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The Concrete Historical

Roland Greene

atenal” poetry, “visual” and “sound” poetry, “concrete” poetry: with a few
important qualifications, these terms denote one trans-historical phe-

nomenon in Western poetic wrting. Definitions ot this phenomenon tend to find

different ways of sounding right:

It so falleth out most imes your occular proportion docth declare the nature of the
audible: for 1f 1t please the eare well, the same represented by delincation to the
view pleaseth the eye well and ¢ connerso: and this by a naturall simpatiiie, beoweene
the eare and the eye, and betweene tunes & colours, cuen as there is the like
berweene the other sences and their objects.

[In these poems,] the senies of words, the series of sentences remind the reader of
the constant flow, the perpetual development of things.

The poem—is it not that vibrant space on which a few signs are projected hike an
ideogram that might be a purveyor of meanings? Space. projection. ideogram: these
threc words allude to an operation that consists in unfolding a place, a here, that
will recetve and support a writing: fragments that regroup and seck to form a fig-
ure, a nucleus of meanings.

Evervthing concrete 1s nothing butitself. To be understood concretely a word must
be taken at its word. All art is concrete which uses 1ts matenal functionally and not
svmbolically.

.. |like] the industrial drafter occupied with

RoLAND GREENL 15 Assoclate
Professor of English at Harvard

University.

The poet is a designer of language .

finding better configurations for a planned object.

Poems about the poem itselt or about the office of poet.’

[t meanings can be distributed, “material poetry™ eftectively names the entire his-
torical and cultural continuum, and claims much writing—tor nstance, large
swatches of an ostensibly conventional text such as Shakespeare’s Sonnets— that
goes under no other experimental rubric. “Concrete poetry,” a term with a certamn

chronological and multi-national import, 1s virtually a brand or trademark tor the

program it represents in post-modern literature, which Augusto de Campos relates
elsewhere in this Bulletin. “Pattern poetry™ 1s a deliberately vague. appreciative term

1

The first observation here 1s by George Puttenham. The
Aree of English Poesie, ed. Gladys Doidge Willeock and
Alice Walker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1936}, p. ¥5: the second by Jean Arp, “Kandinsky the
Poet™ (1935), Arp on A Poems, Essays, Memorics, cd.
Marcel Jean, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New York:
The Viking Press, 1972). p. 283; the third by Octavio Paz,
“Signs in Rowton™ (1967}, The Bow and the Lyre. trans.
Ruth L.C. Sinuns (Austin: Umiversiey of Texas Press,

1973), p. 249: the tourth by Max Bense (1965), aited in
English in Concerning Concrete Poerry, ed. Bob Cobbing
and Peter Mayer (London: Writers Forum, 197%8), p. 13,
the fitth and sixth by Haroldo de Campos (in the first
instance paraphrasing Decio Pignatan) n his A .dne ro
Honzonte do Provavel, 4th ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Editora
Perspectiva, 1977). pp. 142, 153. Unaanbuted transla-

110118 are nume,




Danieli Barbaro. P. V.
Ouum Dadylicum
SeonpiTinGs,

Sacram
Bar bari
The fpiades
Cigite frontem
Flortbus ommnibus
Ocbalijs , Paphijs ,
Laurigerisg; Coronis.,

N4 ferit hic bene Barbiton
Suautfonis modulamimbus
Egregijs adco-, ut data uobis
Huic rear aurea plecira forortbus
Acnium'ue delit puero melos
Et citharam bonus addit Apollo
Indole captus , g7 ingenio,
Hune Hederis igitur facris
Cingite protinus alme
Prerides nouum
Poetam.

Figure 1. Giovanni Pierio Valeriano
Bolzani, “Onum dactylicum,” Hexa-
metr. odae et epigramumata ( Lenice,
is50)p. 134"
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tor several practices that go by a number of more techmical ttles, such as
technopaegnion and calligram.* The general phenomenon of material poetry is one
of the least invesugated currents in European and Amencan hiteratures, while these
relatively restricted terms have been the property ot critical subcultures that hardly
communicate with the study of poetry at large.

