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ISSUE p. 265 - SCAN P. 7

METRICS REVISITED

by Barney Childs

(A more comprehensive study, with detailed
treatment of material applied to music as well as
poetry, will appear in PERSPECTIVES OF NEwW MusIcC.)

THE DAys WHEN ONE SiMpLY opened Saintsbury to solve
questions of English prosody are unfortunately past; now
available are almost as many approaches as there are
textbooks on the nature of poetry—from tonemic linguistics
to assertions that English metre is really, after all,
quantitative. This is not to claim that this writer’s contention
will sweep away this multiplicity of views; only
that—providing as it does answers for a number of problems
not convincingly resolved by other systems—it may serve as a
useful tool for analysis.

Since language is made up of syllables, there will be a
varying pattern of stress, pitch, or tone through any passage
of these syllables depending upon speech-patterns; these in
turn depend upon the phonetic nature of the language.
Poetry therefore arranges language, not merely to
communicate a given end, but to take advantage of the
sound and rhythm inherent in the phonetic structure of the
particular language. Such ‘contrivances’ as alliteration,
assonance, and rhyme (the word is Robert Bridges!) are by
no means independent of rhythm and diction; the nature of
the language engendering rhythm and diction will also bear
within it the potentialities that are developed into
alliteration, assonance, rhyme, and the other special
features of poetry.

In spoken English, the syllables which appear to receive
stress occur at varying intervals; but there is a strong
enough suggestion of periodicity in these occurrences that



TRACE NO. 51 - WINTER 1963

the regularizing of them into the metres of poetry is not an
undue distortion. English metre usually is assumed to be the
setting up of a system or arrangement of stressed, accented,
or ‘long’ syllables into which the language of the poem is
fused. In the Renaissance, these distinctions were made
early by the classical criteria of quantity; but, with a
language whose nature is fundamentally accentual, the
classical system of quantitatively-determined feet becomes
artificial, producing a confusion from which we have not yet
completely recovered.

1 A Letter to a Musician on English Prosody, in COLLECTED EssAys,
Vol. 2 (OxrorD University Press). The entire passage concerned is
of considerable interest.

English poetry is not quantitative, despite its long and short
syllables — and actually never has been so. We have
fortunately rid ourselves of the necessity of the whole
cumbersome apparatus of classical quantitative scansion;
although, paradoxically, misapplication of this apparatus to
English has produced some of its finest verse. It has also
produced some of its worst. We remember ‘Rose-cheek’t
Lawra;” we have blessedly all but forgotten Gabriel Harvey’s
English hexameters. The prose writers and rhetoricians
recognized the accentual nature of English far earlier than
did the poets — demonstrated, for example, by such a study
as Morris Croll’s discussion of the application of the Latin
cursus endings to Renaissance oratorical prose.2

In English, we are concerned therefore with the presence
of stressed and unstressed syllables, with tension and
release: the organization of the periodicity of these stresses
gives English poetry its metrics. Such also is the case with
music: here, too, the concern is with stress and release, arsis
and thesis. Both music and English verse admit agogic
accent — that is, the heightening of tension by lengthening,
consciously or naturally — but this is not to be identified
with quantity.? Both music and poetry are fundamentally the

10
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organization of sound in time. We are not concerned here
with the nature of the sound as it involves presence or lack
of signification, nor with any period or genre of expression;
supra-signific material such as the work of Hans Helms
involves the same elements as poetry and music. Given a
poem then, or a piece of music occupying a certain length of
time in performance or reading — what happens
rhythmically over this time?

The distinction between metre and rhythm is a good
starting point. There is no absolutely regular metre in
English outside of repetition. A syllable may be accented or
unaccented, and that accent light or heavy, depending upon
its linguistic environment. Thomas Campion wrote that no
‘impediment except position . . . can alter the accent of any
sillable in our English verse.” The position on scansion
accepted for our purpose here is that of Yvor Winters: ... the
language does not divide itself evenly into accented and
unaccented syllables, but there is almost infinite variation in
degrees of accent. For this reason, the basic rule of English
scansion is this: that the accented syllable can be
determined only in relationship to the other syllable or
syllables within the same foot. The accented syllable of a
given foot ... may be one of the lightest syllables in its line.

2 The Cadence of English Oratorical Prose, STUDIES IN PHILOLOGY,

XIV (Jan. 1919, pp 1-55). See also R. F. Jones, The Triumph of
the English Language (STANFORD University Press — 1953).

3 Stanley Newman, On the Stress System of English (Worp No. 2
— 1946, pp. 172-3), discusses this lengthening in speech as
‘rhetorical accent.’

Cf. Hans Helms, Imre Ahniesgwow, NEwW DEPARTURES (2/3 —
1960).
And Ernest M. Robson has presented
scientifically-determined tables of the varied ‘phonetic
values’ and durations of English speech-sounds. If one were
to construct a pentameter line using the iamb Hurrah! five

11
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times, he would have regular metre, but little else, even
though this metre would accurately indicate the ‘skeleton’ of
iambic pentameter.

Given such a fundamental metre, an accentual scheme,
the poet may vary the position of the stresses over this
framework by ‘counter-pointing,” to borrow Bridges’ term, a
scheme of rhythm against the original metre. Aaron Copland
has stated this most cogently; even though he is referring to
music, his comment is perfectly applicable to poetry: ... the
deliberate setting, one against the other, of a steady pulse
with a free pulse. ... Of course you cannot stay off the beat
unless you know where that beat is. Here again freedom is
interesting only in relation to regularity.

