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       In keeping with Louis Zukofsky’s own practice of extensive quotation and textual collage, I will begin my discussion of his poetics with a somewhat lengthy excerpt from Bottom: On Shakespeare. The following passage concludes a comparison between “Persian” and “occidental” painting, in which Zukofsky privileges “Persian” painting (which he uses here as a metonymy for “oriental” painting) for its visual immediacy and its non-conformity to Western notions of perspective:


The least reflective lines of Shakespeare are nearer oriental painting—before painting that studied plein-air, optics and spectra; are with the order of art whose feeling works out as the eye moves over surface—up, down, over, diagonally, across; with ochre’s red and yellow following the natural contour or bas-relief of animal over cave rock; and if classifiers term Shakespeare barocco, his accomplishment is not a metaphor for music—a matter of what the eyes see flowing away in the mind, but of presence joined by the fixed curve.

       The best Shakespeare may be imagined as intimate with:

       Oriental calligraphy, as part of the color of a portrait—as against portrait-painting in which society gossips for the day. Where color failed him Titian erred.

       Early Byzantine inasmuch as it has body in color, tho iconologists call it abstract.

       Native Roman sculpture, tile, and wall-painting. In the Baths of Diocletian, where Greek imports are rare, the Roman work is not overtrumped and cruel, but gentle, homelike, cisalpine like Catullus. In this sense, Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida is against “Greek” plaster cast.

       The green in Ravenna’s mosaics: shining and seen at once on the unlighted wall or vault.

       Verona’s San Zeno, where the fresco says, tho paint fades, there are leaves unclouded by thought.

       Aquinas’ handwriting, an emblem of figurate notation making it evident that the angelic exists to see more than a roomful of Vatican treasures.

       The span and order of the interior of Brunelleschi’s Duomo. The exterior stone, of little order, sprawls and broils—“doth not the earth o’erflow?”

       Leonardo, whose mind was color.

       Raphael’s cartoons for tapestries (Victoria and Albert Museum), whose fluidity was caught in color. 

       Vermeer, the glint in the eyes of his young women.

       Rembrandt, only when the overgilt is the color (184-185).

Elsewhere, Zukofsky insists that the “theme” of Bottom “is simply that Shakespeare’s text throughout favors the clear physical eye against the erring brain, and that this theme has historical implications” (Prepositions 167). The perspicacity of this “clear physical eye” is very much in evidence in the passage above as Zukofsky offers comparison after comparison between Shakespeare’s literature and the visual arts. But these are not random visual phenomena that find their way into Zukofsky’s catalogue, nor is the above list limited to examples of “Persian” or “oriental” art; rather, Zukofsky focuses upon craftsmanship that foregrounds an aesthetics of decoration or ornamentation. Among the styles and genres invoked are cave painting, calligraphy, wall-painting, mosaic, fresco, handwriting, tapestry--visual arts that exist not just for their own sake but for the purpose of stylizing or improving another material. It is not Aquinas’ writing that Zukofsky cares about here, but his handwriting. Similarly, “Oriental calligraphy” is of interest because of its opposition to mimetic portraiture, which glorifies a subject rather than a process. If Zukofsky’s focus is on minutiae, it is insistently so, especially where color is concerned. “Where color failed him Titian erred,” Zukofsky explains, and likewise Byzantine art is of value “inasmuch as it has body in color”; Leonardo’s mind--his very thought process--“was color”; the “fluidity” of tapestries is “caught in color”; and Rembrandt is significant “only when the overgilt is the color.” 
       The profusion of decorative art in this passage is matched by an ornate, meandering prose. One sentence comprises the entire first section of the quotation, and in doing so demands the same visual acuity as the cave-painting it describes. For instance, to find a noun that works both grammatically and sensibly as a subject, one’s eyes must jump backwards after the first semicolon: “The least reflective lines of Shakespeare are nearer oriental painting--before painting that studied plein-air, optics and spectra; are with the order of art whose feeling works out as the eye moves over surface….” At a first reading, the copula--“are”--seems to come from nowhere and agree with nothing; only in returning to the “lines of Shakespeare” does the phrase make sense. As a whole, the sentence is a model of disjunctive punctuation and digression. The energy and verbal churning of the prose seem mimetic of a restless, wandering mind.

