History, Affect, Ideology:  Louis Zukofsky and Collage Form

Chris Beyers, Assumption College
Here is a list of the handouts:

I.  Picasso, Glass and Bottle of Suze

 (available at http://galleryofart.wustl.edu/art/imgLarge/30lg.html)

II.  Collage is “the dramatic juxtaposition of disparate materials without 
commitment to explicit syntactical relations between elements” (106).  

David Antin.

III.  [r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r] by E. E. Cummings (Complete Poems 396)

IV.  This passage from T. S. Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent”

No poet, no artist of any kind, has his complete meaning alone.  His significance, 
his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists.  
You cannot value him alone; you must set him, for contrast and comparison, 
among the dead.  I mean this as a principle of aesthetic, not merely historical 
criticism.  The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall cohere, is not one-
sided; what happens when a new work of art is created is something that 
happens simultaneously to all the works which preceded it.  The existing 
monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the 
introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among them.  The existing 
order arrives; for order to persist after the subvention of novelty, the whole 
existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so the relations, 
proportions, values of each work toward the whole are readjusted; and this is 
conformity between the old and the new.  
V.  Reconstruction of Zukofsky’s collage from “A”-12, pp. 238-41. 


1.  Sources for that collage:



a.  Chardin, House of Cards 



(available at http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/cgi-


bin/WebObjects.dll/CollectionPublisher.woa/wa/work?workNumber=ng4078)



b.  Copy of the engraving of Duncan Phyfe’s house and workshop 



c. Reconstruction of Zukofsky’s scribble,  “So’s your old man”


There are two reason why I answer Zukofsky’s question in “A”-6--“Can / The Design / Of the Fugue / Be Transferred / To poetry?” (38)—with a “no.” First, writing and reading are in one sense linear processes temporally, whereas the salient feature of the fugue is the interplay of simultaneous voices.  If you wish to argue that readers read successive voices and then fugue them together in their heads, then you might as well say that Dubliners, Chicago Poems, and the daily newspaper all are fugues, and thus the term loses any descriptive quality.  


Second, what is generally meant by fugal form in Zukofskian criticism is that there are a bunch of different voices that are somehow related—Zukofsky himself called the fugue “a musical heap” (22).  Most readers discern that “A” is a heap of allusions, quotations, and so forth, without the help of the designation, “fugal form.” Zukofsky’s long poem, then, can also be likened to a tossed salad, junk heap, or stack of papers on a desk.  Some conceptions of fugue have specific rules for interaction, but nobody has ever shown that “A” is bound by a single set of rules.


For these and other reasons, I have been pursuing collage form as an alternative analogy for understanding form in at least some of “A”.  I’m going to first discuss collage theory in general, conceptual terms before turning to Zukofsky’s own collage in “A”-12.


For most of the twentieth century, collage has been understood as being a unique mixture of “real” and “represented” elements.  The Encyclopedia of World Art, for instance, says that collage’s chief innovation is the “inclusion of a piece of reality within a painting [that] projects it into the world of objects, narrowing the distance between painting and spectator” (597), and this appraisal is frequently echoed.
  Pablo Picasso’s Verre et bouteille de Suze is often reproduced as an example. [fig. I].  With its real label affixed to a painted bottle, this work helps exemplify what is often asserted to be one of the most striking developments in twentieth-century art—the movement from metaphor to metonymy, which may seem in line with Zukofsky’s Objectivist predilections.


However, Picasso’s collage also exemplifies why many recent theorists have found collage rife with ironies that question the earlier definition.  That is to say, in “reality” when you hold a bottle of Suze, you consider the liqueur the “real” part.  The label is the representational part.  But in Picasso’s collage, the bottle is painted in a particularly flat way, eschewing the painterly illusion of depth, while the label is real.  Thus the collage can be interpreted as showing the constructed nature of reality and the materiality of representation.  For this reason, Rosalind Krauss argues that collage challenges “any simplistic idea of reference” and “effects the representation of representation” (37).  Thomas P. Brockelman contends that collage should be seen as the “origin of postmodernism” (6).  


However, both the older and the newer view depend on the reader recognizing which parts of the work are “real” and which “represented” and reflecting on that.  For this reason, visual collage theory does not help us understand “A” very well.  Consider the repeating elements of the poem—Spinoza, Bach, Shakespeare, and so forth.  None of these are typically considered “real,” and while, say, Shakespeare’s works have a materiality when on the printed page, Zukofsky does not stress that materiality.  Even elements which might seem to have a greater claim to reality—letters, overheard speech, William Carlos Williams’ signature—are all clearly reconstructed. The fact is that Zukofsky never simply clips and pastes.  Everything is reproduced, retyped, reset, and so forth.  I may choose to believe that the valentine on page129 is what Zukofsky actually received from his son, but that is a very different thing than simply noticing the Suze label.