The means of production of this free pulse in poetry — ‘all
poets work against a pattern of expectation (a norm) and
vary its dead regularity’ — is concisely summarized by John
Ciardi. Scansion of any poem marks out the rudimentary
structure of the poem’s rhythm. This is of course operable in
music as well. When one taps his foot as he listens to music,
he is outlining the equivalent of the ‘metre.” This ‘steady
pulse’ has been a force in music since the Middle Ages, and
early theoreticians anticipated modern psychological theory
concerning the relationship of the basic tactus (that is, the
stress-release, on-off, arsis-thesis pair) to the natural
rhythms of the human organism. Franchino Gafori, writing
in 1496, equates the frequency of this tactus to the ‘pulse
beat of a quietly-breathing man.” Renaissance composers
were able to vary the free pulse over the tactus with a variety
of rhythmic devices approaching in complexity those used by
Twentieth-century composers.!! The clearest modern
example of this duality of rhythm and metre is jazz,
especially where the basic steady pulse is no longer marked
audibly and the musicians play against a ‘felt beat.” The free
pulse in such a line may change against itself.!> With several
simultaneous free lines of this kind, the resulting interplay of

12
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tensions and releases, all organized against the same steady
metre, is highly intricate and exciting.

Observations in the Art of English Poesie (BODLEY HEAD,
Ltd.—undated).

The Function of Criticism (ALAN SwALLOW— 1957).
The Orchestra of Language (THOMAS Y OSELOFF— 1959).
Music and Imagination (HARVARD University Press—1952).

How Does a Poem Mean? (HouGHTON MIFFLIN— 1959) And see
note No. 22 below.

1 Cited by Gustave Reese, Music in the Renaissance (W. W.
NORTON—1954).

This, however, is not yet a totally satisfactory explanation of
what happens in a poem. If one assumes the steady pulse of
the metre in operation throughout, he will often find that it
cannot be so maintained with regularity: some individual
lines seem to overload the time so marked off, or fail to fill it
out. T. S. Omond allows for this with his explanation that the
metrical line is a series of equal time-periods, each of which
is usually occupied by syllables and usually characterized by
one stressed syllable. This allows maintenance of the steady
pulse of metre and yet allows for pauses in the rhythm which
may exceed the normal length of grammatical or metrical
pause. The lines ‘ife to life; breathing to breathing’ and ‘soul
to soul: freedom to freedom’ from No. 49 of E. E. Cummings’
95 PoEwMs fill in the middle foot of the pentameter by a pause
in the rhythm.!3

And still this is not sufficient. What is to be done about
poems which do not fit normal metrical patterns, whose
writers have striven to break with what they may regard as
the tyranny of conventional prosody? And how can even this
explanation retain any validity if we are to allow for highly
individual deliveries of the poem? The answer to this problem
has been obscured by continued focus upon the line of the
poem as the maximum working unit governing metrics. To

13
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overcome the strong grasp this habit has on us, this thinking
of poetic metre as appearing, like a string of sausages, in
line-lengths, requires some effort. What must be recognised
is that rhythm and metre are not the sole patterning of
accent in a poem: there is a third beat which I shall refer to
hereafter as pulse. That this does not at first seem obvious is
because pulse is variant from reader to reader and
completely unheard, often unmarked as such — although
steady throughout any given reading of a poem.

11 Cf. Christ’s Cross, included by Thomas Morley in A Plain and
Easy Introduction to Practical Music, ed. R. Alec Harman (J. M.
DENT & Sons, Ltd. — 1952, p. 63 ff.).

12 An impressive demonstration of this is Lee Konitz’s solo on
Lover Man (PAciFic, PJLP-2).

13 (HARCOURT, BRACE — 1958). See Henry Lee Smith, Jr., Toward
Redefining English Prosody (STUDIES IN LiINGuisTICS, XIV—Winter
’59) for the use of pause in this manner. Smith also cites
linguistic evidence to support Winters’ contention that ‘English
verse is predominantly iambic . . .’ (ref. note No. 6 — p. 91).

The reading aloud of a poem occupies a section of time, from
preceding silence to following silence. The reader paces
himself through this time — allowing the poem to unwind in
syntactical units, in stanzas — with pauses between lines,
between sentences, between stanzas determined by his
conception of the poem as a whole. This sense of pace is
aptly characterized by Ciardi:

One poem may obviously urge the voice at a faster pace
than does another. Within the same poem, moreover, one
part may urge itself more rapidly than another. Even within
an individual line, one phrase may clearly be indicated as
moving more rapidly or more slowly than another. For just
as music carries with it a notation that tells the musician at
what rate and with what feeling to play a given passage, so
every good piece of writing, and poetry in particular, carries
within it a series of unmistakable notations that tell the good

14
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reader how any given passage should be read. One of the
poet’s chief delights is in the manipulation of his pace and its
changes. He is deeply involved in the feeling of his motion.!

If one tries to regularize this totality in terms of the metre
— say into the steady periodicity of stress established by the
regular metrical pattern that subsumes the poem — he will
turn the reading into a rigorously mechanical symmetry, or
he will discover that at many places in the poem the metre is
thrown off. There will be places at which, if the metre is — for
instance — laid out over silences, it will divide into fractional
units, disturbing the periodicity. Here is the fallacy of the
use of musical notation for poetry;! the laying out of the
movement of a poem in such notation would be a job of
fearful difficulty if one wished to present a rational
simulacrum of what happens in any given reader’s delivery.

