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Abstract: This paper proposes a Spinozian model of Zukofsky’s poetics and briefly considers how it informs the poet’s late works: Bottom, Catullus and “A”-22 and 23. A Spinozian poetics would propose that the poet, the poem and the reader are distinct entities, each endeavoring to realize their own being or perfection according their nature. Such a conception recognizes not only the relative and active autonomy of the poem, but of the potential reader as well in Zukofsky’s pursuit of a poetics without “predatory intent.” 


It is notable that Zukofsky’s most intense engagements with Spinoza coincide with the two major periods when he was actively formulating and rethinking his poetics: that is, the period around 1930 when he initially articulated his Objectivists poetics and composed “A”-6; and secondly the years immediately after WWII when he appears to have reconsidered the nature and direction of his work, the period of the early parts of Bottom and the second half of “A”-9 through 12. Thereafter explicit mention or paraphrase of Spinoza is only occasional. However here I want to very sketchily suggest some of the ways Spinoza’s presence extends into Zukofsky’s late work, by which I mean rather loosely the last movements of “A”, Bottom and Catullus—the ABC of the Zukofsky corpus. 


I will begin by outlining a Spinozian model that is admittedly crude, but which defines what I understand to be essential characteristics that attracted Zukofsky and that informed his poetics. Spinoza argues that all entities (and for the moment I will primarily have in mind human entities) exist on a moving scale of being: all entities have a nature or essence/definition that strives to be all they can be, to realize or maximize their being, reality, power, perfection—terms that are essentially synonymous for Spinoza. All entities are constantly moving toward or away from fuller actualization of their being, and it is this very movement that defines pleasure or pain, which are not particular states in and of themselves but always relative states depending on which direction an entity is moving. An entity’s desire to realize itself is the same as striving to maximize pleasure, which is the movement toward greater power, activity and fulfillment of potentialities. An entity’s desire, however, is not a matter of will or choice, but simply determined or defined by its nature, which is identical with its full being, reality, perfection and so on. “Desire which arises from reason can have no excess” (qtd. Bottom 16) because reason is identical with or immanent in an entity’s nature or definition. The additional idea I want to point out is Spinoza’s radical monism, his rejection of any essential difference between mind and body, which for him are simply different modes or perceptions of the same underlying substance. Not only is it nonsensical to have a thought without a body, but the object of thought is its body. 


A Spinozian poetics would conceive of the poem as an entity, a complex body that engages with the complex body of the poet-reader. As a distinct body with a distinct objecthood, the poem has its own essence-nature-being that endeavors to maximize itself, to realize a state of objectification in Zukofsky’s earlier formulation. The poem’s nature, as a finite body, is necessarily bound up with the body of language and all the manifold affects that entails. As a complex body the poem affects the poet-reader to a greater or lesser degree, pleasurably or painfully—properly speaking the power and activity of both poem and reader should be increased moving toward perfection of “Love’s mind”—in other words, “the range of pleasure [poetry] affords as sight, sound and intellection,” in the formulation of A Test of Poetry. In a Spinozian poetics, poets do not express themselves through the poem but through the realization of the poem pursue their own perfection, or in Bottom’s terms, the “mind’s peace”—which is by definition or nature an increase in the activation of one’s being. In Zukofsky’s original statement of Objectivists poetics in “A”-6, he says in part: “An objective—nature as creator—desire / for what is objectively perfect / Inextricably the direction of historic and / contemporary particulars” (24), with the phrase “nature as creator” clearly marking Spinoza’s presence in this formulation. The key points here are the idea of the poem as a distinct object or entity and the rejection of the vestiges of the Romantic model of the poem as a vehicle of self-expression. The poem has its own nature or definition, which is the desire for perfection (being, reality), which at the same time is necessarily immanent in and mediated through the historical and social totality, that is, “nature as creator” (Spinozian Nature or “nature as creator” must not be confused with the Romantic conception of Nature). Furthermore, I want to argue that this leads Zukofsky toward a poetics that allows for a far larger place for the potential reader, which is what I take to be the implication of Zukofsky’s repeated assertion that poetry should avoid “predatory intent,” a writing without designs on the reader. The reader will necessarily engage the body that is the poetic text according to their own nature and in Spinozian terms must do so freely in order to maximize their own activity, being, reality. If the poet, the poem and the reader are distinct entities, each with their own nature, nevertheless there is a formal sense of commonality in that they all necessarily endeavor to realize their being, which ultimately goes back to the fact that they are all immanent in the totality. 

