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Preface

This book resumes and extends an argument that runs through two previ-
ous books of mine about the American poetic tradition: 7he Tenth Muse,
which focuses on American Romantic poetry, and A Coberent Splendor,
which studies American Modernist poetry. The defining issues of a dis-
tinctive American poetics, as I see them, are introduced in Chapter 1 and
summed up in the brief coda. American Poetry after Modernism does not
presume or require a knowledge of the earlier volumes, but it does extend
the lines of argument into the second half of the twentieth century, a
period whose poetry and “poetry wars” were overshadowed and informed
by the horrors of World War II, the threat of nuclear holocaust, the anxi-
eties of the Cold War with the communist bloc, and the conflicts in Korea
and Vietnam.

My intention, as in the earlier volumes, is not a survey of the period
and its groups and movements but a more detailed examination of those
poets who most effectively helped me focus and substantiate my argu-
ment. Consequently I don’t discuss a number of poets whose work is less
relevant to the questions of form and language that I am pursuing. In
particular, I should note the emergence of African-American, Latino, and
Asian-American poets in this period, but the strong focus on issues of eth-
nic identity in the dominant culture, important for all Americans as these
issues are, mean that most of this poetry starts with and is sustained by
a different set of questions. The poets examined in these chapters are all
important figures in American poetry of the second half of the twentieth
century, but among the poets I regret having to leave out I think par-
ticularly of Theodore Roethke, Langston Hughes, Richard Wilbur, James
Merrill, J. V. Cunningham, Charles Olson, Sylvia Plath, Wendell Berry,
Gary Snyder, Nathaniel Mackey, Robert Hass, and Mary Oliver.

This project encompasses the whole span of my scholarly life. It began to
take direction in lectures for a two-semester course on American poets from
the Puritans to the present that I taught as a beginning assistant professor at
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X Preface

Harvard in the mid-1960s. Reading and teaching those poets over the years
that soon took me to Stanford, I kept returning to the question of whether
they came to represent a poetic tradition distinct from the British tradition,
and, if so, what the defining issues and differences are. A number of good and
enlightening historical surveys of American poetry have been published over
the last fifty years, but nothing quite like my line of inquiry. As my think-
ing clarified and developed, what I had presumed would be a single volume
evolved into two, and now into a third segment that carries the argument up
to the contemporary scene. Looking back, I see how much my reading of
American literature was influenced by the great intellectual historian Perry
Miller; and I feel my indebtedness to him, as I have so many times before, for
the courses I took from him, especially the one on American Romanticism,
and for his guidance in writing my dissertation on Emily Dickinson, which
became my first book. So I feel gratified and satisfied, and also a littde wistful,
at completing a project conceived almost a half-century ago at the beginning
of my professional life. Mirabile dictu et deo gratias.

As 1 bring this book to completion, Andrew Brown is very much
in my mind and heart. Among his many achievements in his career at
Cambridge University Press has been his steady advocacy of American lit-
erature. Andrew asked me more than thirty years ago to be the first aca-
demic editor of a new series we called Cambridge Studies in American
Literature and Culture, which is still actively publishing. During the
decade of my editorship we became good friends. The Press published
my two earlier volumes about the American poetic tradition, and Andrew
and I were in conversation about this third installment since its inception
three summers ago. On one occasion he remarked that the book would
be a fitting culmination of our long association through the Press, and, in
one of my last e-mails to him before his death in January 2014, I was able
to report that I had just about finished the draft of the conclusion.

In closing I also want to thank friends and colleagues who read parts
of the book and generously offered incisive and helpful suggestions, espe-
cially Robert Kiely, Marjorie Perloff, Gareth Reeves, Brett Millier, and
Robert Grenier, who turned his sharp proofreader’s eye and pencil to my
typed text. Thanks also to Ryan Haas for his sure-handed assistance in
the final preparation of the book manuscript. And, as always, to Barbara
Charlesworth Gelpi, whose unfailing editorial eye and deep love of poetry
have seen every chapter through.

