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This paper is part of a larger project I’m calling Deconstructing the Bard: Aesthetic Conflicts in the Poetry of Stevens and Zukofsky.  In Deconstructing the Bard, my argument is that while the poetry of Zukofsky and Stevens may seem to confirm conservative poetic ideologies, it can also be read to subvert these ideologies from within.  For instance, the “man speaking to men” trope appears uncircumventable, and Zukofsky’s own sympathetic treatments of his father and son seem to encourage a patriarchal reading strategy.  Or in another case that I discussed last November at the Buffalo conference, Zukofsky emphasizes the idea that poetry approaches music, which would figure poetry as a sort of “fallen” music.  However, I want to argue that both of these tropes—the patriarchal trope of a man speaking to men and the idea of poetry as striving to become ideal music—are in fact subverted in Zukofsky’s writings.


Before I begin with the argument proper, I want to be explicit about the assumptions I’m making with regard to reading poetry as musical.  In the bardic tradition, the poet refers to a Muse (whether that muse is a god, a goddess, or an idealized woman) who has given him the superhuman ability to compose a narrative lyric poem that is usually strictly metered and rhymed.  The poem composed in the poet’s language is an inferior version of the original, since the Muse sung the poem in a universal language of truth which the poet then tried to record.  Since the tradition of consulting a Muse has outlasted metered verse, the metrical scheme isn’t necessary for the musical analogy, as Zukofsky’s own finely sounded poems prove.  In the bardic tradition, the superhuman poet has an obligation to share his insights with the commoners who are not privileged enough to hear the extraterrestrial music of the Muse.  The poet is a sort of translator from the language of the eternal truth to the language of the common man.  It could be argued that this is exactly what Zukofsky means when he writes in “A”-12 that poetry has as its “upper limit music” and as its “lower limit speech.”  (However, as Mark Scroggins has argued, we must not neglect the inquisitive “no?” that follows this declaration.)


In the bardic tradition, the poet is a man who shares a message of eternal truth with other men, however fallen from grace his language might be.  The poem as we hear it is already a little tarnished from the Fall, and the subsequent transfer of it to the page would completely adulterate it were the page not viewed as a neutral, blank space on which the poem quietly sits waiting to be revived by audition.  In this system, the materiality of the written poem is ignored in line with the desire to overlook the poem’s necessary corruptibility: the threat of the erasure of the poem or the relativity of the truth it tells.  Similarly, the materiality, reality, and mortality of everyday life is replaced with a system of vocalized eternal truths translated from the language of heavenly music to a sort of heightened, yet still commonly understood, language of man.  Through poetry, man can touch the immortal.  Through poetry, man can pass on immortal truths and overlook the fact of his own mortality.  As Zukofsky quotes Emerson in Bottom:   “Poetry was all written before time was… whenever we are finely organized we can penetrate into that region where the air is music” (119)

The denigration of material mortality with regard to immaterial immortality is roughly equivalent to the denigration of women with regard to men.  Women have always represented the material and the threat of finitude.  Their bodies give birth, thus participating directly in a process of mortality that those in search of immorality would rather ignore.  Even more dangerously, women represent the lure of mortal love and its scary counterpart—loss—reminding us that we are bound by our love to a finite, internally threatened world.


Ok, now to look a little more directly at Zukofsky.  I want to start by pointing to a section of “A”-12 that is consistently overlooked.  As I mentioned, Zukofsky writes in “A”-12 that his “poetics” might be written as “an integral” that has at its “lower limit speech” and at its “upper limit music.”
  This equation conforms to the Bardic model.  However, a few pages later Zukofsky writes the simple, achingly nostalgic phrase: “as I love: my poetics.”  The love he discusses in “A-12” flows to his family members—the main subject of the poem is the patriarchal line from his recently deceased father, through him, to his young son.  This line, though in one sense immortalizing (as long as one has a “family line,” one can at least genetically survive), is in another sense inescapably mortal.  Although Zukofsky sees traits of his father in his son (both are named Paul), he mourns those individually finite qualities of his father that are, with his death, lost forever.  In Bottom this fatal love is the undercurrent for the whole book.  Zukofsky records things traditionally coded “feminine,” such as domestic chores and the life of the family (as opposed to the life of the patriarchal line).  Although both “A” and Bottom treat the themes of music and love, Bottom makes such extensive use of the latter that “Love” cannot even be indexed.  Thus it is crucial to, “with a backwards look,” consider the dual poetics of “A” when approaching Zukofsky’s second great book.
LOVE ASIDE

