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Abstraet

Sadness in literature bas often been thematically interpreted as an indication ofliterary

originality. Notions ofsolitude, süence, and a1ienation conttibute to the idea tbat

melancholy benefits the introspective work ofthe artist. But it is a1so possible ta explore

sadness as a more complex Iiterary pbenomenon, one tbat ecplDds the dimensions of

affect and influences possibiIities ofaesthetic and etbical renovation tbat gesture beyond

the usual themes ofmelancboly and solitude. Sadness tbus does DOt come to be

conceived as merely an aspect ofmouming, but as a structure ofloss tbat is intrinsic to

our concept ofthe world's composition and insufficiencies. The energies that surround

the experience ofsadness measure the degree to which many writers bave been able

to develop their sense ofunhappioess ioto a way ofcbarting the difficulties and

transformative power oftheir own labours. As weU, sadness in Iiterature can be seen

as illuminating a loss that writers generate in order to achieve tbrough their art the

possibility ofaesthetic and even social reparation.



• Ris..,

En littérature, la tristesse a souvent été interprétée, au niveau thématique, comme un

signe d'originalité; les notions de solitude, de silence et d'alienation contribuent a l'idée

que le travail introspectifde l'artiste est enrichi par la mélancolie. Mais il est aussi

possible de voir la tristesse comme un phénomène littéraire plus complexe, qui élargit les

dimensions de l'affect et qui permet de possibles renouvellements esthétiques et éthiques,

et ce au-delà des thèmes usuels de mélancolie et de solitude. Ainsi, la tristesse ne

doit pas être conjUe comme une forme de deuil mais plutôt comme une perte qui est

intrinsèque ànotre conception du monde et de ses insuffisances. Les efforts qui

entourent l'expérience de la tristesse indiquent à quel point plusieurs auteurs ont été

capables de développer leur propre sentiment de tristesse def~n à mesurer les

difficultés et les pouvoirs de transformation de leur travail. Aussi, la tristesse peut être

• vue comme signe d'une perte que les auteurs génèrent de &son à suggérer, à travers leur

art, la possibilité d'un renouvellement esthétique et même sociaL

•
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Khalip 1

Chapter ODe

Iatroductioa: 0riIiuI SadDess

Loss is legion...Let me tben be destroyed For tbat
is the only way 1 may have a chance ofsurviving.

Gillian llo~ Love's Work

This thesis takes as its subject the Iiteruy representation ofsadness in the wode ofthree

writers from difFerent bistorical periods: Wordsworth, Walter Pater, and John Ashbery.

It is Dot unusual to study sadness as filndamental to the traditions ofRomantic and

post-Romantic literature, although it is oot a thematic tbat is exclusive to these periods.

Historically, the cult ofmelancholy perbaps gained its most identifiable cbaracteristics

in the nineteenth century with writers like Goethe (despite bis rejection ofthe theme

itselt), notably in &YIt and Werther, as weil as Novalis ("Hymn to Night"). French

Romanticism fruitfully explored the subject witbin its own traditions, as evidenced in

the diverse 8Chievements of Victor Hugo, AIfted de Vigny, Baudelaire, Nerval, and

Lautréamont. ~d critics ofEnglish literature such as Nortbrop Frye, Mary Jacobus,

and James AveriU have shawn that the poetry ofthe ages ofSensibility and Romanticism

dealt with the melancholy ofthe poet as a theme peculiar to bath the literature and society

ofthe time. Wbat emerges is a distinct preoccupation with the power ofsadness as

a competing force ofrevelation tbat does not, in its austerity, paralyse contemplation,

but rather elucidates a notion ofintellectual Prestige intertwined within the experience

ofsadness itself.

What these different cultures ofliterary sadness share is a movement to redirect

Iiterature away ftom the Mere objectification ofthe extemal world, and align poetical

achievement with a writer's subjective experience ofits limits. This observation,
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however, merely reformulates a generic psychological explanation tbat bas come to

influence our appreciation ofpost-EDlightenment literature. In othee words, ÎDteriority

enlarges as exterior spaces become progressively more vague and alien. What is

especially interesting about the uoremarkable nature ofsuch a statement is the way in

which we have taken it for granted, associatiDg literary maturity andpro~with an

underlying menace and tragic impulse conveyed from one generation to the next. One

feature ofsuch a concept ofsadness and literature, one wbich is apparent in the broader

themes ofthe Romantic and post-Romantic traditions, is the culture ofthe melancholy

poet, who finds bis literary art coming into cootliet with social investments as bis own

needs are antagonistically juxtaposed with the mundanity and habitualness ofdaily Iife.

The att~pt to harvest the greatest ofthe passions through POetrY creates a space of

withdrawal and isolation that contrasts with the richness ofthe writer's sheltered voice.

What this study attempts is not a conceptualisation ofliterary melancholy as

either a pure funetion oftradition and authority (which is an aspect ofHarold Bloom's

sorrowful theory ofinfluence), or a generic preoccupation that owes much ofits force to

the colours and topoi ofelegy. 1 shall examine sadness as an affect that is peculiar to the

work ofeach ofthe writers 1 have chosen, and specifically how it cames to influence

their different enterprises. 1would like to use sadness as a focus for an examination

of imagery, motifs, and themes tbat gesture beyond their immediate forms to suggest

possibilities ofaesthetic and ethical attentiveness woven into the fabric ofwbat Jay

Fellows bas referred to as the 'linguistic consciousness" ofliterature. Each ofthese

writers displays differing experiences ofand uses for sadness in bis work, but there is

a certain shared beliefthat reveals itself in their individual efforts. Sadness comes to

be thought of in two possible ways: it is essential as a human feeling, and appears to

constitute a type ofwisdom about the world accessible ooly through perceptual solitude

and enclosure. It is associated with the domain ofthe seU: and in tom with the private

and solitary spaces round in literature (Milton's invocations in pmdise Lost,
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Wordsworth's recollections amid the vastness ofnamre) where a writers subjective,

and hence authoritative, knowledge ofinteriority is most eloquently exposed. At the

same time, sadness is a1so a temporary fatigue in the face ofhope, and its very

ephemerality as an emotion suggests that it inherent1y contradiets the more considerable

progress of Iiterary effort. It is thus tbrougb a writer's ability to find in unhappiness both

bis greatest obstacle and bis riehest satisfaction that its value for the aesthetic project

cornes to be subtly defined..

It is a truism to insist that themes ofdisconsolation bring with them certain. social,

philosophi~ and aesthetic gains: the tasIc ofwriting figures as a therapy that retums

the writer into participation with a world that bas become meaningful through those same

emotions that initially withdrew him ftom it in the first place. In Litera[y Power IDd the

Criteria ofTruth Laura Quinney bas eharted the affection ofAeschylus, Johnson, Shelley,

Weil, and Wittgenstein for wbat she bas cal1ed the "tragic paradigm," suggesting

that such an attraction is ambivalent1y associated with the beliefthat tragedy is inter­

changeable with the "grimness ofthe truth." My metbodological premise is indebted to

Quinney's, but whereas she draws out a certain alliance between Iiterary and philosophie

paradigms, my approach will be aesthetic and developmental. 1 shall broaden wbat often

appears as either a theme, tone, or an explieit subject ofsadness in Iiterature, and relate it

to how a writer will interpret it within the project ofhis own aestheticisation ofthe world.

What this suggests is that sadness is part ofa more complex emotional desire to

rediscover the world through art: unhappiness in the present helps to mobilise a creative

project that would seek to reshape and re-cbaracterise the environment as more tban

simplya social space, but as one which is a direct expression ofthe wrïters own wishes

and beliefs. However, the fact that sadness is not overcome through Iiterature, but rather

cornes to reinforce and refine the writer's emotional cap&City ta understand the world as if

its tenuousness lay within bis own field ofresponse, provokes interest in the sustained

privilege ascribed to sadness by Wordsworth, Pater, and Ashbery. What sort ofa reality
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is it that needfully absorbs the expressions ofsadn~and how does it reflect a writer's

own inner struggles?

Many ofthe questions 1 bave raised 50 far appear to beg a psychoanalytic

exarnioation, and certainly the manner in wbich 1 bave tiamed these questions derives

from Freud's classic study ofmouming and melancboHa. Although 1 sbaIl refer to the

Freudian account and make use ofit in 50me ofmy arguments, 1 sba11 not ground my

study in psychoanalysis because the primary œncem ofmy work is aesthetic. A more

recent book by Julia Kristeva, Soleil Noir: Dégression et Mélancolie, seems to reconcile

art with psychoanalysis by appealing to a type ofmethodology beavily informed by post­

strueturalist theory. Althougb Kristeva is in many ways a valuable critic for the subject

of literary and psycbological themes~ 1 find tbat she clinically overdetermines the

dimensions ofthe relationship between artist and work. 1would like to suggest

that Iiterary sadness cao he understood as a feature ofa broader argument for art's

redescription ofthe world. Such a wood would he eloquently visualised as aesthetic

phenome~ and would cballenge the view that sadness cm ooly obliterate reality by

encouraging a complete idelitifieation with melancboly in the absence ofany reparation.

Another critical influence on tbis study is the work ofWilliam Flesch, who in bis

essay "Anonymity and Unhappiness in Proust and Wittgenstein" and bis study The Limits

ofGenerosity.. bas fruitfulIy approached questions ofsadness and IOS5 in their cultural

and literary contexts. What 1 take ftom him is a concem for the extreme regiODS of

language where expression appears to he compromised, ifnot entirelyeradieated, by the

sorrow ofliterature. Flescb attempts to elucidate the ways in whicb these evasioDS of

meaning suggestively reveal etbical and aesthetic preoccupations tbat force us as readers

to work througb the difficuhies posed by the writers, to exceed superficial judgements

that wouId ascribe tbese difficulties ta matters oftecbnique~personality, or forgetfu.lness.

My study attempts to complement some ofFlesch's ideas, and sussest that sadness is

interwoven with a consideration ofliterary anonymity, or wbat 1 Pel'ceive as the desire
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to ensure one's authority by relepting ft to the sphere ofdiscretion and namelessness.

Loss constituted as an essential attribute rather tban a masure ofdespair.

There are several re8SOns for my cboice ofliterary subjects. 1would like to

critically examine the line ofRomantic iDheritance between Wordsworth, Pater, and

Ashbery, a tradition that exploits sadness as one ofits most identifiable literary tropes.

More specifically, 1 would like 10 eva1uate different responses 10 the notïot;l of

unhappiness inlit~and to suggest tbat although there is a cultural emphasis placed

on these differences, the concems generated for and by the experience ofsadness are

considered primarily as literary. &ch ofthese writers depends upon melancholy in order

to sustain bis own artistic efforts, and one aspect oftheir collective achievement ües

in their identification ofwriting as a labour tbat is aesthetically transformative. That the

Greek mot ofthe term "aesthetics" means "ta perceive" sugests that art is a means

ofseeing the world in a way that will reconceive it as a work in progress. The

universalising tendency ofunbappiness, wbich suggests tbat we are by no means alone

in our dejection, competes with the inner desire to proclaim unhappiness as being

singular and inexpressible, and ft is the complexity ofsuch a relationship tbat 1 would

like to trace in my study. As Gillian Rose observes in her memoir Love's Work, loss is

as needful and important as the possibility ofits imminent alleviation: "'Loss' means that

the original gift and salvation oflove have been degraded: love's arrow poisoned and

sent swift1y back ioto the heart. My time-wom remedy bas been to pluck the arrow and

to prove the wound, testing its resources with protestaDt CODCentlation" (68).

The thesis will begin with a study ofWordsworth, and through readings ofthe

1802 Preface to the Lyrical Ballads and "The Discharged Soldier," 1 sball examine bow

the didaetic and formai style ofthe Preface evokes a type ofemotional solitude tbat is

more richly dramatised in the context ofhis poetry. Whereas the Preface highlights

certain theoretic preoccupations tbat are dependent upon a concept ofloss as intrinsic

to the success ofthe Lyrical BaJlads themselves, the poem serves as an elucidation of
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the degree to which the sympathetic eloquence and morality ofWordsworth's poetic

aehievement can evolve into more complex understandings ofthe relationship between

thep~ bis subjects, and the natural world tbat serves as the context for their literary

encounters. The foUowing chapter will be devoted ta Walter Pater's poetics of sadness,

and will more explicitly pursue some ofthe cu1turaI implications ofwbat 1 see as the

anonymous, almost gbostly allusiveness ofhis writings. Pater is famously regarded as

the nostalgie critie ofThe Renaispnce who, quoting Hugo, said tbat "we have an

intervaI, and then our place knows us no more. Some spend this interval in Iistlessness,

sorne in bigh passions, the wisest, at least among the 'cbildren oftbis world,' in art

and song." (190). Much ofthe structure ofhis thougbts and writings depends upon an

examination ofsadness as an experience tbat is inextricable ftom a proper attention to art

and life. Even more interestingly, Pater ofFers an example ofhow sadness cao be indeed

vital to aestheticism, despite the apparent confliet between bis own view ofartistic

appreciation, and the lingering shadow ofdisconsolation. Finally, 1 shall conclude with

a consideration ofJohn Ashbery's contemporary mode ofdejection. Altbough this

chapte, will complement soine ofthe conventiopal wisdom regarding Ashbery as

a splintered, solipsistic voice, 1 shall suggest tbat the detaehment and groundlessness

that are notable cbaracteristics ofhis poetry, felicitously broaden the sense ofan essential

isolation usually ascnoed to him. 1 believe tbat Ashbery offers us a normalised

perspective ofsadness, one tbat assimilates the experience by almost excluding its very

pathos in the effort oftreatïng loss as a ftuitful attribute ofIife. Such an attribute also

performs a stunning effect on the aesthetic sbeen ofhis poetry, and 1 intend to examine

how bis work necessarily depends on motifs and tbemes oflo55 in order to strengthen

its own peculiar eminence.
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Claapter Two

Tnuuport ad Repet:
Wordsworth AIoDe

What is a Poet? Ta whom does he address bimselt? And
wbat language is to be expected ftom him? He is a man

lnspeaLDg to 1DeQ.••

Wordsworth

What is a Poet? An UDbappy man who in bis heart harbours
a deep anguish...I tell you, 1 wouId rather be a swineherd,
understood by the swine., tban a poet misunderstood by men.

Kierkegaard

L

In his essay "Silence and the Voice ofThought," Angus Fletcher identifies the aesthetic

benefits of introspection in pre-Romantic literature as already anticipating many of

the anxieties that have come to define the peculiar psychology ofsolitude in Romantic

poetry: "The ground ofbeauty...is tbat vacuous Waste ofaie,' that into which an beauty

disappears" (198). As Fletcher goes on to say, the theme ofabandonment is ail the more

remarkable as a poetic imperative because it simultaneously develops and attempts to

resolve the desertion that is its underlying force. These preoccupations cao be traeed 10

their richest intensity in a figure like Wordsworth, for whom the attraction 10 silence and

its evocative topographies is closely associated with a notable sadness for the elements

ofboth bis inspiration and heigbtened alienation. Wordsworth shared an assumption with

many writers ofthe period that the sort ofpoetry that could prevail ovec the monotony

ofEnlightenment versification had to be attuned to the fascinations offeeling and thought

rather than artificial stylisation. But tbis beliefwas a1so aligned with an awareness of

how such a poetry would inevitably come ta express the degree to wbich the tradition
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and bistory ofEnglish poetry bad become a Iingering sorrow for the contemporary writer,

a sorrow colouring the wood ofliterature as bath a limit and a curious premium.

Wordsworth is one ofthe few writers who bas been able to sultai" a profound

concem for the experience ofsadness as a constitutive part ofIiterary power, especially

the consequences ofsuch a powerwhen il reinterprets the world as the disillusioned

summary ofour feelings. Laura Quinney bas noted tbat the prevalence ofbope in bis

work in faet encourages a very different, sbadowy interest: "for il aIlowed Wordsworth

to create a more extended and persuasive representation ofthe psychology, not ofhope

and 'self-renewal,' but ofwbat is in a sense their opposite-the longing for them-and

ofall the complexities arising ftomthe restiveness oflonging" (" 'Tintem Abbey' .. 141).

For Wordsworth, the theme ofliterary a1ienation bad a critical efTect upon the circuit of

bis ambitions, and became bis favoured trope for the melancholic depth and intelligence

ofbis insights. Wordsworth's awareness that solitude bad a complieated influence on

both the substance and the conception ofbis poetic labours is the basis for Quinney's

insistence that he developed a psychology ofthe self far more advanced tban what had

been possible in the wode ofbis contemporaries.

Wordsworth's mouming for a put he bas outgrown, willingly or not, provokes

bis attitudes towards change and preservatio~especially bis complieated apprehension

oftemporality. While developing a form ofpoetry itselfprogressively determined by

temporal movement rather' than bland, static descriptiveness, Wordsworth is also content

with the beliefthat bis wode aspires towards a type ofrenewal that comes as a resu1t of

careful discursive elaboration. Struggling with this awareness oftime's responsibility for

bis estrangemems, Wordsworth's thoughts can he read as expressing a dissatisfaetion

with the world. Even more than Pater~ who similarly mistrusted the dull habitualness

ofeveryday life, Wordsworth was captivated by the stimulation ofdisillusioned emotions

and thoughts that literature inspired as weIl as consolidatecl In what follows 1 would

like to examine some ofthese emotions and thoughts regarding solitude and sadness by
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• exploring two texis tbat are bath lypical and strange in their elaboration ofthese subjects.

1 shall suggest that Wordsworth's theoretical allusions to these subjects in the Pretàce ta

the Lyrica1 Ball.d$ (1802) already begin to develop the profound thematics tbat emerge

in bis strongest poetry. As an ex'mple ofthe latter genre, 1 sball discuss the long poem

"The Discharged Soldier" in the context of its intensification ofthose fee~gsalready

theorised in the Pretàce, feeliDgs surrollnding the belief in solitude and sadness as central

rather than marginal aspects ofliterary experience.

2.

Tbcoughout the 1802 Preface to the Lyrical BaU.d$ Wordsworth engages in a persuasive

relationship with bis readers over the theory and reception ofpoetry.l On the surface,

sueh an affinity is perhaps oo1y an elepnt aspect ofform and style (characteristic of

• Wordsworth's rhetorical favouring ofhllmilikls in bis writïDgs), but it aIso serves to fulfill

a promise of inclusion and capaciousness. What is significant here is the invention ofbis

reading audience: it aIlows Wordsworth to establish a sense ofreciprocity on bis own

terms and to personalise bis tasIc by grounding its moral imperative in a conscious

relationship with a receptive community. By extending bis argument in firm recognition

ofa partieipatory audience for bis ideas, Wordsworth already begins to complieate

sueh a relationship by dweUing on the differences between the poet and bis readership,

differences that will influence bis concept ofpoetic genius, as weil as bis desire ta seek

a type ofknowledge accessible ooly through deprivation and loss:

1 will not take it upon me to determine the exact import ofthe promise
which by the &et ofwriting in verse an Author, in the present day,
makes to bis Reader; but 1 am certain, it will appear to many persons
that 1have not fulfilled the terms ofan enpgement thus voluntuily

• IFor a discussion ofthis relational aspect ofWordswortb and Coleridge's work in the
Lyrical Ballads, see Tilotamma Rajan's The SYPJdement ofRmdins.
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contraeted. They who bave been aœustomed to the gandiDess and inane
phraseology ofmany modem writers, ifthey persist in rading this book
to its conclusion, will, no doubt, ftequently bave to strugIe with feelings
ofstrangeness and aukwardness [sic]: they will look round for poetry,
and will be inducecl to iDquire by wbat spec!es ofcourlesy these attempts
can be permitted to ass"me tbat title. (596)2

This passage is characteristic ofthe prescriptive aspect ofthe Preface: il is prudeotly

anticipatory and formalised, and appears overcletermined bya sort ofcritical

reflectiveness typical ofWordswo1th's thought. But this ref1ectiveness is also touched

by an element ofinrimacy that maIœs its proDOUllCelllelltS appear temporary and cautious,

although that familiarity is carefully guarded by a more tban debOerate literary restraint.

As ifin fulfi1Jment ofbis own style ofwritin& Wordsworth's ideal readers are possessed

by a self-consciousness tbat obscures them to the gaudiness offalse traditions: they who

look round for poetry but are surprised by a volume tbat bas Iittle resemblance to what

they have grown accustomed to pemsiog, exemplify the success ofbis project's desire

• to raze all trace ofliterary precedence. The community is left idle in judging bim

bec~seofthe surprise mixed with implicit fascination provoked by the Lyrical Ballads.

Like many ofthe cbaracters in Wordsworth's poetry, the rural people figured in the

Preface describe a type ofref1ection tbat is in fact propec to the poet's own understanding

ofhimseIt: rather tban the outer world. They establish the paramettes ofa field of

perception that appears as a tùnction ofthe poet's jmagination.

Ta diSmiss, however, extemal influences as Mere foils, or as exiguous to

Wordsworth's procedures, insufticiently appreciates the validity ofsuch movements

ofesttagement in bis psychology, and their effect on bis creativity. Take, for exemple,

the fascination held by estranged objects, wbich is an element ofWordsworth's

description of the poet: ft. disposition to be affected more than other men by absent

• 2 AlI citations trom Wordsworth, bath poetry and prose, are taken nom the Gill edition
in the Oxford Authors series, to which alI page numbers quoted in the text refer.
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• things as ifthey were present; an ability ofconjuring up in bimselfpassions, wbich are

indeed far ftom being the same as those produced by real events" (603). The unforced

shift ftom knowing ta the Iack: ofknowledge in the Preface will come to colour the

representation ofthe sort ofinvented readersbip Wordsworth solicits-ftee ofarguments,

thoughts, splendidly mute but intensified in feeling. This specifie interest in affect also

retleets the poet's image ofbimselfbefore bis audience, an image as intent on being

stripped ofknowing as it is on stirriDg its emotional capacities by virtue ofa process of

self-alienation.

is assumed to be indeed a place that the poet preserves as a wish left unattainable,

But Poets do DOt write for Poets alone, but for men. Unless therefore
we are advocates for that admiration wbich depends upon ignorance,
and that pleasure wbich arises ftom hearing wbat we do DOt understand,
the Poet must descend trom this supposed height, and, in order to excite
rational sympathy, he must express bimselfas other men express

themselves. (608)

Jerome Christensen bas analysed Wordsworth's vertical tropes in the Iight ofColeridge's

• critique ofthe Preface in the BÎQ8I'IDhia Literaria. Where Coleridge associates poetic

height with a distinct sense ofproperty and class, Wordsworth intuits a fàlse elevation

that lends itselfto poetic caprice. Even more tban this, the descent ftom a "supposed

height," as Cbristensen retlects, suggests a desire to efface and subsequently refurbish

the authenticity ofan image tbat captivates Wordsworth's imagination: "That empbasis

suggests that Wordsworth introduces and disposes ofthe metaphor ofbeight as part of

a strategy ta rettesb by dislocation the sense ofbeyondwbicb bas been trivialized by

indefinite repetitioDS ofthe spatial metaphor...poetic beight is really a visionary aetual

about which nothing can be supposed and about wbich ooly Wordsworth knows" (146).

The passage is a clear directive on Wordsworth's part ta bring poetry back to the

social realm and re-establish its relationship with an extema1 audience; but as

Chrïstensen suggests, the polemic does not textually depart nom the themes ofsolitude

and retreat that baunt the aestbetic texture ofWordswonh's poetry. Ifthe visionary•
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then the fàilure ofevec repres=tiug tbat visionary location will become at once the

failure and mark ofan authentic selfthat is actively involved in the dynamics ofthe

poetic enterprise.