Given, then, the total time of the reading of the poem,
what does govern the manner in which the reader paces
himself over this period? What is operating that furnishes
him with the sense of total relationship in the piece during
this interval? Simply this: the full time occupied by the poem
is in itself measured out by the regularity of the pulse — not
heard, but intensely felt, by each individual reader and
intricately bound up in each reader’s own physiological and
psychological sense of time. This may be clearly seen if, as
an exercise, poetry be read aloud against any extra-poetic
steady beat. The frequency of this beat is immaterial; what
may be discerned is that it imposes a fresh sense of order
and proportion on the poem as a whole. This is what Robert
Hillyer is getting at when he says:

1 Ref. to Note No. 9.

I But people try it anyway. Cf. H. C. Colles, Voices and Verse;
George R. Stewart, The Technique of English Verse; Andreas
Heusler on the scansion of Beowulf; Etc.

15
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Theoretically, the best way to read English verse would
be to a metronome. Practically, there are various
accelerations and retards that change the tempo but
never disorganize the equality of the two halves of a
single line.!

I suspect that what Hillyer would be marking here would
be the metre, but the reader would operate over the
metronome as marking pulse, as he describes it.

We still retain the counterpoint of rhythm against metre,
but this complex is in turn counterpointed against pulse. It
is this sense of double counterpoint that makes the good
blues singer as well as the good reader of poetry. The delivery
of the text — a text so set that a particular relationship of
metre and rhythm has been built into the complete
composition — is adjusted by the singer, who works over the
pulse with delays, accelerations, and variations of pause and
tempo established by his sense of the work as a whole.

This furnishes a working explanation of man’s fascination
for reading and chanting poetry to a rhythmic or musical
background — a form of delivery probably as old as poetry
itself. Music of several American Indian tribes is chanted or
sung in one rhythm, usually fixed but sometimes variable,
against a steady drumbeat at an entirely different frequency.
In any such delivery, the pulse is emphasized and
established as a basic beat against which the speaker may
feel vitally the underlying total organization of the poem
through the time occupied. But this is not the complete
situation of poetry read to music. The musical background
provides not only pulse but its own separate counterpoint of
rhythm against metre; and the result is an extremely
intricate multiple counterpoint. The pulse for the poem is
arbitrarily fixed by the music, which does not have to be the
same from reading to reading.

The history of setting poetry to music involves the
realization, perhaps unconscious, of pulse as a function of

16
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the rhythm. Early settings attempted to retain the
quantitative relationship of syllables one to the other in the
musical notation. Gregorian chant and the experiments of
the Academie Baif in Sixteenth-century France explored this
problem, and the placing of short syllables to long notes is
fulminated against by such Renaissance theorists as
Gioseffo Zarlino and Thomas Morley. Acceptance of this
approach provides an entirely new status for the problem of
pauses and silences peculiar to English poetry (this was of
concern to Renaissance writers), and punctuation assumes a
position much nearer to its original rhetorical function as a
kind of code indicating to the orator the nature of the pause
and inflection he was to make. Initially, the classical theory
of properly proportioned membra and the defining of
commata and cola took into account the limitations of the
human voice at speaking pitch. Croll has this to say:

I In Pursuit of Poetry (McGRAW HiLL — 1960).

A member is followed by a rest, or a pause, which is a
breathing interval, and it very rarely exceeds twenty
syllables in length, because the heightened energy of
utterance required in public speaking cannot be
maintained for a greater number of syllables than
this without an opportunity fully to recover the
breath.!

George Gascoigne imputed the caesura to musicians;!
Campion explains that ‘our English monasyllables enforce
many breathings.”” Linguistically, grammatical pause in
poetry is juncture, and metrical pause may be juncture or
hesitation — the last, qualified by Howard Maclay and
Charles E. Osgood as often interrupting the flow of speech,
as ‘auxiliary events which help to identify and circumscribe
linguistic units, rather than as part of the raw data for which
a structural statement must account,” and as having
‘non-random relation to linguistic forms.? But they are
dealing with spontaneous speech; hesitation in poetry

17
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reading does indeed become part of this raw data’ and the
continuum of the pulse-organized poem must include silence
as a structural element. Incidentally, Maclay and Osgood
classify the rhetorical devices anacoluthon and aposiopesis
as hesitations.

With regard to punctuation’s assuming a position nearer
to its original rhetorical function, Archibald MacLeish, for
example, uses the colon as a pause marker:

Where the wheel of light is turned:

Where the axle of the night is

Turned: is motionless: where holds

And has held ancient sureness always:

Where of faring men the eyes

At oar bench at the rising bow

Have seen — torn shrouds between — the Wain
And that star’s changelessness: not changing:

I Ref. to note No. 2.

1 Elizabethan Critical Essays, ed. Gregory Smith (OXFORD, Vol. I
— 1904).

I Ref. to note No. 5.

2 Hesitation Phenomena in Spontaneous English Speech (WORD
15 — 1959).

There upon that intent star: Trust of wandering men: of
truth The most reminding witness: we Fix our eyes also:
waylost: the wanderers . . .21

Whatever conventional grammatical function the colon
may have in prose is here only rudimentary. In this sort of
arrangement, and in MacLeish’s other similar device of using
no end-punctuation whatsoever (e.g. YOU, ANDREW MARVELL,
and in line 6 above), an inequality of syntactical units is
obtained that produces a kind of apo koinou in which a
particular phrase functions both as completion of the
statement begun by its predecessor as well as beginning of
the statement continued by its successor.

18
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But what tells the reader how long he is to pause at the
end of an end-stopped line as opposed to one that is
enjambéd? How long at the end of a sentence that is not
coincident with a line-ending? How long between stanzas?
These pauses are a part of the poem and add to the duration
of a reading, and this duration depends on a timing that can
be satisfactorily accounted for only by acceptance of the
presence of pulse. As the reader goes along, he has a sense
of dynamic balance and of creating the sound-shape of the
poem that parallels the experience of the music-improviser.

