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Abstract 

‘…not a poet but a poem’: A Lacanian study of the subject of the poem 

 

The work of the dissertation stems from a statement of Jacques Lacan’s, ‘I am not a poet 

but a poem’. The dissertation constitutes a dialogue between some elements of Lacanian 

psychoanalytic theory and some exemplary works of modern poetry.  I have intended to bring 

about a synthesis of the Lacanian theory of subject with the principles of poiesis and interrogate 

its implications.  

 

Reading the work of T. S. Eliot, the texts of the Book of Common Prayer, poems of 

Elizabeth Bishop, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Robert Lowell and John Clare, the dissertation charts 

the progress of Jacques Lacan’s thinking on the nature of the human subject, from the linguistic 

to the topologically-construed subject. I apply the poetic works to this theory, examining what is 

left of a subjective ‘trace’ in the poem, or what is possible for analytic theory with the use of a 

poetic heuristic. This examination must take into account a question of the body of the subject, or 

poem, and the effect of a metaphor.  

 

The poetic texts read have been chosen specifically for their formal quality. Lacanian 

interest in literature has in large part been confined to engagement with experimental texts, such 

as the work of James Joyce or the Tel Quel movement. I show that what is embodied in the 

formal, accessible, lyric poem allows for as much of the subject as the avant-garde text.  



 iv 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Proem – ‘I am not a poet but a poem’ – 1 

Chapter One – ‘The words of our mouths, the meditations of our hearts’: metaphor besides, the  

terms for a dialogue between poetry and psychoanalysis – 10 

Chapter Two – ‘—Even losing you’: Elizabeth Bishop’s subject of style – 49 

Chapter Three – ‘A mother of immortal song’: from the paternal metaphor to lalangue – 86 

Chapter Four – ‘I Am’: the universal sinthome and the lyric poem as knot – 119 

Epilogue – ‘A poem that is being written’– 169 

Bibliography – 173 



 

 1 

Proem 

‘I am not a poet but a poem’ 

 

Quis hic locus, quae regio, quae mundi plaga?  
 

What seas what shores what grey rocks and what islands 
What water lapping the bow 
And scent of pine and the woodthrush singing through the fog 
What images return 
O my daughter. 

Those who sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning 
Death 
Those who glitter with the glory of the hummingbird, meaning 
Death 
Those who sit in the sty of contentment, meaning 
Death 
Those who suffer the ecstasy of the animals, meaning 
Death 

Are become unsubstantial, reduced by a wind, 
A breath of pine, and the woodsong fog 
By this grace dissolved in place 

What is this face, less clear and clearer 
The pulse in the arm, less strong and stronger— 
Given or lent? more distant than stars and nearer than the eye 
Whispers and small laughter between leaves and hurrying feet 
Under sleep, where all the waters meet. 

Bowsprit cracked with ice and paint cracked with heat. 
I made this, I have forgotten 
And remember. 
The rigging weak and the canvas rotten 
Between one June and another September. 
Made this unknowing, half conscious, unknown, my own. 
The garboard strake leaks, the seams need caulking. 
This form, this face, this life 
Living to live in a world of time beyond me; let me 
Resign my life for this life, my speech for that unspoken, 
The awakened, lips parted, the hope, the new ships. 
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What seas what shores what granite islands towards my timbers 
And woodthrush calling through the fog 
My daughter.1  

 

T. S. Eliot prefaced his poem, ‘Marina’ (published in 1930. It is the poem I am named for, which 

is both irrelevant for my reader, and perhaps fundamentally informing, for me.) with a question 

of Seneca’s Hercules, about place. Having found himself in a position of abjection (having killed 

his wife and children in a madness; having woken to the realization), Hercules asks, ‘What place, 

what region, what part of the world is this? Where am I?’2 Eliot does not quote the second in the 

litany of Hercules’ questions, but (and while his tone is a gentler one, and the circumstances 

might be less dire), the questioning seems to stand—a question of location, of locating—

something. ‘What seas what shores what grey rocks and what islands,’ Eliot begins, building a 

set of images, a maritime scene. With the invocation of another story and another voice—of 

Shakespeare’s Pericles, of Pericles, Prince of Tyre—Eliot tells his own, handling the reunion of 

the prince and his daughter, Marina, and the figure of the ship (building a ship) to make 

something different again.  

 

But first Eliot makes his own destruction. Pericles muses on those images of the sea, and new 

ones, too, of vice, gluttony, evil, pleasure; the poet destroys them by a cut made to the line 

itself— 

 

Those who sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning  
Death 

                                                
1 T. S. Eliot, ‘Marina’, The Complete Poems and Plays 1909-1950 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
World, Inc, 1971), 72. 
 
2 Seneca, Hercules Furens, eds. Rudolf Peiper and Gustav Richter, (Perseus Digital Library), 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/.  
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Those who glitter with the glory of the hummingbird, meaning 
Death 
 

‘Meaning’, then, (with the word placed, lessened, at the end of a line, in a rhythmically weak 

position) is quite literally subordinated to the death which is made in the body of the line and its 

cutting. But meaning follows, or is supported, too, when the caesura and the curtailed line, 

‘Death’ (its proper expanse of blanked space, place) has the effect of a snuffing out of those 

things—glory, contentment, ecstasy—which render the poet, and the father, little satisfaction. 

They have been dissolved (‘insubstantial’ falls strong on the listener’s or reader’s ear), and the 

dissolution leaves root room for something else. 

 

Eliot continues (for he has already begun, by his poem) to build a body as answer to location. 

Pericles searches now, ‘What is this face?’ What pulse? And the poet turns his attention to the 

body of a ship—bowsprit, rigging, canvas, strake. All are in a state of disrepair—‘cracked’, 

‘weak’, ‘rotten’, leaking—but the poet remembers the thing he made, and re-members them (in 

his story) or simply members, makes the poem. He makes it in its words, in the line, the shape of 

the line and its cuts and enjambments (a rising excitement shown in ‘…let me/ resign my life for 

this life…’); in the pulse of its speech, the rhythm of its breath.  

 

Eliot answers Hercules question, ‘Where am I?’ not with locus, regio, plaga but an ‘I am—

what?’—a quiddity, a ‘form’, ‘face’ and ‘life’—the body of a daughter for Pericles, and the body 

of a ship, a poem, for the poet. Both find a solution in the product—a father is not without a 

daughter; a poet is not one, after all, unless he writes a poem.  
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Here, I make a cut, from a poem, from poetry—to psychoanalysis. It will recur throughout this 

dissertation, but I hope might be read (as a caesura sometimes is, too) as cut and juncture, both.  

 

In the Preface to the English edition of Seminar XI, Jacques Lacan’s final written text and a 

precis of much of his later work, he writes, ‘I am not a poet, but a poem. A poem that is being 

written, even if it looks like a subject.’3 It is a poetic, cryptic statement, but ought perhaps to be 

read no less as theory than poetry, even weighing duly the statement’s poetic measure. ‘I’ and the 

subject, according to the pronouncement, are not equivalent. If ‘I’ am a poem, then I must be 

something of a bodied entity (poems, perhaps, being more bodied than subjects—rhyming, 

metered, formal). And I am ‘being written’, continually; I am unfinished, or re-readable, re-

memberable. Lacan’s reader is required to question the relationship between ‘I’ and subject, the 

poet and poem, and, in amongst it all, situate the fact of writing—who writes? What, exactly, is 

written in a poem?  

 

Jacques Lacan’s statement can be taken as the catalyst for the work of this dissertation. Concern 

over the human subject is concern central to psychoanalysis and to poetry, the two disciplines 

implicated in Lacan’s formula. Psychoanalysis considers language especially at the level of the 

unconscious, and poetry not being any product of the unconscious (it is not in the order of a 

spoken, free association produced within the transference, even if it aspires to the effect), there is 

in one sense an irresolvable discrepancy between the discourses. But psychoanalysis has much to 

say about the significance of poetry for the subject, writer or reader and, by extension, about the 

                                                
3 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan, 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1981), p. viii.  
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creative, cultural field. And Lacan leaves his students with this final formulation of the subject-

as-poem—all that follows is an investigation of this subject, as poem.  

 

This dissertation is a work of applied psychoanalysis, a psychoanalytic investigation of 

something other than its first, clinical, remit—the real, individual subject (or poem?) in the clinic 

or on the couch. But the application of psychoanalytic principles to works of literature and other 

cultural objects or figures has its aegis from Freud who wrote on literature, on culture and 

tradition, all the while developing his clinical theory in this way. This dissertation makes an 

application of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory to particular poetic works—the Book of Common 

Prayer, the poetry of Elizabeth Bishop, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Robert Lowell and John 

Clare—as a way to understand something of the subjective function of the poem.  

 

By an inverse gesture, this research might be said to be a work of the application of the study of 

poetry to psychoanalysis. Using the poem, my dissertation charts concurrently the development 

of the Lacanian theory of the subject, a movement away from conceptions of the simply 

linguistic subject to a subject almost equally of and in body and language (and so partly outside 

language). This dissertation makes a case for the apprehension of the subjective wager in the 

mechanisms (materiality, or body, of sound and form beyond sense) of poetic language as 

performative of something of what is outside language. A study of poiesis, of prosody, form, 

rhythm, repetition, and the effects of sound and rhyme argues for a clarification of Lacan’s 

poetic statement of subject: I wish to answer the questions, what does it mean to be a poem? And 

why does it matter? 
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My research, then, develops a conversation between Lacanian psychoanalysis and poetry, one 

that will allow poetry to speak about the clinic, and the clinic to inform an understanding of the 

significance of literary form, or poiesis. While the conversation is not a new one, what is new, I 

believe, is my attempt to bridge the clinical-literary divide in this theory, and a consideration of 

the implications of a union of these disciplines that accounts for the subjective and literary stakes 

in poetic language together. Jacques Lacan himself explored a subjective possibility in the 

textual object, but significance was afforded mostly to the work of Joyce, or the avant-garde 

experimentations of the writers of Tel Quel and others. I argue that the subjective ‘presence’ or 

possibility these texts show, or allow for, is exhibited, too, in the more mundane elements of 

form and prosody that have traditionally determined the writing and reading of the lyric poem, 

and are exemplified by my chosen texts. The translation from poiesis to subject, and to the clinic, 

suggests a novel way of applying the study of poetry to educate and heal, and grounds it ethically 

as well as aesthetically.  

 

Something of the question of the linguistic versus the body, or of form or poeisis, too, is bound 

up in a question about metaphor. This is certainly the case for Lacanian psychoanalysis, but also 

in a study of poetry where elements of the poietic support sense or undermine it, and lend 

another dimension which, I argue, must leave all as figure, but little as metaphor. I will introduce 

this theme in my first chapter, but it will run throughout. Chapter One takes as its poetic text the 

Book of Common Prayer and introduces a relation between the literary and the psychoanalytic 

by way of liturgical function. In Chapter One, I introduce the early Lacanian linguistic theory of 

the subject. I examine a question of subjective desire and the Lacanian reading of Jakobson’s 

axes, metaphor-metonymy, offering an initial problematization of these by way of the non-
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semantic elements of poetic composition in the Magnificat and Nunc Dimittis, and the collects of 

the Prayer Book.  

 

Chapter Two reads some work of Elizabeth Bishop, examining a question of the subjective trace 

in form through the lens of trauma—narrative trauma, and that trauma which is constitutive of 

the psychoanalytic subject. The theoretical text that serves this chapter primarily is a paper of 

Lacan’s, ‘Lituraterre’, which introduces a question of rapport between experimental literature 

and the real or extra-discursive of the subject, a question of real presence in literature. It is 

discounted, ultimately. But juggling Bishop’s narrative of trauma and reading her formal poetics 

in lyric texts including ‘Sestina’ and ‘One Art’, the chapter examines the way it may be possible 

to see a subjective trace in the patterns of poetic form and mechanism, and considers the 

implication of this possibility.  

 

Chapter Three introduces the Lacanian Paternal Metaphor (a metaphor with subjective 

implications) in place of Freud’s Oedipus complex and considers something of the discourse and 

limitation of metaphor more generally. While Lacan’s use of the concept of metaphor diverged 

from philosophical and linguistic theories, its invocation necessarily carried the burden of 

discursive context, and must still. Metaphor, an effect of language, is in some sense an 

impossible theory, even in its natural habitats; the later Lacan—the invocation of topology to 

think the subject, a last reference to the paternal metaphor in Seminar XVIII, the developments 

of the Borromean clinic, gesture toward metaphor’s subjective limitation. Chapter Three 

considers the status of metaphor—using poetry, perhaps its antithesis—and another Lacanian 

concept, lalangue, an idea of motherese, to offer an alternative to the dis-embodied metaphor. I 
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revisit the Jakobsonian schema, and its critique offered by Lyotard. The poetry of this chapter is 

that of Gerard Manley Hopkins, his poetic lalangue.  

 

Chapter Four tells a little of the story of psychoanalysis’ engagement with the theorization and 

treatment of psychosis, and reads the poems of two poets who presented (perhaps) with 

psychotic illnesses. The purpose of this juxtaposition, though, is precisely not to read madness in 

the work of Robert Lowell or John Clare, but to see an attempt at solution through poietic 

construction, through the making and makings of a poem. The theory of this chapter finally 

encounters the late Lacanian Borromean clinic and Lacan’s engagement with the work of James 

Joyce, through the reading of which Lacan posited a notion, the sinthome. The sinthome (an 

archaic spelling of symptom; and a new theory of symptom) is not a ciphered message, nor is it 

to be interpreted in any linguistic fashion—it is an organization of pure jouissance, not requiring 

interpretation, outside interpretation. In this way, the sinthome is positioned outside of sense (the 

realm of metaphor), which points us to a possible interpretation, or ‘un-interpretation’ of the 

poietic. It cannot be that the poem is cured, just as the sinthome is not, but there is reason to 

examine why a catharsis is attempted, perhaps achieved, in sonnet form, or rhyme, or in verse 

made in sprung rhythm, or why the motion of a villanelle effects some sort of ‘working through’. 

The sinthome makes a knot, and this is where my investigation of the poem will conclude.  

 

This dissertation does not, and could not possibly, make an exhaustive survey either of poetry or 

of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory. I have written with a psychoanalytically informed reader in 

mind, but also tried to define concepts and terms as I go. Still, there are some that warrant 

definition at the outset of this writing: 
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Throughout the dissertation, consideration is made of the linguistic, semantic level of a text—its 

meaning. There is then that which is at the level (in a text, or a theoretical or historical 

development, or biographical story) of narrative. Finally, elements of form and prosody, the 

poietic elements of a lyric including rhyme and assonance, rhythm or repetition, are considered. 

These things are extra- or para-linguistic, but neither semantic, nor story—I have called them 

body, for the most part. 

 

Lacan theorized three registers of subjective experience: the Symbolic (that of language and 

law); the Imaginary (of image or narrative); and the Real, what is bodily, outside language and 

characterized by jouissance—enjoyment, or body-experience (pleasure or pain that cannot be 

fully articulated, or what remains beyond language, after law or narrative). These registers, S, I, 

and R (Finally R, S, I), might be said to participate in the expression proper to the text, the poem, 

too, and I refer to them, more or less explicitly, throughout what follows.  
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Chapter One 

‘The words of our mouths, and the meditations of our hearts’: metaphor besides, the terms 

for a dialogue between poetry and psychoanalysis 

 

Psychoanalysis ought to be apprehended more largely as process than verity—it evolves, 

responding to new knowledge in science or changing cultural or political illustrations. It must 

look always to the single speaking subject, speaking being, in theory (a theory that must hold all 

possible single subjects) and in the clinic, or it can have little value. Some things, though, 

principles and objects of inquiry, remain constant references in the psychoanalytic purview and 

sustain a fundamental significance for it. 

 

For Lacanian psychoanalysis, some of these objects of study and subscription are those elements 

identified as being constituent of the subject’s being and sustenance – his body, image, language, 

and his desire; his speaking and his being written. In evolving theories, different guises and 

lexicons, these account (then, in infinite permutations and relations) for all the contingencies and 

exigencies of subjective experience. Lacanian psychoanalysis describes the possible 

arrangements of body, language, image and desire that make the subject. Clinical interventions 

are intended to support more livable arrangements or these constituent elements.  

 

The work of this chapter is double: first, it is to introduce language, body, image, desire, in this 

theory of the subject who speaks, and to narrate some of the Lacanian thought from its 

beginning. In the first phase of his work, Lacan invoked the new science of his time—

linguistics—and spoke about metaphor and metonymy in order to situate the desiring speaking 
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being. The model has its deficits, notably in its privileging of the concept of metaphor (which 

privileging constitutes much of the chapter’s consideration) and its limitation is surely part of the 

reason Lacan himself would revise his work so thoroughly. The early Lacan does, however, 

invite an inquiry into the applicability of poetic language to the question of the subject, and 

authorizes a useful dialogue between psychoanalysis and poetry by virtue of its apprehension of 

the linguistic character of desire, if desire holds constant as fundamental to, the foundation of, 

the subject (I will explore this final assertion in further detail, too). By an inverse stroke, poetry 

describes, or circumscribes, an impossibility in the Lacanian linguistic theory of the subject, and 

points a way through to Lacan’s own (last, and hardly theorized) solution, ‘I am not a poet but a 

poem’, via the body of the text—both the subject’s and the poem’s. A religious poetic context is 

a useful introduction in this enquiry, precisely as a manifestation of both poetic language and as 

one sort of desire that gestures, I will argue, as the late Lacan does of some text, to the 

implication of the body.  

 

But I also want to show the subject speaking in a context other than the analytic clinic—all still 

body, language, image and desire, both spoken and written. And show how the Lacanian 

characterization of these subjective principles might be pertinent, useful, in another therapeutic 

or pastoral context: the means of my showing, and the tool in the delivery of the care in question, 

is literary in this case, a poetic instrument. To introduce it, here is a story—its measure of fact, 

once more, is less important. But the tale and the means and manner of the telling are precisely 

what’s at stake—we might begin in this way: 
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Another young woman (quick and good, like Pericles’ daughter) lived in Nazareth, a provincial 

town in Galilee in Judea. Her name was Mary, which in Hebrew bears (has, holds, suffers) the 

meanings, ‘beloved,’ ‘much longed-for,’ and also ‘bitter’ (Miryam, as in myrrh), each 

connotation sustaining its peculiar heaviness. The girl (she was really very young) was engaged 

to be married to a carpenter in the city, but found herself pregnant before the wedding. She went 

into the country, into the hills to her cousin, Elizabeth, who was also expecting a son. She didn’t 

go, it would seem, so much to hide for the period of her confinement as to celebrate the hope of 

the child. On her arrival Elizabeth, who was the elder of the cousins and six months pregnant 

now, greeted Mary with all and only warmth—an embrace, the words of family, welcome, 

approbation. The child in utero kicked about, and with his body, Mary felt, expressed their 

common joy. And, moved to speech (according to Luke, in the Vulgate translation) Mary 

responded, 

 
Et ait Maria : Magnificat anima mea Dominum : et exsultavit spiritus meus in Deo 
salutari meo. Quia respexit humilitatem ancillae suae : ecce enim ex hoc beatam me 
dicent omnes generationes, quia fecit mihi magna qui potens est : et sanctum nomen 
ejus, et misericordia ejus a progenie in progenies timentibus eum.  

Fecit potentiam in brachio suo : dispersit superbos mente cordis sui. Deposuit potentes 
de sede, et exaltavit humiles. Esurientes implevit bonis : et divites dimisit inanes. Suscepit 
Israel puerum suum, recordatus misericordiae suae : sicut locutus est ad patres nostros, 
Abraham et semini ejus in saecula.

1 

 Her words were rendered by Myles Coverdale in 1539 in this way.  

 
—My soul magnifieth the Lorde. 
And my sprete reioyceth i God my sauioure. 
For he hath loked vpo the lowe degree of his hande mayde. Behold, fro hence forth 
shalall generacions call me blessed. 
For he that is Mightie, hath done greate thinges vnto me, and holy is his name. 

                                                
1 Luke 1: 46-55, Biblia sacra vulgata, (The Latin Vulgate), http://vulgate.org. 
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And his mercy endureth thorow out all generacions, vpon them that feare him. 
He sheweth strength with his arme, and scatreth them that are proud in the ymaginacion 
--of their hert. 
He putteth downe the mightie from the seate, and exalteth them of lowe degree. 
He fylleth the hongrie with good thinges, and letteth the riche go emptye.  
He remembreth mercy, and helpeth vp his seruaunt Israel. 
Euen as he promysed vnto oure fathers, Abraham and to his sede foreuer. 2 

 

In the Evangelist’s text and its translations, Mary’s speech is exuberant and laudatory to match 

the magnification her soul makes, the joy she feels. Luke’s Mary (there are many of her, too, 

including the Vulgate’s, Coverdale’s, and a little later the King James Version’s Luke’s Mary) 

measures her phrases in even, generous argument, telling Elizabeth first that she rejoices, then 

how she does, and details why she does in easy bipartite expressions. She concludes with a full 

and divine justification of her position—God has done as he promised he would and Mary (her 

faith, her joy) is authorized by the very object cause of her good, and the catalyst of her speech. 

She concludes, or Luke does in his capacity of first amanuensis, by breaking the balance of 

rhetorical twos with a neat trio—our fathers, (namely) Abraham, and his offspring—to round out 

the speech, cut and secure the double-ply warp and weft of her language in glorious triple 

assurance.  

 

The final textual fabric of the canticle is a multivalent, multimodal one. Some of its effect is 

attributable to the effects of its words—the various meanings or evocations of words and also 

their sounds, and the organization of lexicon according to semantic principles and also rhythmic 

ones; something works at the level of narrative, in images in the gospel, of place, people, events. 

Some of the meaning intrinsic or integral to this text is made in the transmission itself—in what 

                                                
2 Luke 1: 46-55, The Bible: that is, the holy Scrypture of the Olde and Newe Testamente, faythfully 
translated in Englyshe, and newly ouersene and correcte. M.V.XXXVII, 1535 (Textus Receptus Bibles), 
http://textusreceptusbibles.com/Coverdale/42/1.  
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the subjects writing, reading, enunciating, recalling and re-membering bring of themselves, their 

bodies, to it. This is specific, essential and utterly contingent meaning, dependent upon what is 

outside the literary text itself. The subjects and the bodies in question include the author and 

author’s, scribe and scribe’s, text’s, manuscript’s, reader and reader’s, speaker and speaker’s 

(and there are many of these latter subjects, bodies). 

 

A second story is one more comfortably characterized as historical, concerning a theory of the 

subject and a practice of care, though earlier than the psychoanalytic ones. Some of it can be told 

from 1534, when Parliament in London passed the Act of Supremacy effecting a split with Rome 

and appointing the monarch (Henry, unhappily-wed) Head of the Church in England, then the 

Church of England. But the political and personal motivations which eased the passage of a law 

and the birth of a new church were coincident with societal shifts away from feudalism, the yet-

recent advent of the printing press and its egalitarian promise, and the broader theological and 

liturgical thought and foment of the protestant Reformation in England and abroad. A new 

religious and societal landscape would call for a new liturgical practice, new language and tools. 

And there was great possibility, too, in the opportunity to form the nation’s faithful cloth around 

principles of the broader Reformation movement in Europe and conduct the life of the Church in 

the English vernacular.  

 

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, made reform in the form a prayer book to 

codify, unify, render the new Church’s daily rituals accessible to those who would people them. 

In 1549 another act of Parliament, the Act of Uniformity, performed or reflected, articulated, the 

reformed desire for liturgical unity with a requirement that Archbishop Cranmer’s first prayer 
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book, the Book of Common Prayer of the same year, be adopted as the script and manual in 

every parish in the country. The second book whose development Cranmer oversaw, a 

substantial and more explicitly Protestant revision, replaced the first in 1552, and was reinstated 

(after a time, Cranmer’s execution and some conflict, and with slight emendations, 

modernization) in 1662.  

 

Cranmer had constructed his rubric, as well as the texts for speaking—for performance—from 

existing liturgical sources. Much of the new book, though, was truly new, as text Cranmer 

translated, conflated and compiled or composed himself (or with assistance). The first and 

second prayer books were new products in all registers—of language and text, rubric or manual, 

and as objects—books, small enough to be held and read from with convenience. And the Prayer 

Book(s) since has followed the same pattern, translated over and again in new language, place 

and time. Named in full, The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments and 

other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church, according to the use of the Church of England, 

Together with the Psalter or Psalms of David, pointed as they are to be Sung or said in 

churches: And the Form and Manner of Making, ordaining, and Consecrating of Bishops, 

Priests, and Deacons, gives more a sense of the thing than its colloquial abbreviation; really, it is 

a book as much as a text, and more books than one book—held open, spoken from, feathered by 

whetted fingers—as many and more as there have been bodies in a pew on a given Sunday, by 

numbers of pews, numbers of churches, and numbers of years. Comprising calendars and 

instructions for the conduct of the priest and congregation, the book usually marks in red type 

(never spoken) a rubric for its proper use in the manner of a manual—and it is held in hand, too, 
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in the course of any worship. ‘It’ is constituted equally, like the canticle, of the material, the 

linguistic and a narrative or cultural context.  

 

For use in a new-construed Evening Prayer service, Archbishop Cranmer’s 1552 revision 

rendered the text of the canticle, the Magnificat, already quoted from Luke’s gospel, in the 

following way: 

 
My soule doth magnifie the Lord : 
    And my spirite hath rejoyced in god my Saviour. 
    For he hath regarded the lowelyness of hys handmayden. 
    For beholde from henceforth all generacions shall call me blessed. 
    For he that is mightie, hath magnified me : and holy is his name. 
    And his mercy is on them that feare him : throughout all generacions. 
    He hath shewed strength with hys arm : he hath scatered the proud, in the imaginacion 
of their hearts. 
    He hath put down the mighty from their seate : and hath exalted the humble and meke. 
    He hath filled the hungrye with good thyngs : and the riche he hath sent emptie away. 
    He rememberynge hys mercy, bath holpen hys servaunt Israel : as he promised to our 
forefathers, Abraham and his sede, for ever.3 

 
And added a doxology— 

 
 Glory be to the father, and to the sonne: and to the holy gost;  
    As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be: world without ende. Amen. 
    Prayse ye the Lorde. 

 

Among other notable characteristics, Cranmer’s product furnishes an example of the contested 

limit between translation and creation. It is generally accepted that he drew on the revised 

Roman Breviary of Cardinal Quinones, as well as the work of Lutheran theologians, in the 

construction of his new liturgy. The Sarum Use (in Latin) served as template, too, though, and 

much of the text of that rite found its way, one way or another, in English, into the new Prayer 

                                                
3 Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer, 1552 (The Book of Common Prayer), 
http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/1552/BCP_1552.htm. 
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Book. Biblical texts, the text of the canticle, the Magnificat, and others, had formed parts of the 

liturgy in Latin for centuries, and Cranmer’s was certainly not the first widely-known English 

translation (lessons were read from Coverdale’s bible from 1543); in either language, the biblical 

passages bore significance, familiarity, the Magnificat making no exception. But the differences 

between Coverdale’s and Cranmer’s translation of the canticle (they are both ‘accurate’ and 

roughly contemporaneous) indicate something fundamental to Cranmer’s project, perhaps:  

 

The image (Imaginary) remains the same. Mary extols her Creator in both—and the story told 

and details evoked are also, of course, identical. A bipartite rhetorical structure is maintained in 

Cranmer’s work as in Coverdale’s; it is so in the biblical song in any language, certainly. If 

anything, Cranmer’s text makes the most of even, balanced sentiment: he punctuates it: supports 

the girl’s deep assurance with pendulum-like rhythm. Thoughts are balanced by likeness and 

magnitude, or a logic of their content (holiness, strength, status, sustenance) in equal clauses to 

fit a prosodic periodicity.  

 

Cranmer’s ‘doth magnifie’ is a somewhat more emphatic rendition of ‘magnificat’ 

(‘magnificare’ in the 3rd person, singular, of the present indicative) than Coverdale’s 

‘magnifieth’, which in comparison has the effect of a trailing-off in running weaker ‘beats’. (If it 

were scannable, sprung as for Hopkins, the line might run in triple, ‘My soul | magnifieth the | 

Lord’.) Coverdale diverges from the Latin of the Vulgate when he makes something of present 

joy in ‘reioycheth’. Cranmer’s ‘hath rejoyced’ remains closer to ‘exsultare’ in the perfect tense, 

and keeps an equality held between Mary’s ‘exsultavit’ and the Lord ‘quia respexit’, sustains a 

relation between the girl and the god in time and in the like sound and look of the Latin 
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inflections. ‘Hath rejoiced’ (Mary’s spirit), ‘hath regarded’, ‘hath magnified’, ‘hath shewed’ 

(God), have the effect of an emphatic repetition, a joyful assertion, as in the Coverdale 

translation—but an anaphoric consistency established with ‘doth’ and continued in ‘hath’, causes 

equally a textual and a sentimental fullness in Cranmer’s.  

 

The authors’ lexical choices are of comparable accuracy, but render the texts more or less 

rememberable, scannable, recitable or singable. Coverdale’s ‘lowe degree’ and ‘hath done greate 

thinges vnto me’ settle less certainly than ‘the lowelyness’ and ‘hath magnified me’, where each 

pair is a reasonable reflection of the Latin ‘humilitatem’ and ‘fecit mihi magna’. Later, Cranmer 

divides or doubles the collective, ‘humiles’, as ‘humble and meek’4 where Coverdale invokes 

again the more quantitative or literal, ‘them of lowe degre’. 

 

‘Letteth the riche go emptye,’ sees them quietly disperse unsatisfied (or ‘let go’ by the body 

corporate with a care for discretion); while, ‘the rich he hath sent empty away’ reverses the word 

order of ‘et divites dimisit inanes’, it allows for the power in the dismissal. Coverdale omits that 

the mercy the Lord remembers belongs to Him; Cranmer makes emphatic parallel of possessive 

pronouns, inserting an extra (‘their seat’) to help the pattern along. In the gospel, Mary concludes 

her song with the vindication and comfort of an ongoing promise. In the liturgy, a doxology is 

appended to the canticle, as if to dispel any doubt that the tenner of the communication were 

other than the surest praise.   

