experience.O

36 Both quotations are from the description of SamuelsO first collbetiBayen Voices
(1998), on the website of its publisher, O Books: http://www.obooks.com/7voices.htm.

37 Stein continueslt@ the one time when writing for an outside does not make the inside
outside or the outside inside, it is a diffusion but not a confusing, it is really a kind of an imitation of
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SamuelsOs 2005 colleddaradise for Evergmoes a limitless Ohospitality to
words,O with overtones of Ridifg@sybodyOs LattdrStein@serybodyOs
Autobiograpi@ne is led to gect Oa poetry of pure intellect [or theory] that is at the
same time unexpectedly sensuous,O but how do these speculative olekteations
to SamuelsO poetry more specifically?

Unlike the generation of poets influenced by Riding in the 1930s, SamuelsO
kinship with Riding has little do withobviousstylistic resemblandeer poems
take the OinitiativeO that Riding arguesAmnthismvhere she suggests that Oan
original poemO is Oa model, to the reader, of constructive dissociation: an incentiv
not to response but to initiative® {14) This is not to say that ndeeence is
made to RidingOs warkhe poems. OThe Fruits of Conviction,O the final poem in
Paradise for Evergondd bea tongudn-cheek echo of RidingOs OThe Wages of
EloquenceO 0OThe Signs of Knowledge,O and also alludes, in the body of the
poem, to OCome, Wordsyay.38 It begins with a dash, in the middle of somgthin
as though the main OeventO (OconvictionO itself, perhaps) had already happened, th
experience lost tf of in subsequent sléethe poem going on to describe its
Oabstract correlativ@OonvictionO can imply guilt or firmly held beliefhand t
speaker at first seems uncertain which, or how OapparentO its GsocationO

N we slept, ranges accumulatingeuodr heads

as though insomniac votility had met a likeness, orange
and unseemiy| remember vocation is apparent

like a quantityf perfect moon shapes on the wire, shadows
meritous as salt, and then your movement

like the unkind wave that rolls abandBirtlye arc

moves slowly through the city, that one

stone single as anapestics, a diatribe of longing
impressed as in Owanting to exiite®surly clothes

you put on guaranteed, little legions comb the dkound
dark teettprickling, hirsute in a false despair

the packet lunges and ordains Kiself

The thought hei@ or its Otracé&s very much in process, tingsts and
turns freely associative: no less dense but otherwise quite unlike the more cleanly cut,
clearly alignetthought typically to be found in RidingOs poems. On the other hand,

a marrying.O See her piece on ONarratiBa@r inectures by Gertrud@CBieago: Univeristy o
Chicago Press, 1935)ph4

38 OThe Fruits of ConvictionO is one of two poems by Samuels indNeled\imerican
Writingl9 (2001). It appears on page Ravédise for Everfixeter: Shearsman Books, 2005).
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SamuelsOs lines, not unlike RidingOftergketation from a position @ideO

the poem difficult; they seem rather to Ointerpret themselves,O to borrow a phrase
used approvingly i Survey of Modernist ReRigingOs OThe Rugged Black of
AngerQ). But where the thinking in RidingOs poems tends graulaedgdo
Samuels@®golsenore unpredictablin this repect, her writing is reminést of

John Ashbe@s, as is indicasdsb by the indeterminate refererfithepronouns

01,0 OyouO and Owe.@¢ltherate OvoidingO of language is an effect of the
continually unresolved ideas and images. This irresolution die@€thaswhich

we do not yet know@n underestimatedegnent in our OknowledgeO of beauty, as
Samuels maintains in lpgce on OPoetry and the Problem of BeautyO (another
Ridingesque concern; ditt#).3° We are forced, if we do not feel that the poem
Ofulfills the terms it lays out,O to Owork to increasesthetitacultiesG° As in