“A”-11 is a useful example for summarizing the key characteristics of Zukofsky’s poetics as informed by Spinoza, whereby the relationship between poet, poem and reader never reduces any of these three to merely a derivation or reflection of another. It has often enough been remarked that Spinoza is one of the sources behind “A”-11, and he is in fact explicitly referred to and paraphrased in the opening of the third stanza, as well as I suspect offering the most useful gloss on Zukofsky’s reiteration throughout of the quaint term “honor.” However, my primary interest here is elsewhere. First, drawing on the traditional trope found in Cavalcanti, the poet addresses the poem as a distinct entity, rather than merely an expressive vehicle, although this is of course complicated by the poet speaking to the poem through the poem. Secondly, despite the poem’s distinct being separate from the poet, it is nonetheless affected by and to a greater or lesser degree incorporates the presence of the poet. In this case, the poet draws again on the common trope of the poem continuing the existence of the poet after the latter’s physical death, which echoes a notoriously difficult passage in Spinoza’s Ethics that Zukofsky quotes in Bottom (26-27) that the mind is immortal to the degree that it is active because, as I understand it, its affects throughout the body of the totality necessarily persist. But thirdly, the poem explicitly engages its potential readers, in this case literally Celia and Paul in the structural place of any potential reader, whose tears the poems reflects, affects and hopefully deflects into “Love’s mind.” Poet, poem and readers are distinct yet folded together as they engage and mutually affect each other in their desire to actuate their perfection or being. 

In Bottom, Zukofsky insists at the outset on reading Shakespeare as a textual totality, a complex whole—Shakespeare is the text we have, not a projected agent of intentionality. Since Zukofsky understands this textual body, the Works as he says, in Spinozian terms, it has its own nature or definition which is determined by its totality but is everywhere evident in its variations in each detail. The Works, at any given moment or point, manifest a greater or lesser degree of realized desire, although Zukofsky’s emphasis falls on the term “love,” desire conscious of its object, since for his purposes this terminology more readily evokes a whole tradition of philosophical-poetic discourse. One can examine specific texts or characters within the Works as manifesting this relative success or failure of desire—the realization of perfection, being, reality of the character or work according to its particular nature, that is, in Zukofsky’s formula the relative harmonization or proportion of the eye and the mind, body and thought, which determines the actualization of “Love’s mind.” This allows Zukofsky to see a basic similarity, for example, between Hamlet and Bottom because their vision/dreams set them off from those around them; they are in a sense more fully and activity realized than their peers, and this consciousness is their tragedy, literally their pain in Spinozian terms (Zukofsky tends to prefer the term “hurt”) because they become aware of the dissonance and limitations to their fuller realization which necessarily depends on a harmonization and compounding with others. Nevertheless, it is Shakespeare’s textual body as a whole that primarily interests Zukofsky, which allows him to read any piece of text more or less disregarding who speaks in what situation in which particular play, because ultimately it is at the material level of the specific letters and words and their collocations itself that desire is more or less successfully articulated as textual reality. A running pun throughout Bottom is the sense of “characters” as meaning “letters” or “writing,” which Zukofsky finds in Sonnet 59. This same sonnet supplies the title of Part One of Bottom: “O, that record could with a backward look,” which Zukofsky paraphrases as, “if writing itself could look back as though it suffered the passion of Amor” (17)—in other words, to belabor the point, Shakespeare’s text is a Spinozian body. 

Zukofsky’s privileging of the eye throughout Bottom is primarily due to the fact that reading is the paradigmatic act of seeing he has in mind, and he desires to return us to the bodily awareness of reading—or as Zukofsky puts it, “The basis for written characters, for words, must be the physiological fact of love, arising from sight, accruing to it and the other sense, and entering the intellect…” (17). Love draws us to the text, that is, love in Spinozian terms is identical with our essence or nature that orients us toward the world, an active body among other bodies rather than inert passivity. The poem as letters and words is first eyed then sounded (at least if a phonetic script), lovingly eyed with the intent of increasing love’s strength as the poet/reader endeavors to maximize her/himself. The loving eye identifies with the text which looks back as the body and the mind act as one. Not a few readers have been annoyed by Zukofsky’s cavalier disregard for character psychology or dramatic situations in reading Shakespeare’s texts. It might help to think of Zukofsky as reading Shakespeare’s Works as if they were texts somewhat akin to “A”-22 and 23. Primarily the variations on the balance and proportion of love’s mind are manifest directly in the detail of Shakespeare’s language irregardless of who speaks in what context. Instead we have an exercise in reading the text as a physical body, in which the obsessive noting of every appearance of “eyes,” “sight,” “light,” etc. is the self-reflexive mark or reminder of what Shakespeare-Zukofsky-the reader are engaged in rather than merely what the text says. The eyes : mind proportion (Zukofsky’s transposition of Spinoza’s extension (body) and thought) is not a theme, as unfortunately too many commentators have assumed, but as Zukofsky repeatedly says an “embodied definition”—that is, it is not an argument Shakespeare compulsively pursues throughout his Works but a formula for sounding the Works for its relative actualization or perfection, or its failures. 