The prevalence and reach of matenal poetry would seem to pose a challenge to
the phenomenon’s usually marginal character, its susceptibility to being seen or
heard as fatally eccentric. In fact, the attachment of that characterization to mate-
ral poetry, especially since the mineteenth century, 1s almost as persistent as the
phenomenon itself, and throughout the entire modern period of literary studies
has often kept its theory and interpretation at bay. A typical judgment 1s rendered
in something called the Handy-Book of Literary Curiosities: “Heading the hist of En-
glish word-torturers stands so good and great a man as George Herbert. We quote
two specimens, and then pass on with our cyes veiled, to avoid gazing too mtently
on a good man’s shame.”™ This ahistorical, anti-matenal bias 15 tacitly shared by
many poets, theorists, and readers, and has substantially affected the reception of
material poetry. Because such a poetry programmatically questions the ideas of a
conventional lyric poetics, 1t 1s largely at the mercy of that poetics when it comes
to be read tor itself; material poetry either explains itself— which it almost always
does, whoever may be listening—or depends on its small circle of aficionados, but
does not often participate in the critical dialogue around poetry 1tself. As a conse-
quence, that discussion has lost something.

The European Renaissance of about 1500 to 1650 sees material poetry come to
prominence as an indispensable set of possibilities within poetry at large

not only
as a subset of the whole, but as an inner workshop that often opens onto the larger
space of the genre with critically renovative motions. Hostile readers tried, even
then, to dispense with it: Gabriel Harvey (1550-1630), one of the most outspoken
literary men of his generation, writes derisively around 1580 of “this odd riminge
with many other triflinge and childishe toyes to make verses, that shoulde mn pro-
portion represente the form and figure of an egg, an ape, a winge, and sutche -
diculous and madd gugawes and crockchettes, and of late foolishely reuiuid.™ The
work Harvey has in mind includes classical texts such as Sirmas of Rhodes’s wing-
shaped poem (revived early 1n the sixteenth century) and recent tributes to ancient
models such as Giovanm Pienio Valeriano Bolzani’s “Ovum dactylicum” (published
1550) (hgure 1), both of which stand for a frankly grosser. more sensual poetics
than the delicate experiments with quantitative meters that Harvey proposes in this
period; on the other hand, these texts live by a much more abstract relation to the

2 Dick Higgins, Pattern Poetry: Guide to an Unknown Litera- almost diabolic tension™ (p. 270). Walsh 15 quoted ap-
ture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), provingly by Lawrence E. Nelson, Onr Roving Bible (New
pp- 230-33. offers a useful glossary of terms such as acros- York: Abimgdon-Cokesbury Press. 1945), pp. 64-65,
tic, calhigram, and technopaegnon. who adds: “"When i 158y it was solemnly announced [by

4 William S, Walsh, Handy-Book of Literary Curosities Puttenham]| that ‘the Lozange is a most beautiful figure. . . .
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co., 1893), p. 272. Walksh the fuzie is of the same nature but that he is sharper and
begins: “There is pity, or even forgiveness, for all forms slenderer.” not nearly enough people laughed.”
of humuan folly, imbecility, error, and crime. Yet the 4 Gabriel Harvey. "From Harvev's ‘Letter-Book,” Elizabe-
nmuakers of what arc known [as emblemauc, figurate. or than Cntical Issays, ed. G. Gregory Smuth, 2 vols. (Lon-

shaped poems] strain the divinity of forgiveness to an don: Oxford University Press. 1904), 1:126.
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world of events and 1deas than Harvey’s 1deal poem would—and does.* One wit-
nesses here, among other things, a complicated generational quarrel over versions
of classicism. Buc the interests of material poetry are not entirely with the earlier

generation. since the exemplary text of Harvey’s avant-garde

Edmund Spenser’s
Shepheardes Calender (1579), in which Harvey appears (somewhat ambiguously) as

a character—r1tself involves a self-conscious revision of available strategies tfor ex-
ploiting materiality. Several of the eclogues in that series depend on the play of
materiality against meaning, of sound agamst semantics. The “August” episode
includes a whole dialogue, imitated trom classical pastoral models, in which two
shepherds compete and collaborate to build what amounts to an exemplary ma-
terial poem: that 1s, a poem that asks us to think about how meaning 1s made out
of sounds and shapes, and that offers as much in the way of immediate experience
as 1t does of 1deas or argument.”

