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As is always the case with conference presentations, I should emphasize that this paper is part of a larger project on Zukofsky in relation to Marcel Duchamp’s piece, The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass), which serves as the conceptual frame to consider—at greater length than I will here explore—how Zukofsky “strips bare” or shatters conventional gender archetypes of the bride or, in Zukofsky’s work, the wife.  The title of my paper is

“Wedded Words: On the dim tide” of Feminist Criticism and Louis Zukofsky

but there is a bit of back-story which I will try to work through quickly; this preliminary back-story information falls under a number of sub-titles entitled, “Paper Beginning ‘Huh’.” 

Paper Beginning ‘Huh’: First Movement

Almost exactly one year ago Thom Donovan, the organizer of last year’s Bottom: On Shakespeare Symposium in Buffalo, invited me to contribute, though I was not an official Zukofskyite, for a number of reasons, most notably because, despite his best efforts at diverse representation, there were no women participants—other than from the Buffalo Poetics community—slated to attend.  Of course, like Thom, I found this absence quizzical.  At the time, I began my paper on Bottom by pondering how we might account for this problem.  A good girl at Women’s Studies, I knew all too well the legacy of women being marginalized, silenced, and shut out; but, less familiar was this case of women seemingly choosing marginalization, choosing silence, choosing to be shut out.  Surely there was an explanation and I was determined to find it.

But my detective know-how, it turns out, was not as honed as my critical reading skills.  Instead of tracking down clues like any savvy sleuth might, I discovered a more troubling question.  The misguided implication that women were somehow not interested in Zukofsky was, quite simply, to our collective relief, incorrect.  The work of Michele Leggott, Sandra Kumamoto Stanley, Libbie Rifkin, Alison Rieke, as well as essays by Jocelynn Cordes, Marnie Parsons, Susan Vanderborg, to name a few, has proven crucial in establishing Zukofsky firmly within the arena of Modernist Studies.  So essentialism was not the answer.  Women were working on Zukofsky; but then, what?  What was it about Zukofsky’s work, I wondered, might explain the overt gender disparity?

Ladies and Gentlemen, what I am about to reveal is not for the weak.  Be forewarned: the following program may be offensive to some listeners.

The secret I unearthed, as difficult as it may be to believe, as seemingly far-fetched, and appalling as it is, can no longer remain unspoken.  The dirty truth is that, with a poet whose work has been celebrated for its complexity, the simple answer as to what’s wrong with Zukofsky scholarship is that there is no—count em, no—extended or extensive feminist or gender readings.  

I know.  I could hardly believe it myself.  And yet, here I stand, an academic’s Dan Rather urging someone—anyone—to correct me, to direct me to a study that has adequately attended to this crucial aspect of Zukofsky’s work.  Talk about

“Come, ye daughters, share my anguish –” (A-1; 1).

In his groundbreaking analysis, Louis Zukofsky and the Poetry of Knowledge (1998), Mark Scroggins notes that despite the “de rigueur…lament about the poet’s lack of recognition,” the status of Zukofsky criticism has been steadily improving.  Though I share Scroggins’s optimism that the increasing range of scholarship signals the academy’s overdue attention to one of America’s greatest innovators, such a reassurance can only be short-lived when noting that Zukofsky criticism remains almost completely devoid of feminist or gendered readings.  To peruse Zukofsky scholarship, one might think feminist literary criticism never happened.  This quizzical oversight and, I wish to argue, mis​​sed reading on the part of gender critics emerges as one of the most stunning omissions in the field.

In keeping with the quotational method of Bottom, I will quote Zukofsky quoting Shakespeare:

“Oman, art thou lunatics?  Hast thou no understandings

for thy cases and the numbers of the genders?” (435).

This fitting lament—appropriately enough from The Merry Wives of Windsor—is just one of many examples in which Zukofsky explicitly addresses the lack of attention devoted to the complexity of gender relations.