Albert Gelpi
Stanford University
August 7, 2014
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CHAPTER I

Twentieth-Century American Poetics:
An Overview

From Romanticism to Modernism

Terms embracing large cultural and aesthetic ideologies — Romanticism,
Modernism, Postmodernism — change their protean shape and color in
different hands and perspectives, but they are nevertheless useful markers
in defining and comparing successive periods of cultural history. Indeed,
the very imprecision of such epithets — the fact that they enfold inconsis-
tencies and rest in contradictions and paradoxes — allows us to identify
and trace the volatile play and counterplay of issues and values as a given
period defines itself in relation to its antecedents and sets the terms for
what will follow from it. The sections of this chapter trace three inter-
twined lines of descent that comprise a large historical argument about
the poetics of twentieth-century American poetry.

In A Coberent Splendor, 1 argued that the Modernist period, bracketed
by the two world wars, bore a complicated and ambivalent relation to
Romanticism, the dominant aesthetic and cultural ideology of the nine-
teenth century; that Romanticism had itself evolved out of and explicitly
against Enlightenment rationalism; and that the Enlightenment, in its
turn, had deepened the growing skepticism since the Renaissance about
theological or metaphysical absolutes capable of sustaining a reliable rela-
tion between subject and object, mind and matter, physics and metaphys-
ics. Enlightenment rationalists might declare that they had disproved the
authority of established systems of belief, but the Romantics saw the ratio-
nalist arguments as reducing metaphysics to physics, the supernatural to the
natural, and thus as exposing the limits of mere human reason as a faculty
for comprehending the nature of reality and the mystery of existence. In
response to the epistemological and religious crisis, the Romantics sought
to ground insight into reality neither in reason nor institutional systems of
belief but in the felt experience of the individual. Induction and deduction
yield to personal intuition of the universal in the particulars of experience, of
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2 American Poetry after Modernism

the absolute in the passing contingencies of time and space. These moments
of perception constitute acts of genuine signification that offer the deepest
human understandings and proceed from the highest human faculty of cog-
nition, which philosophers, following Kant, called transcendental Reason
and artists called Imagination. And for the artist, the Imagination moves to
expression in a form inspired, inspirited by the generative experience.

Thus Romantic epistemology, psychology, and aesthetics proposed an
organic triad of correspondences between the perceiving subject, the per-
ceived world, and the medium of expression in the subtending activity
of Spirit. The most influential theoretician of the Romantic Imagination
in England was Coleridge, and in America Emerson; its most influen-
tial exemplars were Wordsworth and Whitman. But visionary insight
is difficult to attain, much less to maintain, and Romanticism put such
stress on the individual’s momentary experience that the Romantic syn-
thesis of subject and object, poet and nature through the agency of the
Imagination began to deconstruct almost as soon as it was ventured. The
literature of the nineteenth century records the dissolution of Romantic
ecstasy into Romantic irony and paradox: from Blake’s visions and
Wordsworth’s early nature mysticism to the decadence of the Romantic
ideology in fin de siécle aestheticism.

In the opening years of the new century, erupting in the war that
seemed to many besides Spengler symptomatic of the “decline of the
West,” Modernism aggressively advanced a counter-ideology to an
exhausted Romanticism, explicitly rejecting its epistemological and
metaphysical idealism, its aggrandizement of the individual ego, its
organic model for the instantiation of seer and seen, word and mean-
ing. As the experience of organic continuity gave way to a deepening
sense of the discontinuity between subject and object, the consequent
fracture of perceiving self and perceived world required a different notion
of the function of form. Where Romantic form assumed and strove for
an organic wholeness, Modernist form required invention and artifice,
the construction of the art object from the fragments. The Modernist
artwork stood as an often desperate, even heroic insistence on coherence
against the instability of nature, the unreliability of perception, and the
tragedy of human history. For the Modernist, therefore, form came to
mean not a discovered correspondence with nature, but almost the oppo-
site: form organic only in the internal functioning of its parts, abstracted
from nature and pieced together into an artifact that aimed to be - T. S.
Eliot’s adjective — “autotelic™: its own end, its meaning literally manufac-
tured (handmade) in its construction.
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From this point of view, Modernism can be seen as arising from the
intensification of Romantic tensions to the point of rupture. The criti-
cal discussion of Modernism has concentrated on the shattering of for-
mal conventions as an expression of the disintegration of traditional
values, and this is indeed the aspect of Modernism that anticipates
Postmodernism. Marjorie Perloff has dubbed the Modernist aesthetic, in
the tide of her influential study, 7he Poetics of Indeterminacy, and in The
Futurist Moment she traced how writers learned, from avant-garde artists’
turn to collage, experimental techniques for verbal bricolage. The fix-
ing of bits and pieces in an arrested arrangement compelled a dramatic
shift from the temporal aesthetic of natural process to a spatial poetics
of invented arrangement: in painting, three-dimensional objects flattened
into a surface design; in poetry, the lyric speaker splintered into contrast-
ing voices, sequentiality reassembled in juxtapositions; in music, chordal
juxtaposition in place of melodic development. Thus Picasso’s Cubism,
Kandinsky’s abstractions, Pound’s ideogrammic method, Schénberg’s jar-
ring atonalities.