 

                                                
4 Stella Brook, The Language of the Book of Common Prayer (London: Andre Deutsch, Ltd, 1965), 84.  
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Unlike the biblical translations, Cranmer’s text was produced with the intention that it be 

speakable, that it be spoken. As the Latin canticle had been used in the Sarum Rite, worshippers 

were to position their own bodies, voices, as vessels and instruments for the image and the words 

of the young woman in Galilee, but now in their own mother tongue. (The rubric (red, unsaid) to 

shepherd users of prayer books in the Evening Service directs, ‘Then shall be said or sung the 

Psalms in order as they are appointed. Then a Lesson of the Old Testament, as is appointed. And 

after that Magnificat (or the Song of the blessed Virgin Mary) in English, as followeth’.5) 

 

For the worshipper with his book, then, Mary’s, Luke’s and Cranmer’s words (they belong in 

different ways to each of these persons) are his, and he is encouraged to hold, hear, say or sing 

them. Used day in and out, they might bring help or comfort. They might be familiar in the 

manner of a motherese, holophrastic or automatic or comforting. For students of the English 

literary canon, other phrases in Cranmer’s Book – ‘read, mark, learn and inwardly digest’; ‘the 

words of our mouths and the meditations of our hearts’; ‘ashes to ashes,’—constitute something 

of a linguistic heritage, too. They were intended and constructed, it might be assumed, with this 

aim. Cranmer’s is a peculiar mother tongue (personal or cultural): it is a calculated one, made 

with a purpose of a pastoral function in mind, and made, further, with an eye and an ear for a 

poetry that might be instrumental in its pastoral aims – identification, education, nurture and 

solace, among them.  

 

Latterly, long after Cranmer was burned for treason, Jacques Lacan would speak of lalangue, a 

motherese, often the same one truly spoken by the mother, that forms in its trace something of 

                                                
5 Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer, 1552.  
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the structure of the subject (lalangue will make up some of the stuff of this dissertation’s third 

chapter). For now, there is a consistency to be drawn in body, image, language and desire 

between the subject of psychoanalysis who speaks (makes address to an other (ocassiaonally a 

psychoanalyst) most often without a script) and the religious, worshipping one, reading aloud 

from a text, but one designed to support him—two embodiments, perhaps, of the same or similar 

necessity: 

 

The first terms for a conversation between religious discourse and psychoanalysis (a first 

dialogue that will lead, in this conversation, toward literature, and poetry) can be found in 

psychoanalysis’ nascency, with Freud’s work on dreams which, after all, yielded a fundamental 

justification for the psychoanalytic project. Dreams furnished Freud with the ‘proof’ of the 

unconscious and so a theory of the subject who has one. Like jokes and puns, the lacunae and 

disparities between the subject’s rational and conscious state and the seemingly irrational or 

nonsensical content of his dreams gave evidence of a substrate of psychical activity the account 

of which formed the radix of the Freudian enquiry. A theory of the mechanics of the dream, 

operations Freud labeled condensations and displacements, symbolizations and revisions of 

catalyzing material, and their interpretation established the basis for a clinical method.  

 

Religious experiences and ideas, subscription and practice, argued Freud (an avowed atheist) are 

something of of the order of dream-like illusions, ‘fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most 

urgent wishes of mankind.’6 And dreams and illusions, religions, then, are themselves—real: 

                                                
6  Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume 
XXI (1927-1931): The Future of an Illusion, Civilization and its Discontents, and Other Works, trans. 
James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psycho-analysis, 1961), 29. 
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they have their own raison d’être, which brought the psychoanalytic narrative to Freud’s 

development of the notion of the Wunsch. ‘Nothing but a wish’ Freud explained, ‘can set our 

mental apparatus at work.’7  

 

His account begins with instincts, identifying them as the impulsive wants of the living 

organism, something of the body, ‘the somatic demands upon the mind’8 whose aim is the 

satisfaction of a bodily homeostasis. Mostly, such wants or demands must be communicated, and 

by language, in order that they might be met, as in the instance, say, of the infant’s cry—to be 

fed, changed, or held. If demand is satisfied, the baby forms a mnemic connection between the 

communication made and its having achieved some alleviation of bodily impulse; he may cry the 

same way to make the same demand again, or louder or more stridently with a different one. 

Later, he will use words for the things he wants—consistently, if they work. Or compose his 

lament in a minor key, or paint his marching placard in brighter colors when he sees these 

interventions will help to garner the wanted response. (He might use a prayer one time, use it 

again if it seems to have a good outcome, again if the effect appears at all to be a reliable, 

repeating one.) 

 

                                                
7 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume IV (1900), trans. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press and the 
Institute of Psycho-analysis, 1963), p. 566. 
 
8 Sigmund Freud, An Outline of Psychoanalysis, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXIII (1937-1939), trans. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press 
and the Institute of Psycho-analysis, 1963), 17. 
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Dreams, Freud wrote, are the result of the intrusion or forcing of the contents of the a wish into 

consciousness,9 and function as a communication like the demanding cry or question. Their 

hallucinatory or illusory character is explainable as the mediated manifestations of a wish-

fulfillment completed psychically, but (since they are not acted on) without undesirable 

consequence in reality. Dreams may have their stimuli in the internal somatic drives, the external 

sensory, the internal subjective, or purely psychical register10; what is of primary importance is 

the hypermnesic access the dream has to the earliest experiences of childhood, most often buried 

too deep in the unconscious to allow the adult subject’s psyche entrance in waking life, writes 

Freud. The recollections and re-cathexes which occur in the dream state constitute the motive 

force for dream’s foundation,11 such that “dreaming is a piece of infantile mental life that has 

been superseded.”12 These processes seemed to fit a description of religious desire and practice, 

too.  

 

But the religionist awake, unlike the dreamer, may speak his wish for nurture or protection, 

perhaps hoping that it will be received, interpreted—returned completed or acted upon. In his 

first analysis of dreams, Freud would identify the different processes by which a wish might find 

its way in representation apart from, or belied by, its manifest appearance. First, a condensing of 

the psychic material (‘dream-thoughts’) causing the dream was seen to account for the peculiar 

brevity and often nonsensical conflation of the stuff of dreams—‘Dreams are brief, meagre and 

                                                
9 Sigmund Freud, An Outline of Psychoanalysis, 39. 
 
10 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 56. 
 
11 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 628. 
 
12 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 606. 
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laconic in comparison with the range and wealth of the dream-thoughts. If a dream is written out 

it may fill half a page. The analysis setting out the dream-thoughts underlying it may occupy six, 

eight or a dozen times as much space.’13 Freud named the operation Condensation. Then again, 

‘another relation, probably of no less importance’—Freud described a shifting about of objects or 

events in the dream such that elements of constituent thoughts are repositioned, redeployed, 

denuded or inflated in their intensity or centrality in the content of a dream, or left conspicuous 

in un-representation.14 This second dream function, Displacement, renders inequivalent, 

inaccurately accounted for significances where the former Condensation might suggest an 

especial glut of meaning or importance located in a single representative element, object, or other 

symbol.  

 

Freud offered for example one of his own dreams, ‘The Dream of the Botanical Monograph’ 

among others. In it, a book, the ‘botanical monograph’ appears to bear the marks of one on the 

genus Cyclamen seen in a shop window during the day—a condensation to gather, too, and 

represent Freud’s general scholarly interest in plants. That book did not bear anything of the 

word, ‘botanical’, though. The new and specific appellation, ‘botanical’, echoed something of its 

model but related more, by association, to a question of Freud’s collegiate relations, to his 

patients, a high school examination, and his own costly collector’s hobbies, he thought.15  

 

                                                
13 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 277. 
 
14 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 305. 
 
15 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 283. 
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Or something similar, a condensation, operates in the the Magnificat. In the canticle, Mary’s soul 

and spirit would appear to do double, or split—magnify and rejoice—independent of one 

another, perhaps independent of Mary herself. God has sent the rich, ‘empty away’, and it is 

untested whether the emptiness has to do with a question of spiritual relation or worldly 

provision. Or then again, the collect (in a service of worship a collect is an opening, invocatory 

prayer) for Ash Wednesday appears in the Book of Common Prayer of 1662 thus: 

 
Almightye and everlastyng God, whiche hatest nothyng that thou haste made, and doest 
forgeve the sinnes of all them that be penitente; Creat and make in us newe and contrite 
heartes, that wee worthely lamentyng oure synnes, and knowlegyng our wretchednes, 
maye obtaine of thee, the God of all mercye, perfect remission and forgevenes; thorough 
Jesus Christ.16 

 

The hearts petitioned for in the collect serve as a kernel-type representation of the beings of the 

subjects who speak the prayer; the image is, and is of, a humectant, drawing blood or other 

subjective potency—it is condensed—and pulses with all that it might mean, on a given Sunday, 

to need to ask the question. Freud post-dated some consolidated work in philosophy and 

literature on a theory of metaphor, an approximate cognate for his idea of symbolization, 

although he didn’t use the first term (a confusion of Freud’s condensation and Lacanian 

metaphor forms the seed of my third chapter): The displacement is signaled here in the need to 

make and characterize the petition at all. Hair-splittings over remission and forgiveness, in 

literary discourse, might be labelled a metonymy.  

 

                                                
16 Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer, 1662 (The Book of Common Prayer), 
http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/1549/Readings_Lent_1549.htm 
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But the inventor of psychoanalysis’ work predates the age of linguistics, a new science for 

analytic and cultural theorists following him. Lacan would recast the Freudian discovery of the 

unconscious, the functions operative in the dream—condensation and displacement—and their 

compelling Wunsch, elevating them and subjecting them by the same stroke to language, to the 

new language of linguistic scienece and analysis. A first and fundamental result of this gesture to 

language was that speech, by equation or similarity, and subject itself to the analysis of linguistic 

operations, must yield something of the subject, too, structuring and giving some access to the 

subject’s unconscious. For this reason, ‘Ça parle,’ and, ‘The unconscious is structured like a 

language’—Lacan said.  

 

He was a gleaner and politician just as Cranmer had been in his time and field, pilfering from 

philosophy, mathematics, anthropology and linguistics, literature and psychology—translating 

theory under the auspices of a return to Freud in psychoanalysis. Another story, about the 

generative effects of two translations (or mistranslation) shows the dialectical developments 

made in the early Lacanian theory that afforded speech itself something of the status that Freud 

ascribed to the dream (more, even, for accessibility): 

 

The first is in the order of a meaning-glut in the manner, perhaps, of a condensation—a 

transformation of the Wunsch, the word and the idea. In his translations of Freud in English, 

James Strachey rendered the German term (a quite innocuous word) as ‘wish,’ which would 

seem reasonably analogous (and the English carries no specific valence, making it fit for 

appropriation in the funny jargon of a new discipline.) Meyerson’s first French translation of Die 

Traumdeutung, however, rendered Wunsch as désir, a term more freighted with a connotation of 
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lust (after an object)—of desire, for or of something or some one. Lacan adopted désir not simply 

as term but in theory, defending the accuracy of the translator’s choice, too.17 

 

Like the instincts and Wunsch, Lacan in turn made a further differentiation between désir and 

simple needs, and demands. Needs give rise to demands, and may be met. A demand, though, 

which is a communication, serves a double function. It is a demand for the satisfaction of a need, 

and also, ‘[d]emand in itself bears on something other than the satisfactions it calls for. Demand 

is a demand for a presence or an absence’ of an other (the (m)other or another still), the proof of 

the other’s love, which might be measured by demand’s fulfillment. This is (even colloquially, 

and thankfully) a demand that can only remain unsatisfied, which engenders a sustaining sort of 

desire—desire, ‘neither the appetite for satisfaction nor the demand for love, but the difference 

that results from the subtraction of the first from the second, the very phenomenon of their 

splitting.’18Elsewhere Lacan writes: 

 
Desire begins to take shape in the margin in which demand rips away from need, this 
margin being the one that demand—whose appeal can be unconditional only with respect 
to the Other—opens up in the guise of the possible gap need may give rise to here, 
because it has no universal satisfaction.19 

 

Desire positions the subject in relation with the other—it is construed in the other’s terms, the 

other’s language, cohereing in the residue of the subject’s demand. And in its depending upon 

                                                
17 Dany Nobus, Jacques Lacan and the Freudian Practice of Psychoanalysis (Abingdon: Routledge, 
2000), 180.  
 
18 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, Ecrits: The first complete edition in English, trans. 
Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2006), 579-580. 
 
19 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire’, Ecrits: The first complete 
edition in English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2006), 689. 
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the other, desire necessarily inducts the subject into the register of the Other, the symbolic order, 

which is language. Of Lacan’s subjective orders—the symbolic, imaginary and the real—it is 

this symbolic order that asserts (at first in Lacan’s theory) and almost maintains (later) a 

supremacy over the latter two, since it is only in the effects of signification that the subject is 

able to express himself, be expressed, and therefore be seen or apprehended.  

 

And signification has effects for or on the subject, too. It is in language that the subject expresses 

demand and experiences desire. And it is within the limits of language that demands or desire are 

communicated, constituted, subverted or undermined, with the parameters of language exerting a 

force on the reality of what or who needs, demands and desires signification. The effect of the 

signifier is one of ‘conditioning’, Lacan would write—but perhaps the religious subject, 

addressing his prayer to an omnipotent other in worship, knows something of this most clearly. 

The declaration of the god figure in the prayer performs the speaker’s entrance into relation with 

the other who is designated by the same gesture, one that creates both the other and the speaker, 

the relation, by virtue of the designation.  

 

In accounting anew for the Freudian theory in ‘The Signification of the Phallus’ in 1958, Lacan 

claims a Freudian lineage in spite of his invention, puts it all in this way:  

 
Freud could not have taken into account modern linguistics, which postdates him, but I 
would maintain that Freud’s discovery stands out precisely because, in setting out from a 
domain in which one could not have expected to encounter linguistics’ reign, it had to 
anticipate its formulations. Conversely, it is Freud’s discovery that gives the 
signifier/signified its full scope: for the signifier plays an active role in determining the 
effects by which the signifiable appears to succumb to its mark, becoming, through that 
passion, the signified. 20 

                                                
20 Jacques Lacan., ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, 578. 
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In the earlier linguistic Lacan especially, the conditioning of the signifier is the condition for and 

of the subject, a splitting of needs, demands and desires, which precipitates the Freudian 

unconscious, and constitutes a subject shaped by the language with which he speaks and seeks 

the other or his own, unattainable satisfaction. This split or division is the fundamental nature of 

the psychoanalytic subject; causal desire is a Lacanian formulation.  

 

The model, a causal desire that splits the subject and precipitates his relation with the other, is 

arguably applicable to the case of the religionist. In the collect for Ash Wednesday, the other 

sought is established and characterized as the all-powerful Creator, ‘Almighty and everlasting’ 

(at other times, and depending on the petition to follow, God is merciful, or the God of refuge 

and strength, or wrathful, depending upon the desire being addressed.) Prayer may, of course, 

take the form of the petitioner’s extemporary speech, or the prescribed text of something like the 

collect. In each case, though, the prayer represents a demand and a desire for something, both. 

For rain or good health or victory or mercy. But after the particular petition is satisfied, or no 

longer presents as possibly satisfying (the rains have come or sickness has abated) another will 

take its place as expression of (new) ultimate desire or concern for something more, and this is 

evidenced as much by the Church’s calendar of prayers as it is by the analyst’s continued 

employment, or folk and literary tropes of the insatiable glutton, the seeker or the pilgrim. The 

movement of psychical and linguistic signification, like the movement toward the wanted object 

in the dream, forms a continual motion to speak, to express an animating desire—which is its 

impulsion. Cranmer surely knew the potency and good use of speech in his own way, helping the 

efforts of his flock with plain words in an easy meter and tripled, Trinitarian clauses. As is the 
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case above, the prayers often characterize the speaker as well as the other, in an attempt at 

performance of relation, and ask for help from that same other made. Predating even Freud, but 

perhaps knowing a little about the subject and desire in language, Cranmer’s Ash Wednesday 

collect invokes a parallel story of subject and other in its reference (Psalm 51 reads, “10. Create 

in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me … 17. The sacrifices of God are a 

broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou will not despise”21). The allusion 

models, makes already-there, a familiar image (in the imaginary order) of relationship with 

God—the psalmist’s—to be taken up or filled, inhabited. 

 

It is with the gesture in the theory, then, the location of desire in language, in the symbolic, and 

its subjection to an other, as well as an acknowledgement of the conditioning, constitutive 

function of language on desire, on the subject, that Lacan subjected the dream to the rigors of 

discourse and the subject to the rules of language. He made a further step, though, since if 

language is subject to certain rules, so must desire, so must the subject be: 

 
What is at issue is to refind—in the laws that govern this other scene, which Freud, on 
the subject of dreams, designates as the scene of the unconscious—the effects that are 
discovered at the level of the chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes 
language…22 

 

Lacan would make another translation or transformation (the second considered here) of 

Saussurean linguistics, to find a first subjective grammar of the unconscious, of desire—here too, 

though, the translation diverged from its original. The linguistic sign Lacan introduced in ‘The 

                                                
21 Psalm 51, The Holy Bible, King James Version,  https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1611-Bible/  I 
have referenced the KJV for all biblical allusions, for the quality of its being known. 
 
22 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, 578. 



 

 30 

Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’ in 1957, although it is 

attributed to Saussure23 (and the act of attribution must seem political, hardly likely a case of 

misunderstanding), is not the Saussurean sign at all, rather a direct inversion, or subversion, of it. 

There is consensus between the Saussurian and Lacanian signs on important counts: according to 

each, the sign is bipartite and consists of signifier and signified; signs constitute languages which 

are communal, or external or of the Other; and signification is located more in the juxtaposition 

of signs and in the contiguity of sequences of signs (the signifying chain) than it can be 

contained in the sign itself.24 Besides these qualities, the theorists’ signs resemble one another 

little. The linguistic sign of Saussurean theory, a ‘two-sided’ but unified psychological entity, 

with the signifier and signified, ‘intimately linked … each [triggering] the other,’25 is represented  

 

26. 
 
Saussure uses an analogy—the two sides of a piece of paper—to describe language as a whole, 

made up of chains of the unified pair ‘concept’/ ‘sound image’ or signified/ signifier. The front 

and back faces of something thin as an airmail letter or a page of a dictionary give the impression 

of an almost-unidimensional entity, dual only in aspect. He writes:  

 
Language can… be compared with a  sheet of paper: thought is the front and the sound 
the back; one cannot cut the front without cutting the back at the same time; likewise in 

                                                
23 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reasons Since Freud’, Ecrits: The 
first complete edition in English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2006), 415. 
 
24 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Lingusitics, trans. William Baskin (London: Peter Owen 
Ltd., 1964), 65-70.  
 
25 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 66. 
 
26 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 67. 
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language, one can neither divide sound from thought nor thought from sound; the 
division could be accomplished only abstractedly, and the result would be either pure 
psychology or pure phonology.27 

 

The arrows in Saussure’s illustration emphasize the strength of the link and reciprocity between 

signifier and signified; the ring surrounding them represents the sign as a unified whole; the line 

bisecting the sign as a whole, like the edge of the page which seems only the effect of a join 

(although that one can cut, of course), is indicative of nothing more than the sign’s bipartite 

nature.28  

 

By contrast, the ‘reproduction’ of Saussure’s illustration in the ‘The Instance of the Letter’ 

makes little of link and reciprocity, the arrows having been erased. Nor does Lacan maintain 

Saussure’s circumscribing ring in his own diagram. The line bisecting the sign remains, about 

which the image is flipped, so that signifier appears above signified. All this is reduced, 

represented in the algorithm: 

 
S (signifier) 
— 
s (signified) 
 

which in turn is explained, ‘“signifier over signified,” “over” corresponding to the bar separating 

the two levels.’29 It is by this algorithm, in many aspects the antithesis of the Saussurian sign, that 

Lacan defines the ‘topography of the unconscious,’30 showing the way in which language 

                                                
27 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 113. 
 
28 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 66. 
 
29 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 414-415. 
 
30 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 428. 
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engenders a division between what might be communicated and what is desired to be, even how 

language shapes what might be desired in the manner it may be communicated. (With it, Lacan’s 

reader must make sense of the famous maxim quoted above, ‘The unconscious is structured like 

a language’31.) ‘Over’, describes how S and s are linked by an operation, much the same as the 

bar of a mathematical operation of division, only it is the subject that is divided by the operation. 

Lacan presents an algebraic function equal to his first definition of the sign, that reads as 

equivalent 

 

f(S) 32 

 

Fink suggests this second algorithm be read simply to say that the signified is a function of the 

signifier,33 implying the relation is not by any means reciprocal, that in all acts of signification 

the signifier is privileged, by necessity. It acts upon the substance it intends to describe, shaping 

and constraining it by virtue of the formations and limits of the set of possible signifiers, possible 

language. The bar in the Lacanian function retains its mathematical connotation, too, then—it 

describes the manner in which one element (the signifier) acts upon another (signified). But the 

subordination of one (causal) thing, s, effect-ed by another, S, cannot be an isolated event, either 

in terms of a linguistic communication or a subjective operation, and the double must be 

presumed to be effected and effecting in the context of other like pairs. How signs (different and 

                                                
31 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 414. 
 
32 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 428. 
 
33 Bruce Fink, Lacan to the Letter: Reading Écrits Closely, (Minnesota: University of Minessota Press, 
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opposed)34 are combined in the signifying chain constitutes a further study—they may be linked, 

according to linguists, by associations of relative sameness or relative relatedness, of similarity 

or contiguity. 

 

Having justified a linguistic approach to the unconscious, and having developed a sign, or a 

function of his own, in this way Lacan subjects the subject and the subject’s unconscious to the 

rigors of linguistic analysis, developing the Freudian project, now with the sign and the 

signifying chain for an object of study, with the language of linguistics appropriated as the 

language of his psychoanalysis. Language, then, ‘the effects that are discovered at the level of 

the chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes language’: beyond condensation and 

displacement of elements or objects presented in the dream for recollection or reconstruction, all 

language might be submitted for analysis and interpretation in the same subjective cause. Lacan 

continues outlining a linguistic project in ‘The Signification of the Phallus’: ‘[These] effects are 

determined by the double play of combination and substitution in the signifier according to the 

two axes for generating the signified, metonymy and metaphor; effects that are determinant in 

instituting the subject.’35 

 

Freud’s displacement and condensation are thus given a linguistic cognate, re-found, in the 

linguists’ constructions, and a linguistic analysis of metonymy and metaphor. Early Lacan 

follows, á la letre, Roman Jakobson’s theory and assertion made, in ‘Aspects of Language and 

Types of Aphasic Disturbances’ that all language, all signification, accords to a structuring 

                                                
34 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 121. 
 
35 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, p. 578. 
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bipolarity maintained in, or maintaining, a tension between combinatory or substitutive use. In 

‘Aspects of Language’, Jakobson writes:  

Any linguistic sign involves two modes of arrangement: 
(t) combination. Any sign is made up of constituent signs and/or occurs only in 
combination with other signs. This means that any linguistic unit at one and the same 
time serves as a context for simpler units and/or finds its own context in a more complex 
linguistic unit. Hence any actual grouping of linguistic units binds them into a superior 
unit: combination and contexture are two faces of the same operation. 
(2) Selection. A selection between alternatives implies the possibility of substituting one 
for the other, equivalent in one respect and different in another. Actually, selection and 
substitution are two faces of the same operation.36 

Jakobson calls the combinatory function metonymic—metonymy, a meaning based in horizontal, 

contiguous relations between signs. Combinations of signifiers mark the inequality of signifier 

and signified, or the insufficiency of the signifier for the representation of what is desired to be 

signified. There would be need, then, for a further, even infinite, communication. Lacan 

references his own algorithm: metonymy upholds the maintenance of the bar between signifier 

and signified; the signified, always elusive, slips perpetually unnoticed or unexpressed beneath 

the signifier. Metonymic displacement characterizes and impels a desire to speak at all, brought 

about by the impossibility of an expression being completed that necessitates a continual, 

asymptotic attempt at its transmission. Metonymy is the language of Freud’s displacement, and 

of Lacan’s désir—the wish that sets the linguistic unconscious to work being, ‘caught in the rails 

of metonymy, eternally extending toward the desire for something else.’37  

 
f (S…S’)S ≅ S(—)s38 

                                                
36 Roman Jakobson, ‘Aspects of Language and Types of Aphasic Disturbances’, On Language 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 119.  
 
37 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 431. 
 
38 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 428. 
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Metonymy is also a literary trope, often considered the genus to which metaphor belongs. The 

metaphoric function—the vertical, similar or substitutive in Jakobson’s terms—represents, for 

Lacan, ‘the crossing of the bar’ in his algorithm. As we may understand metaphor, the linguistic 

operation, here, ‘it is in the substitution of signifier for signifier [such] that a signification effect 

is produced that is poetic or creative, in other words, that brings the signification in question into 

existence.’39 The effect is employed also as a literary figure. In a shorter writing, a précise of the 

developments made in ‘The Instance of the Letter’, Lacan writes an expanded algorithm for his 

metaphor in this way:40 

 
 
For Jakobcon, it is in the use or manipulation of the two types of verbal connection, similarity 

and contiguity, that an individual ‘exhibits his personal style, his verbal predilections and 

preferences.’41(He may also forget them, and himself, along these lines.) The linguist concludes, 

‘The dichotomy discussed here appears to be of primal significance and consequence for all 

verbal behavior and for human behavior in general.’42 

 

Early Lacan locates a subjective significance in metaphor particularly, following the Jakobsonian 

schema and definition (more or less). But he exceeds Jakobson’s concept, the scope of its remit, 

                                                
39 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 429. 
 
40 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Metaphor of the Subject’, Ecrits: The first complete edition in English, trans. 
Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2006), 756. 
 
41 Roman Jakobson, ‘Aspects of Language and Types of Aphasic Disturbances’, 130.  
 
42 Roman Jakobson, ‘Aspects of Language and Types of Aphasic Disturbances’, 131. 
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attributing a great deal more to the linguistic operation than personal predilection or behavior, or 

even literary prowess. Of metaphor Lacan says, ‘…this crossing expresses the condition for the 

passage of the signifier into the signified, whose moment I pointed out … by provisionally 

conflating it with the place of the subject.’43 The satisfaction of desire, or full, fleeting, 

condensed representation (which must mean the instantiation of a signifier equal to the task it is 

put to) places the speaking subject where his speech is, gluts meaning or stops the signifying 

chain in its tracks a moment. It is with the slipping of the signifier under the bar that the subject 

emerges, or is revealed, perhaps—if the subject is to be understood as being really in the same 

place as the subject’s desire. For the first Lacan, this is a rare occurrence, always momentary, but 

also, early on, the orientation of clinical practice—‘Analysis can have as its goal only the advent 

of true speech and the subject’s realization of his history in its relation to a future.’44 Metaphoric 

subjectivization is only approached by way of the metonymic, the speaking of desire, and an 

analyst must aim his or her interpretations to support these momentary appearances of subject—

of desire—which stop or fall away from an endless metonymic chain of speech; it is understood 

that their accrual will produce some lasting effect. Sometimes, then—sometimes—‘it’ is spoken, 

and the subject is there, in that place, that—metaphor: the more, more often, the better. 

 

Does this metaphor accord, though, with notions of style, a theory of ontology, or is it, in itself, 

something described in the order of a heuristic? Lacan equivocates—he uses the term, 

‘metaphor’, to describe the mechanism of subjective operation, as above. Or, he nominates a 

method of rhetorical interpretation, advancing again a political return to or rereading of, Freud:  

                                                
43 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud’, 429. 
 
44 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis’, Ecrits: The first 
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What is important is the version of the text, and that, Freud tells us, is given in the telling 
of the dream—that is, in its rhetoric. Ellipsis and pleonasm, hyperbaton or syllepsis, 
regression, repetition, apposition—these are the syntactical displacements; metaphor, 
catechrsis, autonomasia, allegory, metonymy and synecdoche—these are the semantic 
condensations; Freud teaches us to read the intentions, whether ostentatious or 
demonstrative, dissimulation or persuasive, retaliatory or seductive—with which the 
subject modulates his oneiric discourse.45 

 

One metaphor Lacan speaks of, then, the metaphor which is given in the algorithm, is metaphor 

as linguistic gesture or operation; the other metaphor given is metaphor of a textual-figurative 

kind.  

 

The notion of metaphor is historically a deeply contested one, and a question remains, or should 

remain, about the status, even the character, of metaphor; amongst the theorists considered in this 

(story)—Freud, Saussure, Jakobson, Lacan—the figure is variously construed and asked of, as a 

function of language, discourse, literature, philosophy, or of the subject. Cranmer would, 

perhaps, have understood something different again in the idea. Few theories account exactly for 

the more real contingencies, or exigencies, of the singularity of the subject making or using a 

metaphor, speech, which things are caught up in the vicissitudes of his body. Lacan answers 

something of the problem, much later, with topology (or an interpretation of that field of 

mathematics) but this will be the substance of chapters Three and Four.  

 

Here, we must draw allegiances (translations again, far from identifications and necessarily un-

equivalencies) between Freud’s wunsch and Lacan’s désir; between a Saussurean sign and 

Lacanian operation; and between displacement (Freud’s), metonymy (Jakobson’s) and 

                                                
45 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis’, 222. 
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metonymy (Lacan’s) on the one hand, and condensation (Freud’s), metaphor (Jakobson’s) and 

metaphor (Lacan’s) on the other in order, at least, to chart the first Lacanian developments. 

Discrepancies lie in the discourses within which each theory is made, the ones each theorist 

made recourse to, and in the subjective significance or implication of the theory produced. But 

discrepancy in translation accounts, too, for a (metonymic) motion forward in thinking the 

subject, his language, and the relation between the two.  

 

For a measure, the Aristotelean definition of metaphor serves well to illustrate subsequent 

divergence. It defines a metaphor in linguistic and literary practice, ‘The application to one thing 

of the name belonging to another.’46 And the definition would seem at first to account for all 

figures of speech, subsuming, certainly, displacement under the broader category of 

condensation, metonymy under metaphor. By Aristote’s taxonomy, ‘We may apply (a) the name 

of a genus to one of its species, or (b) the name of a species to its genus, or (c) the name of one 

species to another of the same genus, or (d) the transfer may be based on a proportion.’ 

Metonymy is accounted for in subcategory (b).  