When I first began reading Zukofsky, I was struck by how much of his work and the work written about him deals with tender interpersonal relationships.  From Zukofsky’s endearing speech on Wallace Stevens, to Robert Creeley’s tale of drinking coffee with ice cream at Zukofsky’s house, there are as many comments on Zukofsky “the Man” as there are critical readings of Zukofsky’s poetry.
  Yet, readings of Zukofsky’s poetry choose one of two strategies.  Either they ignore the fact that many people have really loved Zukofsky the man so much that they continue to testify to it in writing; or they ignore the poetry and talk about their love for Zukofsky the man.  As part of my larger project, I have felt compelled to investigate this schism, which I find most directly illustrated by the fact that nearly everyone overlooks the “as I love: my poetics” lines of “A”-12 while it seems that anyone taking up Zukofsky studies is obligated to puzzle out the more conservative aesthetic formulation that poetry is like music.  I hope that through this short excursion through Bottom: On Shakespeare, I will be able to delineate a new interpretation that circumvents choosing between these two reading strategies.

CHRONOPHOBIA


To begin with, we should note how the love of the mortal is repeated throughout Zukofsky’s Bottom: on Shakespeare.  This long work, a collage of quotes and commentary from philosophical and literary sources, may best be described as a valentine.  Like intricate Victorian valentines, Bottom is a collage of quotes, commentary, and references to artworks, all tending towards the same theme of safeguarding love.  Zukofsky’s constant reminder that Bottom is a woven tapestry reflects his attention to the materiality of writing and of letters (scrap).  Like a valentine, Bottom is burdened with the task of relaying Zukofsky’s love to future recipients.  The pathos of Zukofsky’s long project does not lie in the idiosyncrasies of his critical style or in the plight of a poet who aspires to, but can never reach, the purity of music.
  Rather, the drama of Bottom is Zukofsky’s desire to preserve the knowledge and emotions that will die with him.  The thoughts Zukofsky has on Shakespeare, philosophy, and society are not the only ones that need to be preserved.  When read as a complement to “A,” Bottom reveals the necessity of recording the author’s love.  In this way, Bottom is a valentine that seems aware of its own limitations, as it is constantly both recording Zukofsky’s thoughts and anxiously searching for an impossible permanence through literature and philosophy.

As Martin Hägglund points out in his book Chronophobia, to write is to record something for the future with the potential of one’s message being misread or erased.  By inscribing—in paper-based writing or in mnemonic traces—memories for the future, one “reveals a latent threat”: that one’s memories will ultimately be erased (by death).  Writing both protects against and testifies to this threat of erasure.  Hägglund reminds us of a crucial point: that “writing would be superfluous for an immortal being.”  Thus, writing is mnemotechnology for mortals.  At every moment I am pulled between future and past, my memory records traces of the past to use in the future.  As every moment is divided between past and future, my memory struggles to inscribe a continual text that itself passes away.  My writing is a supplementary device just like my “original” memory is a supplement that records the past for future use.  I write to guard against the effects of the “precarious temporality” that both enables and erases my existence and my memories.  Accordingly, the pathos of Zukofsky’s record lies within the schema set out by Hägglund as the interrelation between chronophobia and chronophilia: “Precisely because one loves temporal phenomena (chronophilia), one fears losing them (chronophobia).  The beloved is necessarily marked by its possible disappearance.”


With regard to the chronolibidinal reading strategies Hägglund sets out, classifying Bottom as a valentine draws attention to its effort preserve a vision of love for the reader.  While ostensibly recording a love for reading Shakespeare, Zukofsky effectively inscribes his love into the text so that it can be activated and remembered by future readers, including Celia and himself.  This is no bardic measure.  Zukofsky is not confident that the truth of his message will outlast him: after all, as he describes in sections F and G, it is impossible to pass knowledge on, often even to oneself.  The temporal finitude of the world endangers every smallest thought and threatens even the greatest thoughts and emotions.  In order to preserve his valentine for the future, Zukofsky must not only write it down, but must create a poem that demands the reader to read in a certain way, retracing Zukofsky’s thought processes even to the point of revitalizing his love.