Generally, a space in the typography of the printed poem
indicates a pause or silence to be made by the reader. In the
following example, the spaces assist the reader to fill in the
rhythm against the metre:

Has he tempered the viol’s wood

To enforce both the grave and the acute?

Has he curved us the bowl of the lute? . . .

Hast ’ou fashioned so airy a mood To draw up leaf from
the root? Hast 'ou found a cloud so light As seemed neither
mist nor shade???

Many poets of our decade have adopted the slash (/) to
indicate ‘a pause so light it hardly separates the words, yet
does not want a comma — which is an interruption of the
meaning rather than the sounding of the line . . .2 A special
use of space between stanzas combined with what can be
considered a direct pause-command in the text is contained
in this poem by Kenneth Patchen:

21 Pole Star for This Year, THE NEwW POCKET ANTHOLOGY of
American verse, ed. Oscar Williams (POCKET Books — 1958).

22 Ezra Pound, from Canto Lxxxi of The Cantos (NEwW
DIRECTIONS — 1948).

23 Charles Olson, Projective Verse, THE NEW AMERICAN
PoOETRY, ed. Donald M. Allen (GROVE Press — 1960).

19
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THE NARROWING LINE.

Walking on the burning ground.
The ledges of stone.

Owlfish wading near the horizon.
Unrest in the outer districts.
Pause.

And begin again.

Needles through the eye.

Bodies cracked open like nuts.
Must have a place.

Dog must have a place.

Pause.

And begin again.

Tents in the sultry weather.
Rifles hate holds.

Who is right?

Was Christ?

Is it wrong to love all men?
Pause.

And begin again . . .2

Space may be between words, sentences, stanzas, and so
on, as a silence marker; but it may also be partly or wholly
used with the appearance of a decoration, and with this we
are concerned with what a musician might term
augenmusik.

Pound has said: ‘. . . verbal rhythm is monolinear. It can
form contrapunto only against its own echo, or against a
developed expectancy.”? In so many words, a poem listened
to is heard as a single line of sound in time — with
rhyme-words, repeated lines, or refrains, besides assonance
and consonance — as one kind of form-determining force
organizing the sound as such. Conventionally, this line is
presented to the eye, on the page, in a kind of graph in which
not only the temporal projection is present (left to right on
the page and immediately back again to the next line below),
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but also a spatial dimension: the eye apprehends the printed
poem-as-a-whole on the page as a shape. Recently there has
been increased interest in this interrelation of ear and eye:
some growing from the shape-poem of the Renaissance;
some, from the calligrams of Apollinaire; some, from the
work of Cummings, Patchen, Pound, William Carlos
Williams.? An approach to the problem is made by Norman
Friedman: To suggest by means of a visual device the sense
of some physical object or action, or the implications of some
feeling or idea, because it involves a transference of qualities
from one thing to another, is essentially figurative.... What
we find primarily, are visual equivalents that are analogous
rather than equal to things, actions, feelings, or ideas.
Typographical distortion may, in the second place, function
to regulate the speed of the reader’s comprehension of the
words and sentences in a poem.... Cummings will not only
withhold the climax of a speech from view until the reader is
prepared to receive its maximum impact, as Shakespeare
does in many of his sonnets, but he will also withhold the
parts of a sentence or a word. He will, in addition,
manipulate spacing and lettering as if they were stage
directions indicating where pauses and emphases should
come in the reading, and this is clearly an oral effect.... And
finally, visual devices may be used to create or reinforce
rhythmic effects.2 The emphasis placed by the poet on
appeal to the eye is variable. At one extreme is the poem
which achieves an unexpected appearance on the page only
incidental to the poet’s intricate ‘scoring’ of the temporal
element demanded in reading the poem aloud.? An
equally-careful ‘graphing’ of the time element may be used,
but combined with a precise suggestive arrangement of the
words on the page. Much of Cummings’ poetry falls into this
category, but the most interesting example is Kenneth
Patchen’s THE MURDER OF Two MEN BY A YOUNG KID WEARING
LEMON-YELLOW GLOVES.2 Here the material of the poem — the
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word ‘wait’ in various repetitions — and what the reader is
being asked to do are the same. By happy coincidence, a
recorded presentation, read by the poet to jazz, is available.?
Although this artifice for presenting the poem may seem
almost too pat because the musical lines have been built
around the recurring ‘wait,” as spaced out in time by the
poet’s typography, the poem when read aloud is imbedded,
as mosaic, in the music instead of moving in a true
self-generated counterpoint. The whole presentation
supports the concept of pulse remarkably well. Next is the
tradition of shape-poems, emblems, calligrams, and the like.
This is pure augenmusik, since the typographical shape and
sometimes the poem itself cannot be communicated orally:
r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r who a)s w(e loo)k upnowgath
PPEGORHRASS eringint(oaThe):l eA !p: S (r a .rlvInG
.gRrEaPsPhOs) to rea(be)rran(com)gi(e)ngly , grasshopper;3!

2 Selected Poems (NEwW DIRECTIONS — 1957).

2 Antheil and the Treatise on Harmony, cited by Clark Emery,
Ideas Into Action (U. oF Miami Press — 1958).

2 Puttenham’s Art of English Poesie includes an entertaining
catalog of shapes.

2 E. E. Cummings : The Art of His Poetry (THE JOHNS HOPKINS
Press — 1960).

2 Good examples: Jackson Mac Low, An Asymmetry for Diane
Wakoski and Fourteenthhs (SEVENTH STREET — 1961).

2 Ref. to note No. 24.

3 Cadence — CLP 3004.

Finally, the poem may include actual pictorial material, as in
the several poems in Patchen’s CLOTH OF THE TEMPEST listed
in the index as ‘Making.”?