Translation, radically conceived, is more or less a standard mode of operation for Zukofsky from early on. Arguably, translation is among the most willfully self-delusive modes of writing because it seems to offer easy satisfaction to our desire to experience and identify with the foreign, and despite the considerable recent arguments for estranging or distancing translations, most examples so far are relatively tepid and superficial. In this sense, translation is particularly prone to “predatory intent.” From this perspective, the Zukofskys’ Catullus offers a salutatory challenge. What is most immediately notable about the Zukofskys’ Catullus is its apparent autonomy, a fact that is foregrounded in the original publication with the facing Latin, and its refusal of any apparent sense of the representational illusionism that is normally expected of translation. Even the idea that the Zukofsky Catullus is a homophonic translation is misleading if the assumption is that the meaning being carried over lies essentially or primarily in the sound, since the Zukofsky text does not sound the least like Catullus’ Latin. For Zukofsky there is not a dead poet, various biographical events or a decadent Rome that he is somehow attempting to reconstitute in the present. Again, as with Shakespeare, all that would be an imaginary projection that tends to be blind to the actual words themselves, which is all that Catullus is. Catullus is a text, and rather than project a mind or voice beyond the words, Zukofsky works with the text to generate his own. He chooses a text whose language he does not know, which is also a dead language, in other words Zukofsky deliberate begins with a text to which he is both blind and deaf, and is well aware that most of his readers will be too. Zukofsky’s procedure is in essence what any of us would have to fall back on if we had little or no Latin and were given a Latin text to translate; that is, we can sound out the phonetic text or look for cognates or when possible simply read off the Latin as if it were English. Of course, Zukofsky had more to work with given Celia’s notes and trots, but still it seems to me these three methods essentially sum up what Zukofsky does in an improvisational manner. As a translation, that is as a text that assumes the presence of a prior text, the Zukofsky Catullus does not attempt to re-present Catullus but compels us to be aware that we are reading, compels us constantly back to the Latin text in a very tangible and estranging way. 


If Zukofsky had provided us with a commentary on Catullus, it seems likely he would have said more or less what as he said about Shakespeare: that the text everywhere expresses its desire to realize itself. To translate this nature or definition of Catullus, the re-presentation of a voice, psychological profile or biographical drama is only a distraction away from the words themselves. In this sense the Zukofskys’ Catullus rearticulates the nature of Catullus’ text according to their own natures by means of an intimate, sensual reading and sounding of Catullus’ text. In Spinozian terms this active engagement with Catullus’ text is a compounding, a more or less bonding with the textual body of Catullus, but mindful that what we designate as “Catullus” is a specific embodiment of vast accumulations of cultural endeavor. To sound Catullus’ text in the Zukofskyian sense—with its simultaneous meanings of measuring, hearing and testing—is to set in motion multi-dimensional affects echoing through not simply the text that is Catullus but through the infinite body of poetry and language and the world. In other words, a vision of Catullus mediated throughout the totality. As readers, we are not being guided somewhere by the Zukofsky Catullus, we are being activated. It is probable that for the foreseeable future the Zukofskys’ Catullus probably causes more pain than not to the majority of reading bodies that engage with it, although to the receptive its intent is mutual augmentation, a flourishing, in a Spinozian sense.