       Yet this same turgid language comes from a poet who once insisted that “Properly no verse should be called a poem if it does not convey the totality of perfect rest” (Prepositions 196). Herein lies an interesting dichotomy: a restless, energetic prose style versus an avowed preference for stability. This incongruity hints at a contradiction within Zukofsky’s poetics. For if one were to focus exclusively on Zukofsky’s most notable statement on craft--the essay “Sincerity and Objectification: With Special Reference to the Work of Charles Reznikoff" (from which the allusion to “perfect rest” is taken)--one would derive an understanding of Zukofsky’s work that would be inadequate to much of his writing, including the above excerpt from Bottom. For example, Tom Sharp--in an explication of the terms “sincerity” and “objectification”--has suggested that “poetic sincerity … is a restatement and clarification of the first Imagiste prescription, direct presentation,” and that “[w]hereas the details of sincerity suggest the wholes of which they are parts, objectification is itself a whole” (260, 263). Yet nothing about the proliferating imagery and expansive prose of the Bottom passage would indicate much concern for “direct presentation” or wholeness. Rather, there seems to be a process of heaping up of superficiality, a piling on of clauses and of comparisons that tends to complicate presentation rather than simplify it. It is from this complication that another side to Zukofsky’s poetics emerges, another term to complicate the oft-referenced dialectic of sincerity and objectification.
       The term to which I refer is “baroque,”--or “barocco” in Zukofsky’s language--and this will not be the first time that his poetry has been characterized as such.
 Stephen Fredman has argued that sincerity in Zukofsky’s poetry manifests itself through “the rigor of his often baroque technique,” and according to Fredman’s analysis, this baroque style stems from Zukofsky’s attempt “to make English accommodate Yiddish” (141). But the syntactical gymnastics of Zukofsky’s language is only part of this baroque styling. To understand how baroque aesthetics work in Zukofsky, it will be helpful to briefly consider the discourse around the use of baroque style in Latin-American literature of the 20th century. According to the Franco-Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier--a theorist of the neobaroque who, like Zukofsky, was born in 1904 into an immigrant family--baroque style is “something multiple, diverse and enormous” (89). Moreover, according to Carpentier, the term “baroque” has relevance well beyond the context of the Renaissance or any other particular historical milieu. “[A] fundamental error to be erased from our minds,” Carpentier argues, is “the generally accepted theory that the baroque is an invention of the seventeenth century” (91). Rather, it is “a human constant,” and “the baroque spirit can reappear at any moment…” (94-95). This is especially true in the context of the New World: “America, a continent of symbiosis, mutations, vibrations, mestizaje, has always been baroque…” (Carpentier 98). This baroque tendency within American culture owes its existence to racial and cultural hybridity, according to Lois Parkinson Zamora, who has written on both Carpentier and the neobaroque. She notes that, for Carpentier, “the baroque--with its multiple and inclusive perspectives--was the form fully suited to express the cultural and racial mixings, the seeming incongruities, and the cultural transpositions that constitute New World reality” (85). As the son of Russian-Jewish immigrants, Zukofsky wrote within this context of cultural transpositions and hybridity.
 