At any point in the poem, typographical alteration such
as use of different typeface may occur.3? In capitalization and
italics, this is communicable through the reader as
emphasis, but in most other instances remains merely an
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addition to the poem for the eye.

The reduction in importance of line-length as a guide to a
poem’s movement is accompanied by a corresponding
increase in importance of the relationship between
syntactical unit and metrical unit. Unless the poem’s each
line is end-stopped vigorously, rhyme is the poet’s only
means of bringing to the listener the sense of going back, of
recurrence, that the eye encounters in moving from line-end
to line-beginning. The caesura and all hesitations become
dramatic elements; if the poem is read aloud without the
sense of timing furnished by an awareness of pulse, the
result becomes prosy. Subject matter, as well as the poem’s
structural nature, shapes this sense of timing. With a
genuine consciousness of pulse, the reader may syncopate
pauses, holding them longer or shorter than the listener may
expect from his own established sense of timing. What is
thus obtained is a heightening of dramatic counterpoint. The
first benefit, then, of recognizing pulse as a phenomenon
shaping the rhythmic organization of a poem is that —
regardless of the reader’s personal tendency to interpret
dramatically or to present the poem in chant or monotone —
any reading made with this recognition brings the poem to
audible life. Perhaps the best reading is that in a low key,
almost a single pitch, allowing the sound of the poem to do
its own work without the fancy added voice-changes of a
reader too concerned with allowing his own emotional
empathy with the content. Such a reader: may carry the
procedure so far as to appear precious, and worse, he may
deform syllables in the interests of what he calls musical
intonation, much as a musical composer will draw syllables
out or hurry over them in setting a poem to music.3

3L E. E. Cummings, Poems 1923 — 1954 (HARCOURT, BRACE —
1954) Cf. Maxine Kumin, 440-yd. Freestyle, HALFwAY (HoLT,
RINEHART & WINSTON — 1961).

32 (HARPER & BROTHERS — 1943).
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33 For an extensive consideration of the effect of such matters in
varied typefaces, see Weldon Kees and Jurgen Ruesch,
Nonverbal Communication (U. oF CALIFORNIA Press — 1956).

Again, if pulse is kept firmly in mind, ANY poem, no matter
how seemingly a-metrical at first appearance, can be read
coherently in terms of movement; while bad prosody will
reveal itself, in the reading, rapidly and convincingly.

3 Ref. Note No. 6, Winters.
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ISSUE p. 276 - ScAN P. 18

PROPHECY AND THE ART OF
LANGUAGE

Everyone knows that noone knows but everyone is, I'll say it
again: Everyone, being, knows noone can. What it is, that
being, is metaphor: as if what repeats could have been
originally, our knowing what it became that it could not,
originally our knowing-nouns-possible preceded, improbably
qualified: those abstract freaks of implausibility we yoke,
tear, or from our grammars contort. by Marvin Bell

CeELIA, WHO Is SHE?

Procuring dreams

she put them under her breast

like babies learning to build circuses;
astronomers were anxious about

her; poets prepared; musicians

pronounced; tents expanded with many colors.

by John Tagliabue
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ISSUE P. 277 - SCAN P. 19

TOwWARDS PRINT

(EXCERPTS FROM A JOURNAL OF THE U. OF
BRIiTiISH COLUMBIA SEMINAR)

by A. Fredric Franklyn

Wednesday, 24th July, 1963; Morning Session (Robert
Creeley & Allen Ginsberg):

Discussed the issue of work-habits. Bob’s, for instance,
are so strictured that they seem, even to himself, to be
almost anti-survival part of the time. But their evident
willingness to expose themselves, their approaches, for the
value this may have now, engages an empathy it’s difficult to
explain with the notes of a mere record like this.

Allen spoke of keeping notebooks for the past three years,
during which he’s done no typing. Always carries a notebook
around with him. I think this business of setting down every
stray idea that strikes us in the first, uncritical reaction—as
interesting—leads to a plethora of material, largely trivia,
from the mass of which it is too difficult to adduce anything
of value.

Quotes from Allen’s own explanation: ‘Right now, I just
get anything I can written when I can, wherever I can.’
‘Whatever makes sense.” ‘Anyway, I can get them (ideas)
down.’. . . Explained that he’s developed a short line in some
of his poetry because those pieces -circumstanceally
happened to be written in his small notebook instead of the
big one. He’s interested in messiness for its ‘psychological
causes.” He didn’t explain how the values he derives from
this interest are employed in his work or passed on to the
reader.

A big notebook: That leaves me open to write anything
any way I want.” He did not distinguish whether he felt this
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was better or that his small notebook’s short lines were an
improvement over this. . . . T don’t even know why I want to
write; except perhaps (it’s) an old habitual relationship.’
‘There is no theory to teach.’

R.C.: ‘What we’re trying to do is getting a sense of form
which is not limited to habits of thought or formalities which
are not anterior to the thing we’re dealing with.” T’'m not
interested in right or wrong, or any attitudes of finality.’ (The
business of making a poem): It’s obscene!’ (I think he means
the anguish from the self-doubts such an act occasions is
the obscenity.)

Allen was trying to explain the breakup with the old
processes and organizations; and the doubt of poetry itself: 1
want to make it with an understanding of God, or something
universal enough to make me not afraid of dying.” R.C.: (After
realizing our earlier notions of poetry and, getting beyond
their rough-hewn limits, arriving at the knowledge of ‘its
continuing possibilities.) 1 do believe that form is nothing
more than the (an) extension of content.” . . . (Just listening
to ourselves [is] a world limited only to our own thoughts:
‘The sound of one hand clapping.’)