 

At odds with Aristotle, Jakobson’s linguistic development in ‘Aspects of Language’—the 

dichotomous relation and axial metaphoric/metonymic paradigm on which all language is based 

accordingly—finds its foundation in a definition he gives elsewhere:  

 
A partial similarity of two signata may be represented by a partial similarity of 
signantia…or by a total identity of signantia, as in the case of lexical tropes. Star means 
either a celestial body or a person—both of preeminent brightness. A hierarchy of two 
meanings—one primary, central, proper, context-free, and the other secondary, 
marginal, figurative, transferred, contextual—is a characteristic feature of such 

                                                
46 Aristotle’s Poetics, trans. James Hutton (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1982), 67. 
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asymmetrical couples. Metaphor (or metonymy) is an assignment of a signans to a 
secondary signatum associated by similarity (or contiguity) with the primary signatum.47 
[J 417] 

 

And this is to effect a parity of operational puissance between metaphor and metonymy, un-

subordinating the second in relation with the first. Variously, then, Cranmer’s text (a collect for 

Good Friday) 

 
O Merciful God, who hast made all men, and hatest nothing that thou hast made, nor 
wouldest the death of a sinner, but rather that he should be converted and live; Have 
mercy upon all Jews, Turks, Infidels, and Heretics, and take from them all ignorance, 
hardness of heart, and contempt of thy word; and so fetch them home, blessed Lord, to 
thy flock, that they may be saved among the remnant of the true Israelites, and be made 
one fold under one shepherd… 48 

 

makes use of metaphoric language effects (mixed, of all Aristotelian denominations, including 

metonymic metaphor), or metonymy only according to Jakobson. (The exception or agreement, 

perhaps, is the address, ‘Merciful God’—if proper names constitute the ‘application to one thing 

of the name belonging to another’ and also ‘the assignment of a signans to a secondary signatum 

associated by similarity’, if the name (word) and unnamed substance could possibly be said to be 

similar.) The ‘Jews, Turks, Infidels and Heretics’ bear historical reference, but stand in, 

synecdochically, for all sinful humankind, just as ‘hardness of heart’ and ‘contempt of thy word’ 

represent the subject who feels and thinks, in parts for the whole. The use of ‘home’ presents a 

more ambivalent proposition, a home being precisely where the subject locates it, and also 

                                                
47 Roman Jakobson, ‘Quest for the Essence of Language’, On Language (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1990), 417. 
 
48 Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer, 1662, 
http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/1662/Orig_manuscript/collects_epistles_gospels1.htm 
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literally (for the surest religionist) and theologically (but does faith render the proposition 

literal?) a union with the god figure.  

 

The concluding figurative chiasmus, though—‘flock-remnant-fold-shepherd’—presents a scrap 

(a textile term, also) of the argument in poetic text for subjective desire and against meaning or 

potency by or within linguistically-construed metaphor: At the level of the sentence, a 

metonymic motion characterizes both the petition as such and its specifications (that it is 

brought—a demand—out of need; that it is enunciated, out of desire). ‘Home’ is characterized as 

the biblical flock, safe in the sheepcote or sheepfold. It is an evocative and oft-employed trope 

that finds its earliest usage in Genesis, but perhaps garners a more literal interpretation for some, 

with the report in John, 10 (1-28) of Jesus’ words, ‘I am the good shepherd, and know my sheep, 

and am known of mine. As the Father knoweth me, even so know I the Father: and I lay down 

my life for the sheep. And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, 

and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd.’49  

 

Flock and shepherd, then, form an associative allegiance. One, the latter, saves (liberates, or 

protects, or both), and in this instance the Israelites stand as a synecdoche, one race strictly 

metonymically, for all those who will be rescued. And either by historical time or the advent of 

great misfortune, ‘remnant’ describes the remainder of the race (not a metaphor); the material 

not-all or vestige, truly embodying a fallen or diminished state and carrying the trace or memory 

of—something more—is another type of part for whole, but having a real context, also. 

                                                
49 The Holy Bible (King James Version), John 1:14-16, https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1611-
Bible/, accessed 25/09/19 
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Homelier, though, in the mundane sense, remnants—bits of cloth—are to be saved, folded—they 

are folds. And the textile trace is woven or knit securely in the chiasmus in the text, leaving 

space or fold for the speaker to bring his voice, body, and daily concern to. ‘Remnant’ to 

describe the Israelites garners its figurative valence after the fact in metonymic, semantic 

construction; it affords a possibility of further meaning in the invitation poetic construction 

leaves for the one who might come to read or speak the prayer.  

 

In ‘Aspects of Language’, too, a clinical example of metonymic aphasia is illustrative of a 

complexity arising from the contingency of real context: 

 
Of the two polar figures of speech, metaphor and metonymy, the latter, based on 
contiguity, is widely employed by aphasics whose selective capacities have been affected. 
Fork is substituted for knife, table for lamp, smoke, for pipe, eat for toaster. A typical 
case is reported by Head: “When he failed to recall the name for ‘black,’ he described it 
as ‘What you do for the dead’; this he shortened to ‘dead’” (1926: 198). Such 
metonymies may be characterized as projections from the line of a habitual context into 
the line of substitution and selection: a sign (fork) which usually occurs together with 
another sign (knife) may be used instead of this sign. Phrases like knife and fork, table 
lamp, to smoke a pipe induced the metonymies fork, table, smoke; the relation between 
the use of an object (toast) and the means of its production underlies the metonymy eat for 
toaster. “When does one wear black?”—”When mourning the dead”: in place of naming 
the color, the cause of its traditional use is designated. J12550 

 

Perhaps if Head’s aphasic patient was telling a story, about an event taken place, ‘in the dead of 

night’, it might have been a metonymy—depending on the day, the interviewer, the patient’s 

registration of fatigue or anxiety, pain or hunger (bodily). Perhaps the same can be said of any 

other use of the figure—depending on the logic that determines its invocation in the first place 

and that guides its later interpretation, what of the process is or isn’t laid bare concerning the 
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speaker or reader. What is missing in the linguistic, and so in the early Lacanian model, is an 

account of what in the subject does not belong to language and to discourse but may aspire to 

them. Lacan was to find a solution to the problem—really of the subject’s body—later, with 

topology and not linguistics; he is his own best critique.  

 

But perhaps poetry offers a case of some conciliatory use. In the same gesture with which the 

subject’s unconscious was made subject to language, first Lacanian theory allowed that literature 

may be imputed more surely or rigorously with the desire of the subject. Poetry, bodied or 

material, provides a refutation of the metaphoric principle, and offers instead a more powerful 

heuristic, showing the body of the desiring speaking subject. Liturgical poetry offers an 

embodied (real) and figured, or figurative, example, pre-figuring (long in advance) the work of 

the later Lacan. And as the psychoanalytic clinic does, it attempts a therapeutic intervention. One 

more liturgical poem is an answer to Mary’s: 

 

For the Evening Prayer service, Cranmer followed established practice setting Mary’s song of 

exultation with a second Lucan story and canticle, Simeon’s, as a counterpart; the liturgical 

communication in the pairing weighs jubilant certainty and comforted assurance, finding them 

equal. In the evening service the advent of the holy child is assumed, taken for granted even, 

somewhere in the time allotted for a reading from the New Testament (really, a matter of a few 

minutes)—between the saying or singing of the Magnificat and Nunc Dimittis. The scene 

change, then, from the mountains in Galilee to the city of Jerusalem, accounts for a span of 

perhaps three months or so, and now the words and image given to a parishioner’s body are the 

old man Simeon’s, who was promised (Luke tells his reader) by God that he would not see death 
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before seeing the Lord’s Christ (Luke 2:26)51. T. S. Eliot wrote it, too. On a day soon after Jesus’ 

circumcision and the conclusion of his mother’s confinement, the young parents would bring the 

newborn to Jerusalem to present him in the temple, according to custom, when Simeon, spirit-

led, had come there, also: Eliot’s Simeon says,  

 
 Lord, the Roman hyacinths are blooming in bowls and 
 The winter sun creeps by the snow hills; 
 The stubborn season has made stand.  
 My life is light, waiting for the death wind, 
 Like a feather on the back of my hand.… 
  
 Grant us thy peace.52 
 

The meeting is not, in the gospel, a coincidence—the old man, ‘just and devout’, comes to 

witness the promise of his and his peoples’ salvation, and it is given to understanding that this 

one life may end with the witness of the other’s beginning, and will thus be furnished with a 

satisfactory, satisfying conclusion. Simeon takes the infant in his own arms, blesses him, and 

while he makes a premonitory warning (‘(And a sword shall pierce thine heart,/ Thine also).’53) 

the story casts the encounter well, as a completion of a prophecy, and a life—both—and as both 

necessary and sufficient. Cranmer’s Luke’s Simeon puts it this way: 

 
Lord, now lettest thou they servant depart in peace : accordying to thy worde.  
For mine iyes have seen : thy salvacion.  
Whiche thou hast prepared : before the face of al people;  
To be a light to lighten the Gentiles : and to be the glory of thy people Israel.  
Glory be to the father : and to the Son…54 

                                                
51The Holy Bible (King James Version), Luke, 2:26, https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1611-Bible/. 
52 T. S. Eliot, ‘A Song for Simeon’, The Complete Poems and Plays 1909-1950, New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and World, Inc, 1971, p. 69.  
 
53 T. S. Eliot, ‘A Song for Simeon’, 70.  
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And so does Cranmer’s parishioner—still. The language and rhetoric of this (compared with 

Mary’s) canticle are as measured and simple as they could be. There is an addressee—the other 

is the Lord—and He is petitioned directly, named immediately; the naming establishes a relation 

between petitioner and authority, calls and calls to account the powerful or responsible party. 

And the demand made, for permission to depart, is plain and direct, and assumes the outcome 

sought—not least because the promise has been made already—historically, biblically, in a 

prophecy. That promise is invoked, ‘according to thy word,’ to support the demand; and this 

‘lettest’, is a poor-man’s Fiat, but authorized by the Maker’s—in communion, consort, with the 

Maker—to show a desire.  

 

The speaker, asker, is a servant. Simeon was no potentate but neither was he enslaved, rather, 

loyal, and so does the parishioner aspire to be. He hopes that the signing of Simeon’s words with 

his own voice, his own body, might help his effort. And Cranmer seemed to intend, once more, 

that even, measured clauses, and comfort in sparely assured language and biblical reference (like 

evidence in a legal argument) would help the cause, too. Again, he appends a doxology to direct 

the speaker’s thoughts on the matter, casting Simeon’s petition for a conclusion in comforted, 

vindicated terms—Simeon may go now, gently, to his end, and the worshipper may end his day, 

all subjects tending homeward.  

 

If it were true that the old man Simeon took the infant Jesus in his arms and spoke words roughly 

approximated by the words Luke reports, were they metaphorical speech? Or were they, when 

the faith-full architects of the Roman or Sarum liturgies prescribed the use of the Nunc Dimittis 
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translated in the Latin? Or, Cranmer having tweaked it in English for congregational use, too, 

when the common worshipper recites the prayer, the Nunc Dimittis, or hears it sung in any 

Evensong—is the speech metaphoric speech? 

 

Some speakers have been, are, employed in domestic service or hospitality industries. All 

nominate themselves as servants or serving their god figure—if only by the performance in this 

one declaration, but likely, too, in a religious or spiritual, ethical intention. Simeon seems to have 

referenced a final sort of departure: the service concludes the worshipper’s day, and he departs to 

return home, to his dinner, the evening news, the week’s ironing.  

 

Simeon declared, ‘For mine eyes have seen thy salvation.’ Holding the weeks-old baby in his 

arms (if he was, if he did), and understanding the small body to be the Messiah’s, he likely 

intended the phrase both literally and figuratively. After Simeon—the measure of the metaphor 

must be a question of the speaking subject’s belief. Any answer must lie with each subject who 

uses the words, must be sought and found anew, by anyone who cares to know, every time the 

speech is made. The contingencies (exigencies) of education, literacy, fluency, health (mental 

and physical), hunger (bodily or spiritual), fatigue; experience, association, identification; trauma 

history, family history, presence, or present circumstance; psychedelics or psychotropics; need, 

demand, deep desire, will all bring to bear upon the enquiry and answer alike.  

 

Gradually, Lacan’s theory of the subject was less a theory of metaphor, less construed in terms of 

metaphor itself, more in metaphoric terms—the idea of metaphor invoked, figuratively, as a 

guide—but even this, less and less. The shift might be explained best, most concisely, in the 
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irresolvable discrepancy within language between language and body, and the fact that body (the 

real for Lacan) lies outside language, indeed must lie outside language, and must come to 

constitute the subject with language. Liturgical texts are examples of poetry (already bodied) that 

make and hold a place for the worshipper with his voice and body. Bodied—material (formal) or 

musical—and embodied or enunciated, they go some way to demonstrating one way in which it 

is those elements of a text extraneous to the linguistic chain or order that refute the notion of a 

linguistic metaphoric function in the poem with the poem as signification and also form. And, 

perhaps, they offer a refutation of a subjective operation of the purely linguistic metaphor. 

Bracketing questions of faith or truth, the basis for the Magnificat text was not metaphor for the 

girl, likely not for the Evangelist, not all and not most powerfully for Cranmer and those 

following him. Nor does the Nunc Dimittis represent a text or speech the potency and mechanism 

of which should be attributed to a linguistic operation alone—not for Simeon (if he were), nor 

Luke, not Cranmer, nor Eliot, nor for the one who comes to speak the same words—the poem—

over and again in a familiar way because he wishes to. Poetry—un-experimental, lyrically-

constructed and un-metaphorical—might have furnished Lacan with more solution to the limits 

of linguistics or metaphor than it did, lending a body to language, or to metonymy and so to 

desire. Certainly, poetry offers a more accessible heuristic to think out the subject than topology 

can for most readers. Lacan’s final written text does more than intimate this knowledge, but 

doesn’t flesh it out, so to speak.  

 

The impasse between body and language (the real and symbolic) and its resolution in later theory 

demanded a revision of clinical aim and method, too. In the time of linguistics and the metaphor 

of the subject, the aim of analysis was the full speaking of the supposed subject, bringing him 
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forth in the manner of a formal metaphoric production, and the analysts’ tools were meaning-full 

interpretations that might elicit the subjective effect in language.55 With a shifting conception of 

the subject, a growing apprehension of the subject partly constituted outside language, analysis’ 

aim and method looked toward aiding the synthesis of its different, conflicting experiential 

registers: language, the Symbolic; the body, the Real, and what of the subject is in narrative, 

image, the Imaginary, which is product of the first two and equally constitutive, necessary. It 

seems a much more moderate aim, or at least a more flexible one, and not at odds with 

Cranmer’s poetic project—the making of a place, in language and with more than the linguistic, 

for more than language—for the subject in body, speech, story, and for his desire.  

 

Colette Soler spoke of the turn from the first, linguistic orientation in Lacanian psychoanalysis 

toward a psychoanalytic theory and practice that encompasses what is extrinsic to it in a seminar 

given at the Australian Center for Psychoanalysis in 2012. She considers the analyst’s act of 

interpretation, which is symptomatic of the change more broadly, too: 

 
There is no analysis possible without a production of meaning. But the orientation of 
Lacan was always to find a beyond of meaning, and this is not just at the end of his 
teaching it is there from the beginning. I will take just one point to show it: the 
interpretation. You know there is a sequence of definitions of interpretation in Lacan. At 
the end, he emphasizes the use of equivocityy. In reality, if you read ‘Function and Field 
of Speech and Language’, you could already see that he spoke of poesy, resonance, 
equivocity and so on. It was already present, not developed but already present. 
Nevertheless, for a long time he spoke about what he called significatory interpretation, 
meaning the interpretation that delivers a signification, for example, an Oedipal 
signification. Something referring to the father, to the mother, is a signficatory 
interpretation.  

 

Soler continues with a definition of metaphor, of her own.  

 
                                                
55Jacques Lacan, ‘The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis’, 240-243. 
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So he defines the significatory interpretation in the period in which he said that symptom 
is a metaphor. Metaphor is a process of substitution between two signifiers that produces 
a surplus at the level of meaning. And so we can grasp the disappeared signifier, because 
we perceive in speech, the surplus of signification. The idea is that the interpretation 
aims at, makes appear, the surplus of signification. So it is interpretation, apparently, 
which produces meaning and which operates at the level of meaning. Nevertheless, at the 
same time, Lacan insists that what is important is not the signification; it is the signifier 
without any meaning which has produced this meaning. Even at the moment in which he 
emphasized that the interpretation was a significatory one, in this same moment he was 
emphasizing that what we aim at in reality is not the signification but the signifier, and 
specifically the signifier from which the symptom is constructed—that is to say, the 
signifier of the trauma. It seems to me that this example is very demonstrative of the 
position of Lacan. From the beginning he was aiming at something real here, the 
signifier without any meaning. This definition refers to the Real as outside of meaning. 
And so he can say at this moment that the interpretation follows a process that is the 
reverse of metaphor. After this idea of aiming at something beyond meaning—it’s a 
general idea and I just give this example of the interpretation—we have to invent the way 
to go beyond the meaning in a practice in which we produce, inevitable, meaning. One of 
the ways used by Lacan was the handling of time and the moment of the cut in the speech 
of the patient. I won’t develop this, but just indicate the direction.56 

 

The ‘handling of time and the moment of the cut in the speech of the patient’ or worshipper, or 

subject, is the stuff of the subject to be developed in the chapters that follow. Following Lacan’s 

formulation, ‘I am not a poet, but a poem,’ perhaps we might substitute ‘patient’ in Soler’s 

expression with ‘poem’: If I have established a possible discourse for psychoanalysis and poetry 

qua expression of desire by way of language, ‘the handling of time and the moment of the cut in 

the speech of the poem’ is what is to be considered now.  

                                                
56 Colette Soler, ‘International Lacan Seminar: The real unconscious and its consequences’, Analysis (18) 
(Carlton North: The Australian Centre for Psychoanalysis Inc., 2012), 48. 



 

 

Chapter Two 

‘—Even losing you’: Elizabeth Bishop’s subject of style 

 

There is a conceptual, and felt, dependence on the part of life (birth or presence or production)—

on death or loss or trauma—a reciprocal one. A loss—generates—something, whether in the 

order of a speech or a symptom, a subject or a poem, in the clinic or out of it. This chapter is 

about the birth of the subject, and the birth of the poetic subject—both. It is also about where 

these two subjects might coincide—not literally, of course, but in the locus, perhaps, made by or 

in the poem, where speech turns into writing—and with some further generative effect. The 

question at the heart of this study is how it is that the subject of the poem is brought about, and to 

what end? To this end, I will consider some of the Lacanian psychoanalytic theory concerned 

with the inauguration and persistence of the subject, notions of repetition and of erasure; ‘—

Even losing you,’ Elizabeth Bishop’s line, loss or trauma, and poetic product, serve as case.  

 

Trauma (in the guises of an originating alienation, castration, or the names-of-the-Father (but 

more on this last later)) is a necessary constituent of the subject’s genesis in the psychoanalytic 

account. Its analytic evidence or trace is in the clinic, in repetition of speech and symptom, or in 

patterns of conduct, relation, creative production (Hopkins writes, ‘Repeat that, repeat,’ as an 

imperative!) If the subject matter itself, the stuff from which the subject is formed, and the stuff 

which impels her significations, forms or embodies the trace of what is traumatic—a death or an 

erasure—or what is lost, or indicates a traumatic presence, then her words expressing trauma 

(traces, also) also take part in self-generative function. The poet’s becoming is supported in the 



 

 

refuse of biographical detail, supports an ‘I’ or subject, distinct again, interpolated in verse. And 

perhaps this ‘I’ belongs also to the reader, or the one who repeats, with her own voice, the stanza.  

 

There is the matter of narrative, then, and of the stanza’s music and very being-there or actuality, 

also. Elizabeth Bishop is an apt poetic interlocutor for Lacan, precisely because of her poetics, 

and perhaps because she is not of that tradition with which Lacan might more naturally be 

brought into dialogue—the avant-garde writers of 1960s Paris with whom he himself engages in 

the paper I will read here, or even the more modern English-language poets. I want to show that 

there is a place in Lacanian discourse for discourse of more formal poetics, and show, then, the 

inherence of the Lacanian subject in the poem, so far as this makes sense. Bishop brings to the 

dialogue some direct, contextual acknowledgement of trauma—in narrative, in biography—

which allows for a discourse about the image of the subject in story as well as in prosody. 

 

What follows is constituted in a back-and-forth conversation between Bishop and Lacan, reading 

the poetic work of both. Lacan’s paper, ‘Lituraterre’, first published in 1971, is a short, dense, 

elliptical and, even wantonly, enigmatic statement of the discourse possible between 

psychoanalysis and literature. Its ambiguity and aphorism, it might be argued, is offered in the 

interest of poetry as much as analytic theory, not unlike the statement of the Preface. The paper 

considers speech and writing, as does much (if not finally all) of Lacan’s work. It figures writing 

as the liminal ‘littoral’, the threshold between knowledge and jouissance, the symbolic and the 

real. The littoral/litter-al/literal of the written inscribes the position of the subject.  

 



 

 

And I will consider three of Bishop’s poems with particular attention to the formation of the 

subject at the levels of narrative and of prosody, the bearing of the one upon the other. ‘Sestina’ 

and ‘One Art’ are formal tours de force, deft examples of the manipulation of formal parameters 

to describe, inscribe the subject. Each of these poems, like so much of Bishop’s work, engages 

with a trauma.  

 

To begin, though, is an account of an awakening or becoming. ‘In the Waiting Room’ uses the 

female, maternal image in altered form to consider a birth, but an odd, figurative one—that of the 

subject herself as subject, correlate, within the diegetic parameters of the lyric itself, with the 

dawning of more mature consciousness. The poem tells about a makeshift birth in narrative and 

enacts, in a direct internal ‘speech’ of sorts a voicing, birthing, of the subject, of an ‘I’.  

 
In Worcester, Massachusetts, 
I went with Aunt Consuelo 
to keep her dentist's appointment 
and sat and waited for her 
in the dentist's waiting room. 
It was winter. It got dark 
early. The waiting room 
was full of grown-up people, 
arctics and overcoats, 
lamps and magazines. 
My aunt was inside 
what seemed like a long time 
and while I waited and read 
the National Geographic 
(I could read) and carefully 
studied the photographs…1  

 

The scene is furnished with a mother figure, or substitute—two, indeed—both a foolish aunt, and 

an image of universal Woman displaying her breasts as emblem of femininity and foreignness 

                                                
1 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘In the Waiting Room’, Poems (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011), 179. 



 

 

together. But in the poem, too, is the semblance of a Lacanian mirror phase, the colored margin 

of the National Geographic bounding the tribal scene its pages contain, and standing for the 

mirror in which the infant might see and have her integrated, ideal image confirmed. On the eve 

of her seventh birthday, the child, Elizabeth, has been born long since, and is developmentally 

more advanced than Lacan’s reflected infant, but the scene that is played out in the dentist’s 

waiting room in Worcester, MA in 1917, sees the subject, the poet-subject, in her nascence, 

nonetheless.  

 

Waiting for her aunt, the seven-year-old reads the magazine, and its yellow frame presents her 

with a still foreign world. She sees a volcano, the filmmakers Osa and Martin Johnson attired in 

a fashion appropriate for some sort of expedition, and then a photograph of a dead man slung on 

a pole, entitled, ‘Long Pig’. These images all reflect the larger, alien, world of which the child 

will become a part. Next are ‘Babies with pointed heads/ wound round and round with string,’ 

and ‘black, naked women,’ their necks wound with wire, like lightbulbs, the child thinks. The 

women’s breasts horrify the child but are a part, nonetheless, of the image of womanhood she is 

presented with and with which she must assimilate. Mothers and babies, even strange mothers 

and babies, reflect the almost-mother/ child pair in the Worcester waiting room.  

 

The poem’s primary event is a cry emitted from Elizabeth’s caregiver. From inside the dentist’s 

office Aunt Consuelo voices an, ‘oh’ of pain, but in giving a birth, also, perhaps, to the scene and 

the subject, for,  

 
…it was me: 
my voice, in my mouth. 
Without thinking at all 



 

 

I was my foolish aunt 
I—we—were falling, falling, 
our eyes glued to the cover 
of the National Geographic 
February, 1918.2 

 

Who is the ‘I’ or ‘me’ in the waiting room? Or, what is the subject? There is no simple 

explanation to be given, of course no simple way of describing who or what the subject is, or 

what the Lacanian subject is, either, except to say that it is a fundamentally divided subject. The 

Lacanian concept changes over the course of his career, at first the subject of language, and 

finally—still the subject of language, but now of a particular kind, based in  lalangue, closely 

allied not so much to the symbolic as to the real (more on this in Chapter Three).3 

 

But reflecting something of Bishop’s experience, Bruce Fink provides two definitions of the 

early Lacanian subject, as brought about by the processes of alienation and separation in 

language. Fink’s Lacanian subject may be described as the ‘subject as precipitate’ or signifier 

and the ‘subject as breach’4. The first is that subject which appears as signifier, the subject of the 

oft-repeated statement of the signifier, ‘that which represents a subject for another signifier’5. 

This subject is in some sense a static precipitation, or—we could say—refuse, litter-aly, as Joyce 

                                                
2 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘In the Waiting Room’, 180. 
 
3 Colette Soler, Lacanian Affects: The Function of Affect in Lacan’s Work, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: 
Routledge, 2016), 53. 
4 Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1995), 69. 
 
5 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XX: The Limits of Love and Knowledge (Encore), trans. Bruce Fink (New York: 
W. W. Norton and Company, 1999), 49. 
 



 

 

would have it.6 Fink’s second iteration or moment of the subject is the subject in and as motion 

between signifiers, what he, and Lacan, terms the ‘creative spark’ in the process of metaphoric 

substitution. The subject would be in this way constitutive and constituted of and in the process 

of metaphoric substitution: ‘Every metaphorical effect is then an effect of subjectivity (and vice 

versa). There is no such thing as a metaphor without subjective participation, and there is no 

subjectification without metaphorization.’7 This is one conceptualization of subject, and has its 

limits. And there is, of course, no living, breathing subject in the poem, and psychoanalysis is 

above all a clinical discourse and praxis—there would seem, then, to be some true 

incompatibility between poetry and Lacanian, or any, psychoanalytic theory.  

 

However, Lacan had much to say about literature, about the place and function, powers and 

limits of literature. ‘Lituraterre’ constitutes a significant statement of Lacanian literary theory—it 

also allows for the positioning of the subject, by what is littoral and litter-al, as far as is possible 

in the literal, literary.  

 

Something like his statement concerning the poet and poem, ‘Lituraterre’ is literary object and 

theoretical position statement, both—in large part a performative literature. As I have said, the 

paper is concerned with writing (l’écrit), but writing—always—both of literature, and of that sort 

which is situated in the unconcscious. Rather than simply a writing of text, this is a writing of the 

subject, a situating of the subject. ‘Lituraterre’ develops the new, eponymous concept. Lacan 

explores its constitution and its function by means of ‘the letter’—what is literal, both letter-al 

                                                
6 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, trans. Dany Nobus, Continental Philosophy Review Vol. 46 (2) (2013), 
328. 
 
7 Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject, 70.  



 

 

and erased or effecting erasure, and littoral, the shoreline between the symbolic and the 

unconscious, the ‘holes’ in literary and subjective discourse.  

 

He opens with a gloss of his titular neologism—a near-spoonerism deriving from ‘littérature’, 

also the name of the journal the paper was first published in. Lacan justifies his invention: 

 
This word is made legitimate by the Ernout and Meillet: lino, litura, liturarius. It 
nonetheless occurred to me by this play on words with which one sometimes makes a 
witticism: the spoonerism returning to the lips, the reversal at the ear.  
This dictionary (have a look at it) provides me with auspices, because it grounds my point 
of departure (parting is dividing up here) from the equivocation with which Joyce (James 
Joyce, that is) slides from a letter to a litter, from a letter (I am translating) to a piece of 
rubbish.8 

 

The Latin, litura means ‘erasure’ and terre, ‘ground’ gives, ‘[writing] erasure [on the] ground’9. 

Lino comes from the verb ‘to smear’, and literatura, again by litura, means writing or literature 

but is also linked—paradoxically, then—with ‘I erase’ or ‘I smear’. (Rabaté points to Freud’s 

remarking on the contradictory semiotic value of some language, like Stimme and stumm, ‘voice’ 

and ‘mute’ in the German. Rabaté writes, ‘A look at Lacan’s references highlights his apparently 

bold notion that literature consists of holes and erasures.’)10 

 

It is this theory of holes and erasures having to do with literature that Lacan unfolds over the 

course of his paper. Characteristically, Lacan has much else to say in the course of the 

                                                
8 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 328. 
 
9 Santanu Biswas, ‘A Literary Introduction to Lituraterre’ in The Literary Lacan, ed. Santanu Biswas 
(Calcutta: Seagull Books, 2012), 174.  
 
10 Jean-Michel Rabaté, Psychoanalysis and the Subject of Literature (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 33. 
 



 

 

exposition: As a cultural critic taking up the actual field of literature and regarding the 

psychoanalyst as literary critic, Lacan attacks with especial vehemence both the notion that 

psychoanalysis has any claim to literature (‘As for psychoanalysis, its being appended to 

Oedipus by no means qualifies it to find its way around in Sophocles’s text.’11) and also the 

psychoanalytic psychobiography as a means of literary criticism:  

 
In any case, far from compromising myself in the literary love fest with which the 
psychoanalyst who is short on ingenuity tries to distinguish himself, I denounce…therein 
the attempt, which invariably demonstrates that his practice is unequal to the task of 
motivating even the slightest literary judgement.12 

 

On the other hand, according to Lacan, if literary criticism is to ‘renew’ itself, it will be in 

reference to psychoanalysis, with psychoanalysis presented to literary texts in order that they 

might 'measure themselves against it, the enigma being on its side.’13 The question of the 

compatibility or relevance of psychoanalysis to literature and literature to psychoanalysis is, as I 

have said, a fraught one. It is simple to argue that there is no real subject in a literary text, that 

literature is not a product of the unconscious, and therefore that there can be no fruitful dialogue 

between the two. But the paper claims there is certainly a place for a psychoanalytic literary 

criticism—only one in which its lens and object have to some degree been exchanged. The 

discourse described is in effect a reversal or inversion of the psycho-biographical method such 

that text becomes illustrative of the psychoanalytic position, the psychoanalytic ‘enigma’.  

 

                                                
11 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 328.  
 
12 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 328. 
 
13 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 329. 
 



 

 

Bishop, then, continues to tell of the moment of becoming: 

 
 But I felt: you are an I, 
 you are an Elizabeth, 
 you are one of them.  
 Why should you be one, too? 
 I scarcely dared to look 
 to see what it was I was.14  
 

What must be true of the subject in order for such a statement—‘You are an I’—to be possible? 

The child feels or speaks to herself, addressing her self ‘you’. ‘I’ in the dialogue becomes 

representative of something like the ideal ego, the mirrored unification of the drives, sensations 

and cryings ‘oh’. The child names herself, first ‘I’ and then ‘Elizabeth’ but ‘an’ Elizabeth, 

conforming to type. Elizabeth asks, ‘Why should you be one, too?’ in something like 

consternation, as if protesting. In becoming an ‘I’ and one of a type, she has fallen through the 

yellow frame into the world; a world, specifically, in winter and at war. The analyst might say 

that she has entered the symbolic somehow, relinquished some part of jouissance—this is what 

the narrative shows. 