OCome, Words, Away,O the expressed desire, or Odiatribe of longing,0 to reconcile
the material (Othe surly clothes,O for example) and the abstract (Gag io Owant
expireO0) is the very subject of the pbersetond staaof SamuelsOs poem

openly invites the comparison

the words are over there, away from mouths

that speak thelfithese belong to the table, those walk
across the floor, seemingly picked up by Nands
cumulatively they ddén the mouth, dusty with use
one qiturates to take the dirt down or spit it out

onto the fingertid$ seventy times a day

looking for the accuracy of blood, one is always
underneath the real, legible appard¥dfesglow of her
bright eyes on the piaidarrier of air

that keeps locale a @y, diminuendo sudden

After the faltering train of thought, darkly sensuous imagery and heavy,
desirous OmovementO of the first stanza, the poem herseatize itself &a
modé of constructive dissociationii wordsOover there, away from nis@d
(that neertheless Ospeak themO) ddifeof their owras it were, aordinary
graceperhapsThat the Opacket,O bearer of messages riding theWawekihdt
rolls abandonly giddenlylGnge[d] andrdain[ed] itself, O may have prompted or

39 Samuels wasigst editor and wrote the introductiorPtwetry and the Problem of&Beauty
special issue Modern Language SRd2$1997). The introduction is available online:
http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/samuels/beauty.html.

40 1bid.
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soméow authorized this changequastitualistic scene @hgustic purification
follows, with some implication of pain, as the spkaies in word$or Othe
accuracy of bloofiCanarrestingRidingesque phrasemparable to the earlier
Oshadowameritous as salt.O A visionary intensity and, at the same time, a sense of
lack are intimateidom Ounderneath the real, legible apparirtiesylow of r /
bright eyes on the piano.O

The poem concludes thus:

you are sitting with your feet like lion heads
overtaking, telling the woman in the dream
Othere are no people h8rathe climate
riven with perfume, the fruits are marvels

of descriptive engineerfh@ach one designed
to crater in the mouth with suddenfire

This vision of Omarvels / of déptive engineerifdjeach one designed / to crater
in the mouthO may be read as a poetiatement oAnarchisds idea @fdesigned
wasteO:

The only productive design is designed waste. E Energy that is aware of the
iImpossibility of positive constructidevotes itself to an ordered usipg

and waste of itself: to an anticipated happiness which, because it has design,
foreknowledge, is the mest approach to happinessblBg

Blending the two texts, one could say that SamuelsOs OfruitsO are Odesigned(
for OusingipO and Owaste ofO themselves in utterance, Oin the mouth.O The idea is
dreamdlike, Ounrealid the sense that Riding argues féwmarchisend Oenacts,O
according to Samuels, in her OOde to the Triumph of Bodily Intelligence.O The final
stana of RidingOs poem reads:

Be blessed, passionate intelligence,
In this prime, that has uncovered
The fond geography of ghosts.

You are enchanted against ruin

By that you are but ruin

And nothing but ruin can love kmow.4!

Although Riding did nanclude this poermom Love as Love, Death as(83a€)

in herCollected Poasims did keePWorldOs E@dwhich effectivelgfines the

vision of the O0deO into one of more caorogeneral proof.@eklosing cadences
of the two poems astrikinglysimilarcompare the last three lines above with the

41 Samuels quotes this poem filoowe as Love, Death as @628) (not included in any
later ollection) in full on pages#tiri
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following:OOr were otherwise insane, / With all lost and nothing to prove / That
even nothing can live through lovieCR(111).

iv. OHospitality to WordsO in Riding and Harryman

However great theistulus of RidingOs poetry and pofeticSamuels, the is no

getting away from the fact that heiting like that of other poets in the OlanguageO
tradition,reflects a more postmodern Ounderstantllagguage as the practice of
the forms ofrbitrarsignificatio® (my emphajisather than the Orational

meaningO that (Riding) Jackson argudsifsiis partly why Gertrude Stein is
generally seen as a more important figure for language writers. But Carla Harryman,
who was closely associated wighidnguageovement,*2 offers another instance of
writing Ofurther® to RidingOs, in the sen&ehbaihysique and apparitions of
poetrybecome truthOs own Ogsliinand eventuali®&idingOsiin away from