Bob also added: T'm embarrassed by the significance of
my own feelings.’ (A responsible maturity of conduct): ‘We've
got to stop dealing with ourselves as history, as
accumulations of personality (and conduct).” . . . Explained
he prefers progressive jazz to Bach, because it ‘surprises’
where Bach ‘depends on expectation.” Wants music to
‘surprise and embarrass.’

The significant difference between Creeley and Ginsberg
is that Bob has developed a deliberate cratft.

Evening Session (R.C. & A.G.):

Bob says that Brother Antoninus attempts to create, in
his writing, a context of feeling. He can’t buy this, because
he doesn’t believe feeling can be expressed by writing from a
base, such as a notion of self-damnation, just to get feeling
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into the writing. I think he feels such a base is gimmicked,
and its feeling is ersatz. Or, more pointed: it’s suspicious
because based on prejudice.

This seems to agree with my own objections to political,
religious, and philosophical poetry. It’s not the poet’s
function to proselytize for causes.

Allen mentioned that this concern with politics, in the
superficial manner, by which poetry would necessarily be
limited (in areas it could not hope to examine in any depth),
is what the new poetry, like Yevtushenko’s in Russia, is
occupied with. And of course it’s bad, because it is politics in
pseudo-poetic forms, not poetry. But Allen apparently
supports this. He seems, in fact, enthusiastic about it.

Allen avoids hostility with singular concentration: The
one thing I don’t want to give up is sympathy.” It sounds
good, but it has led him to a confused perspective, in my
opinion. Criticism itself becomes something to fear from
others, and to eschew, oneself. An odd result is that we
exhibit more consideration for our enemies, finally, than for
our friends.

Thursday, July 25th; no classes:

Fifteen or twenty of us had gone over to Buchanan 106,
anyway; and we decided, since it was empty, to use the
lecture-room for an informal sort of review. Most of the
students who sat in were women. I noticed that, even this
early, they already have a considerable amount of hostility
about the seminar. My impression is that much of their
resentment is based on a frustrated wish for a degree of
personal attention I don’t think it’s reasonable to expect yet,
without the workshop classes, the afternoon sessions of
which won’t begin until Monday.

But there is something so large about the vision to gather
such people as Olson, Creeley, Duncan, Ginsberg, Levettov,
and Avison together, to give such a seminar, that this
hostility strikes me as remarkably shortsighted. Even the
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approach to the class-sessions is exciting because it has
gotten completely out of the ordinary academic framework
and has been aimed at something much larger. As Creeley
mentioned, the teachers hope to get as much from the
experience as we do. It seems more appropriate to give such
a program a generous response.

Friday, July 26th; Morning Session:

Robert Duncan joined Bob and Allen in the morning
session, today. Duncan dominated this meeting. He has the
confident delivery of a professional speaker; and ideas come
quickly, if sometimes uncritically, to him. Bob does not
compete. But when he speaks, he has something to say. And
it’s never uncritical. Allen appears to be afraid of Duncan.
And there is evidently some hostility on Duncan’s part
toward Allen. But, in a sense, that’s worthwhile, too. These
people don’t have a ‘club’; they are not ‘yessing’ one another.
Each is individual and outspoken — three very different men.
The exchange, under such circumstances, is especially
rewarding; I think perhaps the differences of view amongst
them are more productive for us than their areas of
agreement.

Duncan discussed the focus of the poet on the event. In
that focus, the event is transformed from the history (which
he believes is stultifying) into the present, a thing still
happening. At least, for the poet; because he’s still dealing
with it. ‘An event takes place just where it does.’ This is why
it is difficult to ‘burn out the roots.” You can chop down a
tree (presumably a bad one), but not the poem.

‘His (Dante’s) purpose is to restore the tree.” (‘The way to
the event.’) There are always, in poetry, reflections of all the
ways in which people come to the event.’

Bob said: ‘1 believe the event is indifferent to the response.
In other words, that noise is indifferent to who hears it.” He is
objecting to criticism: ‘E.g.: what is criticism?’ . . . R.C,,
again: ‘One ought to be rid of this preoccupation (with
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meaning).’

Duncan instanced reading Gertrude Stein as an example
where feeling, not meaning, is the test of what is happening,
of being with it.’

All three concentrate so much on feeling, quoting Pound
in connection with this (Bob’s quote): Nothing counts save
the quality of the emotion.’ ‘Only the emotion endures.’

My own feeling is that the quotes are misleading. So are
Bob’s and Duncan’s stances. Each is certainly some kind of
craftsman, especially Creeley. Ginsberg is frankly a
primitive. But we can be wary of Allen, where the same
apparent lack of concern with structure from Bob, or even
from Duncan, might seriously mislead us. They can afford a
certain amount of contempt for craft, which is, to them, after
all, an old enemy (friend)—and one they know well, having
dealt with it so often from the different angles of so many
approaches. The rest of us better work our tails off,
developing a usable craft, before we try to imitate that
contempt.

What has struck me even more forcefully is their
compulsively-cerebral concern with feeling; almost as though
this were the nexus, or at least the thing to deal with.

Monday, July 29th; Morning Session:

CHARLES OLSON IN THE MORNING SESSION,
TODAY. AND BoB, ALLEN, DUNCAN, AND ALSO
PHILIP WHALEN. IT’S A POSER, JUST SEEING ALL
FIVE OF THEM AROUND THE DESK TOGETHER!
Phil spoke rarely and seemed unwilling to argue or to push
his ideas on the others. In fact, before the session ended, he
left—explaining that he’d wait outside for the others and go

home with them for lunch.

Olson read his PLACE; AND NAMES . . . published in YUGEN
No. 8. Couldn’t tell whether or not he meant this as poetry. If
so, it’'s too heavy-handed for me; I mean, it reads like
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prose—at least from its sounds. I'll have to try to see it.