Paper Beginning ‘Huh’: Second Movement


My paper for the aforementioned Bottom: On Shakespeare Symposium began by commending Wesleyan’s 2002 Complete Edition for restoring Celia’s companion composition in tandem with Zukofsky’s volume as both writers had originally intended.  The crux of my argument, however, did not focus on Celia’s writing but, instead, analyzed how Zukofsky’s poetics addressed gender concerns which remain not so much misread as missed altogether by critics.  This admittedly contentious essay, subtly entitled, “Critic is but an ass,” insistently emphasized that I was not calling for a feminist reading of Celia’s work but rather of Louis’s—the Zukofsky after all that we think of as “Zukofsky.”  Perhaps what proved most perplexing, however, was that the participants in that Symposium, despite my repeated clarifications, almost unilaterally interpreted my agenda as arguing for critical attention to Celia, as if gender issues only enter the equation if the writer is a woman.  As if men are not gendered.  As if.

Of course, the mutually-influencing relationship of Celia and Louis does warrant further attention—as the existing criticism rarely (if ever) moves beyond biographical contextualizing to consider how this collaborative alliance might textually inform Zukofsky’s poetics—but, of course, it goes without saying, a writer’s grappling with gender transcends the daily interactions with a domestic partner.  My interest, then, is not so much how the poet interacts with gendered ‘Others’ but rather how the poetry enacts a gendered poetics which I will go so far as to identify as protofeminist.

Just as the second line of ‘A’,  “Come, ye daughters, share my anguish –” (1) signals the grappling with gender which is to follow, similarly Bottom, from its opening lines, “Man is but an ass…man is but a patched fool” (9) announces the interrogation of masculinity and femininity central to this work.

In his “Foreword” to the 2002 edition, Bob Perelman notes that in “Zukofsky’s first major poem, ‘Poem beginning ‘The,’ Shakespeare is a figure of disidentification,” quoting the lines of Shylock: 

262
It is engendered in the eyes…

266 I, Senora, am the Son of the Respected Rabbi
(Perelman viii).

“I, Senora,” of course could be read as this “Son of the Respected Rabbi” addressing a female (Spanish) listener / reader.  But, considering Zukofsky, in the eponymous role of Bottom, is the master weaver who weaves multitextured threads into his text, this assertion might be read similarly as ‘I [am a] Senora as well as a Son’ which is to say ‘I am a woman as much as I am a man’.
  Such complications of gender roles recur both in Shakespeare as well as in Zukofsky.  But whereas feminist and gendered readings abound in Shakespearean Studies, this similarly crucial aspect of Zukofsky’s innovation remains virtually untouched.  Consider, as Zukofsky does, Hamlet’s problematizing of his gendered identity:

That I, the son of a dear father murder’d…

Must, like a whore, unpack my heart with words (23; emphasis added).

Throughout Bottom, Zukofsky juxtaposes definitions which, on the surface, seem perhaps trite but, after closer inspection, reveal a complex blurring of gender distinctions.  For instance, he cites Sonnet 116, “Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,” (14) in which love is gendered masculine, only to then complicate this assertion with a quotation from Love’s Labor’s Lost in which love is gendered feminine: “love, first learned in a lady’s eyes” (17).  In this seemingly simple strategy, Zukofsky quite intricately disrupts assumptions of binary logic.  Zukofsky explains, “the [female] name Adriana contains that [the male] of Adrian” in order to emphasize “it is immaterial which was thought of first” (19).  So too, in “A”, on the same page that we read “The parts of a fugue should behave like reasonable men / in an orderly discussion” we see for the first time Celia’s name married acrostically to Bach’s (A-12; 127).  Spatial marriages such as these reinforce that what appear to be mere asides demand closer attention for, in Zukofsky’s music, there are no accidentals.  I see these disruptions of conventional representations of marriage and the “wife” figure in “A” as just one of Zukofsky’s distinctly protofeminist moves.  

But even more than poetic content, Zukofsky’s practice and methodology which, as the title of my paper suggests, I am calling his “poetics of the wedded word,” further signals a protofeminist poetics.  What better place to turn for considering Zukofsky’s praxis than to the defining statement of his poetics in “A-12:”

An integral

Lower limit speech

Upper limit music (138).

This integral becomes additionally significant for considering gender as oftentimes Zukofsky reverses conventional gender hierarchies by ascribing ‘man’, or masculinity, as lower limit speech while simultaneously assigning ‘woman’, or femininity, to the position of upper limit music.  

