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"What are these songs/ straining at sense"?: Interpretation and the Poem in the World of Louis Zukofsky

Kenneth Sherwood

Prelude


What are the possible ways of reading a poem when our goal is to venture an articulation of its meanings?
  Some poems unsettle the foundations of our reading styles when we encounter the difficulties of determining authorial intention or when the self-evident meaning of words is eroded by puns, double-meanings, and other ambiguous turns that throw representation itself into question.

Modernist writing that explores new forms and the very boundaries of what counts as literature invites a certain, broad style of reading.  Rhetorical interpretation does not imagine it can arrive at an authoritative reading; rather it employs whatever means necessary to make a persuasive case about interpretive details (Mailloux).   Because it neither presumes a singularity of meaning nor aspires to produce an authoritative reading, it can only hope to earn the assent of readers (or a community of special readers like the editorial board of a scholarly journal). 
 What follows could be considered an example of such a reading.  Insofar as it casts a revealing light upon the workings of a poem, it succeeds. 

Close Reading


In his early, short lyric poems, Louis  Zukofsky attempts to reconcile the making of carefully crafted poetry with his social conscience.  The problem, a common one for poets, is the general acknowledgement that poetry makes nothing happen in a practical political sense unless one writers explicit propaganda. 
  "When the crickets," a poem that has no ostensible political content, can be interesting to read in this context.  The poem begins with the implied situation of a sleepless, summer night:

When the crickets

sound like fifty water-taps

forsaken at once

The initial simile comparing cricket-calls and dripping faucets seems pedestrian at first, although it embodies an interesting tension.
  The normal relationship between the terms of the simile has been reversed, situating the speaker as one whose basis of experience is that of a domestic or urban space.  The dripping tap is the normative experience drawn upon to give scale or meaning to crickets--the foreign noise.
  

A perceptive ear might further note an aural relationship between "crickets" and "fifty water-taps," where precisely articulated short syllables share /t/ sounds and play with the percussive repetition of  /k/ /k/ in "crickets"; just as the alliterative /f//f/ of "fifty" gives way to the triple  /t//t//t/ in "fifty water taps".  The percussiveness of the language sounds are embodied, and connected with the central image of the stanza,  in the pun of "water-taps."


The heightening of attention to sound is not misplaced in the poem, given the theme that begins to emerge.  While less obviously onomatopoeic, repetitions appear prominently in the second stanza too:

the inclemency 

of the inhuman noises

is the earth's

The pattern of /m/ and /n/ sounds is emphasized by the parallel placement of "inclemency" and "inhuman."  Perhaps there is a pun here on inside versus outside, since it is the "inclemency" of outdoor sound that seems to be disturbing the sleeper inside.  "Inhuman" further emphasizes the spatial organization of the scene (inside/outside; domestic/natural) and suggestively justifies the odd simile of the first stanza: i.e. crickets are like water-taps since both belong to the category of non-human things. 


The position of the speaker in relation to the world begins to demand attention.  The poem had begun with a kind of  confident distancing (or, if you prefer, acceptance of necessary distance) that soon begins to unravel.  For these noises are "the earth's"--the poem continues, "with its roadways / over cabins in the forests," providing an incongruous image.  How do speaker and his world, the human and natural relate?  The products of human activity, roads, and the unnamed but implied noise of traffic they bring along could be said to intrude and seem visually to arc above the cabin (an otherwise pastoral domicile now suggestively situated under a bridge or highway on-ramp). This image of unnatural intrusion balances the inverted simile in the first stanza and reopens the question of the speaker's relation to the world--or, to put the matter differently, reopens all the questions about how to arrange the human, animal, natural, social.


The second half of the poem changes tone and form to provide at least a provisional resolution for the tensions it has introduced.  The speaker no longer projects his own distressed emotions.
  The trio of concluding stanzas are each two-lines long, with five of the six lines consisting of three-word phrases which are brought into tighter relation by assonance and consonance:

the sheets smell

of sweet milk

all the waters

of the world

we are going

to sleep to sleep

The language here takes on a suddenly soothing, melifluous quality. Gone are the disruptive repetitions of sharp consonants; instead sheets are sweet with /e/ and /l/ sounds, even as the proverbial warm milk (to soothe insomnia) enters the scene, which is suddenly dominated (in mind if not actuality) by "all the waters/ of the world" flowing into the nodding rhythm of the iconic last line: "to sleep to sleep."
 


While this poem, unlike for instance, Zukofsky's sestina "Mantis," does not employ traditional English prosody (meter and end-rhyme), its verses are hardly free of poetic devices and  structure.  In fact, as one of Zukofsky's simpler poems, it illustrates nicely a notion of poetic craft as work.  The poem's progression from alienated distraction to an integrated and peaceful music at its conclusion is achieved through a careful, self-conscious employment of language as material. "What are these songs/ straining at sense--" begins another poem in then same sequence? Their "consequence," in this reading, is the accomplishment of a moment of beauty and peace, and slumber—a brief respite from a sometimes wearisome world achieved through a poem.