 

The child Elizabeth’s, ‘you are an I’ articulates the process of Fink’s metaphorization, in its 

negotiation of the breach which language enacts, and in its assignation of a metaphor-like 

substitution—the ‘I’ assigned. The statement pinpoints the both quotidian and almost-epiphanic 

moment of becoming ‘an Elizabeth’, a subject, and the radical difference, alienation (as other as 

the pictured women’s strange, drooping breasts) and so the loss that this engenders.  

 

                                                
14 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘In the Waiting Room’, 180.  



 

 

But whether spoken or felt, we must ask how the subject is situated in this language, in the space 

of the language, in its temporality. On the page, we are presented with the moment of the subject 

in lines that interrupt an established three-beat rhythm, lines of mostly one syllable. Here is a 

subject who is situated somewhere, perhaps, in the space between the oppositional pairs you/I, 

you/Elizabeth, you/them, or (precipitate, and breach) a subject encompassing each pair of terms. 

(The poem ‘Twelfth Morning; or What You Will’ offers a joyful—epiphanic, indeed—response 

to the little girl’s wonderment with a little boy, unified under an emphatically repeated ‘I’, ‘and 

I/ I am// it’s highlight!’15) 

 

The questions posed by ‘In the Waiting Room’ appear repeatedly in Bishop’s work, an opus 

often found to be lacking a persistent subjective voice and (too) focused instead on objective 

description—on what is fanciful, perhaps, but missing the warmth of an ‘I’ and the empathy that 

it brings. Bishop does write about people, and often with the first-person voice, inserting ‘I’ or 

‘we’ in a delayed fashion (sometimes at the very last) as in ‘The Armadillo’. This poem 

intentionally—it seems—withholds subjective voice, opts for meticulous and objective 

description, an almost cold account of an event both beautiful and brutal, destructive, until the 

final pronouncement of the final stanza. A detached effect is achieved in the hygiene of tight 

quatrains and neat rhymes—a sense of sterility is produced. Gradually, though, the reader learns 

that the poet attended the scene described—‘Last night’—that the poem does in fact give a first-

person account of a single event, not simply an annual possibility. And ultimately the poet places 

herself in the poem with first ‘us’, then ‘I’ and ‘we’, and concludes with her own impassioned, 

italicized, summation of the beauty and the terror: 

 
                                                
15 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘Twelfth Morning; or What You Will’, Poems, 108. 



 

 

 Too pretty, dreamlike mimicry! 
 O falling fire and piercing cry 
 and panic, and a weak mailed fist 
 clenched ignorant against the sky!16 
 

The subject certainly emerges—the poet speaks! We see directly in ‘The Armadillo’ how control 

of form seems to influence the imagined, imaginary, emergence of subjectivity. Looking to 

Bishop’s most formal poems, the sestinas and villanelle, we might look further, through form—

or the ‘stuff’ itself of the poem—into the idea of the creation of subject and how it is supported.  

 

But to return to ‘Lituraterre’, because the formal, the literary, finds its ground in the literal/litter-

al/littoral—Lacan opens a discussion of the ‘letter’ as he conceives of it. The letter, the idea of 

the letter, is considered elsewhere in his work—in the papers, 'The Instance of the Letter in the 

Unconscious’, 'Seminar on the Purloined Letter’ as well as through the seminars. It is, as with the 

conceptualization of the subject, characteristic of reading Lacan that the determination of some 

certain definition of the letter is almost impossible, and, with the subject, the concept is seen to 

evolve over the trajectory of the psychoanalyst’s career. 'The Instance of the Letter’ puts it most 

simply, perhaps: 'but how are we to take the letter here? Quite simply, literally [à la lettre]. By 

“letter” I designate the material medium [support] that concrete discourse borrows from 

language.'17 The letter is the material substrate, and the condition of the signifier. The letter 

cannot be known, does not signify a subject for any signifier and thus is unchanging. It is partly a 

phenomenon of the real order, something like the body, and thus is of jouissance. Being support 

or substrate, it necessarily precedes signification. The idea of the ‘stuff’ or the physicality of the 

                                                
16 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘The Armadillo’, Poems, 101. 
 
17 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious’, Écrits: The first complete edition in 
English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2006), 413. 



 

 

body is a useful analogy—like the body, the letter lies outside the signifying chain, belonging to 

sensation, but the subject’s very sense of herself depends upon the bodily support. Or perhaps the 

thought of the grain of the voice, or the larger set of a possible language from which the actuality 

of discourse is selected, serve as useful conceptual mooring-points.  

 

In ‘Lituraterre’, Lacan proffers a few oblique descriptions of what the letter is, situating it as 

frontier of the real, and of the symbolic ('the letter, isn't it more appropriately…littoral, that is to 

say creating the figure that an entire domain is frontier for the other, in that they are foreign, to 

the point of not being reciprocal.'18) The ‘they’ in question, jouissance and knowledge—the letter 

settles somewhere between the two as ‘edge’. Philip Dravers describes most elegantly this 

liminal position—and also its effect, which leads closer to an understanding of the letter and 

writing, or the letter and literature.  

 
Indeed… if the unconscious is a knowledge in the Freudian sense, in other words a 
network of signifiers bound up with jouissance, it is not, for all that, a knowledge with no 
edge, and this edge is the letter which divides the domains of knowledge and jouissance 
while at the same time knotting them within the text that it constitutes upon its own 
margin. 19 

 

Lacan terms ‘littorals’ those places, or rather holes, that are made at this boundary by means of 

the littoral, and literal, letter—‘Between center and absence, between knowledge and jouissance, 

there is littoral which only turns to the literal insofar as this turn, you can take it in the same way 

at each and every moment.’20 The description holds for the effect of writing—something like a 

                                                
18 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 329. 
 
19 Philip Dravers, ‘To Poe, Logically Speaking: from “The Purloined Letter” to the Sinthome’, Lacan: 
Topologically Speaking, eds. Ellie Raglan and Dragan Milovanovic (New York: Other Press, 2004), 206. 
 
20 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 331. 



 

 

refuse taken in the same way at every moment. There is an act of erasure included in writing—a 

‘scrubbing out’ with the making of a mark, and so necessarily an effacement of the thing which it 

stands for. Littora and litura hold. Dravers draws attention to the element of litter in the Joycean 

way, writing, ‘as the “Letter” is drawn up into such a process, it leaves a residue or material 

deposit in its wake which yet marks a relation to jouissance, a residue which we might refer to 

hear as “literature” or quite simply as “writing”’.21 

 

By way of illustration, or demonstration, Lacan relates a moment of realization had on a 

journey—returning to France, flying over the Siberian Plain at the end of his second trip to 

Japan. The manner of Lacan’s telling is literary in the sense that the apologue bears the trace of 

some small poetry; from the window of the aeroplane, from, ‘between-the-clouds’, Lacan can see 

only rivers, as if etched in the plain below him:  

 
As such it appeared to me irrefutably, this circumstance is not to be sneezed at: from 
between-the-clouds, the shimmering course [ruissellement], only trace to appear, by 
operating there rather than indicating the plain’s relief in this latitude…22  
 

With the small parable, Lacan indicates a new position for the subject based in its emanating 

more closely from the stuff of the real than his previous thought showed23—like the dry river 

bed, etched into the very ground and having definition apart from the ground but also because of 

it, an ‘edge’ of sorts. And as the river bed is then erased by the water that runs in it, the letter 

occupies this littoral space, defined and defining by the establishment of an edge, and the making 

                                                
21 Philip Dravers, ‘To Poe, Logically Speaking: from “The Purloined Letter” to the Sinthome’, 205.  
 
22 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 331. 
 
23 Santanu Biswas, ‘A Literary Introduction to Lituraterre’, 185. 



 

 

of an erasure—a ‘hole’ in the real which is itself constitutive. As for the river bed, so for the 

letter, the basis for the letter being the material ground for the symbolic actually founded in the 

real. And as for writing, so for the subject.  

 
The shimmering course is a bouquet of the first trait and of what effaces it. I have said it: 
it is from their conjunction that the subject is made, but in such a way that two moments 
are being marked. It is thus necessary for the erasure to be distinguished in it. 

 
 … 
 

It is of the same effect that writing is in the real the gullying of the signified, what has 
rained down from semblance in as much as it constitutes the signifier. Writing does not 
copy the signifier, but its language effects [effets du langue], what is forged from it by 
who speaks it.24 

 

The literature that Lacan treats, even very briefly, in ‘Lituraterre’ is the avant-garde literature of 

France in the 1960s and ‘70s, asking if it is possible to constitute a discourse (based on the 

littoral as the essay explains it) that is not ‘emitted from a semblance’ (the question was 

considered concurrently, and clarified somewhat, in Séminaire XVIII: D’un discours qui serait 

pas du semblant). By this is meant the possibility of a discourse which attains to the real as 

opposed to the symbolic alone. The answer offered, then rescinded, quickly, in ‘Lituraterre’ is 

that the literature of the avant-garde may do this, or attempts to. In its playing with the 

materiality of text, with sound, and with ideas of meaninglessness and randomness, Lacan argues 

that the literature generated by the Tel Quel movement, more generally the, ‘so-called avant-

garde literature’ approaches the possibility of the real by its engagement with ‘littorals’.  

 
There is no meta-language, but the written form [l’écrit] that is being fabricated by 
language is material perhaps strong enough for our words [propos] to change there. Is it 
possible to constitute such a discourse on the littoral which is characterized by not being 
emitted from semblance? That’s the question that is only put forward by the so-called 
avant-garde literature, which is in itself a littoral fact: and thus not sustained by 

                                                
24 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, 331-332. 



 

 

semblance, but for all that not proving anything but the breakage, which only a discourse 
can produce, with an effect of production.25 

 

The curious concession, ‘but the written form that is being fabricated by language is material 

perhaps strong enough for our words to change there,’ does not—I am sure—constitute any 

seismic concession to the reality of literature in general, but it does gesture toward the broader 

implications of the literary as littoral ‘effect of language’. I argue that, just as the proponents of 

Tel Quel were concerned with the meaningless and the sonorous as means of recourse to the 

littoral, more formal poiesis, in its own materiality, brings something of the Lacanian letter to 

literature. Santanu Biswas writes:  

 
…Lacan states that avant-garde literature is ‘made of the littoral’, for it sustains itself by 
the hole and ‘not […] by the semblance’ …in terms of its radical departure from 
traditional forms of narration—by way of unconventional narrative styles, wordplay, 
condensation, neologism, displacement, pun, riddle, allusion, ideogram, misspelling, 
combination of incongruous words and phrases, use of words from different languages, 
absence of punctuation, stress on the sounds of the words, the fading self, etc.—avant-
garde literature comprised texts that were hallucinatory, chaotic and situated at the edge 
of meaning. By creating holes in meaning and thus eluding sense, it directed the attention 
of the readers to the very materiality of the letters and their sounds on the one hand, and 
to the limit of and the impossible void beyond it as the site of jouissance, on the other. 
Thus, avant-garde literature comes closest to a form of discourse that might not be a 
semblance because, being made of the littoral instead of the literal, it is sustained by the 
holes in the semblance.26 
 

Condensation and displacement, neologism and ideogram, all aspiring to the holes in the 

semblance. We see a different iteration of this same aspiration in the repetitive rhythms and 

sonorities, metric constructions and allusive conceits of more formally-construed literature, an 
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equal attempt to get at the stuff of the subject, perhaps, if by way of another mode. The question 

is one of style as means to subjective ends.  

 

There is something more. In more formal poiesis or poetic mechanism, we may also witness 

something of the unfolding of the psychoanalytic subject—the subject now allied with the real of 

the letter. This subject is also the subject of repetition and its generative trauma. In some 

instances, as in Bishop’s case, the function is played out at the level of narrative also, but this 

fact need not obscure what occurs at the level of prosody and structure, the materiality of the 

poem.  

 

Let us consider, first, the function of repetition. In psychoanalysis, repetition brings to bear 

directly upon the subject, upon the birth of the subject. And, while accounts of repetition vary, 

from the ‘repetition compulsion’ to repetition in the context of the Lacanian field, the 

phenomenon and its significance is maintained as a tenet of analytic theory. More simply, in 

poetry we might talk about repetition, repeated phonemes, words, lines, or images or tropes—the 

important thing is the iterative, counting function intended to have, or at the very least having, 

effect on meaning, music, or affect.  

 

With literature informing the psychoanalytic enigma, then, let us investigate the Lacanian 

subject, the subject of repetition and ultimately in repetition—and in text. We might start with 

Bishop’s ‘Sestina’:  

 
September rain falls on the house.  
In the failing light, the old grandmother  
sits in the kitchen with the child  



 

 

beside the Little Marvel Stove,  
reading the jokes from the almanac,  
laughing and talking to hide her tears.  
   
She thinks that her equinoctial tears  
and the rain that beats on the roof of the house   
were both foretold by the almanac,  
but only known to a grandmother.  
The iron kettle sings on the stove.  
She cuts some bread and says to the child,  
  
It's time for tea now; but the child  
is watching the teakettle's small hard tears  
dance like mad on the hot black stove,  
the way the rain must dance on the house.  
Tidying up, the old grandmother  
hangs up the clever almanac  
   
on its string. Birdlike, the almanac  
hovers half open above the child,  
hovers above the old grandmother  
and her teacup full of dark brown tears.  
She shivers and says she thinks the house  
feels chilly, and puts more wood in the stove.  
   
It was to be, says the Marvel Stove.  
I know what I know, says the almanac.  
With crayons the child draws a rigid house  
and a winding pathway. Then the child  
puts in a man with buttons like tears  
and shows it proudly to the grandmother.  
   
But secretly, while the grandmother  
busies herself about the stove,  
the little moons fall down like tears  
from between the pages of the almanac  
into the flower bed the child  
has carefully placed in the front of the house.  
   
Time to plant tears, says the almanac.  
The grandmother sings to the marvelous stove  
and the child draws another inscrutable house.27  
 

                                                
27 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘Sestina’, Poems, 121.  



 

 

We see that, following strict sestina form, the line endings, ‘house’, ‘grandmother’, ‘child’, 

‘stove’, ‘almanac’ and ‘tears’ are repeated in a coupled cycle over the course of the poem; they 

mimic quite effectively Freud’s first formulation of the ‘repetition compulsion’, that of ‘Beyond 

the Pleasure Principle’. Freud’s first investigation of the phenomenon of repetition produced the 

paper, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through’; the physician noticed in his patients a 

tendency to repeat or restage past traumatic experience in the context of the psychoanalytic 

transference—even where such experiences would lead to states of unpleasure. From the 

observation came the hypothesis of a ‘compulsion to repeat’28.  

 

In ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, Freud developed his understanding of the unconscious with a 

description of something beyond the ‘life’ drive or pleasure principle—something, indeed, 

seeking death. The destructive compulsion seemed to be more instinctual even than the pleasure 

principle and, although sometimes operating in sympathy with it, a dominant function, 

overriding the rule that the subject seeks pleasure and eschews pain. Freud noted of these certain 

repetitive activities, ‘they are repeated, under pressure of a compulsion,’29 just as the speaker of 

‘Sestina’ appears stuck and compulsively returning to the house on which the rain falls, ‘the roof 

of the house’, the rain dancing on the house, the drawing of a ‘rigid’ house.  

 

It is the step made in ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, the introduction of the death drive and 

repetition compulsion that Lacan takes up in his development of the idea of repetition, the 

                                                
28 Sigmund Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working Through’, The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud: XII (1911-1913), trans. James Strachey (London: 
Vintage, 2001), 149. 
 
29 Sigmund Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud: XVIII (1920-1922), trans. James Strachey (London: Vintage, 2001), 21. 



 

 

subject brought-about, and jouissance. Freud and Lacan both agree that the repeated attempts at 

return are repeated attempts to return to some trauma or other, to re-encounter or touch a trauma, 

which act is finally impossible and also consistent with the continuation of the subject at some 

level. For Freud, a primary trauma, the Oedipus complex, is necessary to bring about the full 

advent of the subject. For Lacan, an earlier trauma, the marking of the subject by its entry into 

discourse and the equivalent rupture that the symbolic register effects in the real, renders the 

subject split and lacking—the divided self. 'Trauma' also describes what we might more readily 

name so; with regard to ‘Sestina’, it might be recalled that Bishop lost her father in infancy, her 

mother to illness and the asylum as a small child. Bishop was cared for first by her maternal 

grandparents before being sent away to Boston. 

 

The story the poem tells is one of some suppressed trauma, something mysterious to the reader. 

The grandmother laughs and talks ‘to hide her tears’, which must, of course, have some cause. It 

seems likely that Bishop is the child and the poem is autobiographical, the grandmother crying at 

her daughter’s madness—what is given, the repetition of the six end-words, marks perhaps this 

real trauma, perhaps another, but the indication of an inescapable returning is clear. The subject 

who speaks repeats compulsively the six end-words, as if circling a trauma which the reader sees 

reflected in the crying woman, teakettle, and even the ‘clever almanac’s’ moons falling ‘down 

like tears’. The child finally draws an ‘inscrutable’ house, as if to put an end, or try to put an 

end—to trauma, to the crying, to the motion of the compulsive poetry and its cyclical 

significations.  

 



 

 

There are some things we can say already, then, based upon a careful reading of the linear poetic 

narrative in chronological direction: a little girl sits drawing by her grandmother. It is raining 

outside and the drops of condensed steam on a teakettle, that burns on a small Marvel stove, 

mimic the rain that falls on the roof and the tears of the grandmother. The grandmother reads to 

the child from the almanac, the moons of which fall out of their place, raining too, on the page—

or seem to. Everything raining, falling. The grandmother cries, and the child seems surely to 

understand that something is wrong. Her knowledge is reflected in the content of her drawing—a 

man with teardrop buttons; the 'inscrutable’ house a defense, a fortress.  

 

But form aids the growing nuance of the picture, particularly a growing sense of and shape to the 

all-pervasive sadness. At first the scene is simple, but the picture of sorrow grows with the 

prismatic turning of the sestina’s line endings, until sadness is reflected in the incidental 

objects—the teakettle, the man drawn, the almanac.  

 

With regard to the modern sestina, form does not dictate a meter, but for the most part Bishop 

keeps to lines of four strong beats, varying this for effect. The first time the pattern is broken is 

in the third stanza, with the hard insistence of the five-beat second-line, 'Is wátching the 

téakettle's smáll hárd téars', and the third, ‘dánce like mád on the hót bláck stóve', which lend 

greater energy and impetus, and suggest a harshness, also. Insistence—insists—in the fourth 

stanza, this time with the 'dárk brówn téars', each one stressed, in the grandmother's tea. 

Likewise, the percussive effect of an extra beat describes the ‘rigid’ house in the fifth stanza. 

With rhythmic variation the sadness presented is rendered more complex, even dramatic at 



 

 

points, and that all but one instance of rhythmic variation occurs in a line ending with ‘tears’, 

serves to distinguish the word, indicate its especial significance in the poem as a whole. 

 

With regard to a psychoanalytic repetition, we would note how although, like ‘tears’, all the end-

word signifiers appear as identical re-iterations—‘house’ in the first line of the first stanza, 

‘house’ in the second line of the second stanza, ‘house’ in the fourth line of the third, etc.—these 

signifiers do in fact differ, by virtue of position. Indeed, Lacan would follow Kierkegaard and 

opine that repetition can never be repetitive of the same thing, ‘A ≠ A’–‘A signifier cannot in any 

way be defined except by not being what the other signifiers are.'30. Unlike the letter, the signifier 

signifies only difference, is only a differential unit, and as such it changes. It were as if ‘house’, 

‘stove’, ‘tears’ were entirely empty, only differing.  

 

Lacan uses the example of the tautology to show how one signifier can never be the same as 

another (in the phrase, ‘my grandfather is my grandfather,’ the seeming repetition is of an 

indication and a symbol):  

 
In any case, what is in question in 'my grandfather is my grandfather' means that the 
execrable petit bourgeois that this gentleman was, this horrible personage thanks to 
whom I acceded at an early age to this function of cursing God, this personage is exactly 
the same as the one who is posted on the civil register as being demonstrated by the 
bonds of marriage to be the father of my father, inasmuch as it is precisely the birth of 
the latter that is at stake in the act in question…A as signifier cannot in any way be 
defined except by not being what the other signifiers are.31 

 

                                                
30 Jacques Lacan, Seminar IX: Identification, trans. Cormack Gallagher, Lacan in Ireland, 31. 
http://www.lacaninireland.com/web/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/Seminar-IX-Amended-Iby-MCL-
7.NOV_.20111.pdf . 
 
31 Jacques Lacan, Identification, 31.  
 



 

 

Lacan calls the support for the differential signifier the ‘traite unaire’, ‘unary trait’, a translation 

of Freud’s einziger Zug32. It is, like the signifier, defined by difference, and exists as the 

materiality of the signifier, or the letter of the signifier. Following the Lacanian narrative of the 

inauguration of the subject, the unary trait serves to mark and bring about subjective trauma, its 

mark a marking of the real register, and a barring of the subject, who now appears in the 

symbolic. This unary trait takes its status retroactively, or in a retroactive sort of manner—‘apres 

coup’—through the compulsive repetitions that circle, forever attempting a return to an initial 

trauma. In Lacanian mathematics, the unary trait corresponds to the ‘count-as-one’ (‘one ‘one’’), 

the first counting of the null set; it is a counting of what is void, present and not, and provides the 

basis for signification to follow, for the symbolic order in its difference. In his exposition, Lacan 

makes much of a visit to the museum of Saint Germain and an exhibit, a prehistoric mammal’s 

rib bone with notches made in it—three—then a space—then five. Lacan imagines a hunter 

marking the number of kills he has made, one stroke a count, but not of quality, simply of 

presence, marking each kill—‘There, I said to myself addressing myself by my secret or my 

public name, this is why in short Jacques Lacan your daughter is not mute, this is why your 

daughter is your daughter, because if we were mute she would not be your daughter.’33 It is a 

cryptic way of arriving at an explanation, but in short makes the point that were we not inserted 

in the signifying chain, were we not signifying subjects, no symbolic relations would exist. 

 

Like Lacan and his daughter, given relation through the differential qualities of the signifying 

chain, the end-words of the sestina become full within the context of their respective lines. They 

                                                
32 Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 107.  
 
33 Jacques Lacan, Identification, 34. 



 

 

also provide the point in signification of the poem’s attempted returns, the repetitions made in 

the signifying chain. Sometimes, for instance, tears are the literal tears belonging to the 

grandmother, sometimes the metaphorical tears the kettle cries as it boils, in sympathy with the 

grandmother. The concept, ‘tears’ is never quite the same, it is illustrated, augmented, but in 

repetition a ‘sticking point’ or trauma is indicated. ‘House’, too, in its first iteration is a 

protective structure—Safety, or Comfort—but becomes progressively less one with the rain 

‘dancing’ on the roof and some structural permeability letting in a chilly draught. Finally, the 

child’s houses are ‘rigid’ and ‘inscrutable’ and by these descriptions the reader is shown that, 

where perhaps the grandmother will rally, singing to the stove, the child is bound by and to 

initiating trauma, drawing ‘another’—repetitive—house. 

 

These end-words (returning or repeating) function to give the poem its very moorings, its unary 

traits. By their repetition and formulaic musicality, in one sense their semiotic value is of 

secondary importance—initially, at least—to their position, their marking. It might be said that 

meaning of the words is effaced, leaving nothing but the letter, their materiality, the incidence of 

their position in an established, formulaic dance. By virtue of formula and repetition, there is a 

way in which end-words are rendered chiefly as these unary markers. 

 

The signifiers are circled, cycled back to, and are filled with signification contextually and 

retroactively. They speak something of a trauma, speaking again and again to try to touch or 

explain or enunciate a trauma—which? Although there is room for conjecture, Bishop does not 

give her reader information as to the specificity of a catalyzing event in 'Sestina'; the full set of 



 

 

end-words suggests a domestic (‘house’, ‘stove’, ‘almanac’), familial (‘grandmother’, ‘child’) 

theme—this trauma may very well be the loss of a mother, or daughter.  

 

There is another trauma, also—this trauma is embedded in the text, the fact of the text, or the text 

as subject, and impels, structurally, the writing as signifying chain. This trauma is not of the 

order of an event, rather it is the trauma that occurs simultaneously with the subject’s entry into 

signification, inaugurating the subject in the symbolic order.  

 

In Seminar XI, speaking of the drives, the libido, as standing for that which belongs to the real 

register, Lacan tells the parable of the lamella to account for something of this initial trauma.34 

The lamella, understood as a mythical organ, something libidinal, is detached from the infant 

during a necessarily traumatic birth and renders him, the infinite fabric of his real body, lacking 

or incomplete. Bodily enjoyment or the experience of jouissance or pure pleasure–these are 

associated with the real order, which is now compromised and structured around a lack created 

by the loss of the lamella. After occurs the institution of the symbolic order and the signifying 

chain, the institution of a proper name, of rules and laws that the subject is subject to and which 

render impossible complete pleasure, jouissance. Since the signifier, representing the subject to 

another signifier, does not signify anything in and of itself, signification, and repetition as means 

of return—but seeking trauma, seeking jouissance—takes on a vital imperative.  

 

It is the inaugural trauma, then, that necessitates signification. In the poem, ‘Sestina’, repeating 

end-words attempt again and again to touch and mark some domestic trauma. The circling 

                                                
34 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans, Alan Sheridan 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1998), p. 63. 



 

 

pattern of the sestina mimics something of repetition automatism35, end-words as unary traits 

marking a rift or insertion, the trauma that initiates and requires speech-like poetry. The sestina 

may well be taken as exemplary of Bishop’s trauma, a unary trait in its entirety, but I wonder if 

within the poem inheres something of a curious subjectivity, something more than ‘too pretty’, 

faithful mimicry. 

 

Neither the grandmother nor the child is the subject of ‘Sestina’ in the sense that neither is cast as 

‘I’. And neither does it seem quite true to say that the poet is the subject of the poem, or that the 

detached, extradiegetic speaker of the poem is its subject. Confusion over the identity of the 

subject of the poem—who speaks?—implicates the enunciating reader, also, who must bring 

something with the interpretative act. 

 

We might build from here a picture of the poetic subject, since inasmuch as the unary trait is the 

foundation of the signifier it also plays a structuring part in the constitution of the subject itself. 

Lacan situates the subject increasingly proximate to the real over the course of his career: he asks 

in the sixth session of seminar nine, ‘Where is the subject in all of that?’ And answers: 

 
It is in the radical, real individuality, in the pure sufferer of this capture, in the organism 
which henceforward is sucked in by the effects of the 'it speaks' (ça parle) by the fact that 
one living being among the others was summoned to become what Mr Heidegger calls 
the shepherd of being, having been caught up in the mechanisms of the signifier. Is it at 
the other extreme identifiable to the very operation of the signifier? And is not the subject 
only the subject of discourse who is in some way torn away from his vital immanence, 
condemned to fly on high, to live in this sort of mirage which flows from this redoubling 
which ensures that he not only speaks everything he lives but that he experiences living 
being by speaking it and that already what he is living is inscribed in an epos, a Saga, 
woven right throughout his very act. 
 

                                                
35 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 53. 



 

 

Our effort this year if it has a meaning, is precisely to show how the function of the 
subject is articulated elsewhere than one or other of these poles, that it operates between 
the two..36 

 

The notion of a subjective ‘function’, ‘articulated’ and ‘operating’ is an apt one if we are to think 

about the poetic subject, which is trace, inasmuch as it can insist as subject of the written, 

embedded in what is written. But the subject is also the very movement of repetition, as in Fink’s 

‘creative spark’ of metaphorization, perhaps. The subject of the poem is not a speaking subject, a 

flesh-and-blood subject, but the effected subject, with the peculiar power that that may have—

and this might be better understood if poetic mechanism is evaluated. I turn to reading 'One Art’; 

with a sense of the Lacanian subject, brought about through repetition and placed somewhere 

between the register of the real and that of the symbolic (littoral, literal, and litter-al) and with an 

eye to poiesis or mechanism—the construction of such a subject will seem clearer. ‘One Art’ 

reads: 

 
The art of losing isn't hard to master; 
so many things seem filled with the intent 
to be lost that their loss is no disaster. 

 
Lose something every day. Accept the fluster 
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent. 
The art of losing isn't hard to master. 
 
Then practice losing farther, losing faster: 
places, and names, and where it was you meant 
to travel. None of these will bring disaster. 
 
I lost my mother's watch. And look! my last, or 
next-to-last, of three loved houses went. 
The art of losing isn't hard to master.  
 
I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster, 
some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent. 
I miss them, but it wasn't a disaster. 

                                                
36 Jacques Lacan, Identification, 46. 



 

 

 
— Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture  
I love) I shan't have lied. It's evident 
the art of losing’s not too hard to master 
though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.37 
 

The poem serves as an example of one particularly repetitive music, its first stanza containing 

both semantic and phonemic repeated units, already displaying an internal repetition. The thing 

most quickly evident about ‘One Art’ is its form—a villanelle. Two repeating rhymes, in this 

instance ‘-aster’ and ‘-ent’, and two repeating refrains, ‘The art of losing isn’t hard to master’ 

and some variant of, ‘their loss is no disaster’, lend a perseverating, obsessional tone to the 

speaker’s voice. Repetition of sound and sentiment goes, quite obviously in loose mimicry of 

emotionally freighted natural speech patterns, to creating affect and modifying professed 

meaning. 

 

The poem turns over and again the idea of loss—repeating, repudiating—and finally shows the 

reader the extent of the particular loss in written performance: a great trauma—and the very loss 

that the lines quoted attempt to disavow. The line that serves as the title of this chapter, with all 

the incredulity of its em dash, even, indicates something of what is at issue, namely the loss and 

consequent appearance of the subject, and the subject of the poem, of style. Here, this is through 

repetition, either of the poetic or analytic sort, which bring to bear upon one another. 

 

Bishop wrote ‘One Art’ in nineteen seventy-five during a time she had temporarily separated 

from her partner, Alice Methfessel; elements of the poem, reference to place, for one, bear the 

trace, also, of another loss, a longer romance and a disastrous ending. But the poem is also about 

                                                
37 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘One Art’, Poems, 198. 



 

 

lying and writing, and the performance of another sort of writing or making real, another thought 

of losing. 

 

The title first begs the question: which art? Losing is one—losing small things like door keys, 

small time, timekeepers. And larger things, such as large place, a continent. Writing is another 

art. Writing, playing with form, with precision, writing or inscribing the ‘I’ and the ‘you’ 

ultimately ‘lost’. And writing is a confession of sorts, rehearsing, making real a loss, such that 

the mastery of poiesis is what really spills over to give the suggestion that there is an ‘art of 

losing’. It is a displacement—form and prosody, diction and sonority, hardly produce a virtuoso 

in the practice of loss, but a master of one art, trying to produce the artifice that would quiet the 

pain of another.  