The recent work by Lisa Jardine and Anthony Gratton on Harvey's place mn the
“history of reading” —especially his deployment of what modern readers would
consider purely academic knowledge tor immediate political and other pragmatic
purposes, what Philip Sidney (1554—13586) called “the trade of our lives” —suggests
an approach to his 1deas about poetic matenality.” Considering the physical sites of
Harvey’s reading, Jardine and Grafton mmagine that he might have used the con-
temporary invention known as the book-wheel, a “splendid combination of
cabinetry and cogwheels™ that “enabled 1ts user to lay out on tlat surfaces as many
books as he might choose, to move them as he needed them without losing his
places, and to stop at any selected text— thanks to the cogwheels.”™ They repro-
duce an illustration that shows a reader manipulating a ferris wheel-hke contrap-
tion as open books rotate toward him.” But an old-fashioned shaped text such as
Simias’s wings or Bolzani's egg would all but stop the book-wheel in its intertextual
movement; such a poem’s version ot matenality holds the world at a distance n
tashioning a perfectly sclf-contained and self-conscious object. Perhaps Harvey’s
strictures against materiality in poetry come out of his highly assimilative style of
reading, where the material properties of texts would appear as obstacles to the
extraction of knowledge; and perhaps the Harvey-inspired work of Spenser (1552~
1599), Thomas Watson (15577—1592), and others ot their generation 15 to reinvent
a materiality for their own outward-looking purposes, a concreteness that estab-
lishes the poem’s identity as a fictional world with borders open to the material
world in which it 1s written and read. For Harvey and the rest, the entire 1ssue ot
physicality in poetry has to be rethought in a systematic way, and the result 1s a
poetry newly adjusted to reality. In this sense, the generation of English poets born

S The Biographic Universelle, 45 vols. (Paris. 1843-05), 42: to the Calender (pp. 127-34). whose author is the (prob-
463—64. includes a biographical arucle on Bolzani, whose ably tactidous) editor EXK. I meunon the epistle here
pen name was Pienus Valenanus, Margaret Church, " The because one might consider E K, —here and in his an-
Frest English Pattern Poems,” PAILA 61 (1946): 640—42, nottons on the eclogues—the first commentator on
provides some context around his work. the matertaliey of the Calender.

¢ For a more extensive treatmenc of the materialiy of 7 Lisa Jardine and Anthony Grafton, * “Studied for Ac-
“August” in the context of the entire Calender, see my tion’: How Gabriel Harvey Read His Livy.” Past and
essay. " The Shepheardes Calender, Dialogue, and Periph- Presenr 129 (1990); 29—78. The phrase from a leuer by
rasis.” Spenser Stndies 8 (1990): 1-33. In G.G. Smith's first Sidney appears at 39.

volume of Elizabethan Critical Essays, the selecuon from ¥ Jardine and Grafton. * *Studied for Action,” ™ 46.
Harvey and Spenser is followed by the dedicatory epistle ¢ Jardine and Grafton. ™ *Studied for Action,” ™ 47.
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about 1550 pretigures the Brazilian Noigandres group that canie to prominence in
the 1950s, tor whom merely shaped poeins were less compelling than a new “con-
crete poetry” based on a principle of strategic assimilation —tiguratively, digestion
or deglutition —of knowledge and 1deology.*