       In calling Zukofsky baroque, though, I am thinking of more than just a pluralistic cultural identity. Rather, I mean to invoke a specific set of stylistic traits, following the work of Roberto González Echevarría, who associates a number of concepts and techniques with the baroque, including artificiality, obscurity, ornamentation, syntactical disjuncture, inclusiveness, proliferation, creolité, heterogeneity, excessiveness, eccentricity, subversion, and the use of neologism (196-199). The evidence for many of these stylistic traits in Zukofsky’s poetry can be obtained simply by thumbing through the index of “A”, which reads like the table of contents of some arcane encyclopedia. Eccentricity, obscurity, inclusiveness, heterogeneity--all characterize the subject matter of Zukofsky’s epic. What these terms do not characterize, though, are the objectivist values generally attributed to Zukofsky. This discrepancy between the poetics Zukofsky enunciated and the poetics he practiced makes for an interesting tension, and it is a tension best represented by the divergence between the “Sincerity and Objectification” essay and Le Style Apollinaire. In the former, many readers have found evidence of a poetics of craft, ethics and even minimalism, and the terms “sincerity” and “objectification” have come to represent this poetics; whereas the second text--published just three years later--has evoked an entirely different kind of criticism, a criticism focused on what I am calling Zukofsky’s baroque side. 
       In “Sincerity and Objectification,”--essentially an Objectivist manifesto--Zukofsky suggests that sincerity is a sine qua non for all poets. “One speaks of sincerity,” he notes, “as of that ability necessary for existence if one is a writer” (Prepositions 201). Objectification, while less essential, is perhaps even more valuable on account of its scarcity. “At any time, objectification in writing is rare,” Zukofsky explains. “The poems or the prose structures of a generation are few” (196). With such statements, Zukofsky undertakes a substantial critical project: to construct a dialectical conceptual apparatus to explain modernist poetics. However, this conceptual apparatus has proven remarkably capable of--at the same time--inviting and deflecting interpretation, and the difficulty of Zukofsky’s language has led to widely divergent scholarly interpretations. For Tim Woods, for instance, sincerity
comes close to honesty: honesty of the faculties, the mind, heart, ear, and eye, by not forcing any thoughts or making any images conform to some preestablished, a priori philosophic and social formulae, or poetic conventions. It is an attempt to find a nonpredatory mode of representation that resists the intrusion of the controlling imperialist ego in writing, that enforces its own perception on objects (Woods 22).
By contrast, the version of Objectivist poetics that Fredman takes from Zukofsky’s essay is focused less on the subjective experience of the poet and more on the working of the poem, which he argues, “would do the following: focus upon the actual ‘details’ of perception that can be opened up interpretively, think about a variety of relations among ‘things’ in the world, and arrange a representation of those things in a ‘melodic’ form…” (Fredman 136). This last operation, that of arranging a “‘melodic’ form,” refers to what may be Zukofsky’s most deceptively difficult utterance on poetics: “In sincerity shapes appear concomitants of word combinations, precursors of (if there is continuance) completed sound or structure, melody or form. Writing occurs which is the detail, not mirage, of seeing, of thinking with the things as they exist, and of directing them along a line of melody” (Prepositions 194). The latter of these two sentences justifies Fredman’s focus on the melodic language for the poem, but the former is another matter. What does it mean to say that “shapes appear concomitants of word combinations”? In the Objectivist poem, clearly, something happens which exceeds the workings of both integrity and melody. The statement “that shapes appear concomitants of word combinations” could be read as an emphasis on the placement of words on the page, perhaps looking forward to Charles Olson’s poetics. But such a reading is complicated by the fact that these shapes are the “precursors” of the form itself. The fact that these shapes “appear”--and here I would emphasize the “apparitional” cognate of the word--before the finished poem indicates reliance on a rather occult process. After all, using the correspondence of words and shapes (or perceptual phenomena) as a technique for writing a poem might more fittingly be associated with French symbolism than with Objectivism.
 Zukofsky’s use of a reflexive verb structure highlights the lack of agency on the poet’s part: “Shapes suggest themselves, and the mind senses and receives awareness” (Prepositions 194). It would appear that the mind itself is something outside of the poet and in dialogue with shapes, structures, forms and melodies. It is just another part of the “variety of relations among ‘things’ in the world” that Fredman proposes. However, as “the detail, not mirage, of seeing,” objectivist poetics always also involves a fidelity to material reality that seems at odds with an imaginative play of shapes and word combinations. 
       Zukofsky’s definition of objectification is no less problematic than that of sincerity. “Presented with sincerity,” he writes, “the mind even tends to supply, in further suggestion which does not attain rested totality, the totality not always found in sincerity and necessary only for perfect rest, complete appreciation. This rested totality may be called objectification--the apprehension satisfied completely as to the appearance of the art form as an object” (Prepositions 194). Zukofsky suggests that the "rested totality" of objectification is primarily a function of the reader. As something that the mind supplies, this totality exists within the perception of an object, and not within the object (or text) itself. The subjective and provisional nature of this rested totality is highlighted by the term “appearance,” since the mind need only be “satisfied completely as to the appearance of the art form as an object”--something quite different than suggesting that the art form is an object. He continues, “[D]istinct from print which records action and existence and incites the mind to further suggestion, there exists, tho it may not be harbored as solidity in the crook of an elbow, writing (audibility in two-dimensional print) which is an object or affects the mind as such” (194). Here, in extending his definition of objectification, Zukofsky has fundamentally changed it. Rather than a description of a reader response, it seems that objectification has become inherent in the writing, a quality that “incites the mind to further suggestion.” The ambiguity of this conception reveals itself especially in the phrase “writing (audibility in two-dimensional print) which is an object or affects the mind as such.” The terms to be defined refuse to stabilize. Writing is not just writing; it is audibility--the potential to hear a written (meaning read) text. And it is either an object or something that affects the mind like an object. In other words, objectification is either a metaphor, or it is a fact. Rather than engage too closely with this aporia, Zukofsky dismisses it as an issue of rhetoric and offers yet another definition of objectification: “The codifications of the rhetoric books may have something to do with an explanation of this attainment, but its character may be simply described as the arrangement, into one apprehended unit, of minor units of sincerity--in other words, the resolving of words and their ideation into structure” (194). In this final definition, Zukofsky tries to explain objectification in relation to sincerity--a term that, as I've argued is unstable in itself. 
       If one thing is apparent in Zukofsky's terminology, then, it is conceptual instability. And this instability--this constant mental motion and flexibility--leads back to the baroque impulse in Zukofsky's poetics. Michael Davidson has noted that “Zukofsky’s actual practice exposes the object-status of the poem as a delusion, a stoppage of what is, in reality, a dynamic process” (Davidson 522). I would add that this “dynamic process” in Zukofsky’s work plays out not only in Zukofsky’s poetry but also in Le Style Apollinaire. In his introduction to the work, Serge Gavronsky has described what I am calling Zukofsky’s baroque instability using the terms mutation and metamorphosis, which he finds to be crucial features of Zukofsky’s writing (Gavronsky xlv, xlviii)
. According to Gavronsky, the process of “mutation” takes place in the “mixing of dialects and tongues, diachronically speaking,” that “constitutes the evolution of any given language” (Gavronsky xliii). The similarities between such linguistic mutations and Carpentier’s characterization of America as a  baroque “continent of symbiosis, mutations, vibrations, mestizaje” is clear. The pertinent Zukofsky passage on mutation and metamorphosis follows the line by Apollinaire, “Connais-tu cette joie de voir des choses neuves” (“Do you know this joy of seeing new things”): “If one does, writing cannot be a matter of setting down aesthetic principle by way of filling a sketch. Writing becomes the work of making art of an intelligence, of a life, of using an era as an illustration of an emotion, of isolating the mutations and implicit historic metamorphoses of an era to record them” (Apollinaire 14-16). In applying these "mutations and implicit historic metamorphoses,” Zukofsky significantly modifies his earlier idea of “perfect rest.” As Davidson’s reference to “a stoppage” of “a dynamic process” indicates, “rested totality” can hardly be called such when it involves a kind of poetic freeze-frame of societal evolution. 
       Zukofsky’s statement on mutation also entails a kind of self-referential performativity, for it is something of a mutating verbal structure in its own right: “Writing becomes the work of making art of an intelligence, of a life, of using an era as an illustration of an emotion, of isolating the mutations and implicit historic metamorphoses of an era to record them.” The structure of the sentence--a paratactical use of prepositional phrases--suggests equivalence: making art out of an intelligence equals making art out of a life equals using an era as an illustration of an emotion, etc. Thus Zukofsky creates an art of mutation before the eyes of the reader; the theorization of mutation mutates, implicitly challenging the possibility of rested totality or a stable poetics. A dialectical relationship emerges between intelligence and life, but--rather than work out this dialectic--Zukofsky simply complicates it with another dialectic between emotion and history. Totality is beyond achieving, since more terms could always be added. 
 