Bottom takes love as its subject; it would have the reader recall Zukofsky’s love, as if the text were a program exciting the reader to Zukofsky’s own emotions by making her retrace the steps of his reading.  Zukofsky tempts us on pg. 17:
The basis for written characters, for words, must be the physiological fact of love, arising from sight, accruing to it and the other senses, and entering the intellect…, for the art of the poet must be to inform and delight with Love’s strength (and with Love’s failings only because they are necessary).  
Bottom the valentine excites the reader’s love by replicating Zukofsky’s own in the reader’s tender mind, through the believing eye, which Zukofsky traces through Shakespeare as the organ most universally susceptible to love.  The eye is the hardware for Zukofsky’s alphabetic software.  Note that here Zukofsky claims that although the words on the page have the ability to “inform and delight with Love’s strength,” they too are limited by “Love’s failings.”  I read this not as a simple description of Love’s minor failures, but as a heartbreaking commentary on the final limitation of love—the death of those who share the feeling.  By helping the reader enter into this circle of love, Zukofsky attempts to preserve it, even though at the same time he recognizes that the written record, too, has its limits.


Zukofsky’s fruitless search for a way to convey knowledge answers to these same limitations.  The refrain, “love and mind are one” seems to mean that by appealing to strong shared emotions one can pass on knowledge.  However, with regard to “Love’s [necessary] failings,” “love and mind are one” because they are both threatened by the corruptibility of their human vessels.  The promise of telling and preserving one’s love for the future is compromised by the ability of any text to be lost, erased, and misunderstood.  Zukofsky posts his valentine for the future knowing that it may never reach a recipient who can properly revitalize the love Zukofsky felt (in most cases, Zukofsky’s love is for Celia).


The theme of love’s corruptibility occurs already in the preface, where love has transformative qualities for the love object, and on the second page of part I, where Shakespeare’s Sonnet 115 is quoted.  The penultimate quatrain reads:

Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy cheeks

Within his bending sickle’s compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

The romantic optimism of these lines, which say that Love outlasts the outward signs of age, is undercut by the reality of time: Love will someday approach the “edge of doom.”  Or as Zukofsky puts it on p. 18, “’Love’s mind’ … suffers from too many words or finds too few of them that see enough to redeem their speakers’ plight.”  The “plight” of mortality is fought with the weak weapons of language, which cannot overcome the “doom” of temporal finitude.
  


Bottom continues to explore the analogy “love is to reason as eyes are to the mind” set out in Part I.  It is not just that Shakespeare’s characters struggle with kinds of blindness that are finally cured by the piercing light of love, as the speaker glosses in Part III, Section D.  The analogy is rather more complex than that.  As mentioned before, to condense the logic of the analogy to “love and the mind are one” suggests the temporal finitude of both.  In Part III the reader faces many quotes that grapple with this dual mortality.

The first method Zukofsky seems to employ through his quotations is to metaphorically equate Love with various instances of human physiogamy.  In a narrative poem by Rumi, Love calls: 

“Spirit, go thy way,”

Love called again,

“And I shall be ever nigh thee

As thy neck’s vein” (Rumi, 131)

In describing Love as “ever nigh thee / as thy neck’s vein,” Rumi reveals that Love is only available to one as long as one’s blood is pumping.  Like the aorta, Love is dependent on mortal life, which is as fragile as the easily pierced throat.  However, Love is also threatening; like a knife to the throat, its equation with the mortal body means that Love itself can kill the Lover.  Zukofsky quotes the Nurse in Euripedes’ Hippolytus:  “We cling to this earth’s little gleam of sunshine, / never knowing / what is ahead…” “I veil your face, wishing / that death would veil my face / The years have taught me all / Of friendship they efface” (361).  That is, the only thing that friends can anticipate with some assurance is the erasure, by death, of the friend.  In fact, it seems that mortality is as necessary for love as as that throbbing vein is for life.  

The record of the feelings shared
 between lovers is necessary due to the erasure of the bodies who corporeally represent their love; the lovers, too, and not only the love may be forgotten.  Indeed, Zukofsky begins chapter F: “Everyone sometimes thinks himself forgotten” (348).  And as he points out, “There is after all an order in forgetting and being forgotten” (351).  It is one’s implicit promise to those one loves to remember them, as potently expressed in Three Noble Kinsmen: “By my short life… / Commend me to her… / Tender her this. / Nay lets be offerers all” (351) The task, then, is to relay the truth of one’s love in a language for the future—for one who would otherwise have forgotten.  The language we seek is, as Valentine from Three Gentlemen from Verona says, “… no discourse, except… / the very naked name of love” (138).  Most of Bottom seems interested in preserving a history of love in order to record the stories of the lovers and their love, as in this exchange between the Duke and Viola in Twelfth Night: “And what’s her history?” “A blank, my lord, She never told her love… She pin’d in thought… She sat, like Patience on a monument, / Smiling at grief” (361).  The histories of both lovers may be lost without a monument, and if one lover should cease to speak, both will be forgotten.  Bacon points to the necessity of recording love for the lovers themselves, even in the present, when he writes: “Now therefore will I teach lovers to [love, that have] all this while loved by rote.  I will give them the Alphabet [of love, I will shew] them how it is spelled” (146).
  Mortal corruptibility ensures that one must constantly record one’s love for oneself even in the present in order not to lose it, physically or mentally, to the ravages of Time.