 

‘Art’, too, has a double meaning. There is the literary art, the art of the craftswoman and the 

artifice she constructs with skill or talent—this is the art of poiesis. Then there is the artifice 

which suggests a lie—‘One lie’, among many, but here is one wavering, personal lie told with all 

the poetic and rhetorical articulacy that the poet can effect.  

 

Losing and writing, in writing about losing, go hand-in-hand at first. With only one exception, 

the poem is in iambic meter, pentameter. The meter has a cultural capital to it and lends 

assurance (here assurance to the claim, ‘The art of losing isn’t hard to master’) and an easy, 

recognizable music, having its own authority. This way, the speaker’s opening gambit is 

somehow believable, even comforting or trustworthy—a nonchalant, breezy, sing-song. 

Uniformity of sound, like uniformity of sentiment, lends a lyrical quality to the verse. There is 



 

 

the long, even languid, or casual, ‘a’ particularly, repeated and dominant to begin—it is a soft, 

casual sound alongside the ‘o’s and ‘oo’s of ‘loss’ and ‘losing’. 

 

The speaker of the poem is at first sure and authoritative, and the poem itself proceeds in rhyme-

like iambs. The pace of speech is slow. Following the two assertive first statements, the speaker 

gives a string of directives: ‘Lose something every day.’; ‘Accept the fluster…’; ‘Then 

practice…’. She maintains this way the same tone of authority, a didactic air, as if the lesson 

being taught were in the order of a basic literacy. But here, at the beginning of the third stanza 

the repeated long ‘a’ of ‘farther’ and ‘faster’ functions with the alliterative ‘f’ now to accelerate 

speech. Anaphora and predominantly monosyllabic lines also introduce a slightly flustered note 

that looks toward the poem’s denouement—‘places, and names, and where it was you meant/ to 

travel. None of these will bring disaster.’ 

 

Bishop shows the same concern for time and geography which is present in much of her work. 

At first this is manifest in the loss of keys, things which allow access to place, and the hour ill-

spent. But, losing farther and faster, the losses, too, become more grandiose. Door keys are 

replaced by the houses they might gain entrance to, and these in turn are transformed into realms, 

rivers, a continent. Time and place especially, a sense of place, must stand more for subjective 

location in their greater abstraction—as her pace of speech increases, place is representative of 

the subject’s anchoring, in context—her context. Her having a place in the world, a rightful 

place, is, with the loss experienced, denied her.  

 



 

 

The effect of the cumulative loss, all the same loss or type of loss, is a repetition. As in 'Sestina', 

repetition works at many levels. At the level of the phoneme, we have already discussed the 

sonority of the long 'a ' in one of Bishop’s chosen rhymes, but there is also the sonority of the 'o' 

of the particularly telling 'loss', and its derivatives, 'losing' and 'lost’. These insistent repetitions 

provide an auditory homogeneity which is at first comforting for its music; however, 'loss' 

repeated time and again can hardly go unnoticed, such that it must be understood by the reader 

that the concept is imbued with particular weight. The other word repeated is 'Love'. 'Love' 

appears as loved houses in stanza four, as two ‘lovely’ cities in the fifth stanza. Finally, love is 

afforded a gesture belonging to the beloved, and by extension afforded to the beloved herself. 

Love and loss, and the artful lie, belied in repetition and perseverating concern. 

 

The phoneme fills the position of the sestina’s end-word in ‘One Art’, and while it cannot 

contain the same semantic value as the end-word, the same pattern of full or empty by virtue of 

repetition is discernible. On the one hand, incessant perseveration denudes ‘-aster’ or ‘-ent’ of 

any meaning more than that which sound can have as pronunciation of echolalia. These syllables 

are rendered only that—sounds uncoupled from the signifying chain and thus emphatically 

material in nature, repeated and emptied, litter-al, littoral. On the other hand, return engenders 

significance of another kind, something like the significance of trace or footprint—the Lacanian 

double pas38 paradoxically marking an erasure or a traumatic entropy.  

 

‘Loss’ and ‘love’, rather than having a differential signification, might be said to have an ‘empty’ 

or at least self-referential significance—repeated, but figuring as broad notions or concepts (‘The 
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art of losing…’, a sweeping proclamation.) These are not to be termed unary traits so much as 

master signifiers (although this is a difficult distinction to make). Some commentators ascribe a 

purely chronological relation between the two, ostensibly synonymous terms, ‘unary trait’ and 

‘S1’, but perhaps a more helpful approach is to consider a topological relation with the unary 

trait occurring as a structuring term, the S1 supported by it in discourse. The terms are 

descriptive of the same operation at different levels. 

 

Those signifiers that, rather than being differential units only refer instead to themselves, 

structure a surrounding discourse accordingly. In poetic analysis we might call these two, ‘love’ 

and ‘loss’, tropes. A Lacanian linguistic analysis furnishes one way in which to examine the 

discourse: ‘Loss’, the word, acts as an anchor, determining subjective concern, trope or thematic, 

and also the motion of discourse, a circling perseveration. Laying aside the question of subjective 

presence, even, these surely are anchoring points of return.  

 

The two repeating lines of the villanelle, however, also function as the end-words of the sestina 

do, and with similar effect. All in all, each line is repeated four times, and it is in these 

repetitions, more than anywhere else, that the sense of the trauma of the thing lies. The first 

repetitions are in the order of proclamations, the aforementioned assertions, confident and not a 

little callous or blasé. But the suggestion that lurks in strident repetition is of something less 

confident, finally preoccupied and even wavering—all by virtue of the effect of the same 

repetition. Repetitions of these two lines are not identical, which is especially noticeable in the 

final composite stanza. The return is constant, though, and slight deviation only adds to the sense 

of preoccupying trauma. 



 

 

 

‘—Even, losing you’ serves as the volta of ‘One Art’, effecting both a protest and a rupture in the 

fabric of the poem itself. Something like a singing kettle, the poem has grown, a mass of steam, 

one assertion or asserted protest on another, until pressure has built to the point of strident 

expostulation, ‘—Even losing you’. The utterance shifts the reader’s attention to the 

consideration of another type of loss—no longer loss of inanimate objects, but loss of relation. 

And the form of interjection—the em dash—disrupts the predictable, perseverating rhythm of the 

highly-wrought, highly regular villanelle.  

 

By inserting a blank beat, or imposing a caesura before the line has even begun, the em dash 

performs the rupture at the level of structure and prosody, mimicking the sort of pause a speaker 

might take for the magnitude she affords her words, or surprise at her own conclusion. This, the 

first line of the last stanza, is the only line in the villanelle which is not measured in iambic 

pentameter. It is instead a line of hexameter, and the addition of the unmetered em dash is also at 

variance with the established pentametric music. The whole line acts as a ‘cut’ or caesura in 

structure, informing meaning, indicating gravitas or outlandish protest.  

 

Visually, too, the punctuation mark marks a loss or vacancy, the loss spoken of, and gestures 

directly toward its verbal articulation, like an arrow—the line is thus a double articulation. The 

em dash is one of two instances of direct performance of loss: there is this first erasure, a gap on 

the page and a prosodic aporia, performing erasure and absence, but finally the speaker exhorts 

herself (albeit parenthetically), ‘(Write it!)’—what does this gesture do? 

 



 

 

Here is an extradiegetic stage direction given as the last of the string of orders that begins with, 

‘Lose something every day…’—but write what? The speaker steels herself to write, ‘like 

disaster’ finally undermining all that she has said before in an action that would seem to make 

real the disaster she has, until now, disavowed. Disaster is real for being inscribed, then, because 

it fulfills the structure and rhyme of the real poem, suddenly extrinsic and material—and again 

pentametric.  

 

However, ‘[writing] it’, rendering ‘it’ repetitive, sonorous, poetic in writing, achieves something 

further. ‘Writing’, at the level of the narrative told and as indicative of the more material, poetic 

rendition, achieves a double gesture: writing makes real the loss, and real the poem on the page. 

And the art form itself, now completed or inscribed, as it were, with a particular reality, performs 

a particular subjectivity, all in the nuts and bolts of the poetry, or the music of the poem made 

into the refuse-on-the-page. 

 

In this way the poem exemplifies and performs the inauguration of the poetic subject—‘—Even 

losing you’, we find an ‘I’. A subject differing from the biographical subject, found inherent in 

the text, in patterns of trauma and repetition, as trace and dynamism, pas and pas. Not found so 

much in narrative as in the trauma of language, this is a subject, one that may be taken up and 

found integral to the fabric of the poem just as it is also lost. The order, ‘Write it’, may bring 

disaster into being, but the writing, and one sort of loss engendered by a writing, also bring about 

the birth of this poetic subject.  

 



 

 

In psychoanalysis, the moment of the unary trait is a moment of both erasure and the constitution 

of the subject—the function might seem a fundamental paradox. A pas of the negating sort 

occurs with the imposition of a count or mark to substitute for the thing itself, the subject, which 

also produces the pas of the footprint or trace. The example is often given of a shelf in a library 

with a book missing—it is not possible to discern from looking that any book is gone, but the 

gap in the catalogue markings on the books’ spines will indicate the volume and its absence. A 

Dewey decimal marking engenders the same ‘scrubbing out’ and bringing-into-being-in-

language as the unary trait, like the ‘gullying’ of the signifier of ‘Lituraterre’. The material, 

literal-litteral ‘stuff’ both erases and enacts a being in the boundary between what is of and 

outside of language—the subjective position. The subject is situated partly in the real, in the 

littoral, and in the refuse which is writing.  

 

In poetry another pas becomes important—that of the foot-step (literally, iamb) as opposed to 

print, suggesting the dynamic subject as ‘creative spark’, and the prosodic processes and 

mechanisms which typify poetic language (more on this in Chapter Four). This is poetic 

language, precisely as repetitive, and material, sonorous language, the language of trauma and of 

the subject—as means of expression or exploration, parable and performance.  

 

When, in ‘Lituraterre’, Lacan asks about the possibility of the ‘so-called avant-garde’ literature, 

he implies that we might afford it some distinction for its claim to the litter-ality, and therefore 

littoral possibility in writing, the attempt at a discourse not based on semblance alone. Seemingly 

in some sort of relation of aesthetic antithesis, it is precisely the formal quality of Bishop’s work, 

(but exemplary, I argue, of the varying formality or mechanism of more constructed poiesis 



 

 

generally) that would suggest something in the work, also, of trace and littorality, of erasure and 

repetition, of creation of subject. Whether ‘our words can change’ on the page, or no, they may 

yet perform, more than narrate, a subjective-ness in language, closer in writing to the speech of 

author or reader than can be addressed only by the notion of imitation. 

 

What are the stakes in all of this? Does it matter that the poetic subject can exist in prosody as 

well as in narrative or ‘biography’, in breach and motion of the poem as well as in the signifier, 

in the precipitate? I believe it does. For one thing, subjective ‘presence’ in the fabric of the poem 

lets the reader or scholar ‘see’ and understand the subject more generally, not necessarily 

disembodied or divorced from image or narrative, but not necessarily tethered to semblance, 

either. Subject is then seen in cumulative trace of footsteps—here, they are the foot-steps, iambs, 

of prosody and marks of literary artifice.  

 

We might learn, too, about the music that we make in a poem and what it can emulate in the 

subject who writes, or the one who reads. Then, ‘Sestina’ still tells a story of a child and her 

grandmother, a hidden trauma, but patterns of repetition also show presence of some more 

general trauma—trauma in language itself. In its pattern is an attempt at a ‘making’, a poetic 

artifice which speaks, too, to the subject speaking or creating in order to make self, make sense 

of self.  

 

Reading the subject untied from semblance in this way also allows the reader to think differently 

about what motivates or impels a poem; we could even say think about the object cause of desire 

in the poem. This way, it is as if the stakes were raised. This is how ‘One Art’ is not simply a 



 

 

narrative but a performance of loss, and of its own coming into being, or a performance of the 

patterns of the subject more universally. Even losing ‘you’ or ‘I’, the subject—by imposing a 

mark, the speaker returns consistently to produce the poetic, subjective object. The writer, the 

reader, finds in the patterns of poiesis an analogue, but also a performance of the self, engaging 

directly in the trauma—maybe—which serves as ‘subject matter’ but also bedrock of the 

subject’s signification.  

 

And it is most important, finally, to recognize explicitly the ways in which literature here, by a 

Lacanian directive, sheds light on the work of psychoanalysis in the clinic and in the realm of 

more mundane communication and modes of being, too. This, perhaps, is what Lacan meant by 

the ‘enigma’ being on the side of psychoanalysis with any illumination coming from literature. If 

the mystery of the human condition, subjectivity and relating, is psychoanalysis’ project, then 

literature—in this case, poetry—might be viewed less as obfuscation or final object for 

consideration than as a tool for understanding.  

 

In answer to questioning from a young patient of Heinz Kohut about the analyst’s preparation, 

Anna Freud wrote in a letter that Kohut republished in nineteen-sixty-eight, ‘You ought to be a 

great reader and become acquainted with the literature of many countries and cultures. In the 

great literary figures you will find people who know at least as much of human nature as the 

psychiatrists and psychologists try to do. Does that answer your question?’39 Truly significant 

theoretical and personal differences aside, Anna Freud and Lacan were perhaps trying to get at 

the same truth. There is a strange, mercurial presence in literature of something, sometimes, so 

                                                
39 Heinz Kohut, ‘The Evaluation of Applicants for Psychoanalytic Training’ The International Journal of 
Psychoanalysis 48 (1968), 554. 



 

 

close to the feeling of the living, breathing subject—something that articulates the living 

breathing subject, whether writer or reader. How this happens is important—verisimilitude, of 

concern, affect, and language, plays a role. But there is something more than verisimilitude—

something in performance of the written, in the poem, which enacts the subjective trauma, which 

plays at the shoreline of being and of experience, erasure and refuse and movement, like the 

subject herself. Performance carries more freight than likeness—ethically and in its therapeutic 

or cathartic capability. Even ‘losing’, then, in the imposition of a mark, in the stagnation of 

literary refuse, may indeed constitute a finding of sorts—writing a subjective reality, if not a 

disaster. 



 

 

Chapter Three 

‘A mother of immortal song’: from the paternal metaphor to lalangue 

 

Designating a novel concept, the ‘paternal metaphor’, in nineteen-fifty-seven, Lacan offered a 

revision of the Freudian Oedipus complex. The effect of the theory, construed in linguistic terms, 

was a shifting of emphasis in the description of the process of humanization, or subjectivization, 

away from the narrative of the actual family drama and toward the relation of the subject-to-be 

with his linguistic, cultural milieu. A father might well have a familial function or relation, as for 

Freud, but there must be a structural, structuring term (a Father, possibly the father, but perhaps 

an other again) that comes to divide the mother-infant dyad. This third, paternal term establishes 

desire in the need for signification and thus supports a discursive relation for the subject in the 

world.  

 

Precisely qua substituting term, in this instance substitutive of the mother’s undivided relation or 

desire, the father’s function is metaphoric—if a metaphor is purely substitutive, that is. Lacan 

writes: ‘What is the paternal metaphor? Strictly speaking, in what has been constituted out of a 

primordial symbolization between child and mother, it’s the substitution of the father as a 

symbol or signifier in the place of the mother’1—such that, with maternal desire divided (the 

mother’s attention is diverted from her child, perhaps partly given to her partner), the infant 

subject’s demand is unmet and desire is instantiated (as the process is described in Chapter 1 of 

this dissertation). It can be seen that this process, then, is both narrative (familial), and now also 

symbolic—linguistic.  

                                                
1 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: V: The Formations of the Unconscious, trans. Russell 
Grigg (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017), 164. 



 

 

 

In nineteen-fifty-eight in the paper, ‘On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of 

Psychosis’ the extended algorithm for metaphor 

 

 
 
is explained, ‘Here the capital Ss are signifiers, x is the unknown significiation, and s is the 

signified induced by the metaphor, which consists in the substitution in the signifying chain of S 

for S’. The elision of S’, represented in the formula by the fact that it is crossed out [’], is the 

condition of the metaphor’s success.’2 The paternal metaphor is simultaneously specified:  

 
Name of the Father                Mother’s Desire 
------------------------     •       -----------------------        à Name-of-the-Father (A /Phallus) 
Mother’s Desire               Signified to the Subject       
 

It is a metaphor, then, only inasmuch as the function of the father is a substitutive one. And an 

important metaphor—the paternal metaphor was ascribed the full determination of the subject as 

such, since the use of metaphor effects an entry in discourse, and discourse, being inter-

subjective, makes the subject. We have seen already, though, that even in language (for the 

subject, or in the poem) something other than, or auxiliary to, language, the symbolic, is at 

work—something formal, or bodily, letter-ed, something perhaps named, and not at all 

something merely substitutive.  

 

                                                
2 Jacques Lacan, ‘On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis’, Écrits: The first complete 
edition in English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2007), 
465. 



 

 

The residue of the first chapter of this dissertation is in the order of a question about the body 

and metaphor, and the second chapter leaves a trace of the subject in the material poietic fabric, 

less the poem’s signifiers. This third one takes up, again, the question of subject, language, body, 

and suggests something other than metaphor for the beginning of a poietic answer to the 

connection between the latter two, between body and subject. A revision of the early Lacanian 

linguistic narrative is necessary; we might return again to Aristotle and a first description of 

metaphor as rhetorical or literary figure, an effect of language, for a way in: Aristotle puts it, a 

metaphor, ‘The application to one thing of the name belonging to another.’ A substitution—a 

nomination. 

 

That Aristotle’s project (far predating the advent of linguistics) is a taxonomy of style (roughly) 

made in the discourse of classical rhetoric, though, is important. Paul Ricoeur (he and Lacan are 

less easy but perhaps useful bedfellows) is among those whose critique of the modern discourse 

around a theory of metaphor highlights the fact that the twentieth-century metaphoric concern 

(common to philosophy, linguistics, psychoanalysis) constituted a new study still made in the 

terms of the old.3 Repurposed, the language of rhetoric, which is better fit for discourse around 

style and argument than to furnish an account of their cause, makes a confusion of tongues. 

Later, modern, theories of metaphor attempt to do more than describe a metaphor, rather they try 

to locate a mechanism in metaphoric utterance—why it is that mis-naming a name (if linguistic, 

no longer an Aristotelean ‘thing’) produces an extra meaning.  

 

                                                
3 Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary studies of the creation of meaning in language, 
trans. Robert Czerny (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), 9.  



 

 

Theories might be semantic4 or pragmatic5 readings in linguistics, or they are literary ones.6 They 

rely on notions of similarity and analogy, paraphrase, or metaphysical-type conjunction of un-

likenesses. Most make a broader contextual reading than Aristotle, of frame and focus in 

metaphoric communication at the level of the sentence; in these, the subject making and subject 

receiving a metaphor agree in their interaction to sustain and interpret the same tension. Tension 

may be held between literal uses of local and contextual lexicon. Theories differ in their location 

of the cause of tension: it might lie in the non-rapport of different sets of words, or in the 

common experience of making and interpreting subjects. It might reflect something of both 

possibilities. Invariably, metaphor is determined by what is understood to be literally permissible 

or impossible in discourse, given discursive parameters. The status of metaphor, then, is 

inextricably linked with the determinants, limits, of a discourse.  

 

But in all theories there is still the need for a body, or something extra-linguistic. It is precisely 

the contingency or demand of what a speaking being brings to interpret language with—body, 

perception, experience—that renders an enunciation resolvable as metaphor, or not. In 

psychoanalysis it is said that metaphor and discourse have effects in the real, on the body. But it 

must be that an impasse is reached, then, between a metaphor described necessarily in linguistic 

terms apart from the body, and the necessary invocation of body in some manner if the account 

is to be justified as metaphoric. If a body supplies the term, the spark (according to Lacan), that 

                                                
4 Harold Skulsky, ‘Metaphorese’, Noûs, Vol.20(3) (1986) 351-369. 
 
5 Aloysius Martinich, ‘A Theory for Metaphor’, Journal of Literary Semantics, Vol.13(1) (1984) 35-56. 
 
6 Davd Hills, "Metaphor", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (2017), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaphor/. 
 



 

 

might resolve a metaphoric equation—perhaps this is a contradiction in types of terms, at the 

least.  

 

Lacan’s metaphor took its lineage from the philosophers and linguists—from Jakobson (as we 

have seen), who drew on Saussure—and Lacan invoked Freud, too. And while his account 

differed significantly from those of his interlocutors in its purpose, his metaphor did share the 

same language as the others’, drew on the same intellectual discourses, resulting in arrival at a 

common limit at the real, at the body.  

 

As we have seen, metaphor for Lacan, following Jakobson, is placed in an axial relation with 

metonymy, which is the locus of desire. In psychoanalysis, these two attributes of the Lacanian 

metaphor—first, a dichotomous and dependent relation drawn between metaphor and metonymy 

to think through subject and discourse, subject and desire; and second, the demand that a 

linguistic effect (made in the terms of Saussurean linguistic difference or alterity) circumscribe 

something real and extra-linguistic—are problematic themselves, certainly suggesting 

problematic clinical conclusions. The demand of the real body in terms of a language of 

difference, only, is unmeetable, and the dichotomy or bipolarity, metaphor-metonymy, itself is 

arbitrary, perhaps, and arbiter—most certainly—setting a limit on discursive possibility—what 

discourse is, who (metaphorically) might be in it. 

 

One extension of these two characteristics of the linguistic subject—if metaphor is the gateway 

to discourse; if the paternal metaphor is humanizing; if the foreclosure of the possibility of 

metaphor results in psychosis and in inability to discourse—is a position denying subjective 



 

 

status to the psychotic subject. This might all be true by degree as clinical symptom or 

experience, but cannot satisfy a theory of subject further to the view that the psychotic subject is 

not a desiring subject, not subject to discourse—not a subject7. All this is what is at stake in 

psychoanalysis over the question of metaphor. 

 

In literature, in poetry, and for the text as opposed to the subject, the question is the valorization 

of the material support of metaphor. If the text, the poetic text, bears more than a linguistic 

substitution—if form, or body, brings to bear on meaning—the metaphoric explanation must be 

an insufficient one in any attempt to attribute the mechanism of its power or describe its 

operation. 

 

But the discourse around metaphor is precisely—discourse, theory—and contested. One critique 

of Lacan’s interpretation of Jakobsonian structural linguistics, even his reading of Freud, renders 

a question, troubling the dichotomous schema metaphor-metonymy: In Discourse, Figure, Jean-

François Lyotard is quick to identify a discrepancy between Jakobson’s and Lacan’s reading of 

Freudian condensation. With condensation on the side of diachronic, metonymic processes for 

Jakobson, and metaphoric ones for Lacan, the interpretative quibble might go some way at least 

to questioning the foundation of the Lacanian linguistic axes. Lyotard writes: 

 
The operations that have guided Lacan’s interpretation of the dream-work are those 
elucidated by Roman Jakobson with regard to the speech act, in his article “Two 
Functions of Language and Two Forms of Aphasia.” The origin of the separation he 
makes in that article between metaphor and metonymy is to be found in the Saussurean 
thesis according to which meaning is ultimately reducible to a value, that is that the 
signified of the linguistic sign “is only the resume of the linguistic value, given the 
interplay of the terms.” Saussure says, even more explicitly, that “what the word contains 

                                                
7 Julieta de Battista, ‘Lacanian Concept of Desire in Analytic Clinic of Psychosis’, Frontiers in 
Psychology (April 2017), https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00563/full. 



 

 

is never determined by anything but the convergence of what exists around it, 
associatively and syntagmatically.”8   

 
Or metaphorically (associatively, similarly, substitutively) and metonymically (syntagmatically, 

contiguously). Lyotard points to a parenthetical remark at the end of Jakobson’s paper— 

 
…The competition between the two procedures, metonymic and metaphoric, is evident in 
every symbolic process, whether intra-subjective or social. It is at this point that he 
[Jakobson] considers dreams: “Thus in a study on the structure of dreams, the decisive 
question is to know if the symbols and temporal sequences used are based on contiguity 
(the Freudian metonymic ‘displacement’ and synecdochic ‘condensation’) or on 
similarity…” The result of this formula is that displacement and condensation belong 
[to] the syntagm...9  

 

But for Lacan, Freudian displacement is metonymic and construed as syntagmatic, and opposed 

to metaphor or paradigmatic condensation. Lyotard’s clarification of the disagreement (he 

follows Jakobson’s translator, Ruwet10) is not referenced here so much to debunk the Lacanian 

theory as to highlight the possibility of the relative arbitrariness of both Jakobson’s and early 

Lacan’s reading of the axial metaphor-metonymy.  

 

Lyotard continues, questioning Lacan’s metaphor and its faithfulness to Jakobson using Lacan’s 

own definition: ‘“one word for another. Its “creative spark… ignites between two signifiers, one 

of which is substituted for the other while taking its place in the signifying chain, the eclipsed 

signifier remaining present in its (metonymic) connection with the rest of the chain.”’.11 He takes 

                                                
8 Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, trans. Antony Hudek and Mary Lydon (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 246. 
 
9 Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, 248. 
 
10 Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, 248. 
 
11 Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, 250. 



 

 

up Lacan’s reference to Victor Hugo and the line in ‘Booz, endormi’ which famously served him 

as the model for metaphor, ‘Sa gerbe n’était point avare ni haineuse’ (‘his sheaf was neither 

miserly nor spiteful,’). Lyotard notes that for the poet, it is precisely a discrepancy between 

signifiers, not a paradigmatic relation, that makes a metaphor: ‘substitution is precisely not 

authorized by usage… (it is not, for example, common usage to substitute ‘his sheaf’ for Booz, if 

the line is to be accepted as metaphorical.)’12  

 

Poetic analysis would surely judge Hugo’s line a metonymic synecdoche: while it may look like 

the metaphoric equation, constructed around ‘was’, ‘sheaf’ cannot be substituted for ‘generous’ 

according to paradigmatic discursive agreements (if it were full with generosity, perhaps…). 

More, the status of the statement as figure, metaphoric or no, is dependent upon context—Boaz 

was (if he was) a farmer, and was sleeping on the job at the harvest, in the poem—a sheaf can do 

little harm. Lyotard remarks:  

 
The true metaphor, the trope, begins with the too-wide gap, the transgression of the 
range of acceptable substitutes sanctioned by usage. Jakobson starts of from a notion of 
substitution based on a strictly structuralist concept of language, and proceeds 
(unjustifiably…) to a rhetorical meaning of metaphor that is applied to discourse.13  

 

We might say similarly of Lacan, whose early metaphoric construction must support nothing less 

than the subject, and which, in any case, is not analogous with the structural linguist’s 

description of process—nor the trope. It is reasonable to question then, also, a maintenance at all 

costs of the Jakobsonian axes in psychoanalysis, as in literature. A more beneficial project might 

                                                
12 Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, 250. 
 
13 Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, 250. 



 

 

be the loosening of the knot, metaphor-metonymy, in psychoanalysis by poetry, in order to 

clarify a model of subject and text that holds apt for more subjects, more poems.  

 

Lacan himself would offer a solution, or a dissolution, of the Jakobsonian axes or node, precisely 

by introducing the real of the body. He would do it most thoroughly with the Borromean knot, 

but a first promise of something bodily in language comes before topology in the theory of the 

letter (Chapter 2) and a theory of motherese (lalangue), allowing for more than metaphor in the 

subject. 

 

In ‘Lituraterre’, Lacan opined, ‘There is no meta-language,’14 (as in Chapter Two) which set of 

paradigmatically associated signifiers must be the precondition for a Jakobsonian metaphor15. In 

place of a metalanguage, Lacan named lalangue, a neologism conflating langue with its definite 

article. He introduced the concept (most usefully), ‘…the Saussurean term lalangue, which I 

repeat I will henceforth write as a single word… lalangue has nothing to do with the dictionary, 

whatever it may be.’16  

 

While opaque, the definition evokes the Saussurean opposition between langue and parole, 

which is indeed a useful distinction here. (An allusion to linguistics is sustained, too: in 

                                                
14 Jacques Lacan, ‘Lituraterre’, trans. Dany Nobus, Continental Philosophy Review Vol. 46 (2) (2013), 
333. 
 
15 Roman Jakobson, ‘Aspects of Language and Types of Aphasic Disturbances’, On Language 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 123. 
 
16 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XIXa: The knowledge of the psychoanalyst, (session of 4/11/71), trans. 
Cormack Gallagher, Lacan in Ireland, http://www.lacaninireland.com/web/wp-
content/uploads/2010/06/Book-19a-The-Knowledge-of-the-Psychoanalyst-1971-1972.pdf. 



 

 

Television, Lacan states explicitly, politically, ‘linguistics [is] the science that concerns itself 

with lalangue which I write as one word, so as to specify its object, which is done in every other 

science.’17) For Saussure, la langue, ordinarily translated as ‘language’ in English, is the set of 

possible signifiers that supports parole or ‘speech’, or discourse.18 Lalangue (and the nonsensical 

conflation of term and article gestures, by a reduction, to the materiality in the concept) is posited 

as the set of material supports given to a subject’s discourse. It is laid down in the babble of first, 

often maternal or familial, language, and its registrations are in the body as enjoyment or 

jouissance of language. That babble is often rhythmic or musical, singsong and apparently 

nonsensical. And the nonsense or music that at first constitutes a relation between infant and 

caregiver often insists. Words around feeding or bathing, songs or stories or jokes, misnamings 

or neologisms for people or things enter family language or lore and repeat, return, or are 

returned to. Nursery rhymes, family or religious traditions or texts, or television jingles, even, 

might constitute something of a lalangue for a given subject—depending on their own, proper, 

registration.  

 

Over the course of the last decade of Lacan’s teaching, several definitions of lalangue are given, 

about which it is perhaps simplest to say that they coexist and complete a theory of a mother 

tongue or motherese as substance that connects the real of the body and the symbolic register of 

discourse.19 Leonardo Rodriguez describes it:  

                                                
17 Jacques Lacan, Television, trans. Denis Hollier, Rosalind Krauss and Annette Michelson (New York: 
W. W. Norton and Company, 1990), 6. 
 
18 Ferdinand de Saussure Course in General Linguistics, trans. William Baskin (London: Peter Owen 
Ltd., 1964), 7-11. 
 
19 Leonardo Rodriguez. ‘Discourse and lalangue’, Analysis (18) (Carlton North: The Australian Centre for 
Psychoanalysis Inc., 2012), 152. 