Perhaps surprisingly trom a modern standpoint, Harvey thinks of cven rhymed
poctry 1n accentual-syllabic meters (in other words, what becomes, from this point
torward, the norm for conventional lyric wnung in English unul at least the 1920s)
as concrete, masmuch as this type of writing demands “rimiinge,” “hunt[ing] the
letter,” and other deliberace pleasures tor the car and eye.' It one tnies to think as
a classicist of the Harvey~Spenser generation would, of course, then the conven-
tional rhymed poetry of a Shakespeare, a Tennyson, or a Poe 15 a highly materal
affair, designed to select a few channels of readerly experience and to gratity these
again and agamn. In these terms, 1t 1s casy to see Shakespeare’s Sonets as sustaiing
a few key pleasures—for instance, ot his particular sonnet-form, ot the rhyme-
pattern, of many inventive uses of sound and even typography within particular
sonnets.'* It might be argued that more than any poet of his generation, Shakespeare
(1564-16106) authorizes the material elements of his work to attain the functon of
tropes tully mtegrated into the Sonners at large. Accordingly, these elements secem
to lack the separate articulation they often have for a contemporary like Spenser or
Watson, but they are nonetheless at work.'* The context around Harvey’s polemic
gives us a modest theoretical msight in practical terms: that all poetry 15 unavoid-
ably material in one element or another, and that at any given moment, a consen-
sus around the notton of convention mvolves deciding which clements will belong
to the mainstream, which to the avant-garde. The thread of disagreement that runs
from the early and nud-century experiments (or more accurately, imitations of ¢x-
periments) by Bolzani and others, to the strictures of Harvey and, sull later, to the
theoretically unencumbered trials of Shakespeare, shows us such a consensus—tor

English poetry, an important one—in the process of coming together.

Older, relatively conservative pocts such as Richard Willes in the Poenarun Liber
(1573) having espoused the technopacgnion or shaped poem, members ot the
ambitious generation of Harvey and Spenser gencerally exploit more provisional,
less totalizing expresstons of matertalicy. Hardly an inevitable model, the
technopaegnion reifies the poctic ine —1ts hine-beginnings and -endings together
while dimimishing its content, mak-

support the gross shape of the poem’s image
g it imperative that (say) a given line contain a certain amount of honzontal space
in order to cnable the shape of wings, an egg, a pillar.” In the Harvey—Spenser
vanguard, the technopaegnion 1s treated as an uncquivocally obsolete resource. Yet

' Haroldo de Campos, “The Rule of Anthropophagy: Eu- pracuce of munerology 1o uxteenth-century pocry as
rope Under the Sign of Devoration,” trans. Maria Tai these "unphed a completely sparal concepaion of litera-
Woltt, Latin Awericon Literary Reviere 27 (1986): 42--60. wire, of which icure pocris for technopacgma] were only

U Harvev, “Harvey's “Letter-Book, ™ Llizabethan Critical one manitestatnon, notccable because bizarre™ (p. xi). He
Fixsays, ed. Smith, 12120, argues, Lok unsuccesstully, for the place of the Senners

2 In her detailed work i progress on the Senners, Helen alongmide obviously numerological rexe such as Spenser’s
Vendler writes persuasively about the matenal play —in- Epithalamion (pp. 183—07).
cluding typographical pans and other concrete devices— 4 Grovanm Pozzi. La Parola Dipinta (Milan: Adelphi. 1081),
that charactenizes the series, Pp. 332-36, mives a ibliography of recent commentary

' Alastair Fowler, Trimnplal Tors: Stractwral Patierns o on the Alexandrnan and medieval technopacgnion and
Lilizabethan Poerry (Cambridge: Cambridge Universioy several other topies refevant o the present essay, includ-