A passage ftom Kierkegaard's EitherlOr belpfWly illuminates this point:

"The isolationist idea is always in evidence where men assert them.selves numerically.

When one man will assert bimselfas one~ then tbis is isolationism" (139). The pastoral

impulse in Wordsworth bas a conflicting etfect: on the one band, it imbues bis notion of

a com-munity, encouraging the calming aspect ovec bis sense ofsel( a condition diftùse

and receptive-ripe for "emotions recoUected in traDquillity." But onder magnifieation,

the grace ofsuch eloquence a1so bas the effect ofreduciDg ail experience to pure revery,

ta a pool ofdispersed feeling tbat tbreatens Wordsworth's individuality~thereby putting

bim at odds with bis pastoral theme. In another formulation, such a dislOnanœ seems to

express itselfas one ofthe fiabilities ofthe form ofpastoral, which underwent a generic

transformation by heing influenced by the desirability ofother forms that were more

agreeable to the elevated theme ofpoetic genius. "Romance," says Stuart Curran,

"is the natural outgrowth ofthe imagination's desire for sometbing beyond mere

sufficiency...[A]nd it is thus inherentIy in confliet with pastoral fixities. And yet...nature

itself fosters the imagination's urge to break its confines; in generict~ pastoral

opens naturally into romance. The result, bowever~ is not ta effect a break with pastoral,

but to force its enlargernent 50 as ta encompass the imaginative pressure exerted

upon it" (187).

The conf1ation ofromance and pastoral thus does not simply cancel the

differences between the twofo~but rather organises them ta provide the topos and

pathos ofa type ofself-retlectiveness we perceive as UDique to the aesthetics orthe

Romantic poets. The traces ofboth forms are reconstituted beca"se tbeir assimilation to

one another a1so scrupulously preserves the imagjnatioo's power as bath the source and

theme ofthe two genres. Wordsworth recognises the Poet's distinction in bis ability to
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select tram the language ofmen tbat wbieh is most appropriate to poetic expression.

That expression is superficially gathered &am extemal stimulants, but subsequently

takes on a buoyancy ofits own !bat refipres the apparent tranquillity ofthe world as an

indication ofthe selfs abiding strength ta support such a movement. Thus Wordsworth's

pastoral theme reflects and aets as a point ofreference for the process ofinteriorisation

tbat he is to describe in specifically psyehological terms. The interest in the pure

sensations ofrurality, an interest for an "otbemess," depends upona sense ofhow

tbat rurality is peculiar unto itseJt: why it eücits a fascination in the first place. Tbat

specificity is determined perbaps by Wordsworth's belieftbatthe rur8l world is 5Omehow

redeemed by its a1ienation ftom "the dinlOftowns and cities" as he refers te it in "Tintem

Abbey," an environment tbat ignores, yet would probably breach, the barmonised

solitude ofsuch a marginallifestyle. Similarly, Wordsworth'. imaginative psychology

bas an alienating purcbase on the "CODtinued intluxes offeeling [wbich] are modified and

directed by our thoughts, which are indeed the representative ofail our past feelings"

(598). The solitary labours ofthe menta1 fàcuIty are the source for the potency ofa

language that is exalted for "its visionary potential and ineluetable elitism. As nature and

ruraIity are essentially in coofliet, 50 the poet's mind undergoes a revision ofterms.

The obscurity ofthe relationship between mind and nature repeats the differences

inherent in each one ofthe tenus themselves, as weU as empbasises the type ofself­

effacement Wordsworth textually cultivates, a type offaceless but noIIUa/ised and

omniscient presence tbrougbout the poetty.

In bis book The RenewaJ ofLiterature.. Richard Poirier identifies two features

oftwentieth-century modemist writing tbat are also implicitly intrinsic to the ideal

literary definition ofthe tenn "modernity" itself-difticulty and density_3 Wbereas the

3poirier 130-44.
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former deals with a type oftechnica1 polish, a mystification ofthe literary sudàce tbat

inanifests allusiveness and iûgh-powerecl audition, the latter bas 10 do with a discreet

tropological originality unique 10 the work-its aesthetic achievement. Poirier goes on

to provocatively state tbat "Troping gives evidence ofthe hllman involvement in the

shaping ofIanguage, and it prevents language frOID imposiDg itselfupon us with the force

and indifÏerence oftecbnology" (131). The originaIity latent in tropes is separate Û'oIIl

the modes ofcopy and imitation aIthough il is subject to the loss these modes incur,

as Benjamin similarly states in one ofbis famous discussions ofthe aura, "The Wode of

Art in the Age ofMecbanical Reproduction,ft where the waning auratic image evidences

the human presence in art al its moment ofobliteration. Poirier's discussion ofliterary

density seeks to bumanise Iiterature as the source and expression ofa self separate ftom

the social pressures tbat seek a claim upon its identity. His view is puticularly suited to

Benjamin's observation that "To perceive the aura ofan object we look at means 10 invest

it with the ability to look al us in retum" (184). Both writers identify a common lustral

emanation as evocative ofbumao indestruetibility-for Poirier the moment is literary

whereas for Benjamin it ranges 10 encompass a variety ofsimilarly epipbanic moments.

Whether it be density or aura, each manifestation is rendered as a pleasure notably bard to

assimilate-a ~urceofcliscomfort because its persuasiveness depends upon the obscurity

of its eloquence. Wordsworth identifies such a discomfort in bis own readers, and it

serves to measure the quaIity of bis own worlc. What ail these writers suggest is that .

Iiterature does not define its bllmanity at the moment when it extends itselfto a receptive

audience, but rather tbat humanity endures as a mysterious splendour intrinsic to

the writing itself: The representation ofour lives in literature bas more to do with

ineffability, density, and solitary reflection than swift readerly perusal. The experience

ofreading thus dramatises the sort ofattention tbat deep thougbt seeks as fundamentally

necessary, as the book comes to be apprentiœd ta the mind's witbdrawn self­

examination.
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The mind's estrangement ftom the physical and social body cbarts the fine

boundary between contemplation and solipsism tbat many critics bave identitied as

a debilitating characteristic ofWordsworth's work.4 A1thougb tbougbt inspires sympathy

and relations, its proœsses stimulate a form ofattention for its own capacities, which

promote the mind as the sole guarantorofthe poet's existence ancl origiDality. Thougbt

can he seen as one source of buman sutreriDg-to continuously be involved in a process

ofreconceiving the wodd according to one's geuius risks baving such a process define

itself as more vital than the aetual practices tbat would inevitably palliate the sufl'ering

one contemplates. This is perbaps ODe feature ofthe legacy ofWordswortb on writers

like Walter Pater, whose elaborate aestbeticism at times seems utterly unimpeachable

by the extemal world. The mind, then, develops the conditions for its own sadness.

Like Margaret in "The Ruined Cottage" who is committed to immobility, hopeful thought

is tragïCany exemplified in a solitude that is as painful as it is also conducive and

pleasurable.

Wbat then does the Poet? He considers man and the abjects tbat
surround him as acting and re-aeting upon each other, 50 as to produce
an infinite complexity ofpain and pleasure...he considers [man) as looking
upon this complu scene ofideas and sensations, and fincling every where
objects that immediately excite in bim sympathies which, trom the necessities
ofbis natUre, are 8CCOmpaDied by an overbalance ofenjoyment. (606)

Though ideas and sensations remain to sponsor the mind as their seat oforiginatiOD,

it is the joyful overbalance tbat they induce by virtue oftheir significations tbat marks

4In a provocative and eccentric discussion of "Tintem Abbey" in bis book The Limits of
Mortality, David Ferry states that the poem maves "in wbat it cannot quite successfully
contain, nor contemplate with perfect equanïmity," which is tbat despite the closing
blessing passed upon bis sister Dorothy, Wordsworth himself is "living prooftbat this is
not true...what he bas leamed is DOt only tbat love ofman which is another form. ofthe
love ofnature, but a corresponding batred and fcar ofthe ordinary experience ofmen"
(111). 1 do not agree with Ferry's observation, aIthougb il essentially illustrates the
extent to which Wordsworth can provoke reflections tbat imbibe the darker sources of
his poetic sadness.
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the poet's considerable sensitivity-wbat Pater would caIl the sinking ofthe intellect into

sensuous form. These excitations aromate the excited obscurities ofsense, which indieate

a mind as much smoothed and finely receptive as it also UDdergoes a senSlla' renewaL

What stays, however, is the feeliDg ofdiscomfort as a "knowledge wbich all men carry

about with them" (606). By the same Josie tbat draws him to images of~eringand

despair, these emotions common to all men are founded in Wordsworth upon a sense

ofemptiness he bas leamed fiom rurallife. He knows the distance between poetry

and feeling, knows (as Coleridge contim lll1y pointed out) tbat the language ofrural men

is incommensurable with the poet's own style, knows tbat nature is subjective and draws

the poet into its solitude, as well as signais the obvious priority oftime over the mind's

percepti~nofthe world. It is this mixecl blessing wbich descnDe the poetics ofsadness

in Wordsworth: a view ofliterature as bath a representation ofreality, and as a source

ofbeauty unto itself that sees the wood in excess ofits immediate limitations.

For Wordsworth, the wood ofboots preserves a special dignity: it cm serve to

bring happiness. Thus the success ofreading would lie in its ability to assimilate the

workofliterature 50 responsibly tbat it would elude the errors tbat books CID ïnvariably

come to provoke and project onto the world. Towards the end ofthe Prefàce where he

dismisses a stanza ftoma poem by Dr. Johnson, Wordsworth brietly Sllmmarises bis own

view regarding disceming rading In re8ecting upon "1 put my bat upon my headlAnd

walk'd ioto the Strand,!And there 1 met another ID8IIIWhose bat was in bis band,"

Wordsworth criticises Johnson's poem for its pedestrian matter-of-factness, its blauk

appeal to the obvious and mnndane. A subject 50 ordinary al50 ret1ects a mode of

composition that is equally spurious, because it aims to apply the style ofsinc:erity to

an idea wbich-and he emphasises tbis by quotiDg ftom the children's rhyme "Babes in

the Woods"-is worthy ofa vebicle as modest as its fieigbt. Johnson is guiIty here of

a feehle overdetermination ofliterary style-an omamental ftaiIty that exposes its aetuaI

self-emptiness. For Wordsworth, the poem is evidence ofthe sort of jmagjnative
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• ignorance tbat c:an mecbanically compose a work utterly lacking in affect and substance.

The poverty of10hnson's staDZa troubles Wordsworth for several reascms, notably its

perpetuation ofa certain Enlishtemnent aesthetic he strongly opposes, as weil as ils

trivialisation ofIiterature as a mode ofmimais rather tban contemplation. But anotber

presumed reason for Wordsworth's dislike ofthe stanza is that it displays something

Johnson's art achieves in wIgar excess: a mode ofliterary represeotation tbat wouId

annul the world ofexperience and refeaentiality. fi is DOt tbat 1ohnson strains towards

a type ofmetaphysical vagueness here, but tbat he anticipates the degree to wbich style

cao be thought ofas a disjointed thin& out ofphase with its subject matter. Johnson

reminds Wordsworth ofsomething tbat NOS throughout the Preface contradicting bis

essential argument: the tenuousness ofhis OWD poetry. That tenuousness surfaces

especially when bis thougbts appear to pressure themselves towards the opposite side of

originality where a similar tàIl into a 1obnsonian emptiness appears imminent (compare

Johnson's poem witb Wordsworth's notorious "1 wandered lonely as a cloud"). It is as

•

ifWordsworth here bas been forced to reflect upon the mediocrity ofboth bis thougbts

and the realisations that have caused them to be so nnnaturally exposed.

Wordsworth's counsel tbat the reader be on guard for such poor specimens

ofverse suggests thatthe sins ofthe poet are repeatable in the memory orbis readers.

The memorisation of1ohnson's lines will only dull the poor reader's mind with the

banalities ofinferior verse. Wordsworth seeks to protect the reader's intelligence;

more specifically, he wishes to secure the ability through reading to discriminately

expand the thougbts ofliterature into the project ofthe world. The reader must believe

in this relationship between art and reaIity: he must appreciale it as a ref1ection upon

bis mind, figuring for bis own indestrueubility in light ofthe questions and arguments

that forcefully stimulate it:

1 have one request to make ofmy Reader, which il, that in
judging these Poems he would decide by bis own feelings genuinely»
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and DOt by ret1ection upon wbat will probably be the judgment ofothers...
1 bave therefore to~ tbat the Reader would abide independently
by bis own feelinp, and tbat ifhe finds himselfaffected he would DOt
suffer such conjectures to interfère with bis pleasure. (613)

Wordsworth perceives Jolmson's errors as weak instances ofa type ofpathetic loss

improperly expressed by the caprices ofa previous generation ofwriters. Instead of

registering Inlman presence, the WIJIÎDg affect ofJohnson's poetry inevitably makes

itselfobsolete by resorting to mimesis and artifice instead ofsubstaDtially developing its

content and composition. Likelo~however~Wordsworth is confionted with the

systematisation ofstyle which dictates an originality distinct ftom ail modes ofextemal

responsibility, as bis psychology ofthe mind su.ests: "such habits ofmind will be

produced, that, by obeying blindly and mecbaDically the impulses orthose habits,

we shall descnDe objects, and utter sentiments, ofsuch a nature and in such connection

to each other" that tbey will become salubrious for the affections (598). The retteat

into such an ability to organise sense data until it gains the guise offamiliarity, intimat~

a desire to find sequence in thought rather than syncbronicity-eonsistency ofmental

progress and its indestructible presence tbrough literature despite the possibility tbat such

illumination is fated to appear and then vanish Iike a buming coal.

The subject is iDdeecl important! For the human mind is capable
ofbeing excited without application ofgrass amd violent stimulants;
and he must bave a very faint perception ofits beauty and dignity
who does DOt knowthis, and who does not further know, thatone
heing is elevated above another, in proportion as he possesses this
capability. It bas therefore appeared to me, tbat ta endeavour to
produce or enlarge tbis capability is one ofthe best services
in which, at any period, a Writer can be engaged; but this service,
excellent at ail times, is especially 50 at the present clay. For
a multitude ofcauses, unknown to former times, are now acting
with a combiued force ta blunt the cliscriminating powers ofthe mind,
and unfitting it for ail voluntary exertion ot reduce it to a state of
almost savage torpor. (599)

As mind becomes riehly exposed for its operations, 50 its transfer to solitude becomes

• more ideally complete; likewise, ail consequent solicitations to the mind's
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• impermeability become perceived as a tbreat. The origin ofthe moral aetivity of

Wordsworth's writing is tbus displaœd away ftom relations to introspection-spealring

between ourselves is the outcome, not beginning, ofan amelioration ofsuch speech.

The fear is ofa "state ofalmost savage torpor" wben the mind will cease to discriminate

and understand itselt: Neil Hertz observes that Wordsworth's poetry is often inspired

by a peculiar doubling ofconsciousness that portrays the poet as seeking a meêüating

presence in order to refùrbish bis own aetÎvities: "The result is to split the selfioto a poet

existing in the present and 'some other being' who aets as a mediating figure...Wbat he

thus sucœeds in creating is a chain ofsuccessive and anaIogous relatioDS...Nature:

child:: child: Poet:: poet: reader" (25-6). The other possible schema would he as

follows: society and writer, writer and reader, reader and text. The enlargement ofthe

poetic voice as it promises the reader wbat he knew and perhaps will DOW know with

greater complexity and truth in reading the Lyrical Ball,ds alsa paradoxically comes

to extinguish itselfat the peak ofits own lyrical independence. The omniscient

narration ofthe Preface emblematises more than simply what Keats perceived as the

Wordsworthian egotistical sublime, but rather the disappearance oftbat narration into

a stark impersonality, an otherworldliness that cornes after readiDg the prose and the

poetry and which unnervingly suggests that the poet's account ofthe world bas come to

•

he ms wor/d.

What animates such an observation even further is Wordsworth's own fascination

with its entanglements. Quinney notes tbat the "selfthrown back on it5elfby the 10ss or

discreditation ofits extemal objects is in a critical predicament; it is then forced ta think,

and to do much work wbich willlikely he fiuitless. This theme introduces a significant

degree ofrefinement in the description ofsilbjectivity, as the uneasy mind... reflects upon

its condition, dreads~ and is driven to odd, moving, delieate sttusgles for adjustment"

(If 'Tintem Abbey' "137-8). Moretban simply sttaying aside ta lament for itseJt:

the ambiguous selfofthe Preface signais its lost substantiality as bath a quality
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ofits dissatisfactiOD with the world ofliterature up until the present moment, and an

indication ofits own autbority and govemance. Certainly saduess is DOt the central

affect ofthe Preface, BOr is Wordsworth's thought peailiU'ly melancbolic in this instance.

But more precisely, the PrefAce'. insisteDt cIaim tbat it efTects a break with tradition

conceives ofthe sorrows ofliterature in terms tbat move beyoncl the theories ofpoetic

influence. It is not the hint ofa legacy but rather its temporal eüsion a1together that

justifies the impersonal solitude ofWordsworth's poetry as a masure oflo55 that proves

to he a premium for the poet: "Wordsworth's approach to the visionary aetua1 bahs at

a verge marked by the intensification ofthe feeling ofthe complete Submissiveness of

reading, a dramatic threat ofattenuation toward complete self-loss" (Chrîstensen 146).

The obituary written by the new poet amid a cemetery ofthe mind is a standard topos

ofwriting, but it is the tbreat tbat bistory will repeat itselt: that the poetry ofthe Lyrica1

Ballads will a1so prove to be specious and irrelevant, that positions Wordsworth's

enterprise between filling the emptiness and recognising its drawing power. That

emptiness becomes an escape ftom interdependence and exemplarity, an inverse version

ofth~ sort ofpower nomin8ted in the ProspeclUs to The Reel"". IfJohnson is guilty

ofan overdeterminatioD ofeffect, Wordsworth's tdfect here is deliberately absorbed

and dispersed into the fabric ofthe poetry, gaining a separateness that is authenticaUy

Wordsworthian even ifthe poet bimself seems spookily unavailable. Tbougbt becomes

selfish1y involved with its own literary complexity, or as Chrïstensen lushly describes it,

lia schizophrenia ofthe text blind to all compacts, wberein the sole engagement ofwriter

and reader is like an impersonal confliet tbat subtends no ideology, promises DO spoils,

and gives no quarter" (146).

The loss that goes aImost umelt in the Preface-a loss, ofcourse, that becomes

singularly, movingly plangent in the poetry-is tbus attnDutable to the poet seeing himself

as a presence that anticipates the wodd he describes. The poetry ofBowles, CoUins,

and Gray (amongst others) already suggests a certain view ofdeath and selfhood that
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• tinds its richest expansion in Wordsworth, and becomes even more evocative once

the death ofthe author bimself is made the subject ofthe poetry.S Tbat death becomes

the unsaid principle conveyed by the LyriœJ Sallad$" published anonymously as an

experiment and offered ta the radins audience as a test ofthe claims by two writers who

in spite oftheir insistence for a more immediate poetic medium, deliberately explored the

fictionality ofpoetry itselt: that is, poetry's motive to encompass a world tbat is at once

referential and uniquely inaccesSIble. The poets remain nameless because they are

represented in the poetry itse1t: just as the compliments ofthe reader are ab50rbed into the

literature as a function ofthe Preface's own recommendations. Wbat becomes fascinating

here is the uncommon ascendancy in Wordsworth of50metbing tbat bas come to be 50

familiar it risks being deadened altogether: the solitude ofspeech. Language appears

almost invulnerable in the Preface because it is self-contained. But tbis type ofsecurity

a150 underscores language as fragile, as a strangely 50litary companion-it bas become

essential in a way tbat suggests that only the starkness ofwords now can redeem the

value ofthe poet's presence after aIl:

1am sensible that my associations must have sometimes been
particular instead ofgeneral, and tbat, consequently, giving to things
a false importance, sometimes nom diseased impulses 1may bave written
upon unworthy subjects; but 1 am less apprehensive on this account,
tban that my language may ftequently bave suffered trom those arbitrary
connections offeelings and ideas with particular words and phrases,
ftom which no man can altogether protect himself (612)

The arbitrariness of"feelings and ideas with particular words and phrases" is mentioned

not 50 much apologetically, as conceded in exhaustion. The displacements in meaning

here would be too easily subsumed by a deconstIUetÎve reading were not the sort of

rhetorical volatility Wordsworth describes a feature ofthe Preface's broader, derealising

nature. The suddenness ofthe poet's revelation-lDd it is indeed not only "Wordsworth"

• 5This point is discussed in theworks by Averill7 Brown, Jacobus, IDd Quinney.
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• here speak:ing exclusively, but a narrator even grander and more unknown than the

gentleman ofthe Lake District-recognises its own &Ise certainty as it suffers ta recover

its representation by appealling ta the poet's autbority. The voice slips effortIessly

and with wise retlection into the tragic point ofthe lut line-"trom which no man cm

altogether protect himself" and literaJly gives in to its own wlnerability as a consequence

of the spiritual disbelief il confides.

The poet presumes that our tbougbts cm he a Hability to~ cm lead us to become

disabled by a desire to finalise them; but more than even tbis, he empbasises the role of

consciousness as it suffers to make sense ofitselfdespite its own possible disappearance.

The recognition ofsuch a failure ofîntenectua1 UDity redemptively figures as the final

availability ofthought and art, although in Wordsworth this aesthetic security is primarily

an aspect ofmemory, an exaggeration ofthougbt clinging to more thougbts. The

significance ofremembrance measures the loss that the present inefFably indieates-

whereas the past is conclusive, the immediate is doomed to suspension. Wordsworth

further derives in the Preface a curious story emphasising the concems oftemporality,

one which seeks to bath humanise and mystify a thwarted prospect ofpoetic genius as the

legend ofa historical development. ft emerges in a passage that concludes bis discussion

ofthe similiarities between prose and poetry:

[Poetry and prose] both speak by and to the same organs; the bodies
in which both ofthem are clothed may be said to be ofthe same substance,
their affections are kindred, and almost identical, DOt necessarily dift'ering
even in degree; Poetry sheds DO tears 'such as Angels weep,' but natural
and human tears; she can bout ofno celestial Ichor that distinguishes her
vital juices ftom those ofprose; the same human blood circu1ates through
the veins ofthem both. (602)

The theme ofWordsworth's argument generates imagery in excess ofthe mere specifies

ofliterary genres. DrawiDg upon an ancient, Platonic binh ofwriting (a project more

fully realised as a history ofreadership in the 181S "Essay, Supplementary to the

• Preface"), Wordsworth envisions the muses ofPoetry and Prose as temporarily exiled
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from one another on aœount ofthe blaDk indifference ofmodem life. Their exile is

profound because it bas essentiaUy denatured them, and made the structure oftbeir own

"lives" endlessly alien to the elements ofreafity. Wbat bas DOW become a tàmiliar

distinction between the lyric and the nove!, at one time descnDed an affinity between the

two genres tbat was closer than anyone could DOW imagine. Wordsworth ~ythologises

that similarity 50 passionately tbat its wistful memory crowds the cbillness ofform with

an emergent story that retrieves the bistory ofliterature as a bistory oftrue and livin&

familial bodies. The sadness ofliterature, then, is intetpreted as a recorded tragedy

50 fundamental tbat it moves beyoncl its own essential fietionality 10 conceive ofthe

estrangement ofpoetry and prose as a fiustrated embarkation upon tùrther literary

knowledge.