 

 

 
Lalangue is nonsensical in that the value of its components is the pure jouissance of their 
very existence. These components are identical to themselves, which is not the case of the 
function of the signifier, which qua signifier is always the signifier of something else. Yet 
lalangue, as a real thing resistant to the displacements and alternative choices involved 
in the production of sense, functions nevertheless as a set of anchoring or reference 
points for the subject: it induces significations that unequivocally resonate for the subject 
and evoke a jouisssance that moves the body. Can we say that the paradigmatic 
experience of the idiosyncratic conversation between the infant and his/her mother is 
without signification? Not at all; it is, rather the prototype of the signification 
engendered in human discourse.20 

 

In the ‘Geneva Lecture on the Sympton’, lalanuge is characterized as the detritus left behind by 

the ‘water of language as it passes’ through the child as sieve, a type of body. As that which the 

child ‘will play with, indeed which he will be forced to cope with,’21 lalangue inscribes a relation 

between body and language, what is real in Lacanian terms and what is symbolic. This is not one 

of a superficial imposition, a one-to-one, but one-‘by’-one, one thing by or through an other 

name, and vice versa, not unlike Aristotle’s things and names, once more. Not a metaphor, 

though, because it is written, and its force is attributable outside the realm of pure linguistics: 

lalangue, in its materiality, replaces metalanguage such that the ‘materially unstable elements’ of 

language and metaphor of nineteen-fifty-eight22 are stabilized in the body, not contingent but 

exigent. Lacan writes, ‘It is in the encounter between…words and man’s body that something 

takes shape.’23 And following, ‘It is no coincidence at all that whatever lalangue it is that one 

receives the first imprint of, words are equivocal. It is certainly no coincidence that in French the 

                                                
20 Leonardo Rodriguez, ‘Discourse and lalangue’, 163.  
 
21 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Geneva Lecture on the Symptom’, trans. Russell Grigg, Analysis (1) (Carlton 
North: The Australian Centre for Psychoanalysis Inc., 1989) 14. 
 
22 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, Ecrits: The first complete edition in English, trans. 
Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2006), 578. 
 
23 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Geneva Lecture on the Symptom’, 13.  



 

 

word ‘ne’ ‘not’, is pronounced the same as the word ‘noeud’. ‘knot’. It is no coincidence at all 

that the word ‘pas’, ‘not’, which in French…doubles the negation, also designates un pas, a 

step.’24 

 

Perhaps it is no coincidence, or it is a useful one, too, that the ‘stuff’, of poetry is constituted, 

too, of nes/noeuds…pas, the nots, knots, and steps. We call them feet, too, separated by cuts, or 

caesurae, like the caesarian section which also births a subject-to-be. This is Lacan’s final written 

theory of the subject—‘I am not a poet but a poem, one that is being written, even if it looks like 

a subject.’  

 

Without an excessive theoretical framework, it is possible to see in the poem something of a 

babble or lalangue—something of the bodily registration of language, enjoyed. What follows is a 

consideration of examples of the later work of Gerard Manley Hopkins, whose invention of 

sprung rhythm and other semiotic registrations gesture to the ‘something more’ of poetic 

jouissance. If these readings show only this registration of jouissance, I hope they have done 

their work, preparing the way for the work of this dissertation’s fourth chapter. 

 

As in the text of the liturgy (Chapter One), Hopkins’ work is devotional, in praise of God. Or, 

with Bishop, he writes a repetition— 

 
Repeat that, repeat,  
Cuckoo, bird, and open ear wells, heart-springs, delightfully sweet,  
With a ballad, with a ballad, a rebound 
Off trundled timber and scoops of the hillside ground, hollow hollow  

hollow ground:  

                                                
24 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Geneva Lecture on the Symptom’, 14. 



 

 

The whole landscape flushes on a sudden at a sound.25  
 

In the semantic register a small narrative is developed, and something is learned of the poet who 

speaks to the cuckoo, urging the music and writing it down. The scene (hilly, perhaps a valley 

serving as resonator for the birdcall) is a natural one, but not unaffected by industry—rather trees 

are felled and the earth is tilled, and the bird sings a ballad (a man-made song form). But the poet 

hears and describes a unity in the ‘whole landscape’ made, even, by the undiscriminating 

reverberation itself. And the echo is constructed and enjoyed in the artifice of the poem, in the 

sentence, and in sound, in its fabric: 

 

The lyric’s initial ‘repeat’ marks an imperative addressed to the cuckoo, but the second makes 

the echo actual, also, and effects a double gesture in sense, in meaning, and performance. So, 

too, is the object of the imperative—the balladeer bird—named twice, building the echo again in 

the semantic register. Repetitions (echoes, not rhymes) ‘ballad-ballad’ and ‘hollow-hollow-

hollow’ effect a transition made between the semantic and the sonic, embodying the sense of the 

repetition and also furthering a unified music. The real echo is in consonant bs and ds which are 

sustained from ‘ballad’ to ‘rebound’ and tail off in ‘ground’, finally, ‘sound’. The song ricochets 

again off the snapping alliteration of ‘trundled timber’, and resonates once more in the os of 

‘scoops’, ‘hollow’, ‘ground’, ‘sound’ Its path is only disrupted ‘on a sudden’ by a whispering 

sibilance.  
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Hopkins’ final choice of the verb in the indicative, ‘flush’, to describe the effect of the call 

deserves comment. Like ‘heart-springs’, its evocation is bodily, describing the effect of a sudden 

excitement, a widening of the capillaries, of an increased blood flow in the body. It might be 

imagined that the poet feels it, but the effect is described on the hillside. But the text, too, is 

suffused with the look and rhyme in repetitions and echoes, both—words, letters—bs and ds, and 

lls and os—so that the land is suddenly circumscribed, enlivened in narrative, and on the page.  

 

The fragment gives an example of enjoyment of the sound in the imaginary, in the story, then, 

and a further jouissance of rhyme, assonance, alliteration. It is the noeuds and pas of Hopkins’ 

later work that shows a rhythm of enjoyment, something of a lalangue, at least in this sense of 

enjoyment registered. The reading given here is not intended to look too far into Hopkins’ 

broader theological or philosophical trajectory (a task outside the scope of this chapter), rather to 

read these texts for registrations of a sort of lalangue. Hopkins, of course, is chiefly associated 

with one registration of singular, personal linguistic enjoyment and innovation—Sprung Rhythm, 

the invented meter. In nineteen-eighteen Hopkins described the new scheme in contrast to 

English Running Rhythm, or normal meter, in feet of two or three syllables with one accent: 

 
Sprung Rhythm, as used in this book, is measured by feet of from one to four syllables, 
regularly, and for particular effects any number of weak or slack syllables may be used. 
It has one stress, which falls on the only syllable, if there is only one, if there are more, 
then scanning as above, on the first, and so gives rise to four sorts of feet, a monosyllable 
and the so-called accentual Trochee, Dactyl, and the First Paeon. And there will be four 
corresponding natural rhythms; but nominally the feet are mixed and any one may follow 
any other. 

 

He continues by way of a justification of the invention:  

 



 

 

Sprung Rhythm is the most natural of things. For (1) it is the rhythm of common speech 
and of written prose, when rhythm is perceived in them. (2) It is the rhythm of all but the 
most monotonously regular music... (3) It is found in nursery rhymes, weather saws, and 
so on; because, however these may have been once made in rhythm, the terminations 
having dropped off by the change of language, the stresses come together and so the 
rhythm is sprung….26 

 

The rhythm’s naturalness would seem to account, partly, for its innovation or use. Another 

naturalness, though, more than description of quotidian speech patterns, pertains also to 

Hopkins’ own theory of ‘incsape’, a thing’s essential quality or specificity27, and ‘instress’—a 

harder term to define, but one glossed by MacKenzie as, ‘the selving force within a being.’28 

Thus, describing the waterfall at Inversnaid, an extra, embodied, force in the water flowing might 

be read in the sprung lyric:   

 
 This dárksome búrn, hórseback brówn,  
 His rollrock highroad roaring down, 

In coop and in comb the fleece of his foam 
Flutes and low to the lake falls home.29  
 

(Of course, of equal importance to the lyric are the repeated, paired consonants, b, r, c, f and l, 

which grant a consistency, and make for a spoken propulsion, too.) MacKenzie also quotes 

Hopkins journal: ‘Poetry is in fact speech only employed to carry the inscape of speech for the 

                                                
26 Gerard Manley Hopkins, Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, London: Humphrey Milford, 1918, 
https://www.bartleby.com/br/122.html. 
 
27 Norman MacKenzie, A Reader’s Guide to Gerard Manley Hopkins, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1981), 232. 
 
28 Norman MacKenzie, A Reader’s Guide to Gerard Manley Hopkins, 234.  
 
29 Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘Inversnaid’, The Poetical Works of Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed. Norman 
MacKenzie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 167. 



 

 

inscape’s sake—and therefore the inscape must be dwelt on.’30 Sprung rhythm supports such an 

endeavor—Hopkins wrote to his brother in eighteen-eighty-five:  

 
Sprung Rhythm gives back to poetry its true soul and self. As poetry is emphatically 
speech, speech purged of dross like gold in the furnace, so it must have emphatically the 
essential elements of speech. Now emphasis itself, stress, is one of these: sprung rhythm 
makes verse stress; it purges it to an emphasis as much brighter, livelier, more lustrous 
than the regular but commonplace emphasis of common rhythm as poetry in general is 
brighter than common speech.31 

 
‘The Windhover’ gives us an exemplar of such lustre and inscape. The lyric begins with a 

depiction, in sense and rhythm, of a more or less (glorious) mundane, and natural, experience—

the poet’s observation of an airborne falcon in the early morning. The bird, both dear darling of 

the morning and regent of light, exhibits a mastery of flight which the poet mimics in the push 

and pull of the sonnet’s sprung rhythm, with five accented syllables to a line. The octave reads 

(and I have marked strong beats): 

 
I cáught this mórning mórning’s mínion, kíng- 
dom of dáylight’s dáuphin, dapple-dáwn-drawn Fálcon, in his ríding 
Of the rólling level úndernéath him steady áir, and stríding 
Hígh there, how he rúng upon the réin of a wímpling wíng 
In his écstasy! then óff, óff fórth on a swíng,  
As a skáte’s heel sweeps smóoth on a bów-bend: the húrl and glíding 
Rebúffed the bíg wínd. My héart in híding  
Stírred for a bírd, - the achíeve of, the mástery of the thíng!32 

  

The first line of the sonnet’s octave initiates a ready iambic ease and familiarity, establishing a 

narrative tone, perhaps, in sing-song relatability, or suggesting a languid power proper to the 
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falcon. But the line is broken in the middle of a word—‘king-/dom’—a sort of violence done, 

and the foot ‘roves over’ so that downbeats made of strong syllables in the second line fall, 

sprung, like powerful, even wingbeats. Accents coincide, too, with the ds of the alliterative 

epithet, ‘daylight’s dauphin’, then with the coloring dawn (which returns, changed, in the sestet), 

and with the first syllables of dynamic, propelling gerunds ‘riding’, ‘rolling’, ‘striding’, 

‘wimpling’.  

 

The metric pattern established in the second line is sustained through the octave as the bird rides 

the air, made like a horseman by rolling, overroving enjambments and evenly distributed accents 

that perform the flight itself, its easy gliding stasis, in rhythmic consistency. Exceptions are made 

for outlying ideas, as for height (beginning line four with an accented syllable), or for a change 

in the bird’s flight—in line five. There, where accented syllables have been interspersed with 

weak ones, suddenly the falcon motions ‘against the wind’, swooping and ‘rebuffing’ it, and 

further dynamism is notated in a sudden conjunction or condensation of monosyllabic feet. 

Hammering accents, ‘off, off, forth’ drive ‘off’ almost nothing but soft, airy os and fs, 

demonstrating the bird’s strength before it, and they, settle again in sweeping, powerful 

motions—this time a skater’s, or a skate’s. The poet is moved; his heart stirs in response. 

 

Sprung meter serves more than a mimesis of flight—it is implicated, further, in the stirring; the 

windhover’s ecstasy is the poet’s, too. In The Breaking of Style, Helen Vendler writes on 

Hopkins spondaic and later sprung meter,  

 
What these… represent, in mimetic terms, is a universe of continual irregular shocks, in 
which the normal expectable motions of physical law… have been replaced by an 
unpredictable series of unforeseen impulses. Or, putting the mimesis psychologically 



 

 

instead of cosmically, one could say that the spondees represent the experience of a poet 
who receives the stimuli of daily life as a series of unforeseeable unsettling assaults. The 
regular measures of ordinary verse simply did not seem to Hopkins to represent the felt 
texture of his experience… and the first duty of any poet is to reconfigure the felt texture 
in an analogical rhythm—prosodic, syntactic, or structural.33  

 
Where the bird dives and swoops, the forcible, stress-ful, ramming together of monosyllabic 

feet—shocks—that describes the flight effects a further recognition, an instressing, of something 

of the way the world must be. The sestet of the sonnet moves from a description of the falcon to 

consideration of its meaning in a metaphysical juxtaposition of the bird and Christ, the sonnet’s 

equal subject—  

 
Brute béauty and válour and áct, oh, air, príde, plúme, here 
Búckle! AND the fire that bréaks from thée then, a bíllion 
Tímes tóld lóvelier, more dángerous, O my cheválier!  
 
No wónder of it… 

 

Referencing these lines, Vendler writes, ‘[Hopkins] mature style is one that forcibly embodies 

the inscape-assaults that he received, instressed as metrical shocks. When ecstasy is in question, 

the “squeezing out” of the interstices between shocks is a means of maximizing rapture…’34 The 

forcible accrual of stressed attributes—‘beauty’, ‘valour’, ‘act’, ‘pride’, ‘plume’— with hardly 

time or room given for breath (the elided, unstressed ‘oh, air’) make a rhythmic escalation of 

ecstasy which seems at first to argue for something of the possibility of perfection, supposed 

union or ‘buckling’ (connection, not strain). It is a philosophical or aesthetic conjunction made 

real in meter.  
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34 Helen Vendler, The Breaking of Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Graham, 18.  



 

 

Vendler reads the nouns of the sestet’s first line, ‘beauty’, ‘valour’, ‘act’, ‘air’, ‘pride’ and 

‘plume’ not as the subject of the verb, ‘Buckle!’—but its direct object of, she writes, ‘an 

injunction uttered by the poet to himself: “Buckle [to yourself] brute beauty,” and so on,’35 

following a slightly convoluted, forced grammar. With the rereading, Vendler makes a case for a 

secular, not religious, interpretation of the lyric, mindful of the fact that Hopkins only added a 

dedication, ‘To Christ our Lord’, seven years after the poem was written.   

 

And such a reading of the sonnet as, ‘of the earth, not of heaven’, restores the significance and 

audacity of the poems inscaping: If the octave succeeds in inscaping the bird and its powerful 

flight by sense, in the rhythm I have described, in the use of gerunds to make an active ‘thing’, 

finally36, in the bodily consistency of lines ending ‘-ing’—with the chiastic line of attributes the 

poet must join to himself, Vendler argues,  

 
In conjoining the qualities of the windhover so intimately in a single line, through a 
group of its abstracted essences, Hopkins “inscapes” the bird as the sum of these 
abstractions… When Hopkins urges himself (“Buckle!”) to the imaginative effort of 
receptive inscaping, he hopes thereby to intuit avian being as a symbol available for his 
own being. His effort is ecstatically rewarded…37 

 

Without a divine interpretation. But, even while there is something extraordinary implied in an 

inscaping of the secular, sense-based, real of the poet’s experience, the ecstasy cannot last. The 

poet reflects, suddenly melancholy, 

 
No wónder of it: shéer plód makes plóugh down síllion 
Shíne, and blúe-bleak émbers, áh my déar,  
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Fall, gáll themsélves, and gásh góld-vermíllion.  
 

Neither hard work, effort, not the natural end of the flame require a divine intervening, and 

something of Hopkins’ ecstasy is also lost; it seems unclear why Hopins might dedicate the 

poem to his Saviour. We might note, though, what is maintained—the bodily registration of 

language—a music to show the real of the bird’s flight in the real of the rhythmic schema, its 

shocks, like the manner by which an echo is reproduced not simply in story, but in sound, too.  

 

Hopkins melancholy insists, thematically. Taken together, the group of ‘Terrible Sonnets’ or 

‘Sonnets of Desolation’ (most found and published after Hopkins’ death, likely composed 

between eighteen-eight-four and eighteen-eighty-seven)38 furnish examples of both sprung and 

running meter, more or less exorbitant rhyme and lettering, but also plainer language. In their 

very variety they characterize a case of spiritual and existential melancholia. The poems 

considered for inclusion under the title, and their chronological order, is moot; Phillips names six 

sonnets—‘To seem the Stranger’, ‘I wake and feel’, ‘No worst’, ‘Carrion Comfort’, ‘Patience, 

hard thing’ and ‘My own heart’39—forming the set, while MacKenzie also includes, ‘Thou art 

indeed just’40 (here, I will read the six). Nor can it then be said that they form any intended 

sequence except by theme and the coincidence of their posthumous discovery, publication; 

however, a common theme, certain continuities of style, and their likely contemporaneous 

composition allow that we might read the group together, at least. With regard to the set, 
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Virginia Ridley Ellis summarizes a critical appreciation of ‘something new in method: a “more 

reserved style,” a “greater directness,” a “pitch of concentration” that may be said to constitute a 

“powerful new rhetoric,” and to an extent a new austerity’41 in Hopkins work. Only one sonnet of 

the group is properly sprung, and the particularity of the use of sprung rhythm in this sonnet 

seems of importance just as the use of an iambic meter does in the remaining five. This 

particularity of rhythm, and something of the register of linguistic play, enjoyment or jouissance 

(lalangue), the creative manipulation of language and discourse, here go towards communicating 

a specificity of subject, and of affect further than what might be possible in the absence of these. 

We might attend to their effects.  

 

The first in the published sequence according to Phillips, the sonnet ‘To seem the stranger’ 

describes the poet’s depression in the terms of a litany of isolations. There is a biographical 

correlate to the content of the poem: having converted to Catholicism and living now in Ireland, 

Hopkins was set at a physical, creative and spiritual distance from family and country by virtue, 

in part, of his faith—which was all his peace, sword and the cause of his despair.  

 
To seem the stranger lies my lot, my life 
Among strangers. Father and mother dear,  
Brothers and sisters are in Christ not near 
And he my peace my parting, sword and strife. 

 
England, whose honour O all my heart woos, wife 
To my creating thought, neither would hear, 
Me, were I pleading, nor do I: I wéar- 
Y of idle a being, but by where wars are rife.  

 
I am in Ireland now; now I am at a third 
Remove. Not but in all removes I can 

 Kind love both give and get. Only what word 
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Wisest my heart breeds dark heaven’s baffling ban 
Bars or hell’s spell thwarts. This to hoard unheard, 
Heard unheeded leaves me a lonely began. 42 

 

It were almost as if an account, or accounting for, of loneliness warranted a counting, plaintive 

meter—here, iambic pentameter, mostly un-counterpointed, and un-sprung—and a mundane 

syntax, at least to begin. Where the complaint is gravest, however, syntax strains against the 

parameters of rhythm, is made ill-fitting, discomfited. In the final tercet, syntactic contortions 

required to manipulate the sentiment (that even the best thought in the poet’s heart is thwarted or 

barred by a darker force) into gentle metric parameters, perform one anguish by virtue of 

disorganization, dis-integration. ‘Heard unheeded,’ at the last, is counterpointed for emphasis 

and constitutes a playing with the material sound of language and the constraints of extra- or 

non-linguistic patterns (a near-chiastic organization) that brings body and accent to a despairing 

discourse. Hopkins plays, albeit unhappily, with word pairs based in alliteration (‘lot/life’, 

‘peace/parting’, ‘sword/strife’, ‘woos/wife’, ‘give/get) or chiasmus and reversals (‘stranger-lot-

life-strangers’, ‘I am-now-now-I am’, ‘hoard unheard-heard unheeded) throughout, which cannot 

be said to enhance meaning so much as affect, or perform a thinking or working through in the 

manipulation of the stuff of the poem. 

 

But there is a direct discourse, too. The poet engages dialogically with verses from Matthew—

10:34-35 read, ‘Think not that I am come to send on earth: I came not to send peace, but a sword. 

For I am come to set a man at variance against his father, and the daughter against her mother, 
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and the daughter in law against the mother in law.’43 And perhaps it is not so far from the 

possible to assume that such an engagement with so-well-known texts (for a Jesuit, who had had 

a religious, Anglican, upbringing) might, like word play, constitute something of an engagement 

with something of what Lacan calls lalangue.  

 

I have wondered why the next in the published sequence, ‘I wake and feel’ is written, also, in 

simple iambic pentameter, when it seems one of the purest expressions of despair, self-loathing, 

doubt and desolation in the language, and when these extremes of feeling are ones associated 

with the pitch of feeling sprung shocks made possible for Hopkins. Vendler argues, giving 

example of a poem the gestalt and affect of which might seem antithetical to the sentiment of ‘I 

wake and feel’, that regular, un-sprung meter is communicative of the ‘undangerous’ or the pure 

‘aesthetic’ moment.44 That poem, in gentle, perfect heptameter, gives another night scene, 

perhaps a twinned one, now, beginning: 

 
 I awoke in the Midsommer not-to-call night, in the whit and the walk of the morning:45 
 

In the sonnet, night has fallen, (and ‘fell’ connotes its ill-ness, and an un-illumined texture, of an 

animal pelt, so that MacKenzine associates clothing, too, the first Fall46) quite definitely and 

differently: 

 
I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day. 
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What hours, O what black hours we have spent 
This night what sights, you, heart, saw, ways you went! 
And more must, in yet longer light’s delay.  
 
With witness I speak this. But where I say 
Hours I mean years, mean life. And my lament 
Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent 
To dearest him that lives alas! away.  
 
I am gall, I am heartburn. God’s most deep decree 
Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me;  
Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse. 

 
Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours. I see 
The lost are like this, and their scourge to be 
As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse.47  

 

Perhaps the second serves as a rhetorical answer to ‘Moonrise’ (written almost a decade earlier 

in eighteen-seventy-six) in some manner, taking up a nocturnal narrative in the same simple 

metric fabric. It cannot be said that the sonnet emulates a pure aestheticism, although it might be 

mentioned that where Hopkins becomes polemical, telling explicitly his complaint, the lulling 

iambic is disrupted with reversed feet, ‘’Hours I’, and ‘Is cries countless’.  

 

Perhaps two further points might be made, articulating what is still possible for the speaker: 

First, the poem speaks, relates, a narrative of despair—and quite clearly, too, even with a real 

situation described and end-stopped in its first line, ‘I wake and feel the fell of dark not day.’ Or 

the poet makes an analogy between the length of a restless night and what seems the unremitting 

time he must suffer the ‘black hours’ of his heartsickness—less a performance. Narration, a 

natural, nursery storytelling, may be one reason for an iambic meter; however, this would seem 

counter to Hopkins’ own assertion that sprung rhythm is the most natural of rhythms.  

                                                
47 Gerard Manley Hopkins, The Poetical Works, 181. 



 

 

 

Or then again, the speaker of the sonnet is notably present, and he repeats a personal enunciation, 

‘I wake,’ ‘I speak,’ ‘I mean,’ ‘I am,’ ‘I am,’ ‘I am’, as if to shore up self, bear witness to self, 

stating even, ‘With witness I speak this.’ Witness to the darkness enduring, certainly, but while 

self has not been displaced over the natural landscape, or is still construed in dimensions of place 

and time, day and night, another witness—to selfhood—is possible, and possibly imperative. 

Simple meter here, then, effects a remove or distance imposed upon shocking despair.  

 

The self is certainly a divided one. The poet addresses his own heart (he will again) as if it were 

a twin, and self is split at the last with a neologistic, ‘Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours’, 

making an internal difference by substance. But we might compare this asserted self, divided or 

no, and the repetition of I’s—eight repetitions—with the single pronominal statement in the next 

of the group, ‘No worst’, in which despair and self are uncontained and displaced over the whole 

landscape.  

 
 No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief,  
 More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder wring.  
 Comforter, where, where is your comforting?  
 Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?   
 My cries heave, herds-long; huddle in a main, a chief- 
 Woe, wórld-sorrow; on an áge-old ánvil wínce and síng— 
 Then lull, then leave off. Fury had shrieked ‘No ling- 

Ering! Let me be fell: force I must be brief.’ 
O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall 
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap 
May who ne’er hung there. Nor does long our small 
Durance deal with that steep or deep. Here! creep,  
Wretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind: all 
Life death does end and each day dies with sleep. 48  
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While the lyric adheres still to a regular pentameter, enjambments, counterpointing and reversals 

of metric feet (or pas) trouble the pattern at the same time the poet’s grief exceeds ordinary 

bounds. A visceral, hammering effect is achieved metrically by the insistence of heavy 

spondees—‘No worst,’ Where, where’, ‘World woe’, (ws) or the sonnet’s final, plodding line, as 

if a fever state were now passing, ‘Lífe déath | does énd | and éach | dáy díes | with sleep.’ Metric 

complexity is increased in the second quatrain where pitch (by degree—or verbally, being 

pitched or thrown) might be equated with a forcing of weaker, elided syllables into the line to 

make the noise of an anvil set to resonate (‘wórld sorrow on an’), even, by a relentless beating. It 

slows, lulls as Fury begins its speech.  

 

The sonnet contains only one statement relative to self. Instead, it is this Fury who is attributed 

any dialogue, and grief (and self), exceptionally great, are uncontainable and displaced over a 

landscape, the former given to herds, the latter made mountainous—all while meter is also, 

almost, un-containing.   

 

The sestet begins with a figure of speech, a literary metaphor—‘O the mind, mind has 

mountains; cliffs of fall’. But look, too, at how alliterative allegiances are drawn in support of the 

idea, mental mountains or the plummet possible from a dangerous precipice. Or see how a 

caesura at the semicolon makes the fall deep and long, lends acuity, potency, to the statement at a 

level—other than the statement. Finally, the speaker finds a paltry comfort in death, in sleep.  

 



 

 

‘No worst’ culminates, as it began, with Shakespearean reference, to King Lear (IV, i and III, 

ii)49. ‘(Carrion Comfort)’, the only sonnet of the group to be written using sprung meter, tells of a 

spiritual complaint and mortal struggle evocative of Jacob’s in Genesis and Hosea. 

 
Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee; 
Not untwist—slack they may be—these last strands of man 
In me ór, most weary, cry I can no more. I can; 
Can something, hope wish day come, not choose not to be.  
But ah, but O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me 
Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me? Scan 
With darksome devouring eyes my bruiséd bones? and fan,  
O in turns of tempest, me heaped there, me frantic to avoid thee and flee? 

 
Why? That my chaff might fly; my grain lie, sheer and clear.  
Nay in all that toil, that coil, since (seems) I kissed the rod, 
Hand rather, my heart lo! lapped strength, stole joy, would laugh, chéer. 
Cheer whóm though? the héro whose héaven-handling flúng me, fóot tród 
Me? or mé that fóught him? O whích one? is it éach one? That níght, that year 
Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with (my God!) my God.50  

 

The poet begins with a recoiling disavowal and exhortation to self, not to succumb to the false 

comfort of despair, nor to uncoil the final sinews of humanity or liveliness (even while 

parenthetical em dashes and weak metric beats at, ‘sláck they may be’, perform a loosening of 

the very thought) in him. At stake is death of self (‘I can no more’), a crime against God in any 

form, and to counter the thought is offered a self-rallying cheer, ‘I can’. 

 

The poet’s or speaker’s story is told from the second quatrain—he is plaintiff, like Job, against a 

testing God, one who might, it would seem initially, be devil all the same (‘Then Satan answered 
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http://shakespeare.mit.edu/lear/full.html. 
 
50 Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee’, The Poetical 
Works, 183.  



 

 

the Lord and said…put forth thine hand now, and touch all that he hath, and he will curse thee to 

thy face…’(Job 1:9-11)). The speaker gives an account of his plight in the questions he asks, and 

language used is redolent of the biblical text, too. Where God would ‘lay a lionlimb’ against the 

poet, Job laments, ‘Thou huntest me as a fierce lion’ (10:16); where Job cries, ‘thy eyes are upon 

me, and I shall be no more’ (7:8), the poet asks why God would, ‘Scan/ With darksome 

devouring eyes my bruiséd bones?’ The poet complains in his catalogue that God, as storm-

breathing beast, ‘fan[s], O in turns of temps, me heaped there’, and Job that, ‘…he breaketh me 

with a tempest, and multiplieth my wounds without cause’ (9:17).51 

 

Fan, first a tempest-breath, but then a winnowing action, and instrument, introduces the sonnet’s 

volta—and finally the speaker tries to justify his struggle, recount its end. In a continued 

invocation of a Jesuit’s mother tongue, the poet answers his questions with an image that traces 

its lineage to one of John the Baptist speaking of the Paraclete in Matthew, and Luke—‘Whose 

fan is in his hand, and he will thoroughly purge his floor, and will gather the wheat into his 

garner; but the chaff he will burn with fire unquenchable.’ (3:17).52  

 

All this suffering, then, and the acceptance of it, has served as test, as purification. As Jacob must 

wrestle with the angel, now the poet must wrestle with his own God (perhaps Hopkins’ ‘strand of 

man’ is something evocative, too, of Jacob’s sinew, out of joint). As with the biblical wrestle, it 

is unclear who vanquishes, who ought to, until a solution—that the efforts of each (Hopkins’ not 

ceding to despair, God’s test of him) are to be applauded—is found. The conclusion of the sonnet 

                                                
51 The Holy Bible (King James Version), Job, 9:17, https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1611-Bible/.  
 
52 The Holy Bible (King James Version), Luke 3:17, https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1611-Bible/. 



 

 

is a strange one: it has seemed clear to the reader that the God of ‘(Carrion Comfort)’ is of the 

same cloth as Jacob’s, Job’s, but the poet seems only to realize so in his last line with a turn of 

phrase in which it cannot but be heard the echo of Psalm 22 or Christ’s final words on the cross 

in Matthew 27:46, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’53 Is the reference simply 

word play? Or are we to read that the darkness avowedly done, is not, quite?   

 

We might ask also why the sonnet is written in sprung rhythms when others are not. Like ‘To 

seem the stranger’, ‘(Carrion Comfort)’ narrates a particular predicament, but it would seem that 

in the sonic performance of the fight, something is made. Where the anvil-hammering spondees 

of ‘No worst’ denude something of self, now sprung shocks denote the wrestle that takes place to 

win self more immanently than can be said at the level of the sentence alone. Shocks reveal, too, 

though, an ambivalence, literally accentuating the questions, ‘Why?’ and ‘Cheer whóm though? 

the héro whose héaven-handling flúng me, fóot tród/ Me? or mé that fóught him? O whích one? 

is it éach one?’ 