Press. 1970}, 1y an inventive guide to the poatics and g anagrams, calhgrams. and acrostics,
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in the outpouring of verse occasioned by Sidney's death in 1586, some pocms—
for mstance. William Gager’s pyramid (figure 2), Henry Price’s wings (figure 3),
and John Lloyd’s altar (figure 4) —seem decidedly retrograde according to the new
cniteria. Is the debate over materiality sull obscure enough i the nud-1580s that
less accomplished contemporaries do not get it? Or are these pocts setting the con-
ditons that will see the form revive in the seventeenth century, where for George
Herbert and others the technopacgnion becomes a hieroglyph, the appropriate
medium for supra-historical. often sacred experience?'® Even as Harvey and Spenser
are 1ssuing polemics and counter-examples, respectively, Watson’s Hekatompathia,
or Passionate Centurie of Love (1582) mstalls an ambitious, highly self-conscious
“piller” in 1ts sequence, to mark a turning-point in the lovesick speaker’s mentality.
For Gager and the rest of the Sidnev-inspired mourners, the technopaegnic event
15 the death of a unique hero (and ironically, a vanguardist) with 1ts classical and
Chnistian analogies. For Herbert’s “Easter Wings” (figure 5) in The Temple (1633),
the poem’s dynamic shape correlates to a pattern of spiritual growth realized
through consciousness of the fall of man. The process underway between Harvey
and Herbert indicates how much context determines what we believe about lyric
texts: first inherited somewhat uncritically from antiquity, then disparaged as an
exotic medium out of the rush of ordinary discursive poctry, the technopaegnion
gradually assembles fresh cultural import unul another generation finds something
seenungly new and urgent to build on.

Early in the carcer of the Noigandres circle of Brazil, which Charles Perrone
brings up to date in this issue of the Bullerin, Décio Pignatari writes disdainfully of
the calligram —which had been defined by Guillaume Apollinaire in his collec-
tion of that ttle (1925)—1in a way that perhaps recalls Harvev. Contrasting
Apollinaire’s merely shaped texts with the more volatle experiments ot Stéphane
Mallarmeé in Un Coup de Dés (1897). Pignatar1 complains that the “meaningless
decorativeness” of the former “of course made any rhythmic structure whatever
impossible and hindered the view of the true problem, which in substance was
that of movement.”' In the same way that a younger generation of humanist
poets of the later sixteenth century rejected most shaped poetry as inert and aca-
demic, Pignatari’s polemic announces another shift against named and received
forms, against empty convention, against any “concrete” poetry that retuses to
push the boundaries of lyric possibilities forward—and of all poetry. not just that
of the avant-garde. For Pignatari and his contemporaries. Apollinaire’s redaction
of materiality is exactly such a technological dead-end. Mallarmé’s experiments,
by contrast, are a vital source that makes available a new current of disciplined
play with verbal space and sound: they mark the start of a twenticth-century tra-
dition that breaks out with the high modernists of the 1920s and achieves perhaps
1ts most cmphatic successes 1n the 1950s and 1960s, in a kind of renaissance of
material poetry.'’”

' See Joseph H. Summers, George Herbert: His Religion and
An (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1954). pp- 7 Pozzi, La Parola Dipinta. pp. 354—55, includes recent
123=406. work on the visual poetries of Mallarmé and Apollinaire

Poetics Today 3 (1982)7 190.

¢ ey R P . o N .
' Décio Pignatani, “Concrere Poctry: A Brief Structural- i his {otherwise early imodem) bibliography.

Histonical Guideline™ (1957). trans. Jon M. Tolman,
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Octavio Paz has wnitten provocatively of this latter-day tradition, and its bonds
to, and independence trom, the distant cultural past:

Although the horizon of Un coup de dés s not that of technology —1ts vocabulary
1s still che vocabulary of symbolism, grounded on the anima mundi and on the uni-
versal correspondence —the space 1t opens 1s the same as that faced by technology:
world without image, rcality without world and intinitely real. . .. Unhke the poets
of the past, Mallarm¢ does not offer us a vision of the world; nor doces he say one
word to us about what 1t means or does not mean to be a man. The legacy to which
Un coup de dés expressly refers— without an express legatee —a quelqu i ambign—
15 a form; and more than that, it 1s the form of possibility 1tself: a poem closed to
the world but open to the space without a name. A now in perpetual rotaton, a
nocturnal moon—and a deserted here. To populate it: the future poct’s tempta-
tion. Our legacy 15 not Mallarmé’s word but the space opened by his word."”

When Paz mentions “the poets of the past,” of course, he implicitly excludes most
of the carly modemn writers whose work establishes a long-lived tradition of ma-
terial poetry. But his account ot that modernist legacy describes the earlier tradi-
tion with considerable, perhaps unsettling, accuracy.