In order to deepen the affectiveness oftbis estrangement, Wordsworth states

that "Poetry sheds no tears 'such as Angels weep: " and tbat ber pains are equal to

those ofher sister-"she can boast no celestial Ichor." The emphasis in the passage on

aetual pain, on the physical crisis oftbis literary alieuation, not only stirs the lamentable

inseparability ofthese sisters in their exile nom one another, but aIso tests their bond

at the most intense moment ofloss. As sister is tom away from sister, the cry that bas

through the ages signalled the formai definition and separateness ofpoetry ftom prose is

regiven to us through Wordsworth's myth with ail the realness and anguish ofan aetua1

despair. As weIl, it weirdly suggests that the concems surrounding the distinction

between poetry and prose could he subtly directing attention 10 the possibility that

aesthetics perhaps develop as the outcome ofa severe IInhappiness, tbat our

preoccupation with literature somebow involves an involuntary memory ofa distant and

disturbing relationsbip ofextreme pain. As a contemporary example, Walter Benjamin's

image ofthe aura aIso fiunously distinguishes its own splendour as the coincidence of

past and present memories, tlickering witbin one another in the melancholic temPel'8D1ent

ofthe modem critic and observer: "Experience ofthe aura thus Tests on the uansposition
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• ofa response common in m.man relationships to the relationsbip between the inanirnate

or oatural abject and man. The penon we look Il, or who feels he is being looked al,

looks at us in tum" (184)_ The aura is "the unique phenomenon ofa distance, however

•

•

close it may be"; it emetges as more beautitùUy iUl.m inative as that distance becomes

more apparent and reminds us, much Iike a backward glance directed at sometbing left

behind in the road, ofan ancient sense ofrituaI and preservation valourised witbin the

aura's essence. Leo Bersani remaries tbat "Benjamin's emphasis on the sense ofdistance

as central to the effect ofthe aura makes it clear that even the most fàmiliarizing

associations leave the abject itselfintact in its unknowability...the primary effect ofthe

aura. ..is to make the original, the unique work ofart unapproochable" (Culture 58).

The limit ofknowing tbat aura, or in Wordsworth's case, the irreconciliation ofthat

first sisterhood between Poetry and Prose, seeks 10 sustain the inevitability ofstriving

for that primai experience without ever fully exhausting the mystic desirability of its sad

alienation.. The sisters Poetry and Prose, like the aura, are tbus most splendid when they

are recalled as being beyond any reparability.

Wordsworth shares Benjamin's-and for that matter also Proust's-unhappy

memory, and this memory 1 believe funetions in a way tbat is DOt exclusively necessitated

by the lure ofliterary competition (as Bloom interprets it in bis rading of"Tintem

Abbey"6). The unhappiness Wordsworth sutfers and persuades us to associate with,

an unhappiness that the prose however obscurely strains to express, seems to originale

a mode ofreflection that desires ta be independent, solitary, free ofthe sort ofconjecture

and opinion that literature bas relentlessly, and almost cbeertùlly, become. Sadness

becomes almost a farm ofresocialisation7 tbat paradoxically restores us to a world

6 See 'Wordsworth and the Scene ofInstruction" in bis book Poeby and Remession.
A consideration ofthis piece is inseparable trom an understandiDg ofBloom's theory of
poetry, and this Perbaps calours aIl too severely bis baroque reading ofWordsworth.
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• without reprieve, one where Imowledge cao be traœd to a Iingering sustenance for first

and simple things, and subsequently becomes the inspiration for an imaginative project

that must account for a clark emptiness at its source.

Part ofWordsworth's enterprise is to apply bis broadest strokes with an appeal

to our sense oftragedy, ofdiscomfort and unease, talrj"g such feelings-as much as joy

and pleasure-as the necessary experiences for estabHsbing the authenticity ofbis own

position. The wlnerability specifie to Wordsworth's own work as a poet is interpreted

as a quality he sbares with bis reading public, who uSlIme tbat the poctry and the author

can he bath trusted and indeed entnlSIedwith their varied expectatiODS because texts

and writers suffer the same ftail affections tbat are reflected in the reading public itsett:

affections which bave brought the readers sympathetically to Iiterature in the first place:

To this it may be added, that the Reader ought never to forget tbat he is
himselfexposed to the same errors as the Poet, and perbaps in a much
greater degree: for tbere cau be no presomption in saying, tbat it is not
Probable tbat he will be so weB acquainted with the various stages of .
meaning through wbich words have passed, or with the ficldeness or
stability ofthe relatioDS ofparticulal' ideas ta each other; and Above aIl,
since he is 50 much less interested in the subject, he may decide lightly
and cuelessly. (612)

The banality ofWordsworth's observation bere suggests something tbat bas crowded

bis image ofthe poet for long: the poet is aware ofthe paths literature takes, but bis

awareness is constituted as a süent wïtness. The instability ofbmguage, the trickery

ofpoetical artifice, are traps aloog the way tbat screen the requisite emptiness ofthe text

itselfwhich becomes a project ofthe poet's undecided and undecidable sel( as weB as

the Iinguistic embocliment for bis residence in absentia. It is as a reacler tbat the poet

approaches the text, as a member ofbis own audience, and· it is precisely at Ibis moment

that he subjects the whole eategory ofthe social to revision as audience and poet merge

into one tibrous subjectivity that remains UDfiI1ed becanse it is, quite simply, everywhere.

• 7See Esther Schor for an elaboration ofthis point in Bearinl the pe,d.
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3.

1 now tum to the poeuy which enIarges upon the cbarmecl emptiness 1 bave come to

descnoe 50 far on the part ofthe writer. Wordsworth wrote "The Discbarged Soldier"

some time between January and March of 1798, a yeu tbat proved to be especially

rich and diverse in terms ofthe maturiDg career ofbis poetry. The poem, like its

companion lyric"A Night-Piece," was probably inspired by entries made by

Wordsworth's sister Dorothy in ber Alfoxden JournaL It was composed as an

independent poem although never published. separately, and wu laler assimilated

to Book IV orThe Prelude with several amendatioDS.8 In many ways "The Discharged

Soldier" generously evokes a meditatîve intensity that we bave come to identify as

Wordswortbian: the thoughts ofthe speaker, slowly enIarging their ambit 10 encompass

not only the objects ofthought but also the sources for those objects' possibility,

are rendered neither through induction nor common revelation, but through the media of

feeling, perception, and hearing. Wbat is often cbaracterised as Wordsworth's loyalty to

the contemplative moment aIso delineates the extent ofhis humanisme In Apjlreciations,

Pater perceptively notes that the phenomenological impulse in Wordsworth's poeuy

develops in profound contrast to the wlpr boisterousness ofeveryday life: "Tbat the

end oflife is not action but contemplation-being as distinct ftom doil'lg-a certain

disposition ofthe. mind: il, in some shape or otber, the principle ofail the higher

morality" (62). The pensive mood figures for both the restoration ofthe selfand the

world by the graœfu1 project ofemotional reparation. The morality Wordsworth conveys

in this poem and others similar in design lies in the poetry's avoidance ofthe very modes

Sf'or a discussion oftbis see Beth Darlington's article, l;'Two Early Texts: 'A Nigbt-Piece
and 'The Discharged Soldier.'" Although outside the scope ofthis essay, there are some
valuable considerations worth making about the relationship ofthese two poems, not ooly
about their similar content but the temporality oftheir composition. See also Neil Hertz's
discussion of «A Nigbt-Piece" in "Wordsworth and the Tears ofAdam" in The End of
the Line 22-27.



Kbalip 27

alien ta the environment. Wbat al fust emerges as a singularly profound concem

for the specificity ofthe speakers feelings is carefidly undone and complieated by

• ofinsistence tbat wouId be particular to a type ofdidactic, moral teadring, usuaIly

associated with texts tbat are conspicuously allegoricaL Vigilance taken toward others is

relaxed in order to preserve the distracting vapries between thougbt and action, aIthough

as 1 shall show, such a reprieve is compromised by a darker influence ranging within the

possibilities ofthe poem.

Part ofthe sustaining mood of"The Discharged Soldier" derives ftom its

development ofWordsworth's theme ofsolitude: it contains and is endorsed by

the possibility ofremote feelings generated by solitary evocatiOD. But the revelation

ofa sort ofWordsworthian reciprocity between mind and space tbat°we bave come

to traditionaUy expect, traDsforms ioto the prelext for a meditation upon the bard priee

and separation oftbat relatioosbip in the first place. Reciprocity CODtributes a self­

knowledge that is achieved in the presence ofanother; inseparable thus ftom the

speaker's subjectivity is the attitude taken towards the soldier who is both part ofand•
its own eloquence.

•

1 love to waIk
Along the public way when for the night,
Deserted in its silence, it assumes
A character ofdeeper quietness
Tban pathless solitudes. At such a time
1 s10wly mounted up a steep ascent
Where the road's watry surfilee to the ridge
Ofthat sbarp rising glittered in the moon
And seemed before my eyes another stream
Stealing with silent lapse to joïn the brook
That murmured in the valley. (1-11)

The speaker expressively persuades us that he bas already undergone the psychic process

ofrestoration he presently seeks to describe. Tbat the natural world is both the frame of

reference and the ret1ection ofbis thoughts ail to evidently tropes on the Romantic notion

ofthe mind's relation to nature; but it also suggests that the speaker bas composed
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that world as wooDy bis OWD. It is 50 fuIfilled in terms ofits represcntation tbat our own

reading ofWordsworth's thOugbts ntIIIITally moves to interpret the wood as a fimetion

ofbis consciousness: "Deserted in its silence, it aSSl,mes! A cbaracter ofdeeper quietness

rrhan pathless solitudes." The open spaœ ofthe landscape does DOt 50 much designate

barrenness as its own metaphysical absorption ioto the mind's territory. The meeting

on the deserted road with the soldier, the spare exchange and observation, the final

sad fàreweil-all blend ÏDto the sugestive distance ofthe first person account which

is asserted agaiost any demonstration ofimages tbat could he difrerentiated ftom such

a consciousness. Nature does DOt figure for a mood in wbich the speaker participates:

it becomes literalised as a figure within the speaker's mood, part ofthe imagination's

literary composition.

The speaker cbarts this embeddecl silence tint through images ofthe "watry"

road which is given its stream-lïke illusion by the moon. As it tlows into the murmuring

brook that leads to the valley~ the weave ofimagery rbytbmically coalesces ioto the

speakers designed intent: "On 1 passecVrranquil, receiving in my own despitelAmuse­

ment, as 1 slowly passed a1ong" (11-13). His movements cadence with the image ofthe

"watry road," or better, they preclietably fu1fill the prior event. This initial section ofthe

poem is indee<! permeated by Wordsworth's sense ofwish-fullfiJlment, bis thoughts

confirmed as it were in their train by the "barmonious imagery" (29) that is retroaetive

proofoftheir original, tlowing appropriateness. As the moon performs the trompe l'oeil

change ofthe road into a stream, the mind is nurtured upon a traDquillity that is both

leamed trom and comparable to the moon's, and the balf-siept iuil ofthe poem finally

comes to resolve the speaker to figure as both its subject and objecte

The style ofthe poem moves according to a sense ofinviolacy, ofan undisturbed

selfbood, behind which ües the rumour ofan ego reminding us ofthe llomantic legend

that was to encode the reputation ofthe poem's creator within the structures ofwbat one

ofbis heirs called "the egotistical sublinie. ft And in the course ofthis poem, the poet's
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• caIling card slowly begins to move within the raDIe ofwbat wu first understood to

he the anonymity ofthe speaker_ 1 sbaIl sbortly try to demonstrate howeven such

a predictable move is compromisal by the poem's melancboly claim upon its own

annoucements of identity. For now 1 would Iike to fiIl out some features oftbat anxious

legend. It is part ofWordsworth's style to praise bimselfwbile resorting to rbetorical

humility in order to show himselfas unworthy ofthe sponsoring solitudes of"cliffor

sea,IThe clark blue vault, and universe ofstars" (19-20). And yet, the "deeperjoy" is

what Wordsworth already possesses, poetically; bis art bas already predetermined

the experience he is a part of He seems to thinIc like the natural wood because he bas

made it. From those pinnacles which seem suspended in tbeir own impenetrability,

Wordsworth intuits a solitude oDly different in degree ftom bis own. But jfhis thoughts

are natural, organic, they evoke the spooky beliefthat bis consciousness will bave

a career independent of the world itselt: although tbat world may continue to exist as

• a shadow ofbis mind's night. Keats loads tbis into the background ofbis reproach

ofWordsworth, lushly described in a letter to John Hamilton Reynolds:

Many a man cao travel to the very boume ofHeaven, and yet want
confidence to put clown bis balfseeing. Sancho will invent a Journey
heavenward as weil as any body. We bate poetty that bas a palpable
design upon us-and ifwe do DOt asree, seems to put its band in its
breeches pocket. Poetry should be great & unobtrusive, a thing which
enters into one's sou), and does DOt startle it or amaze it with itselfbut
with its subject.-How beautiful are the retired t10wersl how would
they lose their beauty were tbey to tbrong into the highway crying out,
"admire me l am a violet! dote upon me 1 am a primrose!" (540)

Keats perceives to bis own detriment that Wordsworth bas qualified poetry as bis own.

As he comes to be identified, finally, with the speaker, he overwbelms the subject of

poetry by inhabiting it, by becoming it. Like the moon lingering as a lonely harbinger,

he selfishly rehearses both the dream ofpoetry as it enters the passive $Oui and the very

impregnation oftbat dream. The subject and object ofpoetty, as weil as tbeir influence,

• are indistinguishable as our own readerly acceptance ofWordsworth as the voice ofthe
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• poem merges with tbat sufticing knowledge.

Keats' own view ofthe poetical cbaracter as "DOt ïtself-it bas no self-it is

everything and nothing-It bas no cbaracter" reflects the sort ofdemise orthe body's

specificity that concludes the tirst section ofWordsworth's poem:

Thus did 1 steaI a10ng that silent road,
My body ftom the stillness drinking in
A restoration like the calm ofsIeep
But sweeter fàr. Above, before, behind,
ArOUDd me, ail wu pace lIId solitude:
1 looked not round, DOC did the solitude
Speak to my eye, but it wu heard & feh. (21-27)

These lines recal1 imagery that is repeated al a critical moment in "Tintern Abbey":

''0ntil, the breath ofthis corporeal trame!And even the motion ofour human bloodl

AImost silspeoded, we are laid asleeplIn body, and become a living soul." When Keats

goes on to say that "The identity ofevery one in the room begins 50 to press upon me

that, 1 am in a very Iittle lime annibilated," his own poetical death stirs the pleasure of

painful affectionjust as he is most conscious ofhis ftagility-especially as it is a1armed

by Wordsworth's influence. Wordsworth's bappiness at the begiooing of"The

Discharged Soldier" evokes the intensification ofthe senses beyond the speakers

awareness ofan aetual death.. Solitude is UDWound: il is no longer perceived, but more

importantly, loses its boundless, unknown menace. The choice to not know or forget

something allows for a consciousness to move without guilt or censure; it cm aet

without responsibility.

Oh happy state! What beauteous pietures now
Rose in bannonious imagery-they rose
As ftom some distant region ofmy soul
And came a100g Iike dreams, yet such as left
Obscurely mingled with their passing fonns
A consciousness ofanjmal deligbt,
A self:possession felt in every pause
And every sentie movement ofmy frame. (29-34)

• The imagery retums as an index ofWordsworth's own resourcefulness to reconstitute bis



•

Kbalip 31

• body as a bright sbadow ofthe form it shed. GaiDing the fonD ofa spectre, Wordsworth

bas cancelled the conditions under wbich bis initial love ofnature depended. The worthy,

deeper joy ofthe "distant prospect, cliffor sea,II'he clark blue vault, and universe ofstars"

is now traveUed by a similar distance in the felÎon ofthe soul--one tbat is ephemeral and

expansive, rather tban explicitly visible. As 10hn Asbbery says in the initial joy ofthe

opening ofbis "Evening in the Country": "Nowas my questioning but admiring gaze

expandsffo magnificent outposts, 1 am DOt 50 much al homeJW'tth these memorabilia of

vision as on a tour/Ofmy remotest properties...", being led "On motionless explorations

ofhow dense a thing cm bel How Iight, and these are finished before tbey have begunI

Leaving me refteshed and somebt'w younger." (J)ouble Qrcem 33). Wordsworth

announces his second birtb and body decisively by appropriating the powerofthe

exterior world as it a1so serves to influence the project for bis own self-embodiment.

The ascension ofthougbt bere would he no more remarkable were it DOt to

• precede the meeting that is central to the poem's narration. Chaneing upon the soldier

offa tum in the road, Wordsworth attempts a description tbat bas litt1e in common with

the "beauteous picmres" engendered by bis recent bappiness. The anxious sight ofthe

soldier corresponds perbaps to a secret unwillingness to register tbat meeting intially,

but 1 would argue it is more suggestive ofa fear ofthe unacknowledgeable othemess

ofthe soldier. His appearance at once feebly ret1ects and undermines the balf-deatbly

form ofWordsworth's thoughts and body, as weB as reminds bim oftheir iconographie

felicity as features ofloss and mortality. The soldier does Dot 50 much disprove them as

encourage Wordsworth to revise his knowledge oftbeir derivation:

There wu in bis form
A meagre stifthess. You migbt almost tbink
Tbat bis bones wounded bim. His legs were long,
So long and sbapeless tbat 1looked at them
Forgetful ofthe body they sustained.
His arms were long & lan; bis bands were bare;
His visage,wasted tbough it seem'd, was large
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In feature; bis cbeeks sunken; and bis mouth
Shewed gbastly in the moonligbt. (43-S 1)

The meagreness ofthis description assigns Iife ta the soldier at a moment wben he

appears to he in tàct barely a1ive. It utterly denatures bim. The Iimited life oftbis image,

very much a death-in-Iife, is fàr more severe than anything witnessed in Patee. What was

at first a celebrated reclarifieation ofthe poet's consciousness and the subsequent labours

undertaken by such a consciousness, is ·soberly demystified in the reaIity ofthe soldier.

The meeting is exemplary ofwhat Wordsworth bas descnbed as a "disposition to be

affected more tban other men by absent things as ifthey were present; an ability of

conjuring up in himselfpassio~which are indeed far ftom being the same as those

produced by real events (especially in those parts ofthe general sympathy which are

pleasing and delightfW)" (Prefàce 603-4). Here, an imaginative privilege and the project

that it entails are envisioned as vaporous, and inevitably come to yjeld a revenant:

the soldier doubles the poet as a subject outside ofhis consciousness, a member of

the afterlife, and presses upon it with another version ofsolitude, one that is separate

and unspeakable because it is beyond meaning and bappiness, and impeacbes the

poet's liminality and OWD renewal altogetber: "in bis very dress appear'dIA desolation,

a simplicityl Tbat appertained to solitude. 1 tbink IIfbut a glove had dangled in bis band!

It would have made him more akin to man" (63-5). The recognition ofanother ironically

affects Wordsworth to similarly conftont bis solitude as a feature ofthe self­

differentiation ofbis own consciousness, which bad previously been constituted

as merely a condition perceived and qualified on its own tenus witbout any extemal

compromise or comparison. Wbat begins as a sbared awareness ofmortality comes

to add pressure upon the structures oftbat awareness wbich rest midway betWeen

determination and erasure.

In a section ftom Either/Or entitled "The Ancient Tragical MotifRet1ected in the

Modem," Kierkegaard wistfuUy points out that any attempt at exposing the diachronie
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• aspect ofthe concept ofthe tragic is CODÛ'Onted with the cbangeless essentialism ofthe

tragic itself: Wbat be regards as a permanent theme developing alongside tbat ofthe

tragic is the graduai solitude ofthe wood:

isolation constantly gets more and more the upper band, sometbing
one cm bat be convinced ofby giving attention to the multitudinous
social exertiODS...The isolationist idea is always in evidenœ where men
assert themselves numerically. When one man will assert bimselfas one,
then tbis is isolation; in tbis, ail fiiends ofassociation will concur, even
ifunable or unwilling to see tbat tbere is quite the same isolation when

hundreds stress themselves simplyand solelyas bundreds. (139)

Kierkegaard's suggestion, wbich also recalls Keats', tbat se1f-determination is

synonymous with the egotistical retreat ofisolationism, means to establish the history of

the world upon a theme ofsadness: "One cbaracteristic our age certainly bas to a greater

degree than Greeœ, tbis, Damely, that it is more melancholy, and henœ it is more

profoundly in despair. Tbus, our age is melancholy enough to realise tbat there is

something which is called responsibility, and that this indieates sometbing significant

(139-40). It is notjust modemity Kierkegaard alludes ta: the aetual progress ofthe

world bas evolved upon melancholy and loss. This lost reponsibility results in a black

comedy: the lonely refusai to answer to the world even though one's response bas

aIready been conditioned by the isolationism ofhistory, emerges as the tell-tale style ofa

sad absurdity.

What was raised to sublime beights is now oPPOsed, tbrough irony, by a

realisation that at once reinforces and disturbs that aggrandised illusion. For

Wordsworth, the effect is batbetic. As Thomas Weiskel notes: "Bathos, in Wordsworth's

leveling muse, becomes expressive pathoS."9 This quality is precisely captured in the

aImost insignificant detail ofthe glove: "Ifbut a g10ve had dangled in his handlIt would

have made him more akin to man" (66-7), more Iike a man because such a detail captures

• WeiskeI19-21.
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• that wbich is most imducibly hllm.n about him. The movem.eut ftom transcendenœ to

the immanence embodied in the soldier offers several revelations: it sadly reminds

Wordsworth not only ofthe generational theme ofloss tbat bitterly replaces the stasis

ofsolitude, but ofthe inherent divisiveness witbin socialisation brougbt about by

what Kierkegaard iIIuminates as the inevitable sadness ofcontingency. The soldier's

appearance in the world as aImost a~ walking undead amoDgst us, invests bim

into the afterlife ofsociety, a reaIm which is imagined as a s1igbtecl image, much like

Kierkegaard's shadowgraphs or pietures tbat are imperceptible at first glance but slowly

reveal their nature ooly when the viewer casts them agajnst a wall and sees tbeir fair

designs. Thase in the afterüfe are at once a10ne and yet bound to one another by virtue

oftheir homesickness for OIIT world. Their sadness is guiltless because it is time that bas

permanently removed them from aetual participation in the world. Kierkegaard notes

that society at once assimilates but preserves isolation as it forces us to acknowledge

• ourselves as part ofa whole, but only as the summary ofptII"tS. la Tbat complexity at once

confers autonomy and dissolves it in Wordsworth's imagination, as he a1so rea1ises

ano~er sadness: the soldier cannat fully~d bim ofanYlbing at aIl. What was

thought to be a self-sufticiency is now shocked and disturbed by another who is unlike

anything the fust-penon would have thougbt. This is the stark undercurrent ofthe

Preface, as weil as Kierkegaard's destitute preference for a commllnity ofswine rather

than humans. Sadness emerges as Wordsworth's Kierkegaardian recognition of

responsibility: bis consciousness acknowledges the soldier's (after)life, but is obliterated

just as it is confirmed. The form and style ofa sympathetic relationsbip is undertaken,

but it is marked more by a movement ofattempt and retreat rather tban fulfillment.