This relationship extends to Bottom as well.  In Part Two, Zukofsky’s formulation of “upper limit music” as a female-gendered entity becomes explicit immediately in the title: ”Music’s master: notes for Her music to Pericles and for a graph of culture.”  A meticulous instructor, Zukofsky ensures that the significance of “Her music” will not go overlooked by underscoring:

THE H IN THE TITLE PRESUMES AFTER SHAKESPEARE THAT Her MEANS Music: Herself! (33).

And, once again, Zukofsky announces this equivalence, in quoting from Pericles in which Simonides comments “Sir, you are Music’s master” to which Pericles responds, “The worst of all her scholars” (36; emphasis added).  

I realize certainly that my reading of the lower limit speech and upper limit music as specifically gendered might imply a replication of the very binaristic relation I am arguing Zukofsky disrupts; but, alas, nothing is simple with Zukofsky nor is it ever simple with gender.  In fact, that difficulty is precisely the point.  Zukofsky explains through Pierce:

The genius of man’s logical method should be loved and reverenced as his bride, whom he has chosen from all the world (256).

Again and again, Zukofsky reverences, alludes to, invokes, or evokes his wife, his bride the musician in striving to marry the realms of speech and music in his work as “the great violinist marries his instrument, syllable, or fiddle” (311).  In this way, in addition to considering his oft-quoted integral, we must simultaneously remember the fugal composition—Paul Zukofsky’s denials aside—which remains equally crucial to any examination of Zukofsky’s poetics.  The point and counterpoint, do not after all work in opposition to each other, as with a binary, but rather operate collaboratively, equilaterally, as call and response, the one necessary for the other.

My brain I’ll prove the female to my soul,

My soul the father: and these two beget

A generation of still-breeding thoughts. (69).

According to this rubric of female-gendered brain and male-gendered soul, it is the collaborative efforts of brain and soul, mind and spirit, which together beget thinking.  “Music to hear… / Mark how one string, [becomes] sweet husband to another” (262) quotational string.  “[D]irection is given touching marriages” (157) in Bottom just as in “A” “West-East dictionaries” are held up as “a husband and wife” (A-22; 524) or a “bridegroom sings to his bride” (A-12; 140).


Which brings me back to my title.  We read in Bottom:

A hand plucking the harpstrings merging their twining chords…

wedded words…on the dim tide— (214).

Zukofsky, as master craftsman, with the skill of Odysseus bending his bow, invokes Stephen Dedalus invoking Shakespeare, the artist as a young man desiring to marry his craft to the entirety of the canon, who must envision possibility in the dim tide.  So too, the critic must desire to make connections, to acknowledge contradictions, to wed our words to the tide of existing work.  Zukofsky notes in the Preface to his collection of critical essays, Prepositions +, that “this volume may be viewed as steps in the excursion of a poet who wished to imbue criticism with something of the worth and method of his craft.”  Indeed, that we all might take such crucial steps, wade out into the dim tide and begin, where else but at the beginning, with the letter “A.”

Paper Beginning ‘Huh’: Third Movement

Upon hearing about this Centennial Zukofsky Celebration, one of my esteemed colleagues—whose identity will not be revealed for her protection—replied quite nonchalantly: “I hope everyone says all they have to say because, after this, what more could there possibly be to talk about with Zukofsky?”


I feel safe in assuming that we all respectfully disagree.  There is, indeed, enough to say about Zukofsky for, the very least, another hundred years.  And it is this future of Zukofsky scholarship with which I am most concerned.  Though I have indulged in reflecting on the past, let me be clear that my aim today is not merely to pinpoint the woeful lack of gender readings in the existing criticism, not merely to arrogantly point the finger and lay blame, but rather, in the spirit of beginning, I wish to seize this opportunity to invite future feminist investigations as one means of bringing the tide of Zukofsky scholarship into the next century.
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� Perelman adds by way of interpretation that lines 266-67 “are quoted from the end of Heine’s ‘Donna Clara’” (Perelman viii).  But of course, Zukofsky, as someone with a conflicted relationship to his Jewish identity might also fancy himself, however problematically, as the “rabidly antisemitic maiden…seduced by an attractive outsider who then proclaims his Jewish identity.”  In this case, perhaps we might read Zukofsky as the outsider to the Anglo-dominated Western Civilization canon of literature who seeks to seduce the most canonized, most established, most white-bred wit of all wits: William Shakespeare.