To take an important medicval stance ot material poetry, for instance,
Hrabanus Maurus’s “De imagine Christi” (circa 810, and published in a famous
edition ot 1503) turns away from the world deliberately in order to explore a space
that has one unambiguous name: Christ. The revival ot Hrabanus Maurus’s work
in the Renaissance answers a need for an escape-route within poetry itself, a way
of writing that will not stand still to accept the world-boundaries of a Dante, a
Petrarch, or a Chaucer. This kind of poetry must fix itself in a different relation to

W Octavio Paz, “Signs in Raotaton.” The Bows and the Lyre,
trans. Sinums, p. 254.
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the everyday experience of humankind—it invokes divinity not as an idea or an
experience to be spoken of in the same fashion that one speaks of a love atfair or a
pilgrimage. but as operating within a reality of 1ts own, and demanding a poetry all
to itself. Early modern poets and readers recover the work of Hrabanus Maurus
and other ostensibly outmoded predecessors because they are in search of some-
thing analogous for themselves and their culture, an outlet for rethinking the ques-
tions that conventional poetries are unable to address. Even within the sixteenth
century's outbreak of matenal poetry, one generation’s approach to these questions
1s not the next’s. Bolzani’s engaging attempts to broach the issue of pure torms, in
his eggs and pyrannds, are undone by the sophisticated interrogations of The
Shepheardes Calender, where Spenser produces something like a critical theory of
poetry and society—"a poem [newly open| to the world”—while inventing a
poetic language that is old and new at once. The crude but typical effort of
Grovanm Batusta Palatino in Compendia del Gran Voluwe de I’ Arte del Ben Scrivere
(1566) to have both his sonnets—the all-but-ofticial form of conventional. discur-
stve poetry i this period—and his play with materiality, 1 a piece such as the
“Sonneto Figurato,” 1s decisively answered by a material text of the next genera-
tion like the Hekatompathia, where the chain of Petrarchan sonnets is interrupted

and discredited as being the work of a benighted lover. And Puttenham’s Arte of

English Poesie (1589), probably the most comprehensive European statement on po-
erics of 1ts time, summarizes his contemporaries’ determinaton to reshape society
in the mmage of the new poetry—and at the same tuime, to produce a highly social-
1zed and politicized poetry — without compromising the gains made feasible by de-
cades of deliberate, collective experiment with materiality. Paz’s “Mallarmeé,” one
of several factitious sources of a “new” tradition that privileges the word over the
world, stands in for a historical continuum whose history has not been written but
whose momentum has always been felt by poets and readers.

The post-Mallarmaic train of poets, for whom Paz and Pignatari are important
spokesmen, are aware more often than not of their Renaissance anttypes. Post-
modern material poetry cultivates a consciousness of—sometimes almost a schol-
arly attention to —how its distant antecedents struggled against the literary and cultural
order of their times. Following the examples of Ezra Pound and Charles Olson, both
of whom maintain a politically tinged Renaissance scholarship within their poet-
ics, these two or three generations of poets innovate in a trans-historical context.

Louis Zukofsky's “Julia’s Wild,” from his book of Shakespearean interpretation
called Botrom: On Shakespeare (1963), was composed after a suggestion by the poet
Cid Corman, who had been reading The Two Gentlemen of Verona: “Apart from
the Sylvia Song, I like best the line— Come, shadow, come, and take this shadow
up. Ring a change on that for me? A dark valentine.” “Julia’s Wild™ 1s the object
of this generational handoff between the two poets, and is mediated by two
complementary dimensions of American modernist poetics: its historicism, which
often produces heavily revisionary adaptations of medieval and early modern texts,
and its emphasis on materiality. For instance, Pound says of his didactic writing
what is even more true of his poetry: “I hope the reader has nor ‘understood it all
straight off.” I should like to invent some kind of typographical dodge which would
force every reader to stop and reflect for five minutes (or for five hours), to go back

' Lowis Zukofsky. Bottom: On Shakespeare, 2 vols. {Austin:
The Ark Press, 1963), 1:393.