The $Oldier is at tirst superficially descnbed as an unchanging elemem, a human

10000r a discussion ofindividuation and the sublime, see Frances Ferguson's Solitude and
• the Sublime: Romanticism and the Aesthetics oflndivjdnetion.
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• principle in the laodscape to wbich Wordsworth must adhere ta: "Long time 1 scanned

him with a mingled sense lOf fear and sorrow. From bis lips meanwhilelThere issued

munnuring sounds as ifofpain/Or ofuneasy thought; yet still bis formlKept the same

fearful steadiness. His sbadowlLay at bis feet & moved not" (68-73). But he is

also a register oftemporal change: bis naturalisation, like the title cbaracter in "The

Cumberland Beggae," as weU as bis death1iness, are signs ofbis tluidity-the clark side

of ideas and feelings that succeed one anotber in a series triggering a fcar, rather

than a pleasure, for their temporal end. "The perception ofdifferences aets for us as

a guarantee ofboth renewal and death: 10 be aware ofdifference, in mental and physical

phenomena, is to know that life exists, tbat is, tbat tbings appear and disappear, that there

are birth and death" (Bersani, A Future 158). Such change is felt in Wordsworth's

language: immediate images and the knowledge about their imaginative fixity is

entrusted to a discourse tbat is errant and "watry" in its Meditative contours. The soldier

is himselfgiven up to this speculative tlow by being rendered speechless:

1 asked bis bistory, he in reply
Was neither slow nor eager, but unmoved,
And with a quiet uncomplaining voice,
A stately air ofmild indifference... (95-8)

•

White thus we traveUed on 1 did not fail
To question him ofwbat he bad endured
From WU' & battle & the pestilence.
He aU the while was in demeanor calm,
Concise in answer: solemn & sublime
He might have seemed, but that in aIl he said
There was a straDge ba1f-absence & atone
Ofweakness & inditTerence, as ofone
Remembering the importance ofbis theme,
But feeling it no longer. (137-146)

The fascination for the soldier lases some ofits illumination as it gives way to a darkness:

the inadequacy ofthe poet's crystaUisation offeeling. Terms like sublimity thus come to

be undereut by a doubt marking the boundary between the poet's art and the soldier's
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representation in that medium. The intesritY ofthe art is dissolved by the ret1ected

emptiness ofthe soldier who lives under the sign ofremembrance~but bas lost the

stimulation oftheir feeling.

Happiness bas been left bebind. The darkest lesson oftragedy is Dot found in

its dramatic exemplarity, its representatioo, but in the perverse and unintended belief

that tragedy and its lesson are utterly empty, afFectless-"Remembering the importance

of [a] theme/But feeling it no longer." This is the poverty ofthe soldier cast upon

Wordsworth, whose own implied presence in the poem is weakened and derealised.

The separateness between the soldier and Wordsworth as the poem's speaker, is repeated

in the disjunction feh between Wordsworth and tbat speaker. In bath cases, the relation

bas been negatively confirmed according to a mutual w1nerability. It is a1so in the

process ofthis graduai softening ofconsciousness, ofa mind in surfeit, that the persistent

rumour which bas worried the text ftom the start em.erges as a viable alternative:

the speaker may very weil he completely different ftom Wordsworth bimself: This is

not to say that such an un-clarifieation occurs precisely al this moment in the poem;

rather, its possibility bas been everywhere in the poem but in suppressed form.

The revisionary aspect orthe depersonalising process 1 have described works Jess

to improve than ta impoverish the poem's, and the speaker'~ integrity. It is bound up

in the pressures that bar upon us when we consider wbat it means to be without words,

without consolation, wbat it means to believe that the limits ofour world possibly tend

towards the arbitrary. Earlier on in the poem, the speaker, whom we cm read as being

shed ofbis biographical specificity, otlers to help the soldier by promising food and

shelter with a labourer who lives beyond the wood: "'No one there,'/Said I, 'is waking

we must measure backn'he way wbich we bave come' " (109-111). The prospect ofa

healing charity is revived here as the petspective ofthe poem tums subtly backward to

the village, ta the sources ofhumao Iife, and most suggestively, to the remedial joy ofits

fust section which figures as a retrospective consolation for the speaker (and the reader)
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• that such a project ofbappiness is indeed still available:

He saicl, "My trust is in the God ofheaven,
And in the eye ofbim tbat passes me."
By this the labourer bad unIocked the door,
And DOW my comrade toucbed bis bat again
Wrth bis lean band, & in a voice that seem'd
To speak with a reviving interest
Till then unfelt, he tbanked me. 1 retumed
The blessing ofthe poor unbappy man,
And 50 we parted. (164-172)

What restrains this final gature ftom being aImost a blessin& capable ofreconciIing

the poem's moral and aestbetic fears, is the soütude wbich bad ironically rendered its

composition possible trom the start. The limits ofthe world, like the limits ofthe poem,

remain soundless and impermeable-no dog barks, streams, or dream visioDS. We

can believe tbat this end is a restoration, is a golden gain Iike a moming in spite ofthe

conditions that bave made it 50 unbearable, poetica1ly and mora1ly. We cao also believe

• that the $Oldier joins the same company ofmartyrs like Margaret, the Cumberland

beggar, the leech..gatherer, by providing and becoming a part ofthe vision that subsumed

the poem even before its narrative began. And yet what tbis revision bas taught us is

that such a faith is ooly provisional. The soldier remains unaware ofbis innocent pain,

as does the speaker who faits to aclmowledge it. The 1055 the poem harvests is its

inescapable truth. Frances Ferguson notes that "the passions have no memory, wbich

explains why activities like lovemaking and grieving are and must he repeatable...The

narrative ofthe visual and verbal forms supplants .the memorylessness ofthe passions,

creating a time as weil as a place where neither time nor place were once felt to exist"

(Wordsworth 133). In the "Discharged Soldier," there is sometbing sufticiently similar

to a "memorylessness" tbat is evoked in the speaker's frustration: an end to creativity,

to bappiness. A type ofexhaustion that forces us to survive our disillusionment.

Wordsworth's point in "The Discharged Soldier" is that memorylessness invariably

• confronts us with our own inner scarcity. Loss is confirmed but only at the priee tbat
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• if will he reme",beredas an exclusion ofpresence; it CODSists in an endless irreparability.

"I returned/l'he blessing ofthe poor UDhappy man,!And 50 we parted" (170-2).

The poet's investiture ioto a moment ofcharitable conversion-a moment tbat recaIls the

ascension ofthe first passage-begins as the poem nean closure, as the social bond

reaches both its clarification and its most complex form. The hesitaney here to dilate

evokes the earlier passage but only as a moumful summary and revision of it. The

speaker shares in something tbat Robert Hatbison reserves for Pater's Marius: "[bis]

experience takes place before everytbing and after everything: there is not time for ail

that bas happened to bim, 50 ail bis knowledge will feellike tbat ofa past Iife or another

life. The cause ofthese estrangements is tbat bis exPerience is book exPerience, bis

raptures only a kind ofsleep-walking" (118). Wbat is at issue is the security oftenns Iike

solitude7 consciousness, and heing, which are revised as a result of Iiterary recellectioDS.

Wordsworth composed the poem after having possibly read excerpts ftom the journal

kept by bis sister, and the odd undoing ofreferentiality that 1 bave Proposed as operating

in the poem, finally comes to range the speaker, the poet, and the sister all onder the

general rubric ofthe lost.

In the entry for the 26th ofJanuary, 1798, in the AJfax. JOIU'lllI-a day

after the entry that inspired "A Night-Piece" and a day before the one tbat supplied

material for "The Discharged Soldier"-Dorothy notes a day ofexceptional peacefulness­

sheep tracks and sheep-beUs, "locks ofwool still spangled with the dewdrops," sunshine,

the sound ofa stream, a woodman with bis pony, "the blue-gray se&, shaded with

immense masses ofcloud, not streaked; the sheep glittering in the sunshine" (4).

A peace that, unlike the sort ber brother feels, is registered witb a tlat, matter-of:.fact

particularity. Tbat simplicity, however, evokes something else within the form ofits

silence, something imaged in real and Iiterary retrospect:

Retumed through the wood. The trees skirting the wood, being
exposed more directily to the action ofthe sea breeze, stripped of
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the net-work oftbeir upper~ wbich are stiffaud erect, like
black skeletons; the ground strewed with the red berries ofthe boDy.
Set forward beforetwo o'clock. Retumed a Iittle after four. (4)

The skeletons oftrees, ground strewn with red berries Iike blood-death encroaches upon

the scene, not as an aetual event but as a bidden menace. It is the tlatness ofthe prose

that allows this intrusion nevertheless, neither cballenging nor being sbocked by it.

Death is evoked by the writer as ifit wu there ail a1ong, unacknowledged, part of

the landscape. As ifthe writer was never needed in the tirst place.
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Cltapter TIl..

The Face of ODe', Frielld:
Ideatity ad Loss iD Walter Pater

To reveal art and conceal the artist is art's aim.

OscarWUde

A remarkable feature ofWalter Pater's writings, a feature often cited with the desire to

ensure the leit motifofbis life and art, is their sadDess. This bas often been assumed

as a specifie theoretical necessity in Pater, wbose aestbetie and historical discriminations

are frequently described as suppressed after-images or memories ofa dated and absent

happiness. There is a vital intensity that the experience ofsadness, no matter how

subtly evoked, registers in Pater. His regret for an unreclaimed and unrepeatable history

is implieated in the urbane pleasure he takes in identifying such ephemerality in the first

place, and often such a pleasure transmutes into the confessional and relentless style of

a prose 50 mindfully luxurious, tbat its critical discemments achieve their MOst intriguing

force as they gingerly range among feelings seemingly out ofphase with critical

propriety. The sadness, then, ofPater as critic seems to conspire against that golden

exhaustion he invokes in "the moment, for instance, ofdelicious recoil ftom the flood

ofwater in summer heat" <R.enaispnce 186) tbat is bath an emblem for the delivery

ofa sudden happiness, as well as the subjective abandon trom the innocence ofthat

happiness itself:

The slippery temporal sbifts between presenting and remembering in Pater's

writing are particularly suggestive ofthe nostalgie claim that the experience ofart is

always kindled at.its paradisal farewell, carefully enfolded in the token element ofsome

formerly realised project. Speaking ofsome broad aspects ofmodemity, Leo Bersani

asks "How, then, cao we speak ofthat ftom which we have mutated? 15 the moumfu1
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consciousness tbat describes this evo1utionary drama the vestigial remnant ofan extinct

mode ofbeing?" (Culture 48). Bersani's question is brought to bear upon Walter

Benjamin, with whom Pater sbares, amongst other conœrns, a rituallove for nostalgia

and particularly the desire to inscribe knowledge itselfwith an intrinsic quality oflo55.

But more specifically, a comparison ofthese two writers perbaps brings out a subtler

nuance in Bersani's question, namely how can we Corget to remember? And how can

we phrase such a question in the fonn ofboth a lament and an instruction?

The overlapping themes ofextinction and remembrance measure a difticulty that

the impasse ofPater's prose valourises. Critïcs have often interpreted Paterian sadness

as the consequence ofthe knowledge ofan inadequacy between aspiration and accom­

plishment (Bloom). Others have assimilated Pater to deconstructive projects, interpreting

bis techniques as mouming, albeit in a prolific way, their own operations and establish­

ments ofmeaning (Hillis Miller). Even further, melancholy bas been seen as an enabling

aspect ofPater's prose: the perceived difticulties ofPater's style, often applying its MOst

gifted illuminations tbrough the imputo ofelaborate phrasings, are described as the

exhaustingphysical evidence ofthe critic's work to make such efforts recognisable

and avaiIable for ail their broad complexities (FeUows, Meisel). 1propose to offer

a compIementary argument, to study Paterian sadness a10ng many ofthese same lines,

although 1would Iike to pose the question ofPater's literary impenebability ftom another

perspective. In spite ofthe redemptive sense ofbis writing-that il, the beliefthat writing

itselfjustifies and fultiUs the experiences ofart and reality-tbere remains an opacity

surrounding Pater and bis subjects which a1so involves our own contribution as readers.

As criticism modulates seam1essly in Pater into the shapelessness ofintrospection,

the less its focus on objects is concise and accurate, and consequently the more searching

does our own labour, as readers, become: "in aesthetic criticism the first step towards

seeing one's object as it really il, is to know one's own. impression as it real1y is,

to discriminate il, to realise it distinctly" (Regaissance xix). But ev\"~ more tban this,
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the disappearance ofphysicallimits to the work ofthe critic is spooldest when bis

interiority appears as alien aS bis aetual knowledge ofotbers, and the spaces ofIiterature

and reality find themselves compatible in the belie!tbat we are ail as unknowable

to one another as we are to ourselves. This more than merely restates aestheticism

as a colourful depersonalisation ofthe wood-more discreetly, it claims tbat life and the

creations ofthat life sutTer because the sadness that Pater seeks ta descnoe bolets bebind

itselfthe knowledge that writing continues to challenge and identify the ignorance and

the desolation that materialise once we cease to ask "What is this song or pieture,

this engaging personality presented in liCe or in a book, to me? What effect does it reaIly

produce on me? Does it give me pleasure? and if50, what sort or degree ofpleasure?

How is my nature modified by its presence, and under its influence?" lRenai'ynce xîx­

xx). Pater remains as impenetrable as the poetry ofWordsworth, Coleridge, aJld

Rossetti, the landscapes ofLeonardo, Botticelli, the Scbool of Giorgone, and the

sculptures ofMichelangelo. As with all these artists, tbat which is absent and missed

cornes to measure singular aesthetic acbievement. Pater also reminds us ofour own

anonymity and secrecy, our fear tbat our most private lives and feelings will never be

understood and unjustly discriminated, and tbat our discretions are ultimately aetivities

ofpossible opJ!reSSion.

The secret üfe ofsuch feelings corresponds to a mystic theory ofart in Pater,

where the aesthetic is simultaneously understood as a realisation ofour lives, and

an entity totally distinct from them. The mystery proper to human existence is not

conceived by Pater as an essence, ifwe define the latter as some uncbanging element

that supersedes random being. Rather, the mystery is sunilar to a version ofthe

impressionistic beauty he solicits through bis writïngs. Art and life appear to cbaracterise

each other at the point where they seem most numinous and indeed alien. For Pater,

they share an intrinsic insubstantiality-not that they are without cont~ but they are

MOst meaningful when they appear undètermined. Though our lives cm be plotted,
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• the sense ofthe plot remains obscure in order for the design to be woven. Art and life

redescribe the world as an abundance in proportion to their own growiDg inaccessibility,

but how does Pater aIlow us ta coDceive ofsuch a movement in the first place? How CID

experience he restored wbile at the same time, its referentiality becomes even more

ambiguous?

There are some to whom DOthing bas any real interest, or reaI meaning,
except as operative in a given persan; and it is they who best appreciate
the quality ofsoul in literary art- They seem to knowaper~
in a book, and make way by intuition: yet, a1though !bey thus enjoy the
completeness ofa personal information, il is still a cbaracteristic ofsoul,
in this sense ofthe ward, tbat it does but sugest wbat can never he
uttered, not as being different !rom, or more obscure than, wbat aetually
gets said, but as containing tbat plenary substance ofwbich there is only
one phrase or &cet in wbat is there expressect (Ap.preciations. "Style,ft 27)

The ghostly appearance ofsou! in art corresponds to a stimulating realisation within the

reader, writer, and spectator-"to whom DOthing bas any real interest, or real meaning,

• except as operative in a given person." The recognition ofaspects ofthe soul in the

aesthetic makes us aware of(as well as lends support to the beliefin) art's humanity,

its inexpressible moral that enters into interpretation once the silent, priestly insight

ofour senses is allowed to expand. Such an experience also serves to redeem faith in

our own humanity as we approach art as a reOection ofourselves. At the same tïme,

bowever, we steadily leam something else-namely, how removed we are from the world

in our comtemplation as we participate in an experience that is a sacrifice rather than

a pure spectacle ofour subjectivity. For Pater, the aesthetic moment amounts ta a fall

into indetenninacy that operates as a sort ofrelieving vacuity, hovering at the border

between life and death. The pleasures ofart's insights extend the duration oftime

in order to constnle an infinite possibility for thought that is beyond embodiment.

The experience ofsoul thus tends to imbue the knowledge ofart as liminally SUITea1.

Its most intense moment ofaffect reverberates Iike the death ofthe body merging iota

• its afterlife: it is imaginative/y, as opposed to realistically, conceivable.
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At their best, tbese [protàne] writers become, as we say sometimes,
"propbets"; such character dependiDg on the effect not merely of
their matter, but oftheir matter as a1lied to, in "electric aftinity" with,
peculiar roml, and working in ail cases by an immediate sympathetic
contact, on which account it is tbat it may be ca1led sou!, as oPPOsed
to minci, in style. And this too is a faculty ofchoosing and rejecting
what is congruous orotherwise, with a drift towards unity-unity of
atmosphere here, as there ofdesign-soul securing colour (or pertùme,
migbt we say?) as mind secures form, the latter being essentially finite,
the fonner vague or infinite, as the influence ofa living persan is
practically infinite. CAQprecilriQDS, "Style," 26-7)

The language ofthis passage drifts with its intellectual entanglements into

an u1timacy that is more fanciful (like "perfume, might we say?") and infinite tban the

immediate CODcern ofthe argument. DescnDing the ascendancy ofsou! in literature,

Pater hints at the exhaustible elements ofIiterature itself; iDdirectIy suggesting that the

sort oflimitations ordinarily exhibited by writing-formative and finite-would cease once

the potential ofanother fonn ofexperience were to evolve into an influence that prefers

• the traDsient sensibility ofatmosphere, design, and colour. In fact, the task: ofthe writer

•

would even come to be seen as limited in profound contrast ta the world evoked

by th~ soul's radiance. The extraordinary metaphysical quality ofPater's writing often

seems rq>ellent 10 readers particularly because he appears at times to claim to condense

all possible systems ofthougbt ta a state ofbeing tbat is pure pathos or persuasion,

easily substituting the notion of"sou!" for "mind" in order ta facilitate the drift ofbis own

elisions. Such a state bas often been read as cbaracterised byan excessive torpor or stasis

that contrasts with the world's aetivity, and bas been pursued even further as an indication

ofa life-~-death or death-in-life, an extreme example ofthe Romantic image that Frank

Kermode bas charted in the work: ofEngiish Decadent literature. A degree ofthat

lifelessness strives towards a sort ofemblematic splendour in what Pater famously

described in the essay "Aesthetic Poetry" as "a beautiful disease or disorder ofthe senses:

and a religion which is a disorder ofthe senses must always be subject 10 illusions.

Reverie, illusion, delirium: they are the three stages ofa fatal descent" (748). In the
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fever ofthis passage Pater encrypts both the beginning and evolution ofa subject whose

first aet ofdesœnt is a deatb, a selfdepleted with the simultaneous disappearance of

those social fields widely available for its self-realisation.lI

Critics bave interpreted the morbidity ofPaters work as a feature orbis

assimilation ofFrench Symbolist and English Decadent tendencies, and the broader

consequence ofthis comparison bas inevitably recorded a necrology ofaesthetic martyrs

whose lives bave become inextricable from the sadness oftbeir Iiterary accomplishments-

the poètes maudits, Ernest Dowson, Lionel Johnson, Oscar Wilde, ail ofwhom represent

the punishing wages ofDecadence. It is too simple and indeed specious, bowever,

ta interpret anyone ofthese writers, including Pater, as aligned with an inconsolable

despondency; rather, the Iiterary sadness they present cao be read as an experience

ofsomething that we ounelves as readers fàil to understancl, 10 attenbv.ly empatbise

with. The tragic paradigm that appears at work in someone like Pater cao be seen

to measure the degree to whicb literature deliberately complieates and questions our

relationship to the world and to ourselves by asking us to believe in something bidden

behind the tenuous representations offietionality. The sort offiustration that Pater's

work struggles with and evokes lies beyond utterance, as he himself ftequently admits.

Its meaningfulness resides in the sad exile outside ofspeech and writing where

emotions are rarefied and made delinquent ftom the ordinary fields ofliterary reception.

A piece like "Style" wbich errantly traces its subject withoüt finality and decision,

is as mysterious and unfulfilled as the undeserved misery ofa cbaracter like ~QYs

LIAuxerrois whose rea/ guiItiessness becomes suspended in favour ofa narrative of

IlIn a subtle deconstruetive reading, J. Hillis Miller remaries: "The relation ofa dead
body to the meaning it contains by not contajning it is the MOst extreme form ofthat
discrepancy between the material image and its meaning which govems aU Paters insigbt
into artistic signs" (90).
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the dread ofnot knowiDg the truth about mm, no matter how much the text pressures s to

sympathise with bis plight. When one commentatoc notes tbat "Pater's prose is most alive

when it is involved in the accoutrements, morbid or otherwise, ofdeath" (FeUows 130),

the qualification indieates the extent to wbich we are ounelves responsible for rendering

it dead in the first place.

What is often read therefore as a defeating therne ofmelancholy in Pater exposes

itselfas a dissatisfaction with the structure and truth ofthe extemal world. In discussing

the language ofthe depressiv~Julia Kr~stevacbaracterises it as either debDerately spare

because ofvastation, or protùsely abundant yet devoid ofmeaning. The depressive's

language, however, is not without significance, ifwe recognise such language as alsa

fonning the literature ofmelancholic writers: "CePendant, si la parole dépressive

évite la signification phrastique, sonse1JS n'est pas complètement tari. n se dérobe

parfois...dans le ton de la voix qu'il faut savoir entendre pour y déchiffi'er le sens de

l'affect" (66). The literary voice here belongs to that ofa SUlVÏvor in retreat to a space

that represents our human finitude as an imaginative strength, but represents it as such

on/y to him. The audience for such a voice remains necessarily in abeyance, because

it is the difference between the two that draws attention to the sensitivity ofthe survivor's

claim. The writer's sadness is an embarkation upon the qualities and conditions of

that contaimnent.

The faint glimpse of soul in literature thus encompasses a larger argument

surrounding the imagination.. The vision ofan essence that paradoxicaIly constitutes

itselfas a non-essence, its status neither palpable nor distinguished, is deprived of

circulation in the world as a material object by being cooverted ioto the alien property

and evocation ofthe mind. The imagination and its object merge ioto a fiagile

subjectivity, which in the process succeeds in rnalcing the world ofthe living wholly

incompatible with itself The imagination, in other words, recognises itselfjust as

it fails to abide:
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[The] wbirlpool is still more rapid, the tlame more eager and devouring.
There is no longer the gradual darkening ofthe eye, the graduai fiding of
the caloue fiom the waIl-movemems ofthe shore-side, wbere the water
flows down indeed, though in apparent rest-but the race ofthe midstream,
a drift ofmomentary aets ofsight and passion and thought.

lRcnaisPŒ4 "Conclusion," 87)

It is difficult to descnœ how the conceptual mobility ofthis passage strains toward

its extinction as bath a celebration and an enslavement of its Iiberalism. The faint

particulars ofa darkened eye and fading colours on a wall (Wilde: "My wallpaper and

1 are fighting a duel 10 the death. One or the other ofus bas to go."12) are temporarily

overcome as the tàtal signais ofan aIl too permanent and Iifeless receptivity; they are

given up to the comparatively richer dereaiisatioDS found in "impressions, unstable:J

flickerin& inconsistent, which bum and are extinguished with our consciousness ofthem"

(Renaissance 187). But this choreographed extinctio~which bas the merit ofan artistic

achieveme~ a tictional demise tàcilitated by and perfectly displaYing the aesthetic

• control ofthe writer, is also set against a tyPe ofrepressiveness that moves midstteam

in order to spirit away and deaden a coDSCiousness all too willing ta tight the devouring

whirlpool. Art here quickens, then, what death bas already in store.