The necessary mortality of love, memory, and recording devices are further complicated by the impossibility of sharing information, which is one of the major themes of Bottom.  “The most horrible deception for thought… can be the deception of words that must at once sense and imagine.”  (215)  Language burdened with the task of conveying vivid sensory experiences like love can only approximate the truth, all the more so because, as Zukofsky writes, “All metaphysics falls back on the human source whose assurance is only I” (215).
  This problem occurs even on the individual level, for as the lover attempts to post his valentine to himself, it can only reach a recipient who already knows the message inside.  Otherwise, the message is always more or less illegible.  This is beautifully articulated in Zukofsky’s favorite play, Pericles, which Celia has also set to music in the latter half of Bottom.  Gower says, 

Only I carried winged time

Post on the lame feet of my rhyme
Which never could I so convey 
Unless your thoughts went on my way.  (381)  
Gower can carry Time along with him, even so that it seems to pause on his “lame feet,” by “posting”
 it to a recipient who already knows the message that he will receive.  That is, the valentine can only reliably be conveyed to a recipient to whom the reminder is superfluous.
 

In Part III, Zukofsky attempts to answer to the philosophical claims of Parts I and II which present love as a doomed, irretrievable feeling that cannot be described to those who stand outside the loving relationship.  I think that he provides some interesting answers to the debate without transcending the general state of things: that love is a feeling shared by mortals who, being mortal, cannot preserve that feeling indefinitely.  It is this defiance of an easy transcendent answer that makes it impossible to for Zukofsky to stop at “D” for “definition.”  Zukofsky does not settle for recording his love in writing, although he seems to employ many literary effects before exhausting this solution.  Nor does he rely on the idea that love transcends all (even mortal record): we are constantly reminded that love can fail, die, be lost in the post, and be forgotten.  Instead, he recognizes and celebrates the feeling shared between lovers, even to the point of recognizing and celebrating the tragedy and preciousness of his love’s singularity.






� MUSIC AND THE SENSES Part II of Bottom contends with the problem set up in Part I by evaluating the credibility of the senses.  But even if music “keeps time” (36), it remains unavoidable that this valentine is a “text which is always hovering towards ‘The Rest is Silence’” (39).  Or as quickly arises in Letter A of Part III, 


In the thinking stand of process, in which want or desire or love persists, each tongue still speaks with others by means of the heat of life; or the alternative to this is to see all individual bodies buried—a single visual future which, is in nature happens to all at once, may by someone imaginably surviving be thought of only as the common death that has forgotten to know what each has been or seen. (99)


That is, as life-to-life I can describe, to some extent, my love to you; you see it too.  But after death none of this knowledge may remain; and even while I survive my knowledge of “what each has been or seen”—that is, Love—risks being forgotten.


� Thus, Carroll Terrell’s Louis Zukofsky: Man and Poet.


� Bottom as a marriage of the eye and ear (eye for first part and then Celia’s music)


� VERISIMILITUDE: The introduction to Bottom, which frustrates any critical reading by referring to the unreliable narrators of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, prefigures the later theme of uncertainty.  Zukofsky is already nervous about his reading of Shakespeare and makes us nervous about any coherent reading we might make of Bottom.  Of course, this does not mean that we should be shy readers; we must march forward with the same bravado, checked by the same self-consciousness, as Zukofsky reading Shakespeare.  Among other themes set out by the initial matrix of A Midsummer Night’s Dream are the impossibility or corruptibility of telling and the proximity of life to death.  These two issues undermine one of the fundamental tasks of Bottom: On Shakespeare, which is to record Zukofsky’s and Celia’s love for future readers.  As Zukofsky retells the Shakespeare plays—and indeed, a large amount of European history—through parables of love between two people, he also includes quotes from both Shakespeare and the history of Western philosophy that disclose the impossibility of knowing, of sharing knowledge, and of living long enough to ensure that one is perpetually remembered—that is, living forever.