Duncan and Olson discussed the event again. Olson:
‘Language is the life that were producing.” . . . Duncan:
‘There’s no place the past can take place except right now,
when we consider it. It has no place else to go.’

They were talking about observing the event for oneself;
and Phil quoted a jingle: Let’s all watch world war three / on
the pay teevee / before the television melts away!’

Allen spoke of his fear of bankruptcy. Said he felt that all
of us, in a way, teachers and students alike, are suffering
from this bankruptcy. He’s partly right—just
circumstantially. Writing certainly isn’t an organic (id est,
direct) means of experiencing life. But I don’t believe that’s
what he was talking about. I think he meant we are
bankrupt even as writers, our qualities as human beings
apart from this. And maybe there’s something in this too.
Why else so much concern with the means of expression,
and even the expression itself — what to say?

Bob speaks often of his doubts about the value of his
feelings, and about the issue of feeling itself — says that, in
the CanTos, ‘Pound continually tries to find a measure for his
context.’

And Olson said: ‘Show me your paper. My judgment may
be absolutely wrong, but at least I can experience what you
put on paper.’. . . And: ‘Does anybody need to write? I mean,
unless you do?’ . . . Olson also quoted Pound’s last: ‘All my
life T thought I had something to say!” This line does have
impact. Olson added: ‘We’re all in the process of finding out
how in the hell you make language (work).” He feels we must
have something so effective to say that it emerges
‘completely.’

George Palmer (a student) compared Paul’s documentary
of Christ to Plato’s records of Socrates. His point was that
this is the sort of biased material we depend upon for our
notions of history. Said that Plato and Paul are the
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reflections; and that Socrates and Christ are the history!
Said he considered Paul positively evil, for that matter.

Phil said the responsibility (of history) is to persons, not
to abstractions. Olson jumped him quickly; didn’t think such
a point of view mattered; said it would take care of itself. But
I think Phil’s perspective is pointed and important. I’d rather
have heard him speak at some length about it, than Olson’s
generalized and somewhat abrupt dismissal.

Olson said: ‘History is the memory of time,” The idea
comes from Proust, of course, as does much of Olson’s
concept of time. But Proust said: ‘. . . the memory of lost
times.” The difference is a recognition that we never really
recapture the past, only partially, in memory. It is a more
complex and interesting base than Olson’s oversimplified
reference to it. Of course, Olson himself has dealt with it
more integrally in THE Maximmus PoeEwms. There, his instinct for
perspective, in past, present or future, and his facility for
dramatizing these, soars in the work itself so far above some
of his after-the-fact rationales concerning the achievement.

Afternoon Session (for my group — one of three — & first
workshop class with Robert Creeley):

One of the ideas that struck me during this session was
that today’s creative writers appear deliberately to be seeking
to recognize (and in some measure, to define) all the possible
divisions in the human psyche. But psychiatrists are still
seeking to reconcile them; to wipe out arbitrarily all the
differences....

R.C.: The American himself is an occasion of spatial
nature.’” (Id est: not historical, unreal.) Bob referred to the
death-request appearing in some wills, today — granted in
some instances — to have telephones buried with them in
their coffins, with a live wire, just in case they should wake
up alive after burial!

Ed Dorn’s concern for names, particulars of the anguish,
the respect for the individual’s experience, is basic. Without
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this particular concern, there is no art — only craft. Creeley
told a story about a mutual friend of his and Dorn’s a
photographer who showed them a photo he’d taken of a
‘street scene.” Three beaten men were leaning against the
wall of some building in a slum area. Dorn asked what their
names were. The photog said it didn’t matter; had nothing to
do with his achievement artistically. Dorn said: ‘But where is
the compassion then?’

Creeley also spoke of life without risk. He wants the
necessary minimum of risk. Told us a story about a woman
who explained to him she moved to Vancouver because she
thought her children would be ‘perfectly safe’ there. He said
he doesn’t believe her children want to be perfectly safe. He
mentioned the passage from William Carlos Williams’
PATERSON, in which Wms. observed that, in the past, men
could not realize their wishes; and now that they have the
means to realize their (death) wishes, they will have to
change them or perish.

Wednesday, July 31st; Morning Session (Creeley,
Duncan, Ginsberg, and Olson again — Whalen in the
audience):

They were discussing Eichman and Caryl Chessman
much of the morning, off and on. Duncan said: ‘Go to look at
the thing you feel you have a response to . . . then you have
to find the event.” He means the individual himself must
make real the event that concerns him.

Creeley, later: 1 think most writers I've known are very
conscious of the intervals between pieces of work where
there is no use of themselves that is interesting to
themselves.’

Jerome Rothenberg has published a correspondence
w/R.C. regarding Jerry Rothenberg’s idea that the image in
poetry now is being slighted in favor of form and stress.
Creeley disagrees with him. And disagrees even more
strongly with Robert Kelly’s use of what Rothenberg called
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‘the deep image.” Again, later, Bob said: ‘Here (at the
left-hand margin) is the point of security for me. The margin
is the fresh start.” The farther away he progresses from it in
the line’s advance, the less secure he feels until he returns to
the margin again for a new line: *
security.” Quoted Duncan’s THE OPENING OF THE FIELD: ‘The

... fresh start — a kind of

short line we refine for candor.’

This evening, Allen read early poems (back at least as far
as 1946).

He reads so that the deliberately-apocalyptic quality in
his poetry becomes apparent. It’s not my kind of poetry; too
much purely-rhetorical material. But it gets an unmistakable
response from his audience. My feeling is that this kind of
poetry, particularly when it’s read in a manner that renders
its Messianic base and intent, makes an apoeitic appeal to
surface-emotions. 1 think Allen is tapping something
universal, but it has little to do with poetry as such. Without
meaning this pejoratively, it seems to me that
‘crowd-responses’ are secured by rabble-rousers and political
campaigners with this same approach.