However, as I have already begun to suggest, although Modernism as
an aesthetic and cultural ideology began in indeterminacy and rupture, it
did not end there, because most Modernists could not accept and abide in
indeterminacy and rupture. Even the patterning of bits and pieces into col-
lage and bricolage, I would argue, is evidence not just of the disintegration
of self and world but, at least as importantly, of a counter-determination
to resist disintegration. Fragmentation aroused in artists an urgent need to
build, to press the imagination to create form from formlessness. If order
could not be found, it could be made, and that aesthetic coherence con-
stituted the high function of art. Wallace Stevens spoke for his Modernist
peers when he said that a “blessed rage for order” conferred on the driven
artist a heroic nobility in an ignoble time and a vital function in society,
since the work of imagination “helps us to live our lives.” Similarly, when
Ezra Pound charged his contemporaries to make it new, the fiat of that
aesthetic genesis claimed for the artist a creative and transforming power
in social and cultural life.

So I read poetic Modernism differently from many distinguished com-
mentators on the subject, Marjorie Perloff and Hugh Kenner among them,
in arguing that the Modernists were aiming not at, or not finally at, a poet-
ics of indeterminacy but rather — as suggested by the Poundian title of my
study of Modernism — at achieving a coherent splendor. Despite the man-
ifestos and axiomatic pronouncements against Romanticism, Modernism
in fact represents an extension and reconstitution of the salient issues that
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Romanticism set out to deal with. In the face of the intellectual, psycho-
logical, moral, and political turmoil that had propelled the last two centu-
ries into more and more violent crises, Modernism continued to exalt the
imagination as the agency of coherence. Not, the Modernists insisted, the
Romantic Imagination with its capital I; but an imagination that, though
shorn of mystical and idealist claims, was still the supreme human faculty
of cognition, empowering the artist (echoing Stevens again) to decreate
disordered experience into aesthetic creation. Even in their most experi-
mental phases, Pound, Eliot, James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, William Carlos
Williams, and Stevens all wanted the pieces in their collages to make some
kind of picture, however complex and difficult. Against detractors Pound
pressed forward with his life’s work in the conviction that he would be
able to name his cantos, when the pattern was complete, with a single
ideogram that would subsume the thousands of pieces. And Stevens,
acknowledging that his poems were aimed at intimating bit by bit the
supreme fiction, wanted at the end of his life to call his collected poems
“The Whole of Harmonium.”

Nor need the coherence possible in an artwork, by being autotelic and
self-completing, be merely aesthetic, art merely for art’s sake, as leftist crit-
ics of the 1930s and contemporary Marxists would dismissively have it.
Charles Altieri’s Painterly Abstraction in Modernist American Poetry: The
Contemporaneity of Modernism (1990) mounts a compelling argument for
the moral efficacy of the Modernist aesthetic. Working from abstraction
as a hermeneutic of perception in painting, Altieri reads Eliot, Williams,
Pound, and Stevens to show how in poetry as well as painting the abstract-
ing process of decreation and re-creation, hermetic though it be, requires
subtle discriminations of perception, and so of consciousness. Such exact-
ing discriminations permit, indeed compel, us to understand ourselves
and our situation more precisely and thereby to define the values and
commitments on which responsible choice and moral action depend. For
Altieri, the Modernist aesthetic comprises not just an epistemology but an
ethics: for many in the twentieth century, the only valid way of coming to
discernment and commitment.