Translation as practiced in the Zukofskys’ Catullus is also deployed in “A”-22 and 23 as a basic method in condensing and molding the numerous quotations out of which these texts are constructed. The fact that Zukofsky worked by compressing and compounding enormous amounts of textual materials was no doubt, beyond a mere method of working, a type of pleasurable engagement with a complex body of poetic and linguistic inheritance in his own endeavor to realize his desire and project “Love’s mind,” for senses to flourish through the body of the poet-text. For the reader, however, the text is not to be revealed by a retracing of the archeology of its composition, and while the author in a sense exists in the “craft,” the text is its own entity which the reader in turn must sound according to their own nature. Despite Hugh Kenner’s claim that “A” is “the most hermetic poem in English”—probably the single most famous quip on “A”—this is a Poundian reading that simply is not the case here. Zukofsky himself suggests in “A”-22: “why deny what you’ve not / tried: read, not into, it / desire until all be bright” (528)—although I would be reluctant to take this or any passage as an absolutely authoritative meta-gloss. In “A”-22 and 23 we encounter textual surfaces that are more or less total or seamless, where all sense of beginning and end or sequentiality is radically repressed beyond the progress of the reader moving through the text in whatever intermittent fashion. It has been pointed out that “A”-22 and 23 meticulously arrange materials in strict chronological order over thousands of years, but I am not aware of anyone offering much of a reason for, or more to the point, the profound significance of this, thematic or otherwise, beyond being a way Zukofsky goes about his work. The radical condensation of chronology, like the radical compression and massaging of the source quotations in these poems, results in the obliteration of any meaningful sense of sequence or quotation—structure and method have subsumed narrative and voices. 

If “A”-22 and 23 are compounded of a huge amount of radically condensed and reworked quotation, we do not need to know that to know that because Zukofsky would have us recognize that that is the case with all writing, especially poetry. Zukofsky’s reworking of quoted materials in the final sections of “A”—or for that matter in Bottom and Catullus—simply continues a long working habit that reflects his awareness that poets always necessarily tweak a massive linguistic inheritance that embodies unaccountable millennia of human endeavor (this is a major point of the first half of “A”-9). The presence of this human endeavor is not so much revealed by projecting historical narratives, etymological or otherwise, which are necessarily reductive, as by an intimate handling and sounding of the words and in so doing sensing to the degree possible the implied senses the words embody. This is an activating of the text to its own immanent powers and possibilities. Zukofsky does not so much make connections as open them up. What has most often been remarked about these poems is that they deliberately abandon syntax and grammar, although actually there is always the ghost of conventional collocations as revealed by the various paraphrases anyone who attempts to interpret these poems invariably makes. But as such paraphrases also make evident, a reader is at any given point constantly compelled to recognize multiple paths one might pursue across “sight, sound and intellection,” across whatever languages one knows and whatever commonality one can make with the details of the text. The texts’ multi-dimensional echoing or affects are irreducible and uncontainable. One presumes that Zukofsky’s intimate compositional process results in a text that projects his “Love’s mind,” which can only be evident in the intricacies of the craft, the collocations and soundings of the words themselves. The reader will pursue their own desire, their own “Love’s mind,” necessarily according to their nature, tracing their own ways through: “z-sited path are but us” (563)—in this sense engaging with a text without “predatory intent.” 

This is not, however, exactly a matter of any reading goes. For Spinoza freedom is necessity: we feel free because we are realizing our nature, we are doing and being what we understand we must be doing and being. If the poem is to flourish, the reader must respond on the basis of commonalities between the two engaged bodies, but that is also to plug into the material text as accumulated human endeavor. The reader “finds himself subject of [the text’s] energy” (Prepositions 23), which is the reader’s understanding as their participation in a larger complex of bodies, ultimately the totality, which more immediately is the human community. This is essentially Spinoza’s “intellectual love of God” or blessedness, the realization of ourselves as activated and participatory in the totality. Let me temper this bliss, however, and recall that Zukofsky claims in Bottom that the definition of love embodied in Shakespeare’s Works was tragic because reason and love fail to achieve a consistent identity. Although the narrative construction of Spinoza’s Ethics is undoubtedly as a comedy, it is not surprising that Spinoza has often enough been characterized as a pessimistic thinker because the obstacles to be overcome along the way appear impossible of practical realization. And although the Ethics tends to focus on the individual, no careful reader has failed to notice Spinoza’s insistence that we are more acted upon than acting and that we can only realize our own perfection and being through harmonious compounding with others. Zukofsky states quite clearly in Bottom that he conceives of the poet’s task as comedic while recognizing the inevitability of tragedy: “… for the art of the poet must be to inform and delight with Love’s strength (and with Love’s failing only because they are necessary)” (17). 
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