I like better the less-prentious things he writes, and even
the readings of these — which become softer, more nearly
natural. . . . An audience doesn’t really need any
appreciation of poetry to respond to the kind of
surface-appeal that taps things like self-pity or the sort of
undisciplined excitement all of us have in some degree in our
natures.

FRIDAY, AUGUST 2ND ; MORNING SESSION
(CREELEY, DUNCAN, & GINSBERG — WHALEN
AGAIN IN THE AUDIENCE):

Ginsberg had mentioned the graffiti in the toilets here.
Duncan spoke of the magic intent behind the act of the
maker of graffiti. The analysis is Freudian — Jungian also:

When you see what you’re afraid of. The ‘habit’ of evil.
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Creeley: ‘The location of the conscious
(perception/presence) is always located within the person.’

Duncan referred to Wm. Burroughs’ recent work, cutting
the newspapers and magazines up into a kind of
collage-writing; the object of this is to see, from a deliberate
perspective of absurdity, what they are really saying; id est,
the repetition and over-use of terms and ideas like ‘kKill,
smash,’ etc. Duncan also mentioned: ‘.. all the efforts of
Dadaism towards magic....’

Allen explained that this was exactly what had happened
during Burroughs’ ‘bankrupt period,” a painter-friend
suggested to him that he attack his writing with a college
technique to get a new perspective; combine pieces of TIME
and PravDA and other magazine articles to neutralize his
own, and to focus other prejudices.

Allen Ginsberg read again, tonight, almost entirely from
unpublished work this time; ‘... from about 1961 on,” he
said. These are the things he’s been doing in his journals. . .
. His energy, for the first three-quarters of the reading, was
extraordinary. And Buchanan 106 was jammed. It normally
holds about 250 people, but they added extra seats wherever
they could, permitted people to sit on the steps of the aisles
on both sides, and there were about 350 persons! . . . During
the last quarter of his reading, he became terribly exhausted,
his voice becoming weak and monotonous; and at last he
asked (in the middle of a work): Is that enough? Can I stop
now?’ And the audience gave him an ovation.

Sunday, August 4th:

Tonight, in the canteen and later in the dormitory, up in
Ronald Bayes’ room with Ron, Larry Goodell, Dave Schalff,
and myself, we discussed Allen’s work. (Ron, Larry, & Dave
are members of the class.) Most of us brought all three of the
Crry LiGHTS collection up with us: HowL, 1956; KADDISH,
1961; and REeALITY SANDWICHES, 1963. We’d all read these
collections, and we’d had two opportunities to hear him read.
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My own opinion is that Allen writes suitable material for his
approach to public reading. It’s apocalyptic in nature, and
that’s the way he renders it: on the page and in his delivery.
But it must be heard to do it the special justice its essence of
ecclesiastic disclosure requires. These, especially the longer
poems, are sermons much more truly than they are art. My
personal feeling is that art has nothing to do with
proselytizing. Poetry is an art form, and Allen is an
unordained minister, not a poet . . . But he is one hell of a
preacher! There, he’s in his element. And the work, when it’s
heard the way it’s meant to be delivered, suddenly takes on
all the drama of prophecy and revelation. Allen is a firstclass
showman . . . and frankly forgetting about any structural or
more refined characteristics of poetry, the material is
dynamic. One of the most effective instances of this . . . is his
SUNFLOWER SUTRA, because—even on the page—the
apocalyptic fervors of others like HowL and KADDISH are
apparent, while S.S. might pass for one or more silent
readings, as a long, sometimes pretty, often dull piece of
prose which has been arbitrarily broken down into the
structure of the run-on line he inherits from Whitman
through Kenneth Fearing. But no one who has heard Allen
deliver the poem with his own unique mixture of humor and
apotheosis, will ever see it the same, apparently-lifeless way
again on the printed page. Allen has an ear for idiom and an
honesty of purpose which have given him an arresting
rhetoric, without the necessary solidity of a structural
building-block and the refining discipline of a deliberate
application.

The foregoing excerpts are from a portion of the Journal
covering perhaps the first third of the Vancouver Poetry
Seminar. Denise Levettov and Margaret Avison arrived
late—beginning their participation, Monday, August 5th. . . .
Within the journal itself, I've dealt at some length with the 13
collections originally suggested for use, as well as others that
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seemed, in the discussions they occasioned, of equal or even
greater interest. Space limitations forbidding the inclusion of
these passages here, I've appended a list, the first 13 of
which comprised those originally specified by Warren
Tallman [who, with his wife, Ellen—both in the U.B.C.
English Department—with the aid of Ian Docherty, the Fine
Arts Coordinator there, were chiefly responsible for the
(Continued on page 294)
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ScAN pp. 27, 88-94

THE CHRONICLE

THE CHRONICLE, ‘An Evolving Directory (of magazines and
publishers of literary intent)’ — the head with its keys on one
page early, then seven pages at the back of the issue picking up
‘continued from page 285.’ Both parts are omitted, some hundred
and ten magazines and presses: it is a working address list
rather than reading matter, and it is superseded by THE
INTERNATIONAL GUIDE TO LITERARY AND ART PERIODICALS.

Winter 1963 is a good instalment. SuM is entered in its first year
— ‘“Newsletter of current workings” — evidenced by examples,
ed. by Fred Wah, with Ken Irby, Ron Loewinson, John Keys,’
twenty-five cents, mimeographed. AUERHAHN PRESS anno