Elaine Scarry observes that both pain and the imagination share an anomalous

relationsbip by virtue oftheir unique configuration with objects in the world. Where

the imagination whoUy consist5 ofabjects that provide experiences not unique to the

imagination itseIt: pain bas no intentional object that can properly aUeviate it. Wbat

Scarry tinds most interesting about this condition is that "the very state in which [a

person] is utterly object1ess is also ofaU states the one that, by its aversiveness, makes

most pressing the urge to move out and away nom the body" (162). Pain develops

into the need for an experience ofpainfulness that motivates the evacuation and

abstraction ofa body in grief This is perhaps the flow midstream that Pater writes

• 12Ellmann 546.
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• about as superseding the rapidity ofthe deadly whirlpool-the imagination here coUides

with pain in a deathstate tbat finds pace ollly as it obliterates both. Michelangelo,

Leonardo, Botticel1i, and otber penons both real and unreal, are unique in their work

due to an ability to interpret the environment as consisting ofavatars ofooth life and

afterlife. It is precisely their sutfering and quiet sadness that propels tbem towards

death and a1ienatiOD, as well as provides for the divenity oftbeir aesthetic triumphs:

"So he lingers on; a revenant, as the French say, a post out ofanoth« age, in a world

tao coarse to touch bis fàint sensibilities very closely" (Benajspoce, "The Poetry of

Michelangelo," 71).

Bath our appreciation ofthe artists and the;, own sense ofthemselves is

registered as a posthumous impression tbat takes on the fonn ofa first dawn ofgenius:

...dreaming, in a wom-out society, theatrical in its life, theatri~ .
in its arts, theatrical even in its devotion, on the moming ofthe world's
history, on the primitive form ofman, on the images under which tbat
primitive world had conceived ofspiritual forces. (Renaisynce 71)

•

Ifthe imagination is proofofthe possibility ofalleviating pain through inventio~as

Scarry suggests, it also administers tbat pain by encouraging the sort ofdissolution of

seltbood that pain appears to necessïtate. It at once creues the abjects ofits attention tbat

it subsequently wisbes 10 do away with. 1tbink it is to this griefthat William Flesch

responds in bis concept ofliterary extremity: "the endlessness ofthat ftagility and the

endlessness orthe process by which community and se1fhood cao he lost" «(Jenerosity

12). For Flesch, such a process draws upon themes ofsolitude and emptiness which

beoome the only available forms ofhDeration mandated by the pressures ofa world

Scarry sees as made and un-made through the cruelty ofthe imagination. "Literature

may consist largely in the process ofcbaracterization, but it can rise to its most intense

plangency when it passes beyond the limits ofrelatively stable characterization, beyond

the persona! and the social, into an evocation ofextremity" (Gencrosity 12). To wrestle

with soul in literature opens us up to the wlnerability ofseeing the world around us as
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having grown less secure. ft bas us believe tbat the ineffable source we desire witbin

ourselves and elsewbere repi-esents the risk between realising ail our desire~and

remanding them to the emptiness ofa fiction wbose designs remain siDgularly unknown.

The specular nature between the artist and bis work acbieves its subtlest

description in the desire to reconstitute the worId as a reftection ofthe artist's presence

that is diversified to the point ofendlessness aDd contïngency. For Pater, the literary

romance between artists lies in tbeir shared nothingness, the empty sense tbat they are

most themselves not as writers, but as the dead, as in the case ofCbarles Lamb: "And if:

in deeper or more superficial sense, the dead do care al ail for their name and filme, tben

how must the souls ofSbakespeare and Webster bave been stirred., after so long converse

with things that stopped tbeir ears, wbether above or below the soiI, at bis exquisite

appreciations ofthem; the soufs ofTitian and ofHogarthtoo" (Appreciations 111).

Though there is no realloss felt here-the dead are recalIed and enriched as memories

within Lamb's writing-the artists arise as postbumous realisations oftheir genius, much

like Paters impressions distilling themselves just as they are moumed. But the souls

ofShakespeare and Webster, Titian and Hogarth, do DOt simply flicker in memory in

order to brietly draw attention to themselves: they signal the tàct tbat Lamb bas bimself

become part o~their mortal company. R.emembering Lamb as be writes about him,

Pater bas acknowledged Lamb to he as dead as the subjects ofbis writïngs. Lamb is

equal to them now not in terms ofgeni~ but ofspace. He is part ofan experienœ oÎ

mouming that is al once the antitbesis oflife and its sad inevitability. His death bas Dot

enshrined him, but rather given him up to a sort ofafterlife ofliterature wbose fascination

consists ofan endless repetition ofthe possibility ofLamb's resurrection as both a penon

and an influence on otber wrîters. The eloquence needed to descnœ such a space

encourages Pater in the ambitions ofbis literary attendance: bis own work positions

itself between being a bornage and a retrieval.

The critic's insigbt into otbers trBnslates into an opportunity for self-exarnination.
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As a reader, he addresses these haIlucinatory shifts by examiniog himselfin their light

and is in tum conftonted with a spooky revelation: he knows as little about himself as he

does ofthe world ofart. ft is not tbat he bas simply become aj1ârJerlr-purelyextemal

and absorptive in terms ofhis selfbood; ratber, wben the critic comes to locate the art

object within himselt: he is conftonted with both the abjects and the perception ofthose

objects at once. He substitutes himselffor the art work and finds therein a final darkness:

bis self is as mystified as the objects ofthe wodd that compose the truth ofart. To know

oneself thus becomes part ofa process ofalienation and forgetting that is like an altemate

means ofSocratïc discovery which attempts ta intel1ectually ensure the self Like Lamb

who illuminates and iÙtroduces us to the lives ofartists he never knew except through

literature and the task ofhis own writings, 50 the critic who follows him will inevitably

participate in a tradition ofaesthetic mouming (Shakespeare, Webster, Titian, Hogarth,

Lamb) that does not know,eaJistically whom it moums, but attends to those aspects of

the past that have been, or are bein& forgotten. At the same time, the critic will also

be saying something about himselfas he writes about the long dead. His own writing

comes ta not only define a literary style, but the aetual dimensions ofhis own (after)life.

In other wards, writing about the dead makes us more aware ofour own inescapable fate.

To know what the dead mean and hold is inscribed in the living wards ofIiterature,

which commune with this otberworldliness. The work: ofthe critic reconciles us with

persans long gone as ifthey were not simply brougbt back to Iife, but as ifwe had

suddenly become alive and animated with them in death.

For Lamb the authority ofbooks and long-dead writers brings an awareness

ofthe lifelessness oftheir human authority, even though they remain exemplary. And in

tum, the security ofknowing everything about the writers and their work is fùlfilled ooly

when the criticlreader himselfjoins the afterlife as weIL Another instance where Pater

more Iiterally explores the complexities ofposthumous redemption comes in the final

chapter "Anima Naturaliter Cbristiana" ofMarius the EpicurMP. In spite ofbis
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etemity ofMarius' death according to the emptiness ofbis own Ilfe-saving fictions.

• weariness, indeed a final weariness comparable to "the wretched, sleepless nights of

those forced marches" wben he wu a prisoner ofthe Romans, and bis griefover losing

Cornelius when he grants bim escape by sacrificing himselfto the captors, Marius is still

buoyed by the love for a stillness more golden and redeeming than any other comparable

aet of faith or charity. The deatbbed scene reverberates with ail the intens.ïty ofa will to

vision, ofa confidence to linger meaningfW.ly in tbis world a bit longer. But more tban

being merely contented with that which the price ofenduring sleep cm afford a broken

and dying traveUer, Marius' peacefulness enfolds into the prospect ofa future investment:

Yes! through the survival oftheir children, happy parents
are able to think calmly, and with a very practical affection,
ofa world in wbich tbey are to have no direct sbare; planting
with a cheerful good-humour, the acams they carry about
with them, that their grandcbildren may be sbaded from the
sun by the broad oak-trees ofthe future. (295)

The cheerfulness ofinfluence in this passage, precursor innocently at bome with bis

• inheritors, is nonetheless belied by a shadowy truth. The generatiODS to foUow Marius,

bis redeemers, will not be bis own but the cbildren ofotbers. Wbat they may represent

in the form ofa rettoactive stability for bis dying mind remains possible only within the

pure faith ofthe imagination, which temporarily grantS death a reprieve and the cure of

an afterlife on the basis ofa false myth ofancestry. Wbat is interesting is that Marius

imagines these generations only ajter he bas jmagined that Cornelius, who bas escaped,

will repay bis life-saving generosity in kind by going "on a mission to deüver him

also from death" (295). Tbat mission will be as éndless as the death that is ineluetably

Marius'; .it is not that he tndy believes in the bope ofbis own renewal, but rather Iike the

equally doomed Margaret in Wordsworth's "The Ruined Cottage," it is the desire to refute

the impotence ofsuch hope that ironically delivers and determines Marius to a self­

imperilling illusion. Cornelius saves Marius ftom death only within the scope ofthe

boy's dying mind; the interminable failure ofbis action thus negatively certifies the•
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The Iiterary power ofsadness tbus ilJuminates DOt onIy those bard circnmstances

that are very much atfectively real ta us in the worlel; it serves ta also plot and design

circumstances that remain unattainable and relegated to the Iimits of inetrability.

Thoughtful readers ofPater have long been scrupuIously aware that the silences amidst

bis writings are inextricable û"om a certain aesthetic morality, but it is a1so valuable ta

trace sorne historical contexts for these silences wbich cao serve to specifically account

for their plangency. The type ofcurrency that an absent, Paterian life comes to unusually

promote is most striking when we recast that absence as the quaIity ofcountless

"unmentionables" during the nineteenth centmy who, Iike Pater himselt: wore their

silence, rather than hearts, on their sleeves as repressed praofofthe love tbat dared not

speak its name. The priee paid by bomosexuals is an obtivion imagined by the campaign

ofa society that enforces such an oblivion as the inevitable world both out ofand ioto

which homosexuals must be consigned. The destiny ofMarius retlects the literary

designation ofa fear that was-and still remains-provocative as a souree ofsecrecy and

damnation. Even more treacberous is the argument that perceives Marius as important

only when he ceases to be: like other exiled characters that inhabit the margins ofPater's

writings, he will he remembered at the point where he alsa becomes totally permeable,

vanished.13

Marius' death, like Wl1de's, only becomes lucrative once it enters into an economy

that puts bis lire into an endless, anonymous circulation. And like the community of

posthumous writers awaiting Lamb's company as a fultillment oftheir own spectrally

social bonds, the liCe offuture generations depends upon Marius' absence, bis disper.

into the economy as he is liquidated as a Iiability. Parentless and ultimately beyond

13In The Afterlife ofPremertY, leffNunokawa gives a description ofhow the alienation
of property in the nineteenth œntury becomes implicated in a broader programme of
social marginalisation that construes the homosexual as a neœssary focus ofabjection
and dispersal.
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parenting himsett: Marius dramatises the fate ofthe bachelor, the dandy, the homosexual,

and the gentleman, who as Joseph Bizup bas aoalysed, ref1ects 50me ofthat twiligbt

ephemerality ofVictorian England tbat is in dangerous collusion with its own infinn

repressiveness. In tàct, it is the gentleman as conceived by Pater's precursor,

John Ruskin, who comes to be scarcely defined by his physicai vigour than by bis

sensitiveness. The Ruskinian gentleman, then, already begins to foreteU the instability

that Pater was to moum in bis own representative: "The heightened receptivity which

opens [Marius] up to Cbristianity is uhimately a prelude to death. In Ruslrinian terms,

bis nature becomes 50 fine that he cannot continue living. Wlth Marius' deatb, the ideal

gentleman dissolvesjust days afterbis realiution" (Bizup 66). Who survives? Barely

beyond the confines ofthe book and the lives it brietly cbarts, the reader/critic ofMariUS

the Epicurean moums a very real series oflosses tbat are guarded yet carefully disclosed

with ail the deücacy ofa special code ofgestures and tones. The subtlety ofthis code

goes band in band with a literary style tbat harvests sadness as an index ofthe writing's

critical depth and sensibility, bath ofwhich are stirred in the &ce ofa certain dread

that visits the writer himselfas he sympathetically moves out within the range orbis

own fictions.

The distant legend ofa recovery to such loss is constituted by Pater in the earliest

and most providential image found in bis writings: the crystal cbaracter. But even this

transparent, recuperative alien, most himselfwhen he is not bimseJt: is ooly suited to

remind us ofthe very Pr0ces5 ofhOeration he is to~ without ever coming to actually

accomplishing it: "It is like the reminiscence ofa forgotten culture that once adomed the

mind; as ifthe mind ofone...fallen into a new cycle, were beginning its spiritual progress

over again, but with a certain power ofanticipating ils stages" <MisœlIaneous Studies,

"Diaphnaeite," 250). Careful to objectify the character as an androgynous "it" that

figures for a stage before, between, and after the present norm, Pater vaguely describes

bim as a "bigher form ofinward life" but a1so a "mind oftaste Iighted up by some
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spiritual ray witbin. Wbat is meant by tute is but a sterile kincl ofculture. It is the

mental attitude, the ÎDteUeetual manner ofpelfect culture, asSlImed by a happy instinct"

(250). Wbat Pater acbieves is a figure beyond figuration: he is entirely Ùâsed upon the

sensations ofa rumour in wbich Iurks the ecceu" ic "basement type" (254) ofa bistory

that embraces the world while remaining one ofits sbadowy secrets.

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick bas helpfWly pairecl the term 1I0pen secretll (wbich

she specifies to be synonymous with a "homosexual secret") with another that proves

felicitous for Pater's figure, "glass closet": "the swirls oftotaJizing knowledge.powerthat

circu1ate 50 violently around any but the most openly acknowledged gay male identityn

(164). Sedgwick states tbat tbis gIassy and indeed crystaIline troPe simultaneously

expresses and suppresses the referential gay male body by circumscribing its accessibility

within a secret epistemology. This trope, wbich Sedgwick sees as being literarily driven

in nineteenth-century narratives like The Pieture ofDori'p Gray which promote it as bath

the veil and sign ofhomoeroticism, also anticipates the implicit homophobia witbin the

modemist project ofabstraction, "a space bounded by hoUowness, a self:reference tbat

refers back to-though it differs from-nineteenth century paranoid solipsism, and a split

between content or thematics on the one band and structure on the other that is stressed

in favor ofstructure al the expense ofthematics" (165).14 Sedgwick reads cbaracters

like Dorian Gray as determined by 50ch a POlicing art ofobscurity, but even more than

this, l think it is one ofthe implications ofber argument that these "unmentionables,"

the sodomites ofWilde and Pater's London, reinscribe the wood with a- tenuousness tbat

lies within their own grasp, even as thëy fail to confer their own marginalised identities

upon it. They do this because, after ail, they, you, and 1 are part ofits heterogeneity.

Characters like Marius, Denys L'Auxerrois, Dorian Gray, Wtlde and Pater prove

14Sedgwick 163-167; 182-212. Also Nunokawa, The AfterIife ofPrOJMMY 108-111.
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• that the world is as marginal as it aIso appears universal in its claims. It is the Sllmmary

ofaIl our secret and guiltIess aspects, and is as mucb a ftasile tbing as it is the

representation ofour most central, brigbtest beliefs.15 The crystal cbaracter hears and

intuits everyone despite bis own reserve. EverytbiDg is open to bis raptures, and standing

in the world he figures for a sort ofendIess abandonment, an Orpbeus still miclway

between passion and despair because he üves in a world he cannot properly make bis

own until he recovers bis lover. Pater stresses the crystal cbaracter's unhappiness as

a signal ofour own incompatibility with bis idealised status: unable to love or respond

to him because he represents a secret narrative we bave termed a IiabÎlity, we and the

character remain always defined severa! paces away trom fu1fi11ment, sadly intemalising

a formula ofdisplacement Sedgwick caUs "1 do not /ove him; 1am him."

Sadness here is evoked as the response to an ineffable truth about ourselves and

the world: neither ofus is entirely known or knowable. And the progress ofaesthetics

for Pater, who matches the obscurity ofthe crystal cbaracter with an equally complex

literary style (Wilde perceptively noted the Jack offteedom in Paters writing), ultimately

rende.rs the critic as unfathomable to himself as he is to others. When Pater, in response

ta Matthew Arnold's "The Funetion ofCriticism at the Present Time," says that "in

aesthetic criticism the first step towards seeing one's object as it rea1ly is, is to know one's

own impression as it really is" (Ren.isPnœ xix), he is setting himseifup for Wdde's

epigrammatic parody, "the primary aim ofthe critic is to see the object as in itselfit

really is not," which only means that the object bas now been subjectively localised,

for better or worse, in the fAbric ofthe self: Witbholding the object, then, ftam proper

•
ISFlesch defines this as an aspect ofwbat he tenns extremity and generality, and he reads
certain figures in literature as indicative ofthe world's contingency: "often they are
fietional, like Proserpin gathering flowers; sometimes they are uuerly unremarkable,
like the pilot ofthe skiffon the Norway foarn. They too are at issue and at risk; tbey
too belong to the world, but d: is the world ioto which a world ofwoe bas been brought.
They belong to a generaI fragility, or a fragile generality" (Gegerosity 13).
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• perception, the critic keeps it as an avatar-it is notbing without bim.

Freedom ftom such tedium invariably depends upon the question: What is my

work now? One form ofsuch worlc is writing itseJt: the expenditure ofgriefin thelace

ofgrief Literature as e1egy, however, does DOt simply serve ta transcend an experience

ofloss by perceiving itselfas a consolatory act-it authenticates the status offietion

as a condition and symptom ofthat initialloss. The sort ofemptiness or Jack we have

come to deconstlUctively ideotify as complicit with the inherent fragility ofianguage

itselt: does very little to salvage sucb emptiness as a meaningful experience for its own

sake. As Peter Sacks remaries, "tbis view risks abandoning a true sense ofthe experience

of loss, or at least tends to slight the dialectical relationsbip between language and the

grieving mind" (xii). The knowledge tbat our modes ofliterary representation serve

a feehle charity, that they are ultimately incapable ofplacating a griefthat is beyond the

particulars ofthe career ofliterature itselt: does not disparage these modes but rather

directs our attention to the reasons wby such impoverishment persists as not only

a function of literary genre, but more importantly, as the signal ofa writer's deliberate

self-censoring or self-canceUatiOn.16 This provocative emptiness, Iike Leonardo's strange

hermaphrodites who are guiltiess a1thougb they appear ta us as sinful, contains a troth

disproPOrtio~ewitb our knowledge ofit. Its unredeemed space universalises our

•

16For obvious reasons, 1 cannot proPerly address tbis argument in my wode, although .
1believe that the methodology ofa post-strueturalist theory like deconstruetioD, as it is
displayed in the writings ofPaul de MaD, is enraptured by a sadness that predetermines
criticism to see itseIfand literature as outcomes of••nhappy thougbt. Deconstruetion­
and here 1 side with Laura Quinney who believes it to he in league not with nihilism but
with a tragic paradigm in literature <Literary Power xvü}--does not 50 much demystify
texts in order to prove our own naivete in the face oftheir mimetic features, as it suggests
that such a demystifieation itselfsadly fails to address the anonymity of literary works­
that is, the reasoQ for their resistaDce to interpretation. Similarly, a fascinating book like
Bersani's The Culture ofRedemption which exposes the meretricious CCsaving grace"
ofart, partakes in this theme ofsadness: the refusai to grant art a transeendental nature
is tied in with a dissatisfaction over how reality and its examples ofsuffering remain
ignored in the idealised ascension ofart..
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• sadness, but also exteods it as an aspect ofour margiDalisation.

The darker sicle ofPater's work thus uncovers a griefwithout bounds, and

in this respect, it seems thematically similar to the Freudian account ofmouming and

melancholia. Mouming is descnbed by Freud as "the reaction to the loss ofa loved

person, or to the loss ofsome abstraction tbat bas taken the place ofone, such as one's

country, liberty, an ideal" (243). The process ofmouming incorporates the loss abject

as a fantasy ofthe selt allowing the mouming subject ta extend the life ofthe lost object

until it is definitively relinquished. The postponing oftbat relinquishment, however,

is also what defines mouming's aberration, melancholia. But for Pater, sadness and loss

are experienced with a subtle difference: where for Freud the therapy is evoked in the

instant one forgets the cïrCllmstances oflo55, Pater's unhappy PenOn moums an object

he does not know-nor ever knew-well enouglL Loss for Pater is thus a moral failure.

The universalising tendency ofsadness wbicb 1 bave suggested, the beliefthat everyday

life bas obscured an inalienable truth about our aetua1 ins1dliciency as persons and made

that obscurity the source for our pain, describes an affection on Pater's part for the

singular power ofliterature to bath contain and develop those elements that collide with

its formai precision. Loss becomes translated ioto the aesthetic imperative ofascêsis,

a Freudian emblem for culture and civilisation which nonetheless contains an odd

•

doubling within itselfthat appears ta unsettle and recall those elements tbat it apparently

serves to discipline. Perry Meisel reads this ambiguity in Pater as a convolution of

cultural and organic metaphors which do not so much seek priority over one another,

as they strive to richly complieate the terms oftheir original usage, extending their

revisions over a wider sweep ofPater's aesthetic programme:

Such a difficulty in malring continuous or coincident the
figures ofchemical fusion and asceSis with those oftlowers, blossoms,
and other kinds ofnatural growth suggests that there is a 'residue'
or 'surplusage' in Pater's transparent vision after ail...

Such a formulation nonetheless maintains the irreducibility
ofthe opposition between nature and culture, with the supposed 'fteshness'



•

•

•

Khalip 58

ofPater's heroes and tbeir wode coexisting uneasüy with tbeir status of
exemplary sutferers. Indeed, the tension is in some ways a elassically
Victorian one between science and reügioD, reason and affection, wbieh
Pater reinterprets and brinp to bear as tropes on questions ofart and
culture in bis attempt to acbieve a higber level ofargument capable of
resolving contradiction, or al least ofdismissing some ofthe factors
that coDtribute ta it. ( 7()"72)

Denys L'Auxerrois, the Prior in "Apollo in Picardy," Florian Dela! in "The Child

in the House," ail are exemplary sufferers who CaDDot fully express themselves because

their silence is a condition oftheir exemplarity, ofthe phantom pain tbey harbour and

through wbich they haunt our deepest attention. They are forced to abandon their lives

because they are manifestly characters witbin the limits ofa fiction tbat bu determined

those lives to be shadowy and unnamed. In psycboaualytic terms these characters

survey th~ theme ofan aberrated mouming; as forces ofliterature, they require

Pater's compassion for their ceaseless nomadism because they prolong and intensify

the comparative wanderings ofbis own prose. &ch ebaracter implicitly shares

a biographical specificity with Pater, but each a1so loses such correspondences-as does

the writer himself-to the vicarious narration ofthe tbïrd·person. This narrator is also

generically determined to remain in exile, unknown, reflecting the speechlessness ofthe

Prior who grieves for the dead boy he loved, wrongfully vietimised and prevented nom

fumishing such griefas a sympathetic account for the accidentai death tbat now dooms

bis life through rumour and implication.