Because it uses different materials and different methods of constructions, literary collage requires a different conception.  David Antin’s formulation is cited with some frequency:  [quotation 1] collage is “the dramatic juxtaposition of disparate materials without commitment to explicit syntactical relations between elements” (106).  Because the collage of “A” does not offer a hierarchializing features such as conventional punctuation and hypotaxis to indicate salience, the reader is seen as being called upon to interpret.   Mark Scroggins argues that the most “fruitful” strain of Zukofskian criticism is one that finds the poetry “somehow empowering to the reader.”  He goes on to talk about how what I’m calling literary collage is “liberating.”   I’m going to discuss Scroggins’ comments before circling back to Antin.


If you look at those critics who are explicitly concerned with the reader’s response, we find much to trouble Scroggins’ view.  Consider in the most general way the arguments of Stanley Fish and Wolfgang Iser.  To describe the reader’s response, Surpised by Sin reads Paradise Lost.  Iser uses the novels of Jane Austen to show how the reader fills in gaps.  Milton and Austen wrote self-explaining, coherent narratives in which the reader presumably would have nothing to do.  Yet both Iser and Fish show how, even in these works, the reader exercises power.  Look:  you can’t empower somebody who already is exercising power; you can’t liberate somebody who is already free.  It is as if I claimed that this paper now liberates everybody listening me to read Zukofsky insightfully.


We might return to Iser on this point since he argues that readers are not always aware that they are filling in gaps.  I think Zukofsky’s readers are always aware that they are reading.  I’d like to pause and use for an example this well known poem by E. E. Cummings:  [fig 2].  This poem shows why Cummings is sometimes said not to be “really” Modern.  The poem certainly looks odd, but it can be read in this way:  the letters hopping around the page in an apparently unpredictable and random way mimic the grasshopper’s movements, and both can be seen to be part of a greater system (human language; capital “n” Nature).  The poem’s conventional message, though, is undercut by its method.  That is to say, to arrive at this interpretation, the reader is perforce made aware of two things:  1. Cummings broke up the word; 2. The reader recognized and reassembled it.  Such poems should not be called constructions but instead double constructions—one of the writer assembling and the other of the reader re-assembling.  Personally, I have always suspected that writers are especially prone to error; I can’t imagine a person outside of the White House who does not know that he or she is often wrong.  Thus any meaning we take from the poem is conditioned by that double subjectivity which moves it from the condition of, say, Wordsworthian oracular wisdom.

 
So the question becomes, is knowing that you are interpreting empowering even if you do it when you don’t know? 


Let’s return to Antin. Look at the mood of Antin’s formulation—by asserting it in the passive, he elides the activity of both reader and writer.  We are left with a slew of vexing questions:  Who decides if the materials are disparate?  How do we tell when one material begins and the other ends?  Who is not making a commitment?  What is the definition of “explicit”?  And so forth.  Compare in this regard, the shift in mood in this familiar passage in T.S. Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” and essay which can be seen to justify literary collage technique.  [quotation 2].  After broaching the radical notion that the canon is not a stable repository of meaning and value but instead a variable historical construction, Eliot by figure (“monuments”) and passive voice elides the radical agent:  the reader.


I am arguing, then, that what Antin should have written—what he indeed prefers not to say—is that collage happens when the reader discerns what is apparently the artist’s intention of dramatically juxtaposing disparate elements without explicit commitments.  It’s important to note that Antin and critics like Ron Silliman and Peter Quartermain
 show that the lack of explicit commitments does not necessarily entail having no commitments, as all three argue that passages in Pound’s Cantos establish hierarchies and meanings in a way that Zukofsky’s do not. These of Pound are influenced by what is taken to be Pound’s politics—that is, Pound’s intention—and it is unclear to me the extent to which this consideration predetermines particular definitions of how hierarchies are to be established.


But I am probably being unfair.  Certainly, I have been unfair to Scroggins, since he makes in passing many of the qualifications I have tried to elucidate here.  But since I am being fast and loose anyway, I am just going to go on to two final issues.


Let us assume that it is transcendently true that collage offers no commitments, no hierarchies, no syntactical markers, and so forth.  In short, collage offers no map for a reader to navigate through the sea of voices, allusions, and quotations.  What, then, is our poor reader to do?  What can she do but rely on her own ideology?  By this reading,  collage does more to reify existing reading habits and the ideological commitments that underlie them than challenge anything.