verse prefigurddarryma®s preference fopse, and the latterOs wish to move
beyond Ofaux divisions of genreO intitimg?®3 is analogous tRidingQsjection of
Ospecialized fisldf exploration and discoveryO in her conception of truth as
OuncoveredO by pogRYR, 484) To the extent thatarrymanOs OtellingsO uncover
the truth, they do so by exposihg properties of discouaaliscourse itvued

with concealed intentiinby Oinsefing]a powerful fingernail under the corner of
the veneer,O as she puts@Pioperty.(3 She does so lmgling attention to the

codes of lingstic activity in diverse genres; to recall McGzauthor and audience
are themselves exposed as functions of languageyeiodsdand sets of activities.O
Although (Riding) Jackson and Harryman pay similarhattérgen to the literal

42 As well as having contributed to the magazine L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, Harryman is
included in Ron Sillimari®the Americare@nd Douglas Messerli@sguage Poetsiks is also
discussed in Bob Perelmart{@sMarginalization of Poetry: Language Writing and Literary History
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), among other critical books and essays.

43From OArinterview with Carla HarrymanO by Megan Simp&ontemporary Literature
37.4 (1996), 515; as quoted by Simpd@adtic Epistemolddi@sSimpson considers (Riding)
Jackson along with Stein, Loy and H.D. in a chapter entitled: OOCome, WordéodavaigdO
WomenOs Invitations to Innovation.O

44HarrymanPropertfuumba Ress chapbooko. 39 (Berkeley: Tuumba, 1982). Megan
Simpson comments on the Oepistemological and political valueO Harryman finds Oin being aware of
discourse as discourse eaglit shapes what one perceivieséli¢ Epistemalddgiés
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construction omeamg througHanguages HarrymanQOs profed&@detachment
from authenticit@sets them apaft.It is not surprisinghen that her writing is
more akin to Riding8eriethan the pospoetic writing.

Harrymandoes however, draw on RidingOs poems. OFikl Speech,0
which begins:

In the beginning there was nothing. No cattails, no wigs, no paws. There was
no doom. No lavender or shirt sleeves. No burn no yellow or rest. Neither
was there beginning. No liglenwout. No one held her own against an array

of misshapen events. There were no chains. There was no writing or
speech.4?

This could beead as a playful take on several works by Riding, including
ODisclaimeof the Person With its similarly lengtisgries of variations on a flat
opening statement: Ol say myself. / The beginning was that no saying wasO
(PLR 251) HarrymanOs poem could also havegrempted by RidingOs Oln the
Beginning,Osamilarly playful narrative tt@tetellsO the Genesisysiimm the
OMotherOsO point of viarting from the birth of h®daughterO on the seventh
day. HarrymanOs description of her work@agaressive kiofiplayX> could
equally applio RidingO®pm, which begins with the flatly asserted:clilimat

was not the genesis: / this is the gend2ig®357). However, as the OargumentO
develops, it involveasdoes HarrymanOs poarsurrealistic assortment of objects:
the daughter Oopens the heads of her brotheid lefs out the aeroplanesO;
OTogethethey inspect the cups, the pencils, / The watches, matches, knives they

45 jteral meaning comes to the fore in HarrymanOs OFairy Tale,O in which the main
character, an Iraqi girl, is able to save her family from the forces of Ogood and evilO precisely by her
literal opposition to the language of such principles. For example, Oshe resists saying that anything is
either good or bad. She calls the water water and the sky sky and people people. She calls agriculture
and nature agriculture and nature, music musisilemde silence, the Kurds, the Palestinians, the
Turks, the Jewish, the Muslims, the Christians, the Kurds, the Palestinians, the Turks, the Jewish, the
Muslims, the Christians, she calls a cloud a cloud.Jt{eoiever Was a Rose Without Thorn
Lights, 1995), as quoted by Simpson, 152. HarrymanOs writing here may well owe something to the
fairytale quality of many of RidingOs shoties interest in it explicit in OA Fairy Tale for Older
PeopleO and OA Crown for Hans Andeksas@ell as thecurring theme in them of Oa language
of complete intelligenceO in which, for instance (in OAn Anonymous BookO), Oeverything was known
and cledy as if all the difficulties of the intelligence were difficulties of languageRriogeSs(

3280).