Paters insights do not always produce the possibility ofa moumful memory

behind all objects and PerSOD5, but he does suggeSt that memory and the &Ct of

recollectien itselfpossess an aesthetic intensity that aspires towards and evolves a type

ofsadness that is specifie to the pleasures ofart ln IlA Prince ofCourt Painters," the first

story in the volume Imyinmy Portraits.. art, sadness, and memory are ail involved in

an avant- Proustian display ofwhat Pater would otherwise term appreciation-the

unfiagging attention he recommends we bring to other penons and art works. The desire
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to remember in the story figures as both the sorrow ofthe diaristlnarrator, as weB as

the significant artistic contribution ofthe artist Watteau to painting. Watteau materialises

posthumously in the journal entries ofthe storYs female narrator who secretly longs for

mm even while he becomes a totaIly distant character, and like other Paterian subjects

he comes to have no existence apart ftom these sketched memories and ret1ections.

Watteau throughout does DOt respond to the writer's reveries, and while bis muteness

is a function ofthejoumal form's essential privacy, it al50 serves as an enabling device

that preserves the painter as an important influence woven into the substance ofthe

narrative. By the rime the journal concludes with Watteau's death, the final words tbat

ring as a memorial to him acknowledge tbat the peculiar genius ofhis paintings was

perhaps underwritten by an insufficiency in bis life: "He bas been a sick man ail his life.

He was always a seeker after something in the world that is there in no satisfying

measure, or not at all" (48). When the narrator makes this admission-and the story

perhaps marks that rarest ofoccasions in Pater's writings, Iike the cbapter "Sunt Lacrimae

Reruinfl in Marius the Epicursm where the narrating voice speaks to us in the tirst

person, albeit not in Pater's-Watteau bas gained the· reputation that he bas laboured

towards for years, DOW having become a teacher who bopes 10 make the boy Iean­

Baptiste disciple and beir to bis unfinisbed works. Watteau bas himselfcharted the

passage from student to professional, but more importantly he bas become an influence

over ethers: he is DOW a part ofthe reaIity that he bas rendered 50 many times on canvas

for ethers. His effect is DOW omniscient and diverse, rather that particular. As he bas

accumulated status, Watteau bas become even more inaccessible to those that know and

have known him, and it is the fear tbat he will become totaIly unrecognisable that weighs

upon the narrator, who believes there is "a pity whicb strikes deep, at the thought of

a man, a while sinee 50 strong, tuming bis face to the wall ftom the things which most

occupy men's lives" (47). The unbappy chance tbat Watteau will entirely disappear into

the mere thread ofa life haunts the narra1Or's memory-in fact predetermines it-and
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• shapes it to conceive ofthe ambiguity ofWatteau's iclentity and reputatîon in the early

image ofan half-materialisation ofhim on the road, wbere the impression ofbis arrivai

shimmers with the longing ofa Jast farewell:

WIth myseIt: how to get through time becomes 50metimes the
question,-unavoidably; though it strikes me as a thing IInspeakably
sad in a life 50 short as ours. The sullenness ofa loug wet clay is yielding
just DOW to an outburst ofwatery~ wbich strikes ftom the far
horizon oftbis quiet wood ofours, over fields ad willow-woods, upon
the shifty weathcrvanes and long-pointed windows ofthe tower on the
square-ftom wbich the Angelus is sounding-with a momentary promise
ofa fine night. 1 prefer the Salut at Saint Vaast. The walk thither is a
longer one, and 1 have a fancy always tbat 1 MaY meet Antony Watteau
there again, any time; just as, when a child, baviDg found one day a tiny
box in the shape ofa süver coin, for long afterwards 1used to try every
piece ofmoney that came ioto my bands, expecting it ta open. (25-6)

The possibility ofseeing Watteau, who is merely an apparition or illusion on

the mad like the trompe l'oeil box in the shape ofa silver coin, is continuous with the

• desire on the part ofthe narrator to extend time and space in order to relegate Watteau

to the future ofbappy expectations-something that will never bappen like the day that

bas come to nothing, measuring its radiance in a watery sunset that promises sleep and

a fine night. The watery sunset mingling over the landscape like Iight doused with

water-at once an illumination and a flood that distinguishes as it engulfs-destroys the

possibility ofcognition and improvement just as it wakens hints oftheir arousal in the

brevity ofthe clay. The recovery bere ofan aesthetic splendour that al50 superfi~ially

characterises the half-finished style ofWatteau's melancholic art, paradoxically succeeds

in cancelling its own substance by turning the splendour out ofphase with the content of

its recollection. Instead ofsupporting the generative quality ofmemory, the narrator's

sense ofloss-which is narratively perceived as being irreparable since Watteau figures as

ajuture presence, never to be expected-depersonalises memory to asSI'me the same alien

quality as a work ofart. The substance ofber remembrances never heals the loss felt in

• the present tense. Such immediate loss is assimilated to the narrator's journal where its
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beauty is heightened by the aetual estrangement ofils author.

In fact, Watteau risks being almost lost ta the narrative aItogether when the boy

Jean-Baptiste is at first dismissed. And for that matter, our knowledge ofthe painter

comes ooly through the boy and the narrator, themselves fietional cbaracters offering us

ooly an intuition or impression ofWatteau's true semblance: "Jean-Baptiste' he too,

rejected by Antony...And still as he labours, not less sedulously tbat ofolet, and still 50

full ofloylaty to bis old master, in tbat Watteau chamber, 1 seem to see Antony himseIt:

ofwhom Jean-Baptiste dares DOt yet speak,-to come very near bis work, and understand

bis great parts" (27). In recalHng Watteau with "wonderful self-effacement," Jean­

Baptiste convinces the narratorto remember the eider painter through the medium ofart,

and her memory ofhim is expressed with ail the force ofa moral exhaustion: "So Jean­

Baptiste's work, in its neamess to bis, may stand, for the firture, as the central interest of

my life. 1 bury myself in tbat" (27). But by this time we have become 50 w1nerable to

the sadness ofthe entries, to the truth that Watteau will not survive the narrator, that it is

almost impossible not to doubt the hopes and memories tbat the characters ofthe story

hold onto. The boy survives the master by accumulating bis OWD "touch oftruth, in which

aIl bis heaviness leaves bim for awhile, and he aetua.Ily goes beyond the master," and in

faet measures bis survival "precisely at those moments tbat he feels most the difference

between bimselfand Antony Watteau" (30-1). It is not tbat these characters are ever

tao Jate in finding one another, but that they never indeed knew each other trom the

beginning. What the story sugests through its recoUective narrative is that the pleasures

ofart are complicit with the intolerability ofhuman loneliness, tbat there is something

ta be dreaded and appreciated in the exceptional fietionality ofunknown feelings and

experiences that stimulate us. And it is the narrator herselftbat offers us the most jarring

instance ofsuch an anxiety, ber love ofart tinged with all the unfùlfilled longings of

desire and hoPe wbich are brought out when she reads MAnon Lescaut:

There is a tone about it wbich strikes me as going weIl with the graœ
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ofthese leafless birch-trees apinst the sky, the pale silver oftbeir bark,
and a certain delieate odour ofdecay wbich rises ftom the soil. It is
aU one balf-light...ADd 1 could fàncy myselfalmost oftheir condition
sitting here aloue this evening, in wbich a premature touch ofwinter
makes the wodd look but an inhospitable place ofentertainment for
one's spirit. Wlth 50 littIe genial warmth to hold it there, one Ceels tbat
the merest accident migbt detaeh tbat flighty guest altogether. Sa chiIled
at heart tbings seem to me, as 1gaze on tbat glacial point in the motion­
less sky, like some mortal spot whence the death begiDs to creep
aver the body! (40-1)

ln spite ofthis seasonal decay, however, it seems that literature may yet perform

a final recovery:

literary manifestation tbat undoes the impressions ofthe first penon by construiDg them

And yet, in the midst oftbis, by Mere force ofcontrast, comes
back to me, very vividly, the truc colour ruddy with blossom and fruit,
ofthe past summer.._when the thougbt ofcold wu a luxury, and the
earth dry enough 10 sleep on. The summer was indeed a fine one;
and the whole country seemed bewitcbed. A kind ofinfectious
sentiment passed upon us, Iike an eftlux ftom its tlowers and tlower-like
architecture-tlower-Iike to me at leut, but ofwhich 1 never feft the
beauty before. (41)

• Delight in the summer is rendered as a temporary antidote to the wintry uncertainty that

clouds the mind, although the poles ofthe imagination here are subtly assened at levels

of~umdifficulty which repeat rather~ revise the sadness ofthe narrator.

Recollection itselfdoes not dispel dangers entirely, but rather recovers a world of

extremes that broadens the longings ofmemory, especially sustaining the loss that is the

central affect ofthe narrative's compeUing evolution. The juxtaposition ofthese

passages, however, also brings out a tùrther preoccupation-the deliberate triviality,

the littleness or rather the contingency ofimpressions that surfilee in Pater as not ooly

thase elements that are often deemed forgettable, but more importantly, tbose that require

exaggeration and concem. Leaf1css birch-trees straining against a sky coloured in the

winter half Iigbt, or the blossom and fiuit ofsummer-both phenomena are indicative

ofpossibilities restrained and yet eautiously stirred within the narrator's minet whicb

remains always far away ftom its own fulfiUment. Time bere becomes a deüberately•
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as moumfully present, here. They are the thougbtfùl accumu1ation ofuncertain pasts and

futures that amount to nothüig except the incessantly affective 1uxuriousness ofthe

unhappy present tense which reflects the unremarkable~UDDOticeable "littleness" of

representation: "People ta1k ofa new era now dawning upon the world, offtatemity,

liberty, bumanïty, ofa DOvel sort ofsocial fteedom in wbich men's natural goodness of

heart will blossom at a thousand points bitherto repressed, ofwars disapPearing ftom

the wodd in an~ benevolent eue oflife-yes! perbaps ofinfinite littleness aIso.

And it is the outward manner ofit~ which, partly by aDticipation, and through pure

intellectual power, Antony Watteau bas caugbt, togetber with a tlattering something of

bis own, added thereto" (35).

The apparent lack ofa biography for Pater ("Was he ever alive?" we might ask

with Wùde), a life that indeed re5ists any hint ofovert illumination whether il he in the

platitudes ofthe letters orthe substance ofa proper critical interpretation, exemplifies

in the extreme the sort ofaesthetic 1055 ofthe self tbat surf4ces in bis writings. And it

is this mystery surrounding Pater, a mystery that bas employed readers and critics alike

in the effort ofestablishing a credible profile for a writer who refuses any defining

personality regardless ofbis own aesthetic recommendatioDS, that asks us to consider

the Iiterary po~erofsadness as a very real circumstance despite its fictionality-

a circumstance that designates literature as a simultaneous revelation and parallel of

reaIity. This is the modest reverberation that lies bebind the mast provocative ofPaters

remarks, provocative because their essential truth is expressed as an innocence prior to ail

other forms ofattentions, ail other preoccupations: "To define beauty, Dot in the most

abstraet but in the most concrete terms possible, to find, Dot its universal formula, but the

formula which expresses most adequately tbis or tbat special manifestation of il, is the

aim ofthe true student ofaesthetics" (Renaispnce.. "Prefàce," xix). In the case ofthe

narrator of"A Prince ofCourt Painters,Il beauty's individuality initiales her own self­

ret1ection with and against art. There is something unhappy that overshadows ber voice,
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as a creative, interpretative, and moral practice can provide.18

This point cao. he further illustrated by a small watercolour of"A Prince ofCourt

Painters" executed by the Americao. artist Charles Demuth, who appropriates Pater's

story for a reve1ation about himselfand bis own relation to the literary original.

The portrait ofWatteau holding a slipper is oddly cold and formalised and not especially

distinguishec:l, although the washed out ftailty orthe composition sugests some ofthe

• an unhappiness that Watteau, Jean-Baptiste, Manon Lescaut all evoke. It is exaggerated

beyond the immediate fonn ofthe narrative, and ber own place in the story as its sole

entrusted observer gives her a telling w1nerability. A kind ofcomparative work will

discover on the story's margins that Jean-Baptiste is the Dame ofthe painter and student

ofWatteau, Jean-Baptiste Pater, who couId have been a possible cousin ofthe writer

himself: and who perbaps chooses to figure in bis own story as a WOman.17 Ifwe see the

latter observation as more than merelYaD anecdote, more tban înnuendo, wbat cm we

make of it as an aetual choice ofthe narrative? The nanator caunot be a man, cannot

express the longing for Watteau as specifica1ly homosexual, cannot be Pater bimse1f:

The secrecy tbat is powedùlly evoked in these questions weaves an interesting diversity

througbout the experience ofPaters fictions, which suggest tbat wbat is often thougbt to

be either pure narrative silence, anonymity, or ignorance on the part ofthe writer cm he

reevaluated as a displaced acknowledgement ofthe unspoken, nameless content that art•

•

171 tind an insight by D.A Miller, made in another context, particularly applicable here:
the "wish is not to detach male homosexuality ftom effeminacy...but to disengage it ftom
the double bind oftbat feminjnity to which our cu1ture on the one band obsessively
remands it (for definition, understanding, representation) but on the other ruthlessly
prevents it trom laying the slightest legitimate claim, even in the concessive form of
a 'woman's prerogative' " <Brinain, Out 10).

18Along these same lines, Whitney Davis makes some stunning remarks about the
intersections ofart, art history, sexuality, and gender in bis essay 'Winckelmann Divided:
Mouming the Death ofArt History."
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• emotional awkwardness and anxiety tbat Watteau himselfcaptured in bis displaced

''Pierrot." ln the story, the only hint ofintimacy between the narrator and the artist

is alluded to when we leam that she bad posed for an UDfinisbed portrait ofherselfby

the artist. The other allusion to a mlD8DtÎc pursuit-tbis time with another woman-refers

to Watteau's dair with the consumptive female painter Rosalba. As IOD"Jhan Weinberg

notes in bis commentary on the watercolour, Demuth is unclear as to whether or not bis

work refers to these possible liaisons, or ta sometbing more ambiguous within the painter

himself This sort ofsuggestiveness also retlects Demuth's close affinity with the story

and its writer: he comes ta find bis alter ego in the painting by drawing our attention to

a man's fascination with an article ofwoman's clotbing wbich serves as an indication of

the hom<?sexual self he paints:

Through the shoe Demuth both creates a sense ofWatteau's sexua!
ambiguity and reproduces 50metbing ofPaters dominant tone of (onging.
The shoe suggests absence-perbaps the female narrator who cannot
fully make it into Watteau's üfe-but it al50 convens the image into a kind
ofvanitas. Watteau is contemplating a piece ofwoman's finery in much
the way hermits are showing looking at skuUs. The difference is that
Watteau is tbinking Dot 50 much ofdeath as ofdesire. (88)

Demuth identifies with and reproduces for himselftbe intticacies ofthe story that

intimate in detail his own transhistorically homosexual kinship with Pater. He thus

similarly reveais an innocent desire about himselfthat is obscured and refined by the

secrecy ofart and its representations, which become the enabling sources for an

interpretation ofmale desire tbat need not he ob~cted by the discreet composition of

either story or painting.

The almost convenient disappearance ofPater the man ftom the persona of

Pater the writer comes to unusually provide an illustration for the sort ofconcealment that

operates at the level ofhis writïngs. The obscurity ofbis work, often imbued by a very

real sadness translated ioto a literary imperative, moves within the range ofour own lives

• ar:td experiences, conjuring a type ofmoumful pleasure that Walter Benjamin Perbaps
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• registered in the briUle, preserved pbotograpbs that fasciDated bim, and in wbich he

detected the aura as illumjnatjng both the presence and the actual inaccessibility of

others witbin and without art: "Tbus the critic inquires about the truth wbose living Oame

goes on buming over the heavy IOP ofthe put and the Iigbt ashes oflife gone by"

(ll1uminations Il). When Pater fàmousIy says in the "Conclusion" to The Bmtiwnce

that "While aIl else melts onder our feet, we may well grasp at any exquisite passion,

or any contribution to knowledge tbat seems by a lifted horizon 10 set the spirit free for

a moment, or any stirring ofthe senses, stranged~ strange colours, and curious odours,

or wode ofthe artist's bands, or the &ce ofone's ftiend" (189), aesthetics COIDeS alive

as a sudden bistory oflo55 tbat bas accnmulated in lieu ofart's growing fàscination and

anonymity. It is these discoveries tbat deserve our interest and ceaseless appreciation.

•

•
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CUpter Four

My quietDess bas a man in il, he is transparent
and he cames me quietly, Iike a gondola, through the streets.

Frank O'Hara, "In Memory ofMy Feelings"

On the surface, there is a curious transition trom the work ofWordswonh and

Pater, to John Ashbery's poetry. Perhaps it bas more to do with the places where silence

and shadow cast an evasive gIare, tban the direction ofany positively allusive content.

First impressions are drawn 10 the poetry's wandering mode ofconversation, to the

reprieve Ashbery apparently gives to pondering and designating the contours ofthought

within the forms oflyric, altbough the career ofthe thought arabesques beyond such

deliberately generic confines. There is a thoughtful sustenance evoked in Ashbery's

poetry, a wiIlingness to trust oneselfalthough any hint ofthat selfs exposure remains

censored and unjustified. It is as ifthe eloquence needed to ensure the continuity ofthe

speaking voice is also viable as an alternative mans ofdispossessing that voice

altogether in favour ofthe pursuit ofa competing dream ofbecoming a theme or subject

totally its own, separate Hom the poet's identity. The stumbling, almost shy delivery of

the poetry, engaging in its own interpretation just before it even bazards to establish

anything definite that would amount to the MOst meagre element ofa reverie, seems

completely incapable at times ofgenerating its own assertive courage.

Geoffiey Hartman bas observe<! that although Ashbery's conversational tone

bas "saved" modem poetry trom dwelling in solipsistic extinction, "casualness can

become excessive. The more excessive it becomes, the more you feel an internai

pressure that is being evaded" (Hartman, "Interview," 648). But that pressure is part of
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• poetry. The reverberating tension ofthe language, rather tban~ dispersal and smoothing

out, contributes to the splendour ofthe thematic self-interestedDess Asbbery suggests,

without every weakening bis OWD investments in the arropnce ofthe subject.

The ambivalences in language point to a more severe understanding ofthe poet's relation

to bis own wode, bec811 '5e the aet ofaclmowledgement needed to legitimise the oeuvre

perfectIy registers the degree to wbicb Asbbery indeed figbts against bis own literary

evidence and solicitations.

What would it Mean to srant a poem total anonymity in tenns of its reception

and production, or better, wbat wouId the theme ofsuch anonymity have in common with

the theme ofliterary sadness? l have been attempting to cbart IODle ofthese evasions

as more than mere distractions or ignorances on the part ofwrïters. These evasions,

as seen in Wordsworth and Pater, suggest that the redemptive view ofliterary sadness­

that its overcoming is near-is insufficient for responding to the maturity ofmelanchoüc

experience in literature which diversifies meaning even wben it is made dumb by the

impotence ofspeech, or as with Paters fictional exiles, it is made seemingly irretrievable

like the fates oftheme, penon, narrative, and even {auto)biography. Such evasions

are most familiar as synonymous with a type ofmodemist escapism-eanonical

impersonality-that also sbares its powertùl affects with the funeral rites for the death of

the subject in formalist, strueturalist and post-strueturalist theory. Ashbery bas betrayed

•

Many ofthe same designs whenever he discusses bis own preference for writing a type

ofpoetry irreducible to critical interpret8tÏOD. Ifwe take Asbbery at bis word, wbat does

this irreducibility have to do witb the structure ofloss in bis poetry, its contribution to

the evasiveness that is at once given the privilege ofexperience, as well as made the

remainder ofa very palpable grief?

In response to an interviewer once asking him ifhappiness is a rare feature in bis

poetry, Ashbery recalled an observation made by bis friend Frank: O'Hara: "1 don't see

why Kenneth [Koch] ükes John's wode 50 much because he thinks everytbing should
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be funny and John's poetty is about as fimny as a wrecked train" (Asbbery, "Interview,"

183). The observation is itselfcomical although u1timately desperate in its concem;

O'Ham's comment, tàr ftom heing merelyanecdotal, eamestly denotes the intermingling

ofsadness and parody that critics bave often distinguishecl as a characteristic ofAshbery's

wode. Such a blend goes beyond merely suggesting an affective confliet in the structure

ofthe poetry; it throws light upon the chance ofstirring a state ofmind capable of

balancing the potentially divisive elements ofdespair with comedy. Emotion comes

to be oddly rinsed ofits natural substantia1ity in Ashbery, ofits own meaningfulness.

The contingency ofsuch feelings bas proven their individual ripeness beyond any

summary oftheir general fomt, and the drift ofthougbts, wistfully Paterian in their aims,

is reduced to an elaborate textual posture. This is perbaps one feature ofpostmodem

criticism's distrust ofafFect in some ofits more rarefied discourses, and it bas contributed

to one popular appreciation ofAsbbery as a poet whose private language ofaddress

is a ruse meant to shore up ofthe stylishness ofstyle. In The Tennis Court ()Ith

for example, emotional irresponsibility or rather irrepressibility seem to typify an attitude

~ustedby wom formalities and declarativ:e constraints. Such an attitude also Perbaps

intluenced what bas become for beUer or worse known as the New York School of

poets (which as Ashbery bas suggested is more ofa limitation as a definition than

an improvement), periodised as anticipating a new POstmodem aesthetie tbat tlouts

categories, aff~ style, and subject matter, and etfortlessly caUs into question the aetual

basis ofthe tenns themselves.

Ashbery's own exuberant display ofsociability described by some critics

(Douglas Crase, for instance) makes manifest the subjects and terms for such a debate.

The shift in Ashbery's worlc between comedie and tragie elements ofliterature is often

ponderous, often deadpan, both modes folding into one another with the efFect of

exaggerating the mockery ofthe line into a defence for its aetual standoffishness.

But they rarely permit us to appreciate either mode as a vehicle for truth: ifwe define
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• Ashbery in postmodem~ bis wark is exceptional1y ftee ftom realisatioDS and

projects, in the sense that sUch designs are usually aligned with the traditional tropes

surrounding the imaginative projects ofRomanticism. But he bas also become the MOst

readily canonical ofmodem poets: the Bloomian programme ofsearching for a school

of inheritance between Whitman, Stevens, and Ashbery, not only solidifies their sbared

cultural worth but a1so transports and transvaJues the aesthetic concems ofone poet into

the designs ofanother. The melancholy ofthe poet-a condition at the heart ofBloom's

theory ofPOetÎc influence-concems as much the materialloss ofliterary property

as it does the sorrow ofthe selfwhich stubbomly inspires, grieves, and generates

the ftustrating work oforiginality. So in a piece like "Evening in the Country" which

Bloom perceptively compares to Wordsworth's "Tintem Abbey" ("Wordsworth" 61),

the juxtaposition brings out a remarkable beauty that supports and undennines tradition:

1 am still completely happy.
My resolve to win further 1 have
Thrown out, and am charged by the tbrilI
Ofthe sun coming up. Birds and~ houses,
These are but the stations for the new sign ofbeing
In me that is to close late, long
After the sun bas set and darkness come
To the surrounding fields and hills.
But ifbreath could kill, then there would DOt be
.Such an easy time ofil, with men locked back there
In the smokestaeks and corruption ofthe city.
Now as my questioning but admiring gaze expands
To magnificent outposts, 1am not 50 much at home
Wrth these memorabilia ofvision as on a tour .
Ofmy remotest properties, and the eidolon
Sinks into the effective "being" ofeach thing,
Stump or sbrob, and they carry me inside
On motionless explorations ofhow dense a thing can he,
How ligb!, and these are finishecl before they have begun
Leaving me refteshed and somehow younger. (J)ouble Drpm 33)

•
The tinalline ofthis passage both articulates the dimensions ofthe reverie that

bas provoked the poem, and serves to underwrite the poem's appeasement ofthe SPeakers

restfulness. Ashbery appears to casuaUy condense the sense and topoi of "Tintern
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Abbey" within bis own by abbreviatiDg its distinct eloquence, but without losing the

mindfulness that is inescapably Wordsworthian. Ashbery's tone is uniquely lightened

and precise to the point ofnot even seeming self-pressured ioto evaluation; it takes place

under the apogee ofa clarified life tbat does not easüy yield to regard itselfas troubled by

the liberty ofits idle pleasures. The"~ sad music ofbnmanity" here is consonant with

a fonn ofattentiveness on the part ofAshbery that seems easily harmonious because its

source is ostensibly purified, and such a cIaim is based on the sense ofstability preserved

despite the movements and gestures ofdistraction tbat the lyric intîmates. The spirit

ofthe place manifests in Ashbery's poem as thematically reinforcing the speaker's

confidence, and a fàith in it beeomes strengthened as it ensures the speakers transport.