These questions are themselves undermined by a second concern:  to what extent does it make sense to speak of affect, of “the reader” in avant-garde works?  If I write you a sonnet comparing your personal radiance to the sun, I can imagine a range of reaction, from a warm feeling of love and gratitude to a cynical snort.  But this range depends on knowing how you are “supposed” to feel.  For works for which it is difficult to distinguish even figure from ground, how are we supposed to feel?  Can we generalize affect?


Brian Ahearn has already pointed out that the collage described in “A”-12 gives readers a chance to “examine a paradigm for [Zukofsky’s] artistry” (152), though his discussion mostly focuses on Zukofsky’s materials and the real vs. represented dichotomy I have suggested does not hold.
  I am running out of time, so I want to focus on just a few moments in this passage, which can be seen as a unit since it is separated from the rest of the movement by blank lines. Scroggins notes that the emphasis on recurrences here stresses that art occurs within a “continuum”; it is a “continual reworking of the same materials” that involves the “reappearance of identical motifs over centuries and continents” (Poetry of Knowledge 136).  This conceptualization is particularly suitable for collage, which of course incorporates reworked materials.  When Zukofsky compares his poetics to images on a cave’s wall, he is invoking both prehistoric cave paintings and Plato’s allegory, implying ideal meaning and a lasting tradition—ultimately, valorizing a notion of a stable and fairly knowable history.


This might seem to put Zukofsky’s notions in line with Eliot and his elided reader, but the next page reintroduces the complications that occur when readers are considered.  His son’s abstract (perhaps unintentionally so) composition is one day “Robin” and the next “A Ship,” yet Paul’s desire to assert control over interpretation by naming is undercut by the speaker’s memory of the work’s previous title.  A page later, Paul and his friends guess that Zukofsky’s unconscious scribble, “So’s your old man” is a ship.  In the first case, the author’s intention varies, and reader exercises power to undercut a second intention; in the second, intention is indiscernible and readers liken what they do not know to what they already know.  I am saying, then, that in these passages “A” thematizes the interpretive tensions of collage, and calls into question the notion of history suggested by the previous lines.


My final handout is my reconstruction of the collage detailed on pages 239-41.  [fig. 3]  Interesting, it is composed of a postcard of a painting that Chardin did many times, an engraving, and a scribble. The obvious reproductions of the first two help dispel what Walter Benjamin called the “aura” of Western visual art; the third is perhaps irreproducible yet is typically considered negligible.  It turns out that it is rather easy to reproduce what is typically thought to be uniquely irreproducible, yet impossible to reproduce something that is normal and mundane.


What do we make of the juxtaposition of the eighteenth-century painting, the nineteenth-century engraving, and the twentieth-century scribble?  I call your attention to the concluding lines in the passage:  the “realizable desire” of the genius of the branch, where individual thought is equated with the greater tradition emblematized by the tree.  This sounds James Frazer-y, especially when it is succeeded by what seems to be a sun/Son pun and thus a Christian ending.  Is this my grasshopper moment where apparently disparate materials are coming together coherently?  Am I supposed to see that the Eliotian formulation with its absent reader trumps the interpretive ingenuity previously described?  Or does this conclusion ironize itself by gesturing towards resolution yet resolving nothing?


If I refuse to try to resolve these questions and rely on the postmodern generalization that the work “questions representation,” then it seems I have fallen into the trap of “equat[ing] texts with the interpretive frameworks we could put around them,” as Charles Altieri has put it recently (1). Suppose I say that was is actually happening is that Zukofsky is teaching me how to read him, then giving me something to read.  I may have broken out of Altieri’s interpretive circle, but what does this say about my liberation?  It would seem that the angel Raphael explains Zukofsky’s readers Book V of Paradise Lost:  “freely we serve” (V.539).  

. 
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� The conceptions of fugue are so various that The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians refuses to define it, though it does summarize a variety of conceptualizations.


� For example, Florian Rodari says that collage brings “art and life together” by incorporating “elements from reality into the body of an artwork (11); Donald Kuspit maintains that collage amalgamates “purely worldly elements,” “purely artistic elements,” and “mixed or impure elements” (xx); Jacob Korg says this:  “Collage juxtaposes unprocessed reality with the product of the artist’s imagination” (96).


� In, of course, The New Sentence and xxx


� For instance:  Zukofsky’s “poems resemble physical collages, in which ordinary things (often junk) serve as an arena in which the real focus of interest is artistic intelligence” (159).