LS
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Figure 6 Pedro Xisto, “Eptthalamm
11" r96-), Coucrcte Poctry: A
World View, ed. Mary Ellen Solt
(Bloawningron:  Indiana  University
Press, 1970), p.i14.
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to the facts mentioned and think over their significance for himself.”*° In this sense,
Zukotsky’s poem 1s all dodge or loop— taking a line of authentic sixteenth-cen-
tury verbal music, and reweighing it obsessively untl 1t reappears in 1ts original
condition—and is an extension of something that Shakespeare often produces, the
so-called “pure poetry” ot the plays that enables characters and audience to reflect
counter-logically on dramatic events. In the original passage (Act 4, Scene 4, line
197), Julia reflects on the two-dimensional illusion of her rival's picture; in
Zukotsky’s poem, the verbal illusion of the Shakespearean line itself 1s pulled apart
to be brought together again.*' Corman’s request for “a dark valentine,” more-
over, carries the intuition that dramatic character itself—such as the persona in this
play named Valentine—can be flattened into sheer language, handled, and ex-
changed. The wildness of “Julia’s Wild” 1s found in this cagerness to read the car-
lier work playtully, intensely, randomly — whatever might bring the present-day
poem out of 1ts (insubstantial) substance.

A different impulse moves Pedro Xisto’s “logograms,” the verbally spare compo-
sitions that prefer reflection and discussion over conventional reading, and often
come with expository keys that unlock their dense, allusive codes. In naming several
of these poems after the Renaissance subgenre of epithalamium or wedding-poem,
Xisto (1901—-1989) claims for concrete poetry an affinity with the often ritualized
motions of celebratory lyrics like Catullus’s 61 and 64 (circa 60 B.C.E.) or Spenser’s

20 Ezra Pound, “America, Roosevelt and the Causes of Press, 1971), p. 258,
the Present War,™ Money Pamphicrs by /. no. 6. trans. 2 Willlam Shakespeare, The Two Gentlemen of Ferona, in
John Drummond (London: Peter Russell. 1951). p. 17, The Riverside Shakespearc. ed. . Blakemore Evans (Bos-
quoted in Christine Brooke-Rose, 4 ZBC of Ezra Pound ton: Houghton Mitflin, 1974}, p. 168,

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: Umiversity of Cahifornia
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Epithalamion (1595).>* Of course Xisto’s poems are not epithalamia in a literal way,
for they lack the usual elements such as the often intrusive poet-speaker, the mytho-
logical wedding guests, and the occasion of social moment. But Xisto accepts for
his poems a more generous reading of convention: they insist that epithalamic lyr-
1cs do not record events, but make them happen; are not located at a temporal
remove from the wedding, but are part of it; do not torce an idealist staging onto
a flawed history, but discover what is arguably ideal in those events.”’ Finding the
whole story of humankind’s fall in the common letters of hie and she, Xisto’s
“Epithalamium 11" (figure 6) works like a more restless, dynamic development of
the Middle Ages’ ingenious readings of the human face as spelling out the words
omo dei, man of God. Its most visually active element, the S that gently wraps the
other letters, represents the catalytic elements in both the love story and the etiol-
ogy ot evil. “Epithalamium III"" (figure 7) domesticates the primal, mythological
terrors of the labyrinth by putting one at the intersection of everyday experiences.
In negotiating love and life, the word and the bed, one has unavoidably taken the
part of a Theseus, and is likely to meet not a minotaur but another living, reading
human being coming in the opposite direction.

** Thomas M. Greene, “Spenser and the Epithalamic Con- (Princeton: Ponceton University Press, 1082), pp. 45-N85.
venton,” Comparative Literature 9 (1957); 215-28, esp. as both a revision of available Alexandrian models and a
221, gives the standard account of the subgenre, deliberare negotiation berween idealism and contempo-

*1 T would insist that, n fact, no epithalanium — not cven rary reality. while 61 includes “occasional remonstrances
Catullus’s 61 or 64—is as entirely “conventional™ as it to the happy couple conceming the presenvaton of man-
might seem from a distance; Catullus 64, tor example. has tal bliss, as 1f the poet knew the piealls and was worried
been described by Michael CJ. Putnam, “The Art of that the picture he was sketching could scarcely ¢ndure”™

Cawllus 647 (1961), Essays ont Latin Lync, Elegy, and Lpic {p. R4).