The poem moves towards a conception of itselfas renewed and renewing, as it insinuates

a non-passive organisation ofspace: the speaker's "admiring gaze expands" as the vista

is transfonned into the motions ofa voyage, "a tour/Of my remotest properties," which

precipitates the ideal "sinking" ofthe eidolon-a symbol ostensibly outside ofmaterial

space and time-into the" 'heing' ofeach thing/ Stump or shrob." Speakïng ofthe poem

"Popular Sangs" from his fust collection Sorne Trc;es.. Ashbery describes how "It was

written in an attempt to conjure up the kind ofimpression you would get from riding in

the car, changing the radio stations and at the same time aware ofthe passing landscape.

In ather words, a kind ofconfused, but insistent, impression ofthe culture going on

around us" (qtd. in Shoptaw 31). The general refleetion is resolved ofits immanent and

transcendental elements tbrough "motionless explorations ofhow dense a thing can be,"

which retain the sense of innocence, ofa tirst dawn ofapprehension: "Leaving me

refreshed and somehow younger." The speaker's evocation rests upon an emotional

interchange between grounding and the internai mobility ofa selfthat is groundless.

Such a relationship must rely upon recovery for the continuity of its expression, and it

is this structure that 1 williater show to he informed by aspects ofloss and melancholy.

The sense ofdoubleness discreet1y touches the balance that characterises the
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speaker's poetic hannony, a doubleness tbat contrasts with the voicings of"Tintem

Abbey" where the subtle dialogical aspects ofthe poem seem unable to alIeviate the

speaker's mature disappointment.19 Asbbery's fteedom, however, is an illusion that

differs in kind ftom Wordsworth's: it is to be admired but subsequently revised in order

that its happiness not be designated as final The poem performs tbis ~cism

by developing the doubleness-already introduced as a harmonising feature-into

a compromising element tbat renders the speaker uncertain and anonymous. This

anonymity is somewhat similar to Pater's in that it generates its own remarkable intensity

behind the obscure narrative, but with Asbbery the effect is to minimise the kind of

speculation that in Pater designates the etbical requirement (to follow Flesch's argument

on Proust) ofattending 10 the anonymous and the absent. It is 80t that Ashbery is entirely

disinterested in the world ofpoetry and, ofcourse, the poetry ofthe worlel; rather,

he wishes to hold back the poem ftom redemption and interpretation. By keeping it

contingent and retlective, he reaftirms that contingency as necessarily human and

stubbom to the capacity to articulate.

. l want to examine the elaborate image ofthe sinking eidolon in "Evening in the

Country" because it helps to refine some ofthe notions 1 bave been suggesting about the

complication ofvoice and form in the poem. Ashbery's use ofit interestingly recalls the

trope's notable appearance in Whitman and Hart Crane. As Tim Dean bas observed,

the word denotes something at once ideal and ÎDSUbstantial that is curiously raised to

the level ofmateriality in Crane's poetics through language manifestedly violent, both

aestheti~lyand intentionally.2O Dean refers to Crane's poem "Legend" in which the

word is qualified by the adjective "bleeding" (Twice and twicel [Again the smoking

19Laura Quinney discusses the theme in ber essay " , Tintem Abbey,' Sensibility, and the
Self-Disenchanted Self"

20Dean 93-98.
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souvenir,! Bleeding eidolon!]) wbich renders it the image ofan image- the literai result

ofthe former stanza's hacking wbich begins with "It is to he leamed-fl'his cleaving and

this buming,l But only by the one who/Spends out bjmselfagain." The rapturousness of

tbis lesson underscores the double voicing Dean locates in the poem. The cleaving aspect

within it provides, aud is a mark ot: the speakers selflessne~but in the special way

in which the word eidolon brings to ftuition this poetic ecstasy, it is bled into its own

corporeality which is superseded for the sake ofthe erotic liquidation itselt:

Ashbery's eidolon is hardly an allusion to Crane, although bath share an interest

in developing a complex, idiosyncratic poetics, not merely as a rhetorical curiosity,

but because ofthe lush meanings that language cm afford as an independent source for

inspiration. Ashbery's eidolon emerges as an outside object funetioning üke an iean

or image that uncertainly sinks into the equaIly unstable "heing" ofeach thing, and unlike

Crane's poetics wbich verge on an excruciatingly physical rendition ofa poetical

predicament, the sense ofcreativity rendered through Ashbery's eidolon is already

purifie<!, divested ofits meaning to the point ofbaving its status sceptically inttoduced

between quotations. The eidolon here is either an extemal manifestation or indieates the

arising ofsomething within the speaker, but it is registered nonetheless after the speaker

has been becalmed into the consideration ofbis "remotest properties," which are almost

phenomenologically reduced in this instance. The stumps and shrubs are either possessed

by the eidolon or repeat its intrinsic undecidedness, leaving the speaker "refteshed and

somehow younger" as he is proven to be as Iight and insubstantial as the grace ofa primaI

vision can afford. In this way, the eidolon effectively distinguishes and divides self and

outside, a1though it also fulfills the reintegration ofthe speaker as he is now tàmiliarised

with that extemal world-it was always there because it was a/ready in mm. The eidolon

highlights the change in coosciousnesses that the poem entaits, moving between

happiness and disillusionment. Tbat sense ofIigbtness, however, is not entirely blitbe;

rather, it is informed by the speakers considered sadness ofhis mission:
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Nigbt bas deployed rather awesome forces
Against this state ofaffairs: ten thousand helmeted footsoldiers,
A Spanish armada stretching to the horizon, ail
Absolutely motionless until the houe to Slrike... (Pouble Tlrpm 33)

The figurai extensions ofnight here creates a true ridiculousness, but this is not

a complaint against the poem. Rather, 1 think it hints at the type offalsity that Ashbery

seeks ta descnèe: a mistaken trust in rea1ness, in re-integration and articulation. It is

with a surprising interruption that the speaker announces that "So we might pass over this

ta the real/Subject ofour concem,and that islHave you begun to be in the context you

feellNow that the danger bas been removed?" The real question here interropts the

innocent convalescence ofthe first part, asking us to revise its palpable confidence,

although as l have already described, the notion ofdivision is already inscribed in

its lines.

Light falls on your shoulders, as is its way,
And the process ofpurification continues happily,
Unimpeded, but bas the motion started
Tbat is to quiver your head, send anxious beams
Into the dusty corners ofthe rooms
Eventua1ly shoot out ovec the landscape
In stars and borsts? For other than this we know nothing
And space is a coffin, and the sky will put out the light.
1 see you eager in your wishing it the way
We may joïn il, if it passes close enough:
This sets the seal ofdistinction on the success or failure ofyour attempt.

<Double Dream 34)

The Iate knowledge Ashbery is conscious ofat the poem.'s conclusion emerges

as a secondary voice that furnishes an alternative to the initial state ofcomfort. It revises

that tirst happiness with all the severe resourcefulness ofa line like "For other than this

we know nothinglAnd space is a coffin" with its claim ofan indisputable, moumful

reason that a1so fatally sequesters the theme ofspace in the poem, DOW darkening the

romantic tour ofthe speaker ioto a play ofshadows on the walIs ofa deathly chest.

• Here the doubleness 1 first suggested in Ashbery's poem emerges with a broader stroke.

•
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The revisionary stance ofthese Iines weighs upon the poem's indeterminacy by tuming

the second voice ioto an absolute: it not only interrogates the first voice but designates

it as a required contrast ta its own, more ponderous delivery. But whüe il is the sadness

of this second voice tbat asks us to reconceive ofthe poem. as not completely fulfilled in

its claims ofpeace, its effect is not 50 much ta privilege itselfas to erase the knowledge

that would be specifie to bath.. The earlier happiness becomes a memory instead of

signalJing a state ofanticipation, and is tumed ioto the ülumination ofa loss posing in the

disguise ofa golden age. The anonymity ofthe poem is guaranteed by its crossing of

voice~ a quality Shoptaw descn"bes in relation ta "Popular Songs" and which also applies

in this instance: "[It] cuts rapidly from one narrative language to the next in part because

there is no single narrative vantage point. There are traces ofan oral narration...but not

enough to inhibit the poem's hyper-aetivity...the poem disappoints only those 100king for

narrative rather than discursive consistency" (31).

Sadness, then, not only necessitates the revision but is distinguished in the

revision ofthe second part in order to maintain the anonymity ofthe poem's OPeratiODS.

The scepticism ofthis second voice empbasises the already complieated vista that is

deemed innocent at the beginning, a doubleness suggested in the sinking ofthe eidolon

which differentiates the selfftom the other as it also makes that difference a part ofthe

integration it indirectly describes. The theme ofthe theme ofthe "naïve" self is at odds

with the death ofthe self: The two voices combined indeed yield a vision that is

intemal1y compromised. Like Crane, whom Dean describes as foUowlng a poetic style

obsessed with intensity and feeling, Ashbery makes the ecstasy ofthe smallest moment

ofexperience the test forthe expansion ofthat selfbeyond its subjective confines.

"Have you begun to be in the context you feellNow tbat the danger bas been removed?"

raises the possibility that we bave failed to ask that question aItogether, our concems

lying in profoundly other matters which touch upon the "process ofpurification,"though

the motion "Tbat is ta quiver your head, send anxious beamsllnto the dusty corners of
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• the rooms? EventualIy shoot out ovec the landscapeIIn stars and bunts" is utterly

ignored. Ashbery does not void the self in this poem; he SUSSests tbat the end1ess

thinking characteristic ofthe impersonal secondary voice forsets the type ofecstasy that

should he indistinguishable ftom its condition: "1 see you eager in your wishing it the

way/We may joïn it, ifit passes close enough:/I'his sets the seal ofdistinction on the

suceess or failure ofyour attempt." Being "still completely happy" Ashbery seems to

wonder ifthe positive ptill exerted by this affirmation was arrived at by a suspicious

comfort with surroundings:

There is growing in tbat knowledge
We may perbaps remain here, eautious yet ftee
On the edge, as it rolls its unblinking chariot
Into the vast open, the incredible violence aitd yielding
Turmoü tbat is to be our route. (Double Jlream 34)

Excessiveness here partIy tùlfilIs Hartman's remarks. The passage seems

to address its own opacity tbrough a mode ofviolence that does not defend but rather

tramples the meaning into an unknown distress. This exaggeration bardly cbaracterises

the tone ofAshbery's poetics, whose professions offaith are far ftom the rhetorical

severities ofsuch poets as the Futurists, or at best, the more democractic and erotic

significations ofCrane's poetry. Wbat the passage does underwrite is the quality of

violent doom present in the expression ofloss, as tendemess moves within the range

ofa pain that is as expressive as its opposite passion. The effect is a1so bathetic,

though not simplifying; it continues the ironie dissatisfaetion with origins tbat becomes

a problem ofthe future. The sadness ofthe lines does not lament an earüer state,

or the voice's naivete which opens the poem; it is the deüberate, insubstantial posture

ofa secondary voice that comments on the insubstantiality ofail voices to begin with.

The naive condition is based upon an epistemological premise tbat is developed for us

by the second voice whicb displays an overwbelming and yet questionable knowledge.

• An exclusivity is arrived at here, one that for all its claims, seems to m.erely redistribute
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emptiness instead ofpure content~

The emptiness perhaps speaks to the sort ofretiring convalescence Bloom

identifies when he descnbes Asbbery, and it is also the quaIity Baudelaire notices

in Constantin Guys in bis description ofthe.flâneur, astate ofbeing coloured by

a reœptiVÏly that is DOt quite child-like and naïve, but awake to the poSSlbility that its

sickness is interwoven with the capacity to Pe['ceive aesthetically: "But genius is notbing

more nor Jess than chi/dhoodrecoveredat will-a childhood now equipped for self­

expression with manhood's capacities and a power ofanalysis which enables it to

order the mass ofraw material which it bas involuntarily accumulated" (139)~

The convalescent here also prefigures the dandy who typifies complete exteriority as he

optically absorbs the scenery, while bimselfpassing ftom one space to the othee without

the slightest hint ofdetection: "He is an 'l' with an insatiable appetite for the 'non-L' at

every instant rendering and explaining it in pietures more living than life itse1t: which is

always unstable and fugitive" (140). The adventurousness ofthe world is aligned with

the fugitive persona eut by the dandy, and it is within such adynamie that Baudelaire

locates the potential recognition ofmodemity at its moment ofirretrievability:

"By 'modemity' 1 mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the haIfofart whose

other halfis the etemal and the immutable" (142)~

To illustrate what he means by modemity, Baudelaire concentrates on the specific

features ofthe subjects ofportrait painting: their clothes, coiftùre, gestures, glances, .

and smiles. In fàct the peculiarly beautiful privilege ofthe modem lies in the relative

details that are bound to he overlooked because they seem 50 irrelevant, or better,

because they themselves are temporary and tleeting_ For Baudelaire, those portrait

painters that remain true to representing the world around them in contemporary detail,

rather than those like Ingres who "impose upon every type ofsitter a more or less

complete, by which 1 mean a more or less despotic, form ofperfection, borrowed ftom

the classical ideas" (143) will he original in their wode. They will not he seduced ioto
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• reproducing mere falsities and copies ofmasterpieces like those painters tbat depict the

present in the fasbions ofthe pasto The latter representations are guilty because they

mark a disjunction in the body and spirit ofthe subject. The originality ofmodemity lies

in its traDsitory recognitions: wbat is modem in the put is that which we register as

specifie to it; the details ring with the lost qualities oftheir ephemerality, as well as our

own separation ftom them. The work that reproduces the past in the present is guilty of

a type ofFreudian melancholia, retrieving historys store in order ta colour the present by

holding onto a lost abject that bas become totally distinct ftom the subject itselt: It is as

if the subject were draped with tbings that were Dot its own, pointing attention ta its own

discomfort wearing the emperor's new clothes: "Iffor the necessary and inevitable

costume ofthe age you substitute another, you will be guilty ofa mistranslation only to

be excused in the case ofa masquerade presrcribed by fàshion" (14243). The tàshion

is a fàtuous ornament, whereas in the true modem work the detail that proves a work

original and CODtemporary is precisely that which is fàted to disappear under the

absorptive gaze ofthej1Ôneur. This excursion into Baudelaire helps to illuminate the

•

affinity Ashbery shares with bis theory ofthe modem, specifically the insistence on

the fugitive elements ofart. Loss is perceived as inextricable ftom the composition of

a masterpiece. In Ashbery, this susceptibility ta detail and relative fascinations yields

a profundity disguised as a purely exterior ~estation,one that cornes across

as deüberately cosmetic and casual:

Back homefrom the beauty contest
Andils attendant squDlors. sile doesn'tfeel
Like "",ch. The wo,1d
ls vaguer and lesspejorative, a lime
Ofstressfulheodache but aIso
Ofarchitectonic inldings and inspiration:
Agonyfor a day, andlben the refreshing dream
Bubb/es up lilce an artesian weil in all ils
Wealth ofaccurately observeddetai/,
Ils truth ofbeing, on the surface
But strilring long, pointedroots mto the dull eorth
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Behind the lIJtJSk Yet lilœ a pain
Thal went away, ils Ï1II1IItI1Ience

Is very 1IIflch an ongoing thing. itspresent
Departed in the greater interest ofthe whole. (As We Know 27..8)

The artesian weil materialises and sublimates ail the complexities ofthe dream DOt

simply in its overall shape, but in the accuracy ofdetail. It is tbese same details, their

individuality taking away ftom the well's "truth ofbeing" tbat defies the sublimation

ofthe whole by evidence ofits "long, pointed roots into the dull earth." Pain here is

registered as it barely disappears into the details tbat evoke the tired attentiveness orthe

flâneur-speaker, whose own modemity is evoked through the minor, persistent caprices

ofthe world. The opposite passage on the two column page ofthis long poem marks

a telling emphasis:

You cao neither define
Nor crase il, and,~ by torchlight,
Being cloaked with the shrill
Savage drapery ofnon-being, it
Stands out in the melight.
It is more than anything was meant to be.
Yet somehow moumful, as though
The tlJree.dimensional effeet had been achieved
At the cost ofa crisp vagueness
That raised one twig slightly higher than the
Morass of leat1ess branches that supported il,
and now eager, fatigued, it bad sunk back
Below the generally satisfying
Contours ofthe rest. (28)

Perspective here serves to obscure the already unknown meaning ofthe thing "seen

by torchlight, n its perplexity an extension ofthe world's ongoing sadness made invisible.

~ early poem Iike "Errars" rehearses such a dynamic: the erotic tension

scrupulously woven through the Iines deepens the severity oftheir poetic eloquence

as it also strives to unravel them:

Jealousy. Whispered weather reports.
In the street we found boxes
Littered with snow, to bum at home.
What tlower toUing on the waters
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You stupefied me. We waxed,
Carnivores, late and aligbt
In the beaded wînter. AlI wu ominous, luminous,
beyond the bed's veils the white walls danced
Sorne violent componction. Promises.
We thought then ofyour dry portais,
Bright comices ofeavesdropping palaces,
You were painfWly stitcbing to hours
The moon now tears up, scoffing at the unrinsed portions.
And loves adopted reaJm. Fiees to water,
The coach disso[ving in mists. (Some Trees 47)

The refined intelligence oftbis passage (Shoptaw caI1s il Proustian) betrays a slight

unwillingness to admit loss in the detailed ftagmentariness ofthe poem, which appears

haphazard1y sewn together. As a whol~ the poem intimates a rare, self-enclosing

pleasure enfolded in the very possibility ofsuch a [osso Wbatever the event is or may

have been, whether it happened before or is being anticipated by the speaker, is not as

important here as the questions left behind by these trivialities, imPressionistica11y

recalled like lugubrious shades oflight wbose endearing features, Iike Benjamin's aura,

are imparted in the speaker-s lingering delivery. The ephemerality ofsensations coheres

with the shadowy glimpses ofobjects and allusions that appear as ifonly to further

deepen their inviting obscurity: "AIl was ominous, luminous./Beyond the bed's veils

the white walls dancedlSome violent componction." The display ofthese impressions

is erotic, not by suggestion but as haIf..sbadows ofa loss that promises more that cm be

immediately fe[t: "We thought then ofyour dry ponalsjBright comices ofeavesdropping

palaces,/You were painfully stitched to bourslThe moon now tears up, scofting at the

unrinsed portions. n Though these glances are useless, this does not take away from the

seduetiveness ofthe poetry wbich tums the deceit of its Iines into a theme oftemptation

revealing itselfas an eternal doubtfulness. The e[oquence veiling the speaker-s

reeollections is the compensation for their sense ofloss, although their substance is oot

entirely given up. "This play ofveiling and unveiling is, ofcourse," writes Paul de Man

on Shelley, "altogether tantalizing. Forgetting is a highly erotic experieoce; it is like
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glimmering light becalse it caDDOt he decided whether it reveals or bides_uit is like

a trance or a dream because il is asleep ta the very extent that it is conscious and awake,

and dead ta the extent that il is alive" (53).

The poem refrains ftom fully personalising itselfdespite the privacy ofthe

speakers lines; in other words, it does DOt necessarily impute the atmosphere ofintimacy

entirely to the domain ofan expressive and involved selt: But this is an effect ofthe

poem's style which seeks 10 obscure the speakers vagaries as it simultaneously imbues

them with delight and insinuation. Althougb the suddenness ofthe remarks seems to

draw them out ofcontext and tender them contingent and unrestorable, their strangeness

is also achieved by a weird generalisation ofthe lines. The poem's narrating voice refers

to itself in the absent third penon plural "weil tbroughout with a mildly detaehed severity

that also seems somewbat aloof in the pauses and disjunctions between the Iines.

The generalised nature ofthis "weil al50 seems to make the POeIIl's "you" even more

fragile as it appears outnumbered by the omnipresence ofthe scnrtiny trained upon it.

The disappearance ofthe other in the poem does not aggravate the narration but rather

renders it somewhat useless in contrast to the general voice that only grows in

confidence. The concluding stanza altogetber abandons the rumours ofthe first as

it increases the objectivity of its gaze:
Awish

Refines the lines around the mouth
At these ten-year intervals. It tùmed
Clear air ofwars. It desired
Excess ofcore in all tbings. From ail things sucked
A glossy deDiai. But look, pale day:
We By hence. To retum ifsketched
In the prophet's silence. Who doubts it is true? (Some Trees 47)

Ths final, suspended question raises &gain the doubt conceming the provenance ofthe

entire poem, which bas been working its persuasiveness upon us trom the begining.

But the question also serves to empbasise the aesthetic doubtfulness that the final stanza

DOW describes: "To return ifsketchedlIn the prophet's silence." The loss hinted at
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throughout the work as the object ofa possible erotie sadness becomes the generative

element of its own graduai anonymity aud cryptie sensibility: "From all things sucked

a glossy denial." The poem's art mencls rather than sublimates the loss, the woods of

art and life becoming aImost indistinguisbable in tbeir capabilities becanse both bave

been made totally indistinct and mysterious, as in Pater's view ofthe mystery ofart and

reality. The Proofoftbe poem's vitality lies in its rejection ofan "[e]xcess ofcore in ail

tbings," although it is this very insubstantiality tbat makes its intrigue even oree as it

distiIls into the structures of loss and recoUection. The poem's details slowly move ftom

what Baudelaire caUs the "ephemeraI, the fugitive, the contingent, the haIfofart" of

modemity to assnme the otber baIfdefined as "the etemal and the immutable" (142).

They define these two perspectives in the way Baudelaire envisions: cohering within

each other while giving up their articulation to the voice ofa poeticjlÔneur. The theme

ofa disappearance ofa thente ofloss and sadness inverts the structure ofthe loss to serve

the poem's anonymous expression and history, commemorating it with a style that shifts

between knowing itselfand knowing everytbing witbout falling into the errors of

disclosure.