Postlude


What kind of interpretation is this? Despite the attention to form in this interpretation, it would be inaccurate to call it a purely formalist reading.  There will be other poems, some simple, like "It's a gay - life", others complex, like "Poem Beginning 'The'", that will also seem resistant to formalist interpretation.  One brings a reasoned preference for a certain mode of interpretation to the reading of a text; at the same time, the text itself makes demands which “invite” one or another mode of interpretation; this is not to say that the text determines the way it ought to be read; we can, and it may be productive sometimes, read against its grain.  Yet some styles of poetry, (eg. metaphysicals like Donne) seem almost written for formalist analysis; others (eg. confessionals, like Plath) seem to beg for an intentionalist reading.  And a Modernist like Zukofsky, I suppose I think he begs for a balance of historical context and attention to craft, which is another way of saying: a rhetorical mix between form and content and context in which the activity of the readers’ themselves ultimately contributes to the meaning.
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�    Perhaps we adopt an approach that aims to get close to an author's presumed intention, or we may choose a more formalist attitude that sees interpretation as the precise analysis of words on the page.  Whether one adopts one of these two "foundationalist" (Mailloux) approaches or a "contextualist" practice that  draws upon biographical and historical information, one likely proceeds with the unexamined assumption that careful reading can determine  the definite, singular meaning produced by a poem.


�    Yet where the intentionalist or formalist might claim to get at the "truth" of the poem, a rhetorical approach, however practical, must also admit that it is interested: i.e. arguing for its own perspective and not merely translating the poem on its own terms.


� 	Michael Heller's analysis "Objectivists in the Thirties" makes some interesting moves, as a piece of criticism, which might be worth examining as ways of testing out ideas about interpretation (not to mention deepening our understanding of the poets and poems).  Beginning by establishing the context of salient political/social issues of the thirties, Heller proposes the idea of a unifying position for the poets--a position located in relation collision of utopian and apocalyptic thinking.  For these poets, he argues, the pressure of current events (as history in the act of becoming) compels an engagement with the social world through their art:


Was the poem to be seen as something personal and in some sense private, or, was it to be useful, enlisted in the public good? If the poem was to have some effect on the social order, what sort of poem  would it be? (144-45)


Heller's analysis takes seriously what he describes as the poets' felt needs to articulate a relationship to the social world.  Unreflexively perpetuating literary tradition (traditional forms and modes) would constitute a kind of social irresponsibillity.  At the same time, Heller argues, the critical discourse of Marxism had already begun to license very limited aesthetic practices (social realism) that in their didactic aims, prioritization of accessibility, and limitation on subject, would have been anathema to these poets.


	Heller gives a persuasive analysis of the engagement of Zukofsky and Oppen with the issue of craft.  At times he deploys effective quotations from letters to establish authorial intention -even as he sometimes admits the lack of "archival" evidence--, yet his argument is largely grounded in close-readings of exemplary poems.  What Mailloux should help us recognize, however, is that he uses neither method exclusively and that like all rhetorical actors, Heller's own criticism is motivated.  One of the unstated assumptions in his criticism is regarding the "hegemonic" discourse of Marxism.  In this, Heller's own political views (and his resistance to the admixture of poetics/politics reflected in the work of his generation's Language poets) shape the argument.  He not only argues that this political view gave rise to a stunted aesthetics but that the Objectivists recognize this as a necessary function of the political.   In grouping Williams with the Objectivists, for instance, he writes in approving fashion: "for the poet, the attempt to signify can precede or take into account or even nudge aside the ideological atmosphere in which the poem is written" (154).


	The claim is that poetry exists outside or above the sphere of such earthbound discourses as Marxism.  However persuasive or nonpersuasive we find the analysis of the poems, we need to also acknowledge the burden an author brings to criticism (this author included).


� The child gazing at a aged photograph of a parent may observe, "you look just like me!" only to be reminded it is more properly the reverse.  So too in this first stanza of the poem.


� "What do crickets sound like?" asks the city boy to his friend just returned from summer camp. "They sound like fifty water-taps all dripping at once."


�   Water taps is both a naming of faucets and a description of the sound they make while dripping.  Water taps when it drips from the water tap.  Allusion to the military bugle call "Taps," which is sounded at funerals but also at day's end, is also likely relevant.


�   While the water faucet rather than the speaker is actually described as forsaken, to personify the faucet and suggest it grieves at being left generates a kind of emotional atmosphere that suffuses the speaker himself;  the hints of death in "taps" playing are consistent with this.


�    Go to sleep, go to sleep, go to sleep my …. rocking to and fro, in the cradle of the earth or the poem's sounds?