 

The last sonnets in the sequence follow as an attempt at restoration of a more comforted thought, 

certainly an easier meter, and one, at least, returns to a sense of a cohesive self, even drawing on 

elements Vendler identifies as necessary constituents of the aesthetic moment. One offers a study 

in literary metaphor that will serve usefully: ‘Patience, hard thing’ argues for sufferance in a 

cacophony of metaphoric and metonymic images: Patience is personified; by analogous 

reasoning, Patience is construed as rooted ivy that conceals a thousand woes or wrecks, in turn 

made a sea; bruisable hearts stand for the whole person; God’s patience is like honey:  

                                                
53 The Holy Bible (King James Version), Psalm 22/Matthew 27:46 
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1611-Bible/. 



 

 

 
 Patience, hard thing! the hard thing but to pray, 
 But bid for, patience is! Patience who asks 
 Wants war, wants wounds; weary his times, his tasks;  
 To do without, take tosses, and obey. 
 
 Rare patience roots in these, and, these away, 
 Nowhere. Natural heart’s-ivy Patience masks 
 Our ruins of wrecked past purpose. There she basks 
 Purple eyes and seas of liquid leaves all day.  
 
 We hear our hearts grate on themselves: it kills 
 To bruise them dearer. Yet the rebellious wills 
 Of us wé do bid God bend to him even so. 
 
 And where is he who more and more distills 
 Delicious kindness?—He is patient. Patience fills 
 His crisp combs, and that comes those ways we know.54  
 
Mackenzie writes of the sonnet’s opening quatrain that it, ‘makes little sense if we equate a 

prayer for patience with the common sort of situation in which a man, under severe provocation, 

says to himself ‘Don’t let me lose my temper! I must have patience!’55 We could say the same of 

the allusion to ‘hearts-ivy’, if we were unfamiliar with the way in which the plant so abundantly 

covers its support, or with the creeper’s dark berries and glossy leaves. Contracted syntax makes 

it difficult to assign a model of metaphor to Hopkins’ one—analogy seems likely, but there there 

is then an imperative that the speaking and reading bodies have seen and touched the analogous 

substance to partake in the discourse. This is what Lacan evoked in his paternal metaphor—an 

entry to a way of discourse that might render subjects’ discursive parameters able to align, more 

or less. But this requires less the use of language than the insertion of the subject’s experience or 

body, even here. 

 

                                                
54 Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘Patience, hard thing! the hard thing but to pray’, The Poetical Works, 185.  
 
55 Norman MacKenzie, A Reader’s Guide to Gerard Manley Hopkins, 184.  



 

 

Nor does Hopkins entirely eschew the body of the poem. Enjambments and caesurae help to 

divide sentences in reasoned, and reasonable bipartite organization. Alliterative ws slow, weary, 

‘Wants war, wants wounds, weary’, and the more exacting dental consonants of, ‘his times, his 

tasks/ To do without, take tosses…’ inject a punitive note, or later, ‘liquid leaves’ a fluid one.  

 

With its shift away from almost performed description of grief or mental fight, ‘Patience’, reverts 

also to an academic iambic pentameter to make its arguments, and perhaps the coincidence 

supports one reason for a shift in meter. Again, a storytelling, diegetic distance is reason for a 

measured measure to make reasoned thought, something like the enumerated description of ‘To 

seem the stranger’. The last of the ‘Terrible Sonnets’ considered here is more convincingly 

restorative of a self, also in iambs:  

 
My own heart let me more have pity on; let 
Me live to my sad self hereafter kind, 
Charitable; not live this tormented mind 
With this tormented mind tormenting yet.  

 
I cast for comfort I can nor more get 
By groping round my comfortless than blind 
Eyes in their dark can day or thirst can find 
Thirst’s all-in-all in all a world of wet.  

 
Soul, self; come, poor Jackself, I do advise 
You, jaded, let be; call off thoughts awhile 
Elsewhere; leave comfort root-room; let joy size 

 
At God knows when to God knows what; whose smile 
‘S not wrung, see you; unforeseentimes rather—as skies 
Betweenpie mountains—lights a lovely mile.56  

 

                                                
56 Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘My own hear let me more have pity on’, The Poetical Works, 186.  



 

 

While self is split, it is asserted, able to be articulated, contained and in some sort of a dialogue. 

Now the poet bids himself have pity on that heart which had seen and endured the blackest hours 

(referencing, perhaps, ‘I wake and feel’), his mind torment itself less. In the sestet, the speaker 

exhorts himself, ‘Jackself’ (evoking something of the everyman, a common name, and the adage, 

perhaps, ‘All work and no play…’) 

 

The sonnet bears still a measure of ambivalence. The second quatrain of the octave, told in the 

present tense, describes the speaker still—or until this very moment in which he commends 

himself to think otherwise—as he searches for comfort where he will not find it. He gives 

examples, either in the manner blind eyes search for something visible, or thirst wants quenching 

when all the world (at sea, perhaps in both senses) is brine, and undrinkable (likely an allusion to 

Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and, ‘Water, water every where/ Nor any drop to 

drink’.)57 

 

But where Mackenzie finds ‘Patience’ redolent of an especial pathos, too much a protest of a 

state yet unachieved58, in meter we might find reason to think that this sonnet really does provide 

good enough answer to despair. The sonnet’s sestet, in measured iambic feet and long even 

clauses (not ‘wrung’, as God’s smile is not), carries a breadth of generosity in the enjambment of 

its instruction, ‘leave comfort root-room; let joy size // At God knows when to God knows 

what…’ Hopkins concludes with a striking simile, and an odd neologism: God’s smile, 

beneficence, is unexpectedly lovely, as skies sometimes light the dividing region visible between 

                                                
57 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, https://poets.org/poem/rime-ancient-
mariner. 
 
58 Norman MacKenzie, A Reader’s Guide to Gerard Manley Hopkins, 184. 



 

 

darkened mountains, making them pied (‘betweenpie’). Both are seen to render, restore, a 

rapport between what is dark or difficult more figuratively, too, and what is joyful, lovely. 

Reading ‘Moonrise’, another mountain image, Vendler articulates the four attributes of the 

inscape of the pure aesthetic moment as spontaneity, unexpectedness, piedness, and dynamic 

tension,59 and in this final image all are present—a perception unforeseen, momentary, pied, and 

dialectical—and supported metrically.  

 

We cannot speculate about the specific constituents of Hopkins’ subjective lalangue—Hopkins 

cannot answer for them. But in neologism and allusion, the making use of rhythm sprung or 

other, and in the devices of poietic construction—enjambment or pause, alliteration and 

assonance, and other language play—we see a registration of something other than semantic 

necessity, which itself creates meaning, or adds to it. This is not significant of nothing, but 

rather, is of something more—the something more than metaphor, than the metaphoric subject. I 

shall follow the thread of this subject through to the late Lacanian clinic and the poem as knot, in 

the dissertation’s next, last, chapter.  

 

 
 

                                                
59 Helen Vendler, The Breaking of Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Graham, 29.  
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Chapter Four 

‘I Am’: the universal sinthome and the lyric poem as knot 

 

Small mammal for small mammal, Robert Lowell wrote ‘Skunk Hour’ and dedicated it to his 

friend Elizabeth Bishop, a response to her gifted poem, ‘The Armadillo’. The latter lyric 

crouches tense, innervated by the tug between metric hygiene and dispassionate reportage on the 

one hand, and the jouissance that form must fail at containing, curtailing (trauma pulses in the 

chinks of the armored line, as if in spite of style’s best efforts). But Lowell’s lyric—reeks—of a 

trauma, avowed, integral, and inescapable. ‘I myself am hell,’ he writes.  

 

The poet’s illness is afforded no further pathology in ‘Skunk Hour’ than the season, the night, a 

song, and an animal can render. And the diagnosis, ‘My mind’s not right,’ will, for all truth, 

never find its way in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. But all this 

represents something of a peculiarity when taken in the context of Lowell’s corpus, a body itself 

medicalized with the language of psychiatry—with the names of the hospitals and doctors 

attended, therapies tried, the symptoms and episodes, physical or chemical restraints, time and 

dates of admission.  

 

Tamed—at times—by Milltown, finally Lithium, and with the question (more truly an 

imperative), ‘Why not say what happened?’1 for a rule, Lowell wrote himself in the public eye, 

charting the vicissitudes of manic-depressive illness, the cost to work and family, and forced a 

lyric cohesion from the stuff of subjective entropy. In the introduction to the poet’s collected 

                                                
1 Robert Lowell, ‘Epilogue’, Robert Lowell Collected Poems, eds. Frank Bidart and David Gewanter 
(New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2003), 838. 
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works, though, Frank Bidart cautions against any facile ascription of the ‘confessional’ label to 

Lowell or his work, writing, ‘Robert Lowell was above all an audacious maker—in poetry, one 

of the great makers of the twentieth century. He became famous as a “confessional” writer, but 

he scorned the term. His audacity, his resourcefulness and boldness lie not in his candor but his 

art.’2 And the valorization of the artisanal occupies the core of the considerations of this 

chapter—only with a corollary qualification, which is an imperative, too: something will be lost 

in a reading that does not acknowledge, also, the force in the appropriation, re-working and -

wording of the unrest or discomfiture felt. Lowell’s, here, John Clare’s, Joyce’s, too, but the 

pattern holds more universally, perhaps. 

 

Making, in ‘Skunk Hour’, out of what is presented to him in the natural world, and alluding quite 

explicitly to John of the Cross, Lowell finds a vehicle, too, in the crepuscular quietude, decay, of 

an island village to show a crisis of the heart. The season, fall on Nautilus Island in 1957, is in 

consort with Lowell. So, too, is the night dark, and the theme (‘Careless Love’, Fats Domino or 

Eartha Kitt) emitted from a car radio bleats murderous in another (love-)sickness—sobbing, 

bleeding, throbbing as the cars’ engines, ‘hull to hull’—and enjoyed, or at the least given over to.  

 

Lowell wrote, ‘The dedication is to Elizabeth Bishop, because rereading her suggested a way of 

breaking through the shell of my old manner. Her rhythms, idiom, images, and stanza structure 

seemed to belong to a later century. ‘Skunk Hour’ is modelled on Miss Bishop’s ‘The 

Armadillo’.3 If ‘Skunk Hour’ is read directly as response to ‘The Armadillo’, a comparative 

                                                
2 Frank Bidart, ‘Introduction: You Didn’t Write, Wou Rewrote’, Robert Lowell Collected Poems, eds. 
Frank Bidart and David Gewanter,(New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2003), vii. 
 
3 Robert Lowell, Robert Lowell Collected Poems, 1046. 
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flexibility of rhyme and a far more assertive subjective presence must also be noted. Bishop’s 

stanzas, her use of the first person, plural establish a safety in rigor and structure, and subjective 

reticence; Lowell does gesture to Bishop’s containing short-lines and rhyme-scheme, but a sonic 

cohesion (stanzas sound peripatetically about three rhyme-pairs, less ordered) in place of a rigid 

pattern (—A—A) performs, almost, the natural bleed or resonance, between the ailment 

encountered and the one felt, the one the image of the other.  

 
Nautilus Island’s hermit 
heiress still lives through winter in her Spartan cottage; 
her sheep still graze above the sea. 
Her son’s a bishop. Her farmer 
is first selectman in our village; 
she’s in her dotage. 

 
Thirsting for 
the hierarchic privacy 
of Queen Victoria’s century, 
she buys up all 
the eyesores facing her shore, 
and lets them fall. 

 
The season’s ill— 
we’ve lost our summer millionaire, 
who seemed to leap from an L. L. Bean 
catalogue. His nine-knot yawl 
was auctioned off to lobstermen. 
A red fox stain covers Blue Hill. 

 
And now our fairy  
decorator brightens his shop for fall; 
his fishnet’s filled with orange cork, 
orange, his cobbler’s bench and awl; 
there is no money in his work, 
he’d rather marry. 

 
One dark night, 
my Tudor Ford climbed the hill’s skull; 
I watched for love-cars. Lights turned down, 
they lay together, hull to hull, 
where the graveyard shelves on the town. . . . 
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My mind’s not right. 
 

A car radio bleats, 
“Love, O careless Love….” I hear 
my ill-spirit sob in each blood cell, 
as if my hand were at its throat. . . . 
I myself am hell; 
nobody’s here— 

   
only skunks, that search 
in the moonlight for a bite to eat. 
They march on their soles up Main Street: 
white stripes, moonstruck eyes’ red fire 
under the chalk-dry and spar spire 
of the Trinitarian Church. 

 
I stand on top 
of our back steps and breathe the rich air— 
a mother skunk with her column of kittens swills the garbage pail 
She jabs her wedge-head in a cup 
of sour cream, drops her ostrich tail, 
and will not scare.4 

 

To continue the story in his life and writing, the following year, 1958, Lowell completed 

‘Waking in the Blue’, a first draft begun during a stay at McLean Hospital, a psychiatric hospital 

in Belmont, MA, that furnished the subject of the poem. Once more, the poem constitutes an 

expression of malaise, but the language is no longer of natural, animal stench or night air, and the 

mirror the poet invokes is not the reflection of the external natural world in its subdued decay—

rather, a real mirror (hospital-issue, metal, slightly warped and shatterproof). And the real, 

declining bodies of the poet and his fellow patients em-body an image of mental ill-health and 

palatable vulnerability, but an acute experience of anguish, nonetheless, framed or foiled by the 

psychiatric institution, institutionalization. The wager is in the construction of this image, 

                                                
4 Robert Lowell, ‘Skunk Hour’, Robert Lowell Collected Poems, 191-192. 
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imago—ego—which serves to hold selfhood precisely within an institutional narrative harboring 

the power to deprive it, or ‘ossify’ it. 

 
The night attendant, a B.U. sophomore, 
rouses from the mare's-nest of his drowsy head 
propped on The Meaning of Meaning. 
He catwalks down our corridor. 
Azure day 
makes my agonized blue window bleaker. 
Crows maunder on the petrified fairway. 
Absence! My hearts grows tense 
as though a harpoon were sparring for the kill. 
(This is the house for the "mentally ill.") 

 
What use is my sense of humour? 
I grin at Stanley, now sunk in his sixties, 
once a Harvard all-American fullback, 
(if such were possible!) 
still hoarding the build of a boy in his twenties, 
as he soaks, a ramrod 
with a muscle of a seal 
in his long tub, 
vaguely urinous from the Victorian plumbing. 
A kingly granite profile in a crimson gold-cap, 
worn all day, all night,  
he thinks only of his figure, 
of slimming on sherbert and ginger ale— 
more cut off from words than a seal. 
This is the way day breaks in Bowditch Hall at McLean's; 
the hooded night lights bring out "Bobbie," 
Porcellian '29, 
a replica of Louis XVI 
without the wig— 
redolent and roly-poly as a sperm whale, 
as he swashbuckles about in his birthday suit 
and horses at chairs. 

 
These victorious figures of bravado ossified young. 

 
In between the limits of day, 
hours and hours go by under the crew haircuts 
and slightly too little nonsensical bachelor twinkle 
of the Roman Catholic attendants. 
(There are no Mayflower 



 

 

124 

124 

screwballs in the Catholic Church.) 
 

After a hearty New England breakfast, 
I weigh two hundred pounds 
this morning. Cock of the walk, 
I strut in my turtle-necked French sailor's jersey 
before the metal shaving mirrors, 
and see the shaky future grow familiar 
in the pinched, indigenous faces 
of these thoroughbred mental cases, 
twice my age and half my weight. 
We are all old-timers, 
each of us holds a locked razor.5 

 

Once more, Lowell-the-maker indeed demonstrates the skill of the craftsman in the material 

fabrication of the verse—its prosody and music. The gesture forfeits something of Bishop’s 

explicit rigor or rigidity in favor of cohesion over consistency. Lines are generally short. Stanzas 

are generally of middling length, but the principle of the exception for effect is made masterful 

use of—the volta in the poem, the single-line stanza a judgement or condemnation (‘These 

victorious figures of bravado ossified young,’) which presents the implication of Lowell’s own 

mirror-image.  

 

And the image carries the poem. With the B.U. sophomore-come-night attendant who makes 

mostly show of linguistic or symbolic engagement and finds less intellectual support in The 

Meaning of Meaning than a literal prop for a drowsy head, a primacy of the image is 

introduced—introduces the poem, even. Image, though, the imaginary or narrative register, is 

constructed and supported in other registers—in the symbolic and its semantic freight—and in 

the lyric’s own music or body.  

 

                                                
5 Robert Lowell, ‘Waking in the Blue’, Robert Lowell Collected Poems, 183-184. 
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The first stanza adheres, as much as Lowell will here, if not to a rhyme scheme then to a 

cohesive tonal color or flavor, and its development—ABCA-DEDFGG—that renders it bipartite 

and supports a rhetorical division of the scene set in the first instance (two sentences, end-

stopped for sense with the third and fourth lines), and the affect brought by the speaker (‘Azure 

day/ makes my agonized blue window bleaker,’) in the second. The window (it hardly bears 

mention, and is also of uttermost importance) is not the agonized party, nor is the fairway itself 

the one petrified. Likewise, either the poet’s heart grows tense (and the cardiologists would 

consider hypertension, arrest, angina), or he does. This all is familiar metonymic idiom, the 

substitution of the part for the whole, but perhaps made more complex in the identification of the 

one bodily and internal metonymy with these inanimate external objects in almost a reverse of 

the reflected, natural suggestions of ‘Skunk Hour’. Now, affect is ascribed more forcibly to the 

things of the outside world, the internal subjective sense projected, rather than its being found in 

them.  

 

‘Waking in the Blue’ unfolds, making the reader’s acquaintance with the morning routines of the 

men’s psychiatric ward and the inmates who perform them. And although the work is achieved 

with a broad measure of humor or affection, men are quite carefully reduced to a parade of 

bodies, animal (whale, seal, ‘horsing’) and perhaps themselves a little petrified—frozen imagos, 

possibly frightened, or both. Stanley of the second stanza is ‘sunk’ in middle age, submerged in 

his tub and his illness. What remains is the body—granite-muscular, ramrod straight and 

preserved (embalmed) as if it were the last thing, and to be retained at all costs. The material of 

the body pictured is lent, too, in the trace of the lyric, in visual and associative unifications, 

‘sixties/twenties’; in the loosely-like plosives ‘ramrod/tub’; the alliterative, ‘build of a boy’ or 
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the ‘vaguely urinous Victorian plumbing’ with all its v’s and u’s. Stanley’s is the ‘kingly-

crimson-cap’, or the assonance in ‘slimming on sherbet’. In all this word play, though, Stanley is 

‘more cut off from words than a seal’ (which almost rhymes with ‘ale’, the fullback’s chosen 

embalming fluid, or looks to rhyme.) 

 

The kingly figure introduced in the third stanza, a ‘replica’ of Louis XVI, “Bobbie” is more 

porky whale than seal—naked, all flesh and no muscle. Quotation marks about his name question 

any presence behind the conquering stunt double, suggest that the man is in name alone. 

Bobbie’s letters are the rs and ps that unify the sentiment ‘redolent and roly-poly as a sperm 

whale,’ or the ws of ‘wig’, ‘whale’ and ‘swashbuckles’. ‘Redolent’ sustains both its meanings—

the patient is fresh from his bath, perhaps, body clean if not fragrant; the image, his image, 

recalls—another man, another body.  

 

Finally Lowell images himself, in the last stanza, according to the specifics which might translate 

in a mirror—not ‘I am’, but ‘I weigh’, ‘I wear’, ‘I move—thus’. The picture, like Stanley’s, is of 

some admirable physique (two hundred pounds), some sartorial intention. The poet sees himself, 

an image returned, strutting in the shaving mirrors, the true Sun King and ‘cock of the walk’. 

And Lowell’s image, his self, seems at odds, for a moment, with the wordless seal, the 

emasculated sperm whale. But in a moment’s confusion of vision and time, theirs are the images 

which furnish Lowell with the reflection or premonition of his own future—shaky as if it, too, 

were shown in the warped metal surface mirroring his immediate aspect. Pinched, ossified—

imago, in the classical sense—but it cannot be said that the poet hasn’t tried to present himself 

well. The rhyme in the stanza might seem coincidental or entirely subordinate to the semantic on 
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account of its being simply located in the plural forms ‘pounds’, ‘mirrors’, ‘faces’, ‘cases’, old-

timers’. In the final count, though, the poet—the maker—makes a cut in the fabric of sonic 

accretion (acceleration) and semantic generalization, such that the image left to linger is of each 

patient holding a single locked razor, revealed in his, and its, specificity, properness and 

isolation.  

 

A ‘locked’ razor might evoke a safety razor with a comb over the blade. Razors are commonly 

contraband items on a locked psychiatric ward, although for the purposes of general toilette their 

use is sometimes permitted under supervision. Lowell’s ward would have been locked, and the 

razor, too, in the nurses’ station or somewhere equally inaccessible. We understand intuitively, 

viscerally, the impotence in the evocation, in the isolated image; the ‘locked razor’, though, both 

is and is not a metaphor. It consists equally in body—the body holding, feeling, wanting to use it. 

There is the body of the doubled ‘o’ in the words on the page, unifying the sound and image of 

the object and its descriptor, the ‘z’ which makes a cut, the sharper ‘ay’ sound. ‘Locked razor’ 

consists, too, in its symbolization, and its narrative. Real, symbolic, and imaginary. 

 

We are left with body—the poet’s, the razor’s, the poem’s; with meaning or sentiment (The 

Meaning of Meaning); and an attempt to make or see self—in the world around, in the shaving 

mirror: A taut cohesion is held in the sightline between the body of the locked object and the 

image given back.  

 

There remains a question over what the communication might achieve for the subject reflecting, 

reflected. In the language of contemporary psychiatry, Lowell, with a diagnosis of bipolar 
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disorder and a documented, positive response to Lithium, would be considered a patient with a 

psychotic illness, or a psychotic subject. Freud, over the span of a career curious, too, for dogged 

innovation and quite public revision, remained staunch—frank—in pessimism concerning the 

efficacy or propriety of the psychoanalytic method for the treatment of psychotic illness. The 

man’s characteristic synthesis of authority and humility, perhaps precisely what is required in a 

steady revolutionary, animates a commentary which at once asserts the limits of psychoanalysis 

applied to psychosis, and a hope that the assertion might be exceeded, overturned (indeed—it 

has—but more on this later.) In 1904, in the paper, ‘On Psychotherapy’, Freud would write, 

‘Psychoses, states of confusion and deeply-rooted (I might say toxic) depression are…not 

suitable for psycho-analysis, at least not for the method as it has been practiced up to the present. 

I do not regard it as by any means impossible that by suitable changes in the method we may 

succeed in overcoming this contra indication.’6  

 

Freud’s description of the psychic apparatus was revised and developed in the following decades. 

In 1939, the year he died, he concluded, still: 

 
If the patient’s ego is to be a useful ally in our common work, it must, however hard it 
may be pressed by the hostile powers, have retained a certain amount of coherence and 
some fragment of understanding for the demands of reality. But this is not to be expected 
of the ego of a psychotic; it cannot observe a pact of this kind, indeed it can scarcely 
enter into one… Thus we discover that we must renounce the idea of trying our plan of 
cure upon psychotics—renounce it perhaps forever or perhaps only for the time being, till 
we have found some other plan better adapted for them7.  

                                                
6 Sigmund Freud, ‘On Psychotherapy’, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud: Volume VII (1901-1905), trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953), 264. 
 
7 Sigmund Freud, ‘An Outline of Psych-analysis’, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud: Volume XXIII (1937-1939), trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 
1964), 173. 
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While Freud made consistent articulation of the practical impasse they presented in the clinic, 

though, the psychoses were instrumental in his development of the psychoanalytic nosology, and 

the fundamental characterization of both the analytic subject and the structure and economy of 

the unconscious. The ‘pact’ invoked in the quotation above finds its correlative in the concepts of 

drive and object-cathexis elucidated in (among others) the papers ‘On Narcissism’ and 

‘Mourning and Melancholia’8 in which Freud distinguished the transference neuroses from 

narcissistic psychoneuroses by virtue of the subject’s constitution in relation to the external 

world, or to objects in the world. The psychotic patient’s capacity to participate in the therapeutic 

project was questioned, since the clinical transference and discourse form the basis of all analytic 

praxis.   

 

In a longer work of the same era, ‘The Unconscious’, Freud describes the linguistic 

manifestation of the psychical differences belying the transference neuroses and psychoses, 

coining the term ‘organ-speech’. It is this jamming-together of the bodily, with all its real, 

corporeal mess implied, and the logos—the linguistic—which might serve as the beginning of 

the psychoanalytic ‘clinical’ narrative animating this chapter. Here, again, as for Lowell, is a 

synthetic tension, commonplace or natural, between the body and the word, the real and the 

symbolic, the mechanical and ideal—at once a condition for existence, one of necessity, and 

wanting exposition.  

 

                                                
8 Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud: Volume 
XIV (1914-19216) trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957). 
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The notion, and the neologism, ‘organ-speech’, having a literal and intuitive force (although the 

term was not used again) were derived from examples of the speech of some psychotic patients 

taken as evidence of a linguistic or word-cathexis made in place of an object-cathexis, a 

confusion of words for things. Freud draws on the clinical notes of Victor Tausk’s, observations 

of a schizophrenic patient, 

 
…a girl who was brought to the clinic after a quarrel with her lover, [complained] that 
her eyes were not right, they were twisted. This she explained by bringing forward a 
series of reproaches against her lover in coherent language. She could not understand 
him at all, he looked different every time; he was a hypocrite, an eye-twister, he had 
twisted her eyes; now she had twisted eyes; they were not her eyes anymore; now she saw 
the world with different eyes.9 

 

Taken together, unintelligible complaint and the subsequent explanation are of exemplary value 

precisely because they perform the work of analysis, with the equivalent of the symptomatic 

remark contained in the subsequent commentary expressed in a ‘generally comprehensible form.’ 

Freud continues, ‘[These] throw light at the same time on the meaning and the genesis of 

schizophrenic word formation… the patient’s relation to a bodily organ (the eye) has arrogated to 

itself the representation of the whole content [of the thought]. Here the schizophrenic utterance 

exhibits a hypochondriac trait: it has become ‘organ-speech’.  

 

Other examples of such word-cathexes or confusions follow in Freud’s discussion, made 

hypothetical contrast with the hysterical or obsessional patient who might embody the vision 

disturbance in a conversion symptom but not express it verbally, nor possess the capacity to 

explain it. The theoretical account is given in a formula: ‘In schizophrenia words are subjected to 

                                                
9 Sigmund Freud, ‘The Unconscious’, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud: Volume XIV (1914-19216) trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 197-
98. 



 

 

131 

131 

the same process as that which makes the dream-image out of latent dream-thoughts—to what 

we have called the primary psychical process.’10 Words, then, are subjected to the process of 

condensation and displacement, to what corresponds in the study and practice of literature with 

metaphoric or figurative speech, or with the metaphoric function.  

 

The presence of these word-cathexes in the speech of schizophrenic patients, and the capacity of 

patients to articulate some sort of unpacking or unfolding, a dictionary function, is illustrative, in 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, of a general structural difference in the patients’ psychical 

apparatus. The linguistic usage points first to the topographical superficiality or surface-presence 

of the unconscious—what Freud and Lacan each characterized in evocation of the ‘wide-open 

sky’ in the psychotic structure. And, of course, the confusion of words for things in the context 

of ill-formed object cathexes returns this consideration to the difficulty encountered in the 

establishment of a clinical analytic transference, and so the pursuance of a curative relation, or a 

cure. Freud closes the discussion in ‘The Unconscious’ articulating an attempt at cure in 

psychotic illness, almost as a caution:  

 
It turns out that the cathexis of the word-presentation is not part of the act of repression, 
but represents the first of the attempts at recovery or cure which so conspicuously 
dominate the clinical picture of schizophrenia. These endeavors are directed towards 
regaining the lost object, and it may well be that to achieve this purpose they set off on a 
path that leads to the object via the verbal part of it, but then find themselves obliged to 
be content with words instead of things11. 
 

Words-for-things as an attempt at cure. Freud is emphatic elsewhere, notably in his analysis of 

the Schreber case and writings, of the fact of an attempt at a solution, the curative gesture which 

                                                
10 Sigmund Freud, ‘The Unconscious’, 199. 
11 Sigmund Freud, ‘The Unconscious’, 204. 
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is inherent and intrinsic to the course of a psychotic illness. The symptomatic formation, 

manifestation, in this wise necessarily possesses the quality of an effort toward recovery—

recovery of the lost object, recovery of health or function, even of self. Lacan follows Freud in a 

different and yet compatible language, situating the psychotic subject’s self and speech as an 

attempt at recovery of situation in the symbolic register, negotiating the real and imaginary. In 

Seminar III: The Psychoses, he makes the contextualization thus:  

 
What function do…language phenomena have in the psychoses?  
Between S[ubject] and O[ther], the fundamental speech that analysis must uncover, we 
have the interference of the imaginary circuit, which resists its passage. The imaginary 
poles of the subject, o and o’, coincide with the said specular relation, that of the mirror 
stage. The subject, in the corporeity and multiplicity of his organism, in his natural 
fragmentation which is in o’, refers to this imaginary unity that is the ego, o, where he 
knows himself and misrecognizes himself, and which is what he speaks about—he doesn’t 
know to whom, since he doesn’t know who speaks in him either.12 

 
Beginning to answer his question, the ‘interference’ and consequent subjective state Lacan 

describes is the decidedly un-pathological, ‘normal’ or ‘generally comprehensible’ position, 

preceding the ‘fundamental speech of analysis’, and broadly applicable to the mundane 

vicissitudes of the robust-enough psyche. The subject desires, desires to, and does, enunciate, is 

enunciated from a position of tension held between the experience of bodily sensation or 

fragmentation (the bleeding, shitting body demanding nourishment and coming up short, say) 

and the humdrum, (more-often-than-not) benign delusion of coherent selfhood. Self-image is 

instrumental in its assertion over the body-discomfort or, still, particular awareness of it. Here is 

an everyday sort of articulation of the relation between the three registers—symbolic, real and 

imaginary of the Lacanian corpus.  