       In focusing on the baroque aspects of Zukofsky's poetics, I am ultimately interested in complicating--rather than refuting--the importance of sincerity and objectification. Surely, these concepts are critical to any understanding of Zukofsky's poetry, and especially to the early stages of his career. But they cannot adequately explain the unstable, proliferating language of works like Bottom or "A" or Le Style Apollinaire. Neobaroque aesthetics provides one avenue for explicating these works. There are others, of course, just as there are other, yet-to-be-made transnational connections like that of Zukofsky to Carpentier. The application of such new concepts and connections is essential for a more complete understanding of Zukofsky's poetics, which--like New World baroque itself--continues to evolve in front of us.
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� In a remarkably accurate blurb on the back cover of Wesleyan University Press’s edition of The Writing of Guillaume Apollinaire: Le Style Apollinaire, Donald Revell writes, “Le Style Apollinaire is a beautiful palimpsest, a vivid text, a book of Baroque intensity, demanding and playful.”


� Fredman places Objectivist poetics within a specifically Jewish-American tradition of cultural hybridity (51-53).


� Woods’s conception of honesty as an unforced mode of selfless perception is useful here, as it accounts for the suggestible state that the sincere poet must cultivate.


� Similarly, Fredman finds “mutation” to be a crucial element in Objectivism, specifically in its Hebraic aesthetic origins (Fredman 143). 





� Burton Hatlen has explored the use of dialectics in “A” (Hatlen 205), and it is worth noting that dialectical relationships, or “radical polarities,” as Lowry Nelson Jr. calls them, are, in their own right, often a mark of baroque aesthetics (Nelson 14).
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