Figure . Pedro Xisto, “Epithalamium
HI™ (1967), Concrete Poeayv: A
World View, ed. Solr, p. 115,
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An index to the different strains of historical consciousness at large in what we
call the renaissance of material poetry nught be found in two poems not ncluded
in the Widener exhibinon. “Sonett” (1966) (igure 8) by Ernst Jandl (b. 1925). one
of several lyrics with a common purpose described 1n the German poet’s essay
“mein gedicht und sein autor”™ (1967), evidences the long-lived preoccupation with
the poetic torm principally identified with Renatssance humanism, its trophies and
blennshes. According to this poem’s program, one means of recovering the physi-
cal presence and culeural tracks of the sonnet-torm 1s to strip that form down to its
name alone and to put the name where the expressive content usually goes. The
form as form virtually implodes—that is, nothing comes between the label and its
realization. The effect 1s to reveal both name and form as indicating a historically
and aesthetically contingent production, and to provoke us with the question:
where does the power inhere? Material poems often pose this sort of problem,
though rarely with the direct ideological routing and lack of compromise displayed
n this “sonett.”

Corresponding to Jandl’s “*sonett” is Haroldo de Campos’s “Alea T—Semantic
Variations™ (1967), subutled “Uma Epicomédia de Bdlso” (A Mock-Pocket-
Epic”).** Written from a once-legendary site of wonder, Brazil, in the language
and vocabulary ot Luis de Camdes and other epic poets of the Renaissance,
Campos’s text accumulates epithets (“the admirable™ / “the fabulous™ 7 “the spec-
tacular”) in warchouse fashion, then takes apart its inventory (roughly translated,
“the adshitable™ / “the flatulous™ / “the spermtacular”) emphatically, perhaps glee-
tully. Where Jandl's poem condenses the sonnet-form to disclose its mysteries,
Campos (b. 1929) dissects the object of generic and rhetorical attention and asks:
What 1s all this power expended about? In both of these cases, post-modern poets
go at carly modern conventions with a historical conscience and a matenal ven-
geance. Zukofsky, Xisto, Jandl, and Campos all test the dimensions of a surviving
world-view that has tested thetr dimensions as pocts, perhaps as human beings.

The present issue of the Harvard Library Bulletin, like the exhibition in which 1t
15 grounded, 1denufies many common spaces between the material poetry of the
Renaissance and what we call the post-1950s renaissance of material poetry. The
texts exhibited 1n May 1992 and recorded here tesuty to the breadth of the cat-
egory of matenal poetry, early modern and post-modern. Kevin Young widens
the received history of the experimental sixties by recovering the career of a Black
American concretist, Norman H. Pritchard. Marjorie Perloff's essay confirms that
the category of matenal poetry includes the current Amencan avant-garde in such
productions as Johanna Drucker’s History of "/wy Wor(l)d. And continuing work
with the topic by other scholars, perhaps the students whose work 1s featured here,
will show 1t to draw in not only the direct line of poetry descended from the inter-
national concrete movement of the 1950s and 1960s but artists’ books, “language”
poetry, cinema, music video, holography, and more.”* Old and new at once, cul-
turally and politically and aesthetically particular to 1ts many situations, the material
poem is the historical concrete.

24 Haroldo de Campos, “Alea I-——Scmantuc Varaoons.,” 25 On che latter. see. for instance. Eduardo Kac and Onomeo
Conarete Poetry: A World Viav. ed. Mary Ellen Solt Botelho, "Holopoctry and Fractal Holopoetry: Digital
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1970), p. 105. Holography as an Art Mcdium,” Leonardo 22 (1989):
with the translanon by Edwin Morgan on the tollowing 397-402.
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