46 As quoted by Simpson, 153.

47 OFish SpeechO was selectdthéoGertrude Stein Awalmisavative American Poetry
19945, ed. Douglas Messerli (L3un and Moon Press, 1996165

48 Quoted by Simpson, 145.



18¢

have. / Some are from TuesdayOs country, some from FridayOs, / But nothing there
from either Sunday.O In grotesquely satirical ways such as these, both poets
effectively Ohold [theownO against manOs Omisshagsio@svof events, calling
the forms of socially congtted meaning into questiorhid¥, for instancas more
OnaturalO: Ocattails,O or Owigs,0 or OpawsO?

The third sentence HarrymanOs pog®iThere was no doom,Qlisthe
title of the poem that succeeds Oln the Beginning@Poethe of Laura Riding
ODoom in Bloom.O As mentioned in chapter 3, Odoom@avdRiding had
made very much her own by the time of OP@eduking WordO (1930). In the
preface to thatatlection she wrote: OThese poems have got to be. Or rather, when
they werenQt, they had got to be. Or rather, | had got not to feel myself and think
doom, but to think myself and feel doomQQfi® thinks oAnarchists poetics of
OnothingO; the inevieBfailureO she wants us to OfeelO through them. @ryman
poem posits OnothingO as a thing, alonghyitical objestacs,sense
impressiogs andde&, none beinfgeated as more contingent or final, as the things
of commonplace experience are suioke itsOvacuumO: OThere was nothing to
shave, nothing to swim, and nothing to cut. Clouds were no clouds. Silence was
neither dominant nor peaceful sdent.O The poem bririhsradical scepticism of
the absolute to logical conclugiowards thered: Oln the beginning there was
nothing to hold in mind, since there was no beginning, no nothing amad.O It
is an answer, of sorts, to RidingOs sad but still hopeful ONothing(BbofErg
so far but moonlight / Where the mind is; / Nothinghattplace, this hold, / To
holdORLR, 363).

As the examples above indicate, both Riding and Harryman are fond of
subvertinghe narrative coventions of ObeforeO and @#ftes.&further instance,
take the opening of Riding@sy OIn the End,O wlhfirst appeared in 1935:

The end of the world was that there was no sky. There came to be no sky! Of
the sky only the moon was left. And the moon was as the inside of the world,
which now had no outside. And that which had once been the earth was now
the inner surface of the world. The end of the world was a change from
outside to inside. There was still a world, but it was not as it Hidt lvezs

not as a family which is scattered abroad and become everywhere a stranger

49 Simpson, 150.
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to itself, so that there agearcely to be found two who can speak together in
their househoktbngue. There was still a world, but it was as a single house.
(Progres295)

In spite of its designationsdsry,this recapitulates the apocalyptic, OhomelyO theme
in RidingOs poetand critical writing. $in Harryman, the Oborderline between
imaginative and expository writing is,O effectively, Ocatieesiian.G3° In the
absencef lineamarrative, the permutations of metaphor take on the weight of
argunent, and one beginswmndewhetheiGkyOOmoon@nd @arttOshould be

taken as litally as (Riding) Jackson shgsthe seemingly Otired old poetical
symbolsO of simd moon in her poems shoudLR, 496). Converselgs in

OCome, Words, Awa@gioryingO is often whappens in Ridingée®tryand the
redefinition of OpoetryO by contemporary, innovative poets, in particular the
turningmore ofterto prose Oto interrogate the realm of truth, rather than merely to
presentin aesthetic objgdhas precedesin the edier phase of RidingOs work as
well as (more obviously) thest-poetic.5?