1would DOW üke to discuss Ashbery's anonymity with reference to "And the

Stars Were Shîning," the long poem that coneludes bis book ofthe same title. Although

1 do not plan a full-scale reading of il, 1 suggest tbat the gentler style ofthe poem-

again recalling Hartman's judgment about conversationality which seems optimally

fulfilled in Ashbery's Iatest poetry-underscores a weariness with the hàrdness of

anonymity that seems problematic tbrougbout bis work.21 Like other long poems (but not

exclusive to this genre) such as "Fragment," "Fantasia on the Nut-Brown Maid," orthe

21Ashbery's most reœnt book ofpoems, Wakefulness. was published at the time that
1 was completing this study. To my mind, it POwerfuUy displays those qualities of
enchantment" urbanity, and sadness that he bas developed overthe course ofbis career,
with an even more acute perception oftheir lyrical energies.
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• book length Flow Cbart "And the Stars Were Sbinïng" cbronicles a fiustration oflove

that is paradoxically fulfilled once fài1ure and loss are recognised. The complaint oflove,

however, does not make the poetry any more impatient in its speech, but ratber appears

to denature it. The POeIIl does DOt lose any of its sympathy by virtue ofthe ambivalences

in the language, nor is the often disinterested complexity ofthe style at octets with

a solicitous attitude taken up by the speaker towards bis addressee~ as weU as bis readers.

It is difficult to evaluate the peculiar beauty ofthe work becanse ofthese sbifts in tonality

and fomt, but it is precisely such movements that cbaracterise the growing familiarisation

with anonymity in the poem, an anonymity that moves away ftom the austerity ofthe

earlier work to preserve sadness not as a debilitation but as a habit and quality ofthe sel(

perhaps similar to the temperament ofthe namItOr ofPater's "A Prince ofCourt Painters,"

or Watteau's Pierrot for that matter. The speaker in "And the Stars Were Shîning"

appears to begin to explicitly address somebody in the poem's final sections, although

that explicitness does nothing to dispel the alterity that lyrical voice describes and

•

iIIustrates in bis ref1ections. The jnaccessibility ofthe voice here is penneated by more

than.a regressiveness or sfadualloneliness, bçcause its ftuition aetual1y depends upon

the splendour it tinds in moving towards and away ftom complete disclosure. Loss is

expressed and uItimately subsumed into the buoyancy ofthe poem's progress which

balances precariously upon the speaker's own unwillingness to give up bis solitude,

while at the same time being conscious ofthe attention being paid to him by an extemal

vigilance. What sustains this movement is the endless delay heard in the speakers

voice--eloquently observant and dodging the possibility that bis knowledge is

impermanent and compromised because it is a thin defence against the trouble at

the centre of bis thoughts.

It was ail the same to us,
we came in and out,
were thougbtful as strawberries, and the great athlete overtumed us,
made us obsolete. Now that was a clay 1 cao trace
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with a Iittle mental calistbenics
and find 1 know wbat 1 was doiD& to whom
1 spok~ the kin8~ carriages, it wu ail there. (XI, 95)

Ifthis is some prelude to a profession ofdevotion, its odd delivery is severely

challenged by a casualness that makes its fàilure as inconsequential as its salvage.

Recalling Wordsworth's severe judgement ofJohnson, it is not difticult to reserve the

same criticism for Ashbery, who al time appears to flounder in the deceiving eD1ptiness

ofbis images. But ifAshbery's poem indeed lacks sense, it is because the poet here

bas deliberately taken the mundane as the abject and medium ofbis attention. He

bas become singularly obsessed and saddened by the overload ofeffects tbat attraet

him despite the apparent thinness ofhis own self The strangeness ofthese Iines adds

an alien quality to the usuaI, maJcjng the speaker bard to believe in the blunt weirdness

ofbis statements, although he does seem equally credible since he is the sole guarantor

ofhis eccentric thoughts. This style subscribes to more than just Paters dietum to add

• strangeness to beauty-ît is an undreamed ofextreme version of Ît. It tums the voice

•

out ofphase with what it is describing, a type ofa1ienation ftom ilS own words. The

10ss experienced here is that ofa participatory world, a wood ofintelligibility and

relationships that is the sumptuous domain ofthe lyric. And Ît is tbis quaIity that perhaps

brings up again the figure ofthej/Qneur, who randomly absorbs extemal influences as a

prerequisite orhis being. The attention that Ashbery's speaker provokes in what he says

diverts us from acknowledging who is saYin8 it, since Ît is such a süppage that makes.

the poem's anonymity a signal ofits endless inventiveness in the face ofall obligations.

There is a certain irrelevance in the Passage that is characteristic ofthe tone of

the entire worle, an irrelevance that significantly moves into the reaIm ofdisjunction and,

ultimately, dejection. The speaker contemplates a world that gives him ail the difficulties

inherent in the imagery he compo~but it is a1so imagery that is strangely dissociated

from anything tbat we would identify as immediate or pertinent. None ofthe sections of

the poem seem remotely connected, although we are forced to infer a continuity in the



•

•

•

Khalip 85

structure ofthe whole. The assumption here is that wbat the speaker bas to say is indeed

valid, is rich and deserves our attemion aIthough the nature ofbis thougbts is um1sual

and mysterious. Takethis example ftom the second canto:

To bave been robbed ofa downtum
today, 1 have drunk some water,
roUicked in the texture ofa Iate,
unfiDished $Ouata,
sinking into snow,
falliDg forward in the oratory.
violent as the wolfs eue and anything
you take from that side ofthe ledger
only beware ofboredom, boredom-as-spell. (78)

Seemingly without logic, the lines do not ask to he organised 50 much as recognised:

"only beware ofboredom, boredom-as-SPell" is an encbantment that is beyond the poem's

own Mad elegance. There is a distinct abondance in this canto as in the rest ofthe long

poem, and it comes from an inexhaustible desire to express without qualification

everYthing that is seemingly viable as an object ofpoetic contemplation. The

convalescence, then, that Bloom identifies in the early Ashbery becomes even more

pronounced in this work: immobility becomes the ideal condition for registering the tlow

ofthoughts and thïngs. This is by no means a poetry freed ofconsciousness or doubt

that tries to onde the lyric from its psychological history. Rather, that history is more

the secret recess ofa pure anonymity amongst the crowd, the version ofthejIQneur

expressing himselfas he assimilates himself

One ofthose things Iike a length ofsleep
Iike a wornants stocking, tbat you Jay ftat
and it becomes a unit ofyour Iife and-this is where it
gets complicated-of50 ManY others' lives as weU
that there is no point in trying to make out, even less read,
the superimposed scripts in wbich the changes ofthe decades
were nmg, endlessly... (I, 76)

Ashbery does not 50 much wish to dissolve interpretation entirely as bring out the alterity

hidden in the simplicity ofbis language. Even when the work becomes explicitly
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• intimate in its address, it does not abandon its features ofestransement. This is

something that is simi1at to the poetry ofCrane, especially the love sequence "Voyages,"

where the intention ofrendering love more expressive seems to remove the speaker

entirely trom the initial motive ofthe poem. Ashbery's language oot only dims the clarity

ofthe emotions, but also oaturally assigns extemal details with the excess~ofpersona!

affect:

But there are a giant two ofus,
the remnant, or produet, or a complex
bristling-up-around, then a feigning ofdisinterest
in a corner ofthe room, and the fuse ignites
the fumiture with blue. It's earth shattering, they say,
as loog as YOU contain it,
and you have to, cao. (Xl, 96)

Here the communicatioo between lovers tums coy, as the meaning ofthe

approach is veiled by the speaker's deb"berately stilted deüvery. The speaker seems to

• suggest that this is a reflection ofthe lovers' wordless ecstasy: "The brain-alarm is being

recalled/but the message exists when with no words to intliet it/no stanzas 10 he

cherished" (96). Love both aggrandises its two representatives, but also draws them apart

into the sad separateness that infuses the intensity oftheir relationship. As the corners of

the room are exploded into this blue fùrniture, 50 the stanzas themselves are assimilated

entirely to the mock lyricism ofthe finallines:

Forweend
as we are forgiven, with chords the bird promised
caught in our throats, 0 sweetest song,
color ofbenies, that 1 lied for and extended
improbably a littIe distance ftom the given grave. (XI, 96)

Solace here in the love relationship is measured, paradoxically, according to the spectacle

ofthe loss and emptiness ofthat relationship itself: The apPeal to song dies in its

apostrophe as the tone ofthe poem incarnates a voice that is even more harmonious and

fine. The more vulnerable the line, the greater the tenuousness orthe speaker who aImost

hallucinates these wards because tbeir vigour breath1essly draws out the energy that
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• is their initial sustenance. Steven Meyer bas remarked tbat the eutire poem is written

onder "the sign ofDeath" (160) becaJlse its subject is committed ta a wintry imagination,

not malevolent but deh"erately passive and defenceless as it amuses an impersonal

attraction that is folded into the finality ofthe themes oflove and loss. This reduetion,

however, does not altogether accoUDt for the cbarm ofthe poem's darkDess, wbich is not

50 much aligned with death as it is with anonymity, or the space ofimpersonality that the

poem evokes. The words rarely exert themselves to the point ofalarm, rather summoning

a strange allure as they calI upon the absence ofthe wood as a condition for their own

persuasiveness. These words are entirely in the zone offorgiveness and forgetting,

particu1arly forgetting and the loss ofabjects and things. They orient the speaker not

towards death, but to the theme ofa Iife that tries bard to forget memory, ta forget

anterior recognitions that weigh and repress the clarity ofthe present. There is

a similarity here with Elizabeth Bishop's poem "One Art," where the inevitability

generated by the villanelle form responds to an immediate need ta evolve something

in the present moment out ofthe various timely losses tbat the speaker is convinced

must not destroy her, must not jeopardise her sense ofselfdespite the recurrence of

disappointments fated to lose both her and the poem:

•

-Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture
1 love) 1 shan'! bave lied. Ilrs evident
the art oflosingrs not too bard to muter
though il may look like (Write il!) like disaster. (178)

The ease oflosing for Bishop signifies the extent ta wbich the present must he an evolved

summary ofsomething better than merely a series ofmisfortunes. Similarly, loss in

Ashbery becomes the expression ofa selfgradually improving upon the range ofaffects

that only superticially appear to he synonymous with death and dYing. Hence the ghostly

quality ofthe poem-Ioss becomes very much an integral feature in the world ofthe

living, and the experience ofsadness is entirely curtailed to a meagre normalcy:

Say something that will strengthen me,
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let me sip all the colas ofthe world
before 1 dive otftbis~ into
that region offems and bubbles that awaits us,
where all are not 50 bright, but a few are. (XII, 97)

The poem suggests tbat we accept the tension ofthis relationship, understand

primarily this voice tbat delivers to us the tenus orthe relationship, but ultimately leaves

behind the belieftbat we must erpect sadness as a feature ofthe wood because the ironie

happiness gained &om such sober thoughts depends upon our own anonymity, our sense

ofbeing wlnerable and williDg to he forgotteD:

Saon, aIl will he hidden,
like a stage bebind a red velvet curtain,
and this mole on your shoulder-no need ta ask
it its name. In the brisk concealment
that bas become general everything tbrives:
bushes, Iampposts, motels at the edge ofairports
whose blue lights guide the descending vehiele
ta a safe berth in soon-to-be night,
as wharves welcom~their vessels, however fiumpy

• they May seem, with open arms. (XII, 98)

•

This catalogued geography takes on a greater meaning tban its superfieial vinuosity

appears to intimate. The concealment operating as a tyPe ofsecurity generates an appeal

that is totally separate ftom the themes ofloss and absence. The generalised tone ofthe

passage offers a comfort that is neither austere nor sentimental. 115 ebarms conftont us

as perfectIy self-evident, seeking out a resonance that is ordinary and naturaI, Iike the

rich, vague memories that retum to Beckett's Krapp as he plays back bis spools.

The poem's conclusion attempts to distinguish the solace ofthe Iast lines with an

eloquence that maintains the exclusivity ofthe lovers, despite their rare attraction:

but 1 think we cao handle it together,
and this is as good a place as any
to unseal my last surprise: you, as you go,
diftident, indifferent, but with the sky for an awning
for as many days as it pleases to cover you. (XII, 99)

This beautiful section outlines the protectiveness ofthe final parting in the sraceful guise

ofa reunion, with the image ofthe sky as an awning heing blessed upon the other as the
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• speaker willingly sees bimselfretraeing bis steps. The image is um'suaUy peacetùl yel

animating: it oWers a type ofsuccor in the foon ofa promise that appears ta be exclusive

ftom the relationship tbat fiustrates the poem. Perbaps Ashbery's work comes closest

to echoing a more imposing precursor for bis painful affections in its finallines:

Do you see 0 my brothers and sisters?
It is not chaos or death-it is form, union, plan-it is etemal

life-it is Happiness.

Whitman declares ail to be Happiness althougll he becomes even more dissociated ftom

the forces that provide the context ofbis utterance. The bappiness commemorated at

the end of"Song ofMyself' is also a burial that recognises the powerofwitnessing:

the reader is subject ta the loss but bas eamed the gift oftradition ftom the speaker.

Continuity emerges just as the poem disperses into its final anjmations. Similarly

in Ashbery, the exhausted, concluding lines ofbis poem appear to be comfortable

with their own disappearance. Loss bas become an irredeemable part ofthe speaker's

wisdom and practice, and a necessary one at that:

You get hungry,
you eat hot.
Home's a cold delivery destination.
The emphatic nose puts it on hold.
Clubs are tùll.
1kind ofüke the alI-night dust-up
though l'm swom to secrecy,
with or without a cal. ~ 100)

The third line is almost entirely perfect in summarising this stasis. The speaker is caught

between moods, neither going forward nor backward. There is a recollection involved

that temporariIy brings back: past longing, "1 let so many people go by mell sort of10Dg

for one ofthem, any/one, to tom back toward me/forget these tears," but the memory

is delivered with such utter tlaloess that it comes across as evacuated ofany substance.

It has become so common tbat the intimacy ofthe speaker's voice in this final canto

• seems unperturbed by its own realisations. "Am 1 forgetting anything" is also the calI
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to remember; it launches the desire for the fugitive, Baudelairean details to outperform

the Iyrical voice with a modem thestre ofthe senses, even as the caIl seeks to reœncile

itselfwith the loss tbat distinguishes the poem at its apotheosis.

In "And the Stars Were Shinin&" the discourse remains obscure and strangely

oblique, the phrases piling upon one another with semantic and grammatical complexities

that load the poem with a generosity that is imputed tbrough the discretion ofemotions

and insight. Ashbery exemplifies a type ofaesthetic adherence to the singularity of

objects that is the speciallesson ofPater when he designates "appreciation" as the term

best suited for disti1ling the essence ofhis projects. Ashbery's work addresses itselfto

a shadowy tnJth about ourselves, a desire to beüeve that the summary ofour experiences

are eloquently communicable althougb the icliom ofthat communication is beyond

the conservatism ofthe mind, no matter how mundane or inconsequent its thougbts

may appear to he. Ashbery seems to help bis readers overcome an ignorance

within themselves, one that is at once betrayed and assured by language that orients

us towards the absence ofmeanings and structures that etfectively make that ignorance

an inyestigative practice tr8ined upon itself: .
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CODdasioD: Nobody's Faalt!

Why should he be vexed or sore at heart? It was not
bis wealmess tbat he bad imagined. It was nobody's,
nobocly's within bis knowledge; why should it trouble
him? And yet it did trouble bim. And he thought-
who bas Dot thought for a moment, sometimes-that it
might be better 10 tlowaway monotonously, like the river,
and to compound for its insensibility to bappiness with
its ÎDSensibility to pain.

Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit
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Thinking leads to the river. Lite the sore heart that isolates itselfeven as it looks for

universal approval in the store ofdisappointments tbat at once generically specify and,

by the nature ofungrateful disappointments themselves, make unknown 10 ail ofus its

• tender secrets, the literary work ofsadness regards its own composition as both a talking

cure against further pain, and an excursion without bounds on the very fact ofthat pain's

persistence. As Arthur Clennam realises, quietly, between the pages ofDickens' novel

whose "other" title absconds with ail charaeters and characterisation ïn its own

sharpening up to the matter tbat it truly is Nobody's Fault that ail narrative sadnesses

have been found to coïncide, the greatest share ofheanbreak imbibes the theme of its

own scattering, its waste. Who is nobody then? Clennam knows this nobody to beju~

what it purports to he and suffer from-the liberty and simultaneous oppression of its

untouched (and untouchable) traDsience, justified by the same evasiveness that fails to

confer a name and entitlement on the summary ofits marginalised affections. And yet

this nobody can be no more resourcetùl in suggesting how it also manages to absorb

everybody ioto its sigo: that space where "no" and "know" become absolute equals also

betrays the specular nature orthe Degative body that acbrowledges the face tbat bas

• no body, except for its uncoloured sorrow-"And yet it did trouble him." Clennam's
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unspoken knowledge is peculiarly Dickensian; it goes orphancd without a name because

the distraction oftbinkiog is inserted here at the moment Arthur in the third penon

believes ("And he thought-who bas not thought for a moment, $Ometimes-") that it is

better offnot heing told. The heart's ghostly fteight is instead displaced ta the drift of

rivers whose monotony folds into the rhythm ofthe insensibility ofa pain unlike the

imagination, which Elaine Scarry qualifies as beyond any healing, intentioual objects.

Clennam's river is DOt out oflimits despite bis metaphors, but precisely the ironie

mark ofthe limit ofhis pain-the loss unlimited tbat projects aIl sadness into an infinity

that, on second glance, is only a portion ofa world where sadness does not entirely reign.

When de Quincey infamously, and comically, reproacbed Wordsworth for not having

bis Wanderer camfort Margaret in "The Ruined Cottage" with counsel, reason, and

a guinea, he did more than merely anticipate the criticisms ofdespair balf-veiled in

disgust overthe poem's savaging ofbope and consolation. He indirectly asked why a

moumful world Iike Wordsworth's is applicable to our own, why il should be permitted to

mingle with its fears as ifthey were corrections, even as the literary disappointment that

pronounces its own brand ofmisery in the poem ineluetably will serve Margaret with

the summons spelled in the words ofa fateful sleep. Wordswo~ like Dickens, restores

the "nobody" even as it is abolished between the lines ofliterature and culture. He bas us

conceive ofsadness as entirely inhabitable and hospitable, ifnot entirely homesick; it is

an experience at the hearth ofIiterature, because like the writer in "Tintern Abbey" who

recalls the country as bis $Oui is plundered at bis city job, it benefits contemplativeness

while the writers hand writes another's stoty. More importantly, il also deeply revises

the type ofthinking that questions Iiterature and its moral sympathies-art's knowing

which often encourages the memory ofothers to be lost. Wordsworth disinters the

silences that mention themselves (even when the writer is caught offguard)~ like

Clennam's nobody orthe discharged $Oldier faceless on the road, in the interstices ofthe

experience art provides-spaces that instead oflosing the eye in the weave ofits minute~
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colourful fabrics, mute it altogether in the broader design tbat Corgets the details it

engrosses. Wordsworth believes sadness to he an extension ofthe limits ofliteruy talent,

or rather the test ofthose talents en route. It measures the point where the poet cesses to

know what he describes and thinks" and must leam that emptiness as he draws us towards

il, pointing a finger at il with readerly perusal while bis voice and eyes ha~ebeen

indefinitely blocked.

The charge" then, ofabstraction, ofdifticulty, is raised as a specifically literary

problem, resurfacing as a feature ofsadness' occlusion ofthe self: But ifthe themes of

loss and anonymity that 1 have been assessing in Ibis study cast literature in the fomt of

an enquiry into the measurement and origiDality oftbeir (re)presentation, then it is their

prevaleo~ that deserves to be especially remarked upon. The ritual complaint against

Pater that the ministries ofstyle lead up to a dead-end, only throws back ta bis detraetors

the question ofhow a writer incites us to triangulate amongst bis writings even when

the ooly ostensible directive is D1minously aesthetic. Wbat appearto be matters of

an explication ofthe text itseIt: in fact covertly survey the dislocations and impasses

that generate a fictional coherence that recommends its own aesthetic and ethical

requirements which go beyood the enforcement of"literary architecture" or style. The

disappearance ofcharacters, themes or subjects,. or the immersion ofcriticism and fiction

in a sadness that propels bath forms towards similar ends ofabjection in Pater, suggests

that there is more left to know about the condition ofthe relationship ofart and Iife which

aspires to an elegiac music. Like Wmcklemann's·youtbs that bear an innocent influence

on their eider admirer, one that is to become the doubie-talk ofan entire history ofart,

Pater's secrets are oot always recognised by the terms of the audience's proPriety, which

wouId rather do away with the love tbat dares not speak its name in book, painting,

sculpture, or "the fàce ofone's fiiend. ft Sadness,. however, in Pater cloes not endure

because the world is an accumulation ofloss: its necessity intimates the degree to

wlllch melancholy commemorates the reverberation ofmemories and images otherwise
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repressed into habit or obliteration by society and selfalike. Pater's sadness resists, then,

the comprehensive ban on persouaIity that Amoldian and Eliotic criticism, for example,

proscribe for fear ofmeeting the contemporary soul that wishes to recathect to a worId

ofsubjects and ftiends-not objects-ofabjected loss, love, and lovers. Even better,

Pater's own needful fear could be seen as one which D.A Miller elegaDtly describes in

another critical context as "a fear lest, Iike an engine in the cold, the broken heart should

refuse to turn ove and suifer ftacture ofa different order: ftacture tbat would not be the

result ofany given loss, but ofthe drastic inhibition ofwbatever psychic energies might

register or respond to that loss" (Brinaina Out 53). What he valued in Wordsworth,

Pater extraets for himself: the ability ta he rather!han do, where doing means to perform

and outdo the seIt: and being responds to a quieter lesson ofpause, remember, and

consider the selfwith those selves silent to the text even as it works to make their

witness pervasive.

The belief that anonymity is not a punishment but a gain for the sad heart is

refurbished in Ashbery: it descnoes a temPerament that suits a1I speculation and poetry.

Neither abandoned nor caught inattentive, the Ashbery speaker revises thought to become

even unhappier as it proportionally grows ironie and volatile enough ta be inspirited by

the possibility that its eloquence may be the final thought passed on abjects as they cease

to profit from any further elaboration. Sadness aImost does not figure anymore in

Ashbery because it bas been 50 weU assimilatecl 10 a barn ease. It fails ta discourage

since it bas become the condition ofan experienœ finessed by the originality ofthe

poetry's desire to improve and restore the world to a normalcy where sadness would

be comme d'habitude. Despite the hallucinatory quality ofthe poems, ofa style that

destroys the poet's critique as he himself similarly tums bis readers to depreciate the

critical aet levelled at the lines' discretion, there is a stuDning matter-of-factness in

Ashbery, a mastery ofinherited difticulties. Whereas Wordsworth and Pater are induced

to work through sadness and prove its usefulness through a style that deepens artistie and
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• cultural accomplishments, Ashbery does away with the specifications ofsadness in order

to make it appear usual and predetenninarive. Our lives are recast according 10 an oddly

liberating sadness tbat weighs our claims in arder to elicit a more persona! fantasm of

reality, personal because the person in Asbbery is resolved to be unhappy like the speaker

at the end of"Wet Casements" who declares, absolutely: "1 sbaIl keep to myselfJI sball

not repeat others' comments about me." Wlth tbis catch: the body here comes full circle

to meet the same strategy ofwillfù1 expulsion ofwhich it was informed in Wordsworth,

Dickens, and Pater; the same charge though not quite deemed a token ofarrest, yet.

Authorial representation becomes in Ashbery as impossible, finally, as the speaker,

whose invisibility relativises the poetry 10 include ail voices in its tremors as they try to

bespeak only their own, not as a defence against but a pleasure for the poetry's spectators

and oppressors that try endlessly to win it back.

•

•
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