I would push Altieri’s argument and claim that many of the great
Modernist poets came by different paths to realize the psychologi-
cal and moral limits of the poetics of indeterminacy and superseded
them. The period of High Modernism — what Perloff called the Futurist
Moment — was relatively brief, roughly from 1910 to 1925. The task of
superseding indeterminacy served to extend these poets’ active careers into
mid-century and made for much of their best work. At issue are the nature
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and function of form: whether, on the one hand, poetic form makes an
aesthetic coherence out of the fragments of experience and the incoher-
ence of reality, or whether, on the other hand, the effort at coherence in
poetic form strives to reflect or intimate or arrive at a coherence in reality
outside the poem. The shift in poetic stance between High Modernism
and later developments can be grasped in the contrast between 7he
Waste Land and Four Quartets; between “Mauberley” and A Draft of XXX
Cantos on the one hand and The Pisan Cantos and the final Drafis and
Fragments on the other; between H.D.’s Imagist Sea Garden and her long
hermetic sequences Trilogy and Helen in Egypt; between Stevens’s poems
in Harmonium and Parts of a World on the one hand and the poems in
Transport to Summer and The Rock on the other; between the Williams of
Spring and All and the Williams of Paterson and the triadic poems of his
last decade.

Different understandings of Modernism make for different evaluations
of the earlier and later work of these poets. For Perloff and Altieri, for
example, Eliot’s masterpiece is 7he Waste Land; for me it is Four Quartets.
The prophecy of “What the Thunder Said” at the end of 7he Waste Land
finds completion in the epiphany in the chapel at Litde Gidding when
tragic history is grasped through the mystery of the Incarnation as “a pat-
tern / Of timeless moments.” Out of the confusing polyglossia of 7he
Waste Land Eliot’s own voice has emerged and identified itself within a
circumambient reality extrinsic to art.

Poetry need no longer be autotelic; in fact, “the poetry does not mat-
ter,” “East Coker” tells us, at least not in the way that it has to matter
to a High Modernist.? It was Eliot’s particular Christian perspective — a
Calvinist version of Catholicism — that impelled him to conclude that
the poetry as poetry does not matter. But other Modernists came to simi-
larly anti-Modernist positions. For all Pound’s disputes with his old friend
about religion, he came to a kind of Neoplatonist pantheism synthesized
from the Greek mysteries and the Chinese #20 that allowed him, in 7he
Pisan Cantos and the last Drafts and Fragments, to repudiate Modernist
aestheticism. “Le Paradis n’est pas artificial” is a refrain in the later Cantos;
paradise is not a narcotic fantasy, as Baudelaire had said, but “terrestre,”
realizable in the eternal round of nature. In Canto 81, the goddess’s eyes
attend Pound in his prison tent and reveal a vision in which the chastened
ego consents to “[l]earn of the green world what can be thy place / In scaled
invention or true artistry.” By Canto 116, when Pound has to acknowledge
that he will never complete and name his life’s work, he is able to give his
incomplete poem an unexpected affirmation by concluding: “it coheres
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all right / even if my notes do not cohere.” “I have tried to write Paradise,”
but if the poem has failed in “true artistry,” the failure is — only — aes-
thetic, not metaphysical; coherence lies in the ongoing #20. Meaning sur-
passes the “scaled invention” of Modernist means.*