Like RidingOs story, HarrymanOs poem, OActing,WitheQim postulationO
regardinghe OrudimentaryO elements of OearthO and Osky.O Soon after, OcloudsO ¢
Othe seaO and OOckiso enter into the argument, but on anfegtia with
other, less clearly related figures suchwak§0D OReason,0 OBirdsO and
OContentme.O In contrast to the minimal, contained structure of RidingOs
propositionaparagraph, HarrymanOs inpiastDationQyuicklyfallsapart, each
sentence seeminwpre to OdevourO than develop the previous.

The earth is as narrow as the sky is full: a postulation, on a rudimentary level.
Clouds protrude to the point of abandoning context. Ducks fly across teasi

the edges of clouds with their wings. Reason tells us not to make anything of
these events. Birds fall into the sea. The sea swells, pushing the land under. A
seeming eternity, by force. So all thatOs left is a narrative concealing an error.
Contentments sediment below this image. Passivity has been accomplished
through the descriptive process, a mechanism which devours objects,
subjecting them to the decay of inner life. Perfection is a disease. Each rock,
each sentence suppresses an embryo, ebes/ieg are to the status of

isolated objects to be regarded timdmselves.>?

50McGann, 135. He cites wesrby Ron Silliman, David Bromige, Lyn Hejinian, Alan
Davies and Susan Howe, as well as Harryman, as examples of such Oborderline texts.O

51 Stephen FredmaRpetOs Prose: The Crisis in Amer{Gamiliiige: Cambridge U.P.,
1983), 8.
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The basic unit of meaning here is the sentence; each creates its own OsuppressedO
field of resistance, and it is difficult to deddaroader context beyotiek charge
produced in reading from osentence to the next. The passiegeribea
landscape of sorts (darsky, clouds, ducks, etc.) but the OewehitiOtake place
in it are more abstract than concrete, Opinty@ as it were, beyond the picture
The connectiombetveen these OeventsO arelaaN at leasin terms of Oreason.O
For examplego the Obirds fall into the seaO because OreasonO chose not to Omake
anythingO of the previous sequence of OeventsO? Or coulddineseotieer
reason, paapsto do with the Oducks E teasing the edgetouds with their
wings,O in turcausing the clouds to Oprotrude to the point of aiagdmntextO?
Canthe duckde countedmong the bits that fall into the seafeAve to assume
that their weight flahg into the sea causes it to Oswell, pushing the land underO? And
sothe narrative proceeds, playfully inviisigp examine the ways in which we
construct it. As Harryman writes in OPrivacy,O echoing RidingOs poem OThe Rugged
Black of AngerO: OExpressioncludes existence. Though though and though. E
This is not the time for subjectivity. But it survives. Because spatle38Or, in
the words of RidingOs po@Because, so small is space, / The extent of kind must
be expressed otherwisBOR 59).
But while RidingOs storihisroughlyuncompomising in its non
representational style of storytelling, it clearly appesdsagalthough it is
fantastically ariommonsensicalle can make senseagfit proceeds and as a
whole.The narratoaims toclarifyif, strictly on her own terms$or instancen the
waythe opening, almost impossibly genéeal of Othe end of the worisi§zaled
down b the image of Oa single houskedift and last sentenesenmatch each
otherrhythmicallybeat for beat. The initial imaginative leap is th@oalwe have,
as it weretp make for ourselves the end, There was still a wdylbut it was as a
single house,O whose occupants, we may presume, Ocantbpedak tiogje
householdongue.@gain,Riding imagines an ideal, posipocalypticO home
founded upon an achieved Ohospitality to words.O

52 OActing, the American TRan Silliman, ed. (Orono, Maine: National Poetry
Foundation, University of Maine, 1986), 165.

53]bid., 162, from the poem OPrivacyO (comparable with RidingOs story OPrivatenessO).
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Languageriented writingas we have se&nore scepticaBut it inherits
(Riding)Jackson®mphatic conception of truth@squir[hg]language for its
makingdand in line witlthis Americartraditionof Ghospitalitydabove allio words
continually Ocalls us back,0 as Bernstein puts it, Oto our rootedness in language,

which is our human house, our destined hoRMOXiii).
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