	Part III offers one very lucid section, “D- Definition (of love),” which through a Platonic dialogue between the teacher (I) and the student (son) efficiently traces the equation of love and knowledge through Shakespeare’s major plays as well as through texts usually not attributed to him.  Although “D” can provide a simple reduction of Bottom’s whole argument, the proximity of hundreds more pages catalogued A-C and E-Z casts doubt on any quick decision that this is the key to the book.  Or as Chekov puts it on p. 219, “When I philosophize, I lie terribly.”


� SPINOZA/LOVE AND MIND ARE ONE: Throughout Bottom, quotes from Spinoza reinforce the point that “love and mind are one” in the losing battle against doom.  Spinoza writes: “The mind is only liable to emotions which are referred to passions while the body lasts” (26).  That is, love only lasts as long as the lover does,� and is thus endangered by the life expectancy inherent to all bodies.  There is no everlasting love, no everlasting or universal knowledge, truth, or language; the truth, as love, dies with the mind that knows it.


� MIRROR The constant threat of loss of life and love is reinforced by a comparison with writing.�  As we just saw in Euripedes, “The years have taught me all / Of friendship they efface.”  Time both proves the value of friendship and erases its record by erasing those who share it.  Zukofsky begins chapter “F- Forgotten” with a scene from The Winter’s Tale that depicts two clowns making a promise to one another.  Zukofsky comments: “Alone, each of them may offer a thankful remembrance to the other…. They were made happy by a mutual look” (348).  This mirror, which recalls the “clear mirror” of Zukofsky’s earlier� valentine to Celia, reflects the truth of one’s love, catching the lover in a constant self-communication.�  But the mirror needs the recipient to transmit the message.  Indeed, the lover provides access to a language through her very corporeal, mortal existence: “… language in her eye, her cheek, her lip, / Nay, her foot speaks.”  Through writing, the lover hopes to record the beloved in case the technology of the mirror or the shared language of love should fail (and it will).  Pindar commands: “Live… and in my rhyme” (359) as The Winter’s Tale begs, “When you speak, sweet, I’d have you do it ever” (376).


� LOVE AND REMEMBRANCE (cf. 355, promise; 359, “muddy vesture of decay”; 365 “Shakespeare’s phoenix is female”; 367, immortality as female in story of Persephone; “Love… beyond love and beyond reason,  / Or wit, or safetie” (TNK, 349); “You may be buried among Your Own, and that is good.  If not, then you will be truly interred.” (Zukofsky’s retelling of a Russian joke, 351); remembrance is not necessarily positive: “Unkind remembrance! Thou and endless night / Have done me shame” (King John, qtd. 283); (Moth to Armando in Love’s Labor Lost): “Have you forgot your love?” “Almost I had.” “Negligent student! Learn her by heart.” (151)


� Or as Gorgias writes in a fit of negativity, “Nothing exists.  If anything did exist we could never know it; if perchance a man should come to know it, it would remain a secret, he would be unable to describe it to his fellow men” (364).  


� POST “And weep afresh love’s long since cancelled woe / And moan th’expense of many a vanished sight” (Sonnet 30) “cancelled” as a stamp; the woe afforded to lost love has past its expiration date.


� Impossibility of sharing knowledge (cf. 357; Impossibility of sharing knowledge, from Joyce’s Ulysses: “Unfalled Adam rode and not rutted… Language no wit worse that his… Endless, would it be mine, form of my form?  Who watches me here?  Who ever anywhere will read these written words?  Signs on a white field.  Somewhere to someone in your flutiest voice… What is that word known to all men?  I am quiet here alone.” (214); 372M, Man wants to share Knowledge; Teaching: 370B, 383M; Witness: 348; E (all), Uncertainty of knowledge; Also 378T, knowledge as rumor as opposed to Divine knowledge, which is certain; 380M, Knowledge passes into the Void; those who have ears to hear cannot hear; 378B	, Inability to know what others know, also 364T; 381T “Only I carried winged time / Post on the lame feet of my rhyme; / Which never could I so convey, / Unless your thoughts went on my way”; plus 353M “All thoughts… are winged.”  Transcendence of knowledge if someone stands on the other side (of time, i.e., the future) to catch it.  Impossibility of conveying knowledge to someone who, paradoxically, does not already know it.  244: “Words are vague things.”
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