Neither Stevens nor H.D. nor Williams would ever question the integ-
rity of the poem in so fundamental a way as Pound or Eliot did, but the
late work of all three intimated a point of reference and relevance out-
side their poetry. H.D.’s late autobiographical sequences intend to cast a
spell as they voice prayers and invocations weaving a syncretic myth from
the Christian, Greek, and Egyptian sources, which finally spells out the
bare initials of her name into her “Hermetic Definition.” Stevens’s length-
ening meditations turn and turn on archetypes — father, mother, anima,
ephebe — constellated around images of the completed self as giant, hero,
major man; and increasingly the language of the poems invests its fic-
tive images with an aura of mystery, as though those images were por-
tents of a further and numinous reality: “like rubies reddened by rubies,
reddening.” The quasi-religious vocabulary and transcendental aura of
late Stevens point away from the humanist agnosticism of an early poem
like “To an Old Christian Woman” and anticipate his acceptance of
Catholicism during the last weeks of his life. Even Williams found, by the
time of Paterson Vand the triadic poems in Pictures from Brueghel, that his
resolutely anti-metaphysical humanism had deepened to the point that it
had to express itself in mythic and even, occasionally, religious terms.

The longer, late poems of these poets temper their early Modernist
stance by opening the visualized, spatial constellation of the poems into
sequences in which time dictates both the form and the theme. Canto
30 had stipulated the Modernist dread of time: “Time is the evil. Evil.”
Poems like 7he Cantos and The Waste Land fracture history into spatial
juxtapositions in many voices, but in Four Quartets and in the later
Cantos the poet’s voice emerges from the various speakers to meditate
on living in time and history. Eliot wrote the essay on “The Music of
Poetry” as he was finishing the Quartets, and he was not alone in invok-
ing music rather than painting or sculpture as an analogue for poetic
form. Indeed, just at the point when younger, mid-century poets like
George Oppen and Louis Zukofsky began adapting Williams’s objec-
tivism, Williams was himself complaining of its static constraints and
turning from spatial arrangement of lines to an urgent search for a
new, more flexible measure capable of extension. His discovery of what
he called the variable foot,” based on the musical bar and stepped in
tercets down the page like a score, opened the way into Paterson and
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the autobiographical voice of the late poems. Stevens smoothed out
the jagged angularities of “Domination of Black” and “Thirteen Ways
of Looking at a Blackbird” into the endless silken iambics of the late
sequences following the year’s, and life’s, seasons: Transport to Summer,
The Auroras of Autumn.

In my view, then, the key to Modernism resides in its attempt, in the
wake of declining faith and debunked reason and decadent Romanticism,
to affirm the imagination as the supreme human faculty of cognition for
(and against) a secular, skeptical age. The dialectic with Romanticism
that constituted and defined Modernism took place, as I have suggested,
in two phases. First, the avant-garde High Modernism of the 19105 and
1920s sought to replace Romantic claims for the metaphysical and mysti-
cal insight of the imagination by redefining the function of the imagina-
tion in terms of a constructive formalism with the capacity and authority
to decreate/re-create inchoate experience into a quasi-absolute, autotelic
assemblage. Then, in the 1930s, the strict formalism of collage and juxta-
position came increasingly to seem not so much a solution as a static and
unresolved dead end, and Modernism opened up to temporal and histori-
cal process, recovering or discovering thereby sources of cognition beyond
the aesthetic: in the case of Eliot, by a renewal of faith in the Incarnation;
in the case of the others — Stevens, Pound, Williams, H.D. — by an explo-
ration of the powers of insight that had been the legacy of Romanticism
latent yet active in Modernism all along.

From Modernism to Postmodernism

The epithet “Modernism” came into currency not from the artists them-
selves (they thought of themselves as moderns, as opposed to Romantics
or Victorians, but not Modernists), but from retroactive commentary of
critics and literary historians. In fact, the currency of the term marked
the end of the period, and critics soon coined the term “Postmodernism”
to distinguish subsequent developments. The Postmodernist break with
Modernism serves to define the poetry of the Cold War decades, but just
as Modernism defined itself not just against but, in many ways, in dia-
logue with Romanticism, so Postmodernism defined itself not just in
opposition to but in dialogue with Modernism, as the transition played
itself out over two generations of poets.

The poets who began to publish just after World War II found them-
selves awed and overshadowed by the enormous achievements of their leg-
endary predecessors, most of them still alive and writing. Lynn Keller’s