 

                                                
12 Jacques Lacan, Seminar III: The Psychoses, trans. Russell Grigg (New York: W. W. Norton and 
Company, 1997), 161. 
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In the early Lacan, the symbolic, for its inter-subjective function (the subject in its healthiest, 

benignly neurotic possibility, is definitively an inter-subjective subject) takes primacy. Its 

institution has its precursor in the developmental narrative that Freud told, describing the 

trajectory from castration to the working-through of the Oedipus complex, a saga in every 

sense—but one with symbolic imperative, clarifying the subject’s position in relation, in law, and 

so in language (language, which is ultimately rule, law, system, guide). Lacan refigures the 

Freudian Oedipus moment as the imposition of the Name-of-the-Father, and we see a shift from 

the actual to the patterned or theorized, the narrative to the linguistic, simply in the differing 

terms and their inherent emphasis, (literally the ‘Name’ (Nom)).The Lacanian effect is, among 

others (and seen in Chapter Three), one which allows for breadth or flexibility of the brass tacks 

of narrative (the imaginary), and gestures to the significance of the symbolic element, 

prioritizing, in its first formulation, the linguistic. 

 

In the psychoses, Freud and Lacan concur, a foreclosure takes place—foreclosure, for the one, at 

the moment of the Oedipus complex, or, in the theory of the other, foreclosure of the Name-of-

the-Father. For Lacan, foreclosure of the Name-of-the-Father must represent a foreclosure of the 

symbolic register, a failure of the situating of the subject in language discourse, law and inter-

relation, relation with the Other. Language, an external, externally-imposed substance, is in the 

locus of the Other, which is why Lacan also locates the unconscious, being linguistic, in the 

locus of the Other.  

 
…I teach that the Other is the locus of the kind of memory he discovered by the name 
“unconscious”, memory that he regards as the object of a question that has remained 
unanswered, insofar as it conditions the indestructibility of certain desires. I will answer 
this question with the conception of the signifying chain, inasmuch as—once this chain 
has been inaugurated by primordial symbolization…it develops in accordance with 
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logical connections whose hold on that which is to be signified, namely, the being of 
entities, is exerted through the signifying effects I describe as metaphor and metonymy.13  
 

In his paper, ‘On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis’, a precis of the 

Seminar of 1957-58, Lacan follows this articulation of the linguistic unconscious with a reading 

of the implications of the linguistic failure in psychosis, an ill-fated ‘accident’ in the symbolic: 

‘It is an accident in this register and in what occurs in it—namely, the foreclosure of the Name-

of-the-Father in the place of the Other—and the failure of the paternal metaphor that I designate 

as the defect that gives psychosis its essential condition…’14 

 

In 1958 again, well within the chronological bounds of what is referred to as the ‘first Lacan’, 

the problem is construed, still, in terms of the drawing or mis-drawing of a relation between the 

three registers of subjective function—‘It is the lack of the Name-of-the-Father [symbolic] in 

that place which, by the hole [real] that it opens up in the signified, sets off a cascade of 

reworkings of the signifier from which the growing disaster of the imaginary proceeds, until the 

level is reached at which signifier and signified stabilize in a delusional metaphor.’15 

 

But the littoral/literal ‘hole’ (a precursor to the determinations of ‘Lituraterre’ and the theory 

considered in Chapter Two, perhaps), a gesture to the topological thinking, appears, then. (It 

serves us well to consider the synthesis of language and body, the conflation of the two, in terms 

of early and late Lacan in a consideration of psychosis, not least, perhaps, since the illness and 

                                                
13 Jacques Lacan, ‘On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis’, Écrits: The first 
complete edition in English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2007), 479. 
 
14 Jacques Lacan, ‘On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis’, 479.  
15 Jacques Lacan, ‘On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis’, 481. 
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the solution represent a manifestation of this very conjunction.) In Seminar III, Lacan turns to 

address the psychotic symptoms, particularly verbal hallucinations, ‘a cascade of reworkings of 

the signifier’; with Freud, Lacan demonstrates clear apprehension of the confluence of symptom 

and solution, or attempt, and an implication for the subjective structure.  

I simply want to indicate to you that the word – to be understood with the emphasis that 
this comprises, the solution to an enigma, a problematic function – is located in the 
Other, through the intermediary of which all full speech is realized, this you are in which 
the subject locates himself and recognizes himself. … in psychosis the Other, where being 
is realized through the avowal of speech, is excluded.  

The phenomena in question in verbal hallucination exhibit in their very structure the 
subject’s relationship of internal echo to his own discourse.16  

 

I have told some small part of this story of psychoanalysis’ development of a theory of 

psychosis, and invoke Freud and the early Lacan here, in order to trace a narrative from ‘organ-

speech’ to the real re-workings of the signifier, the body of the subject and his ‘internal echo’. 

This story is also the story of the development of psychoanalysis in relation to the psychoses. 

Some elemenets of the illness persist in it—the need to negotiate the nexus of body and 

language, the body in language, whether as evidenced in the Freudian clinical parable, or 

articulated in the terms of the three subjective registers, and—later—the topological, the almost 

violent talk of hole, of litter and letter, and the more maternal, echolalic lalangue, even, of 

Chapter Three.  

 

The story of the theorization and treatment of psychosis makes, too, a constant gesture to the 

attempt to solve, to ameliorate—whether in the question from the analytic community, ‘How do 

                                                
16 Jacques Lacan, The Psychoses, 163. 
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you work with psychotics?... one can’t just do nothing for them…’17—or on the part of of the 

patient. He must rework, re-valence his set of signifiers, twisting eyes and words with an eye to 

production of a solution—the symptom, or product, possesses something additive. Lacan will 

call one manifestation of this solution the sinthome in relation to the psychotic patient, the 

psychotic structure, but perhaps the framework will bear a widening; perhaps a widening will 

bear some fruit—product—itself. Accordingly, this symptom/sinthome must require a reading 

characterized by reverence-due, one made with an appreciation of the elbow grease in the effort 

of the thing, the integrity in the mechanism or artifice which is finally manifest.  

 

This principle might guide a literary engagement, too, or ought to. Like Lowell, John Clare is 

another poet-maker (Seamus Heaney writes, ‘Clare, we might say, wrought at language but did 

not become over-wrought about it.’18) Like Lowell, Clare was among many diagnosed (in his 

case posthumously, and variously—troublingly) with a psychotic malady. In the modern era, the 

ascription of a form of schizophrenia, a schizotypal affective disorder, or a manic-depressive 

illness has fluctuated dependent upon contemporary medical nosology and compunction, or the 

mode of scholarship in the context of which the diagnosis is made—historical, medical, literary. 

Now, Clare criticism seems concerned less with the question of malady than with a scholarship 

of eco-criticism, or place, or scholars such as Roy Porter have sought to question what it means 

to make the poet a subject of psychiatry at all. In 1956, though, John and Anne Tibble write an 

appendix to one biography on Clare entitled, ‘Note on Clare’s Madness’: 

 

                                                
17 Jacques Lacan, The Psychoses, 163. 
 
18 Seamus Heaney, ‘John Clare: a bi-centenary lecture’, John Clare in Context, eds. Hugh Haughton, 
Adam Phillips and Geoffrey Summerfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 131.  
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In spite of the great advance in medical science and psychological knowledge of mental 
disease during the last century, not enough examination and comparison has yet been 
made of the madness of poets. The difference between the psychoanalytic viewing of life 
and the artistic, though both are necessary and valuable, is in other ways a handicap to 
the understanding of artistic, and particularly of literary, madness. Symptomatology is 
still very confused. The term insanity itself is still used to denote a heterogeneous group 
of phenomena in disease having but little in common. 

 

Tibble and Tibble conclude, ‘Clare was most likely of manic-depressive temperament’19. The 

problem of a diagnosis (and this reading of Clare’s poems is to make a focus and example of 

mental complaint), happily, matters not at all in this research. It lends only a measure of the 

imaginary (narrative) to Clare’s clinical case or story. The diagnosis performs, in its very 

confusion, an argument for an expansion of diagnostic parameters in order to encompass what is 

(by contrasting gesture) truly and only contained in the poetic text. 

 

Clare was born, in 1793, in Helpston, then in Northamptonshire, the eldest child of a farm 

laborer and his wife. Both were functionally illiterate, but the mother encouraged her son’s 

education, and the adolescent Clare would read to his parents to seek their critique of his verse, 

although he claimed not to be its author. A clinical case history might begin something like this, 

first mentioning the poverty the child was born into, the interrupted schooling that ceased 

altogether when the child was twelve and went to work with his father, then as a garden hand. 

From early adolescence, Clare would write poems, on scraps of paper, ‘upon the crown of [his] 

hat’20, snatching moments in the fields, or eschewing Sunday services for the more private 

                                                
19 Anne Tibble and John Tibble, John Clare: His Life and Poetry (Melbourne: William Heinemann, Ltd., 
1956), 201. 
20 Hugh Haughton and Adam Phillips, ‘Introduction: relocating John Clare’, John Clare in Context, eds. 
Hugh Haughton, Adam Phillips and Geoffrey Summerfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 3. 
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devotional practice of the poet. Having assembled a volume for publication, Clare caught the 

attention of a local bookseller, and was taken up by Keats’ London publisher, John Taylor, who 

published Poems Descriptive of Rural Life in 1820, a volume which enjoyed remarkable and 

precipitous success, propelling the ‘Northamptonshire peasant’ (it credentialed him in this way) 

to a fleeting, difficult stardom. The poet and the works were carefully situated in the 

‘Introduction’ of the 1820 printing, and the reader advised:  

 
The following Poems will probably attract some notice by their intrinsic merit; but they 
are also entitled to attention from the circumstances under which they were written. They 
are the genuine productions of a young Peasant, a day labourer in husbandry, who has 
had no advantages of education beyond others of his class; and though Poets in this 
country have seldom been fortunate men, yet he is, perhaps, the least favoured by 
circumstances, and the most destitute of friends, of any that every existed.21 

 

Twenty pages of prefatory remarks sketch a piteous biographical narrative, invoke the pastoral-

poetic lineage of Burns, excerpt the poems to come. They conclude, though, ‘To see a man of 

talent struggling under great adversity with such a spirit, must surely excite in every generous 

heart the wish to befriend him.’22 This effect of the confusion of tongues or modes, the publicist’s 

commercial appeal to the reader’s romantic sensibility, his sympathy, and a recognition (due) of 

the author’s talent, performs quite perfectly a thematic tension in Clare’s life, illness and work.  

 

The poems in the 1820 volume are lively, astute, opinionated, and empathic, evoking simply and 

accessibly the rural life Clare knew and treated with a singular attention and pleasure. The 

language unschooled, Clare’s idiosyncratic approach to lexical and syntactic conventions, and an 

                                                
21 John Clare, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery (London: Taylor and Hessey, 1820), i. 
 
22 John Clare, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, xxiii. 
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affectionate and familiar appeal to local dialect and colloquialism lent a spirit and individuality. 

The sonnet ‘Approach of Spring’ puts it, enjoying: 

 
 Sweet are the omens of approaching Spring 
 When gay the elder sprouts her winged leaves; 
 When tootling robbins carol-welcomes sing, 
 And sparrows chelp glad tidings from the eaves. 
 

But he closes with a darker, precociously wearied apprehension:  

 
 Ah! Sweet are all which I’m denied to share: 
 Want’s painful hindrance sticks me to her stall;— 
 But still Hope’s smiles unpoint the thorns of Care, 
 Since Heaven’s eternal Spring is free for all.23 
 

To his London publisher, patrons, acquaintances (among them Keats, De Quincy, William 

Hazlitt, Charles Lamb), Clare must have presented a glorious prospect, manifest a homegrown 

noble savage—a true and raw talent, an authentic embodiment of the Romantic pastoral concern, 

and a titillating cause or charity. The story is still a familiar one—unhappy, un-prepared or 

insufficiently supported, Clare’s star—sank—and as his family and responsibility grew, so his 

subjective and circumstantial state became increasingly impoverished. Subsequent publications 

enjoyed relatively little success, and the poet found himself quite quickly returned to manual 

labor, insolvent, unwell in body and spirit.  

 

In 1837 Clare’s publisher orchestrated his institutionalization in a private asylum, High Beech, 

near Epping Forest, where he remained four years. At the time, the consulting physician, Dr. 

Matthew Allen, described the poet’s state as one of poverty and misery, not delusion, and 

                                                
23 John Clare, ‘Approach of Spring’ Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, 201. 
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hypothesized that, perhaps, a circumstantial hardship was the root cause of the existential 

predicament. ‘A small pension,’ was the doctor’s initial prescription, perhaps enough to make 

Clare, ‘well for life.’24 But the proposal, which might have allowed Clare to write, to provide for 

his wife and children, to live in a manner of supported independence, was never tested. Clare’s 

condition, if records can be trusted, worsened, deteriorating into something likely delusional, at 

least part of the time, and certainly discomforted, homesick and unhappy. Clare grew erratic or 

incoherent, expressing a belief that he was Shakespeare, Byron, a prize-fighter.  

 

Escaping from High Beech in 1841, Clare spent a short spell at home with his family before he 

was committed for a second time ‘in a state of Lunacy’25 in the Northampton General Lunatic 

Asylum. His tenure there lasted until his death in 1864.  

 

Clare, then, unwell or unsound in body and spirit; economically, socially and artistically 

frustrated, and denied any agency, independence or the attribution of selfhood exceeding a poor 

and public symbolism. Clare, sometime-delusional, grandiose and complaining—there is surely a 

sound logic in the Northamptonshire Peasant’s choice of Shakespeare, Byron or his Don Juan or 

a fighter for an alter ego. If the communication was in fact a manifest delusion, it seems an 

entirely reasonable choice of a symptom to adopt the persona or characteristics that might 

promise success—victory—independence, autonomy. Some of the poet’s readers suggest that the 

apparent sense is indicative of a circumstantial chosen ‘madness’, possibly a canny subjective 

conceit. Scholar in the history of medicine, Roy Porter, for one, is suspicious of the psychotic 

                                                
24 Hugh Haughton and Adam Phillips, ‘Introduction’, John Clare in Context, 8. 
 
25 Hugh Haughton and Adam Phillips, ‘Introduction’, John Clare in Context, 8. 
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ascription writing, ‘we might usefully forget about Clare as suffering from a disease syndrome 

but read his despair essentially as a product of circumstances—above all, the circumstance of 

being permanently locked away…’26   

 

But who can really tell? It would seem presumptuous to make any medical pronouncement after 

the fact, and no one will know whether the most humane acknowledgment of the poet as patient 

(in the truest sense, of suffer-er) is in the condemnation, or the commutation of the diagnosis—or 

if these two are truly any different. We might say that he suffered, describe his communications, 

and point to the valor in the symptoms—as read—no further. Clare described his place of 

incarceration as, ‘the land of Sodom, where all the people’s brains are turned the wrong way.’27 

On the subject of his own writing, when prompted by an unwitting Agnes Strickland who visited 

and remarked, ‘I am glad you can amuse yourself by writing,’ Clare replied—organ-speech— 

 
‘I can’t do it…they pick my brains out…they have cut off my head, and picked out all the 
letters of the alphabet—all the vowels and consonants and brought them out through the 
ears; and the they want me to write poetry! I can’t do it.’28 

 

Clare did write the two lyrics to be considered here, ‘Lines: I Am’ and ‘Sonnet: I Am’, the latter 

clipping the heels of the former in a quick chronology, in his last years, while still a patient at 

Northampton. Of the later asylum work, Stephanie Kuduk Weiner notes in her chapter, 

‘Representing Absence: Time, Space and the Language of Poetry in the Asylum Poems’ 

 

                                                
26 Roy Porter, ‘‘All Madness for Writing’: John Clare and the Asylum’, John Clare in Context, eds. Hugh 
Haughton, Adam Phillips and Geoffrey Summerfield, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
273. 
 
27 Hugh Haughton and Adam Phillips, ‘Introduction’, John Clare in Context, 10. 
 
28 Roy Porter, ‘‘All Madness for Writing’’, John Clare in Context, 273. 
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Clare’s exploration of language is shaped by his effort to represent a world in which 
something essential is gone. At the level of theme, the poets and lovers are bereaved, and 
the topic of language is interwoven with their attempts to understand their losses and 
refigure physical absence as poetic presence. In those poems in which such a refiguration 
seems possible, Clare endows specifically poetic language with referential powers not 
possessed by spoken words. At the level of form, the troublesome language of these 
poems registersthe paradoxes involved in attempting to depict what is missing.29 

 

The lyrics which I will read are less concerned with thematic representation, among the group 

Weiner calls ‘anti-mimetic’, but form, and poiesis require equal attention here. And although we 

do read further than the seemingly identical titles, a reading which looks no further than than 

these yields suggestion of something of the subjective tension borne out in each poem, and in the 

fleeting sequence. The assertion which follows the colon in each appellation, both published like 

equations, ‘I am’, remains curiously static—does the repetition here make a cancellation, simply 

leaving the words to the left? The shift in signification, and so the need for a further 

communication, is implicit in the amended formal designation—‘Lines’, an inscription or a 

drawing-out or out-line, or a sonnet—a rhetorical articulation or construction, more an edifice. 

‘Lines’ follows here: 

 
I am: yet what I am none cares or knows, 
My friends forsake me like a memory lost; 
I am the self-consumer of my woes, 
They rise and vanish in oblivious host, 
Like shades in love and death's oblivion lost; 
And yet I am, and live with shadows tost 
 
Into the nothingness of scorn and noise, 
Into the living sea of waking dreams, 
Where there is neither sense of life nor joys, 
But the vast shipwreck of my life's esteems; 
And e'en the dearest — that I loved the best — 
Are strange — nay, rather stranger than the rest. 

                                                
29 Stephanie Kuduk Weiner, Clare’s Lyric: John Clare and Three Modern Poets (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 87.  
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I long for scenes where man has never trod, 
A place where woman never smiled or wept; 
There to abide with my creator, God, 
And sleep as I in childhood sweetly slept: 
Untroubling and untroubled where I lie, 
The grass below — above the vaulted sky.30 

 

‘Lines: I Am’ is composed in sextain stanzas, three of them; each line is measured in unwavering 

iambic pentameter—a natural, homely speech, bucolic or mundane, befitting the peasant Bard. 

Of course, the substance of the communication is rather less comforted than the neutral valor of 

the iamb (‘I am’), and the stakes of the assertion could not be higher; the titlular ‘I Am’ is 

followed with a rather gauche exclamation point in some editions of the work, but the gesture 

does seem in keeping with the author’s exasperation at confinement and isolation, his 

estrangement and longing.  

 

The stanzas make a quite logical progression in large structure, a tripartite rhetorical 

development comprised of an initial statement of presence, a development in the manner of 

presence-characterized, a contextualization, and a concluding statement of desire—‘I am’/ ‘I am 

thus’/ ‘I am—wanting’. Even within the parameters of Clare’s uncomplicated ballad-like form, 

though, signification of a semantic nature is colored, and either supported, complicated, or 

problematized, by form, by prosody—the significations possible in the literary poietic register. 

 

The first stanza enunciates its bold, almost metaphysical, formulation of presence—‘I am’!—

sustained in emphatic re-iteration, literally the first and third iamb of the first line. The play is 

                                                
30 John Clare, ‘Lines: I Am’, The Later Poems of John Clare: 1837 – 1864 (vol. 1), ed. Eric Robinson 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), 396.  
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integral, like the smallest unit of metaphysical substance writ, and potent for containment (the 

iamb and ‘I am’ are equal for complete prosodic coincidence and completion) and repetition. 

Between the first and third ‘I am’s, a kernel of doubt—‘yet what’ (here, constituting a 

qualification, but which also implies a universal question)—is wedged in the form of the second 

iamb; the three as sequence set a tension, and an equivocating pattern that holds for the duration 

of the lyric. Although the poet’s initial assertion is tempered, certainly, and immediately, by 

concession and complication—‘yet what I am none cares or knows’—we read the fundamental 

protestation of selfhood, of subjectivity—‘I am’, ‘I’m here,’, ‘I’m still here, still me!’ At the 

level of narrative, or in the semantic communication, the poet is plaintiff—he is, still is, but he 

has been forgotten. The final line of this first stanza makes a rhetorical subversion of the 

equivocation in the first by a reversal—‘And yet | I am’—of first and second iambs to enact a 

petulant, if fleeting, affirmation once more.  

 

The poet oscillates in this way of sense-making-fit-to-iambs, between the imperative assertion 

and a qualification—of his exile, and his sadness—using images evocative of the fickle motions 

of the sea. The argument he makes is as cyclical as the tides in its advances and recantations, and 

the images employed are mimetic of the rhetorical motion he employs—or perhaps it is the other 

way around. The pulse of the ‘rise and vanish’ of the ‘oblivious host’ or the shadows’ ‘love-

frenzied stifled throes’, the vapors, tossed, all follow the pattern, ‘I am – yet what – I am’.  

 

At the level of the image, or the imaginary, the narrative the poet tells is redolent of the tropes 

both Freud and Lacan identified as psychotic speech—a yearning for the pre-Oedipal subjective 

state in ‘scenes where man has never trod’ (or imposed the threat of his Name), where ‘woman 
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never smiled or wept’. And a conspicuous longing for a solution—a reunification with the Other 

in non-persecutory form—‘There to abide with my Creator, God.’ Finally, Clare wishes for 

untroubled sleep and ‘—above, the vaulted sky.’ The em-dash in this instance is inserted 

between grass and sky as the supine body might be. In the desire thus expressed is the echo of 

the Freudian determination of the psychotic’s unconscious, ‘open to the sky…’ idyllic, ideal, 

imaginary. Lacan’s, too. 

 

There is a compromise, or contradiction, in the poet’s vacillating between the enunciation of 

selfhood, or the right to desire, to be a desiring subject on the one hand, and—on the other—the 

articulation (and it is a clear one) of exile, limit, privation or subjective poverty. This is all at the 

level of the semantic or narrative. But the very fact of the communication, the lyric itself as 

object and as discursive intervention, also presents and sustains the contradiction by virtue of its 

being made. The enunciation, ‘I am’ is of course a troubled one at the best of times—the 

recipient of the signification wonders, perhaps, whether the communication were necessary if the 

speaker (or writer) believed the sentiment. And then—once said—the communication, being a 

thing of the past, must no longer be relevant or true, at best, or petrifying at worst, fixing, 

freezing or killing the enunciating subject within the parameters—confines—of the statement. 

The attribution of presence or meaning in communication, even the difficulty of the location or 

locating of the subject in its statement, is a problem as old as the sea, and possessing for the 

philosopher its same almost occult seduction, and one I will return to a little in the conclusion of 

this dissertation. But just now we might see the tension illustrated in the ebb and flow of the 

poet’s story, and apprehend the dialectic and the stakes of the desire (both wager and 

significance) upheld in his iamb: ‘I am’.  
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By contrast, ‘Sonnet: I am’, makes a solider intervention with recourse to the artifice of 

argument. Quite independent from the implications of poetic tradition (they are present, too), the 

sonnet is literally, necessarily, a more rhetorical gesture qua form. The lyric form is apportioned 

in an expository gambit, a development, a narrative or rhetorical volta (the turn generally made 

at the ninth line) and its ensuing fallout and conclusory statement; the lyric object encapsulates 

the rhetorical communication in ideal form for semantic structure and integrity. The shape of the 

inscription—fourteen lines, always accommodated by the neutral margin of the page like a 

measure of confidence and rationality that offsets the statement—represents a plenitude and 

containment, the epitome of wit and an understated structural concision, conceit. In Clare’s 

sonnet as in all, rhetorical or narrative development is supported in the fabric of rhyme 

structure—the Petrarchan scheme or Shakespeare’s suggesting more or less internal likeness or 

fluidity, step-wise development or a broader conceptual reach in the connection of interlocking 

or discreet internal quatrains, ABAB, CDCD, etc, or another pattern. 

 

‘Sonnet: I am’ attempts to make a shift from oceanic intuition (the first iamb, ‘I feel’) to 

knowledge, constructing and performing its type of knowing as argument, and inscribed in poetic 

argument form: its final conclusion is enunciated with the execution of the working-through or 

working-out of the dictates of the sonnet, ‘But now I only know I am, that’s all.’ This lyric is 

ultimately a bleaker formulation than its sibling, lacking much of the cyclical, pulsing desire of 

‘Lines’. The communication is taut, exhibiting a poverty of monosyllables, instead, and without 

horizon—plod rather, earthbound, ‘dull and void’.   

 
I feel I am—I only know I am,  
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And plod upon the earth, as dull and void: 
Earth’s prison chilled my body with its dram 
Of dullness, and my soaring thoughts destroyed,  
I fled to solitudes from passions dream, 
But strife persued—I only know, I am. 
I was a being created in the race 
Of men disdaining bounds of place and time: 
A spirit that could travel o’er the space 
Of earth and heaven—like a thought sublime, 
Tracing creation, like my maker, free— 
A soul unshackled—like eternity, 
Spurning earth’s vain and soul debasing thrall 
But now I only know I am—that’s all.31 

 

Again, the first line of the lyric is characterized by the repetition of the personal pronoun—four 

iterations. The coincidence of ‘I am’ and iamb, semantic utterance and unit of fabrication, (one 

mode of meaning stitched in the fabric and the act of fabrication as analogue and embodiment) 

occurs in the second and fifth feet, musically weaker beats, as if the statement wants, initially, for 

the reasoning that will unfold with the lyric’s own (generic) unfolding. 

 

The semantic or rhetorical trajectory of Clare’s sonnet, and, simultaneously, structural 

development and rhyme scheme (consequence is indeterminable—the question of material 

support or meaning is what is at stake here) deviate from customary tripartite paradigms. 

‘Sonnet’ turns about a temporal, narrative volta at line 7, a fold made between sextains marked in 

the rhymes AABABCC and DEDEFF, concluding GG. The poets tells and retells a narrative of 

flight (iamb ‘I fled’ in line 5) or force and curtailment in the image of imprisonment, the ‘poison 

dram’. The first six gives a recapitulation of woes, and accounts for the poet’s present cramped 

state, traces a trajectory from a time past represented in feeling and freedom to time present 

                                                
31 John Clare ‘Sonnet: I Am’, The Later Poems of John Clare: 1837 – 1864 (vol. 1), ed. Eric Robinson 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), 397.  
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pictured miserably. We might make the contraction from the first, ‘I feel I am’ – to (at last) ‘I 

only know I am,’ and see the reduction of self that has taken place.  

 

The second six yearns and harkens after an idealized time past—the turn is made about the 

revision in the iamb, now, ‘I was’. The characterization of the poet’s history is once more of the 

manner of the vaulted sky in ‘Lines’, the verbal communication invoking a ‘being created’, not a 

mortal, wanting man, and distaining the bounds of place or temporality. The poet speaks of 

‘freedom’, ‘eternity’, sublimity, equality with the Maker, the equal reckoning (in his 

omnipotence or boundlessness) of earth and heaven, neither one imposing any limit on a ‘soul 

unshackled’. Chosen diction, and the manic accrual of words connoting something spirited, 

euphoric, all-powerful and ideal would certainly prick the ears of any psychiatrist, and are 

colored for Clare’s reader by the image of the poet exercising grounds privileges at Northampton 

Asylum or languishing in the romantic isolation of his lunacy. The language, and the imaginary 

crescendo, resound with the popular discourse around psychotic mania, and, bookended by such 

clear expressions of misery and confinement, it is little wonder the poet has suffered the 

posthumous ascription of some sort of schizoid bipolarity. It ought to be noted, in the verbal 

flight, though, the manner in which the sonnet form, once set, is not broken, and resists the 

fugue, the sky, in discursive consistency; form holds mania with an uncontested, homophonic 

pentameter, rigorously maintained end-stopped lines, a second bounded sextain regularly 

rhyming, obediently mimicking the first.  

 

The bipartite structure of the sonnet and rhyme scheme established inscribe two junctures of 

fixity or pause, each a temporary alighting, each a rhetorical moment prolonged or shored up in 
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the sameness, or stasis, of rhyming couplets—CC at lines 5-6, and a penultimate or ‘false’ 

conclusion, FF over lines 11-12. The latter allows the spirited being a literal locus to rest his 

consideration, lingering on the nostalgic recollection of force and freedom.  

 

The first is perhaps more potent still—the place for a literal/littoral bleeding of the stuff and 

semantic of meaning-making, substantial and substantive.  

 
 I fled to solitudes from passion’s dream. 
 But strife pursued—I only know I am 
 

‘Dream’ alludes to ‘dram’, two lines previous, both in visual similitude and the sonic agreement 

of dr- and –m; the aesthetic conceit the poet makes in the intricate weaving of the fabric of the 

poem, ushers his reader’s eye and ear to apprehension and appreciation of the meaning-full 

currency to be sought at the level of fabrication. Following the directive performed in the 

determination of and adherence to a particular rhyme scheme, though (and with a schematic 

being a greater argument than coincidence) the reader is obliged to make a closer alliance in 

meaning between ‘dream’ and its supposed couplet rhyme—only, here, conclusion or completion 

is subverted, supplied not with comfortable sonority, but a half-potent visual rhyme—‘I am’. A 

subordinated, secondary allegiance is invoked, between ‘dram’, a paltry measure, and ‘I am’—

not a draught, only a tipple. 

 

There are, of course, several ways the couplet might be read—a joke, a trick, an intentional 

complication or subversion, or a good-enough approximation—a més-alliance made in the 

interests of convenience. The maker’s intention is an interesting question, although, of course, 

any conclusion made would be in-conclusive. What is more telling is the function of the visual 
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substitution, acting to conflate visual and auditory, or question the difference, and re-locate the 

greater portion of the reader’s attention in the order of the mechanistic or material, the ‘stuff’ of 

the poetic communication and its construction. Here is an instance, a pulsation, of the primacy of 

the letter, of the ‘litter’— a literal inscription which fleetingly asserts itself. 

 

And while the sudden substitution re-ascribes the locus of meaningful potency away from the 

level of the purely semantic, the conceit serves ultimately more of a synthesis, addition or 

extension. Poietic ‘support’ offers more a quilting of the symbolic-linguistic and the real or 

material; the semantic communication is not immune to the emphasis—rather, it is complicated, 

or supplemented. 

 

Likewise, we read the sonnet’s, and Clare’s, conclusion, as we always must, at the semantic level 

and also with sense supplemented by the material, the sensory-sensible. Rhetorically—the 

closing couplet, GG, sits awkwardly. A Shakespearean rhyme supports expectation of a pithy 

finitude, but what is actually presented is incomplete, or pulled between auditory cohesion and a 

lack of coincidence in semantic division—the semantic freight of the preceding sextain bleeds, 

leaving poor space for a hasty conclusion, and half-hearted protest—‘But now I only know I 

am—that’s all.’ Iamb ‘I am’ falls (a little flat) to fill the weaker fourth foot of the line. ‘All’, all 

the sonnet, all the significance of the assertion, all the man, is supplanted, finally, by a play on 

the presence of the completed utterance only (a new pronoun, ‘that’s’, its being being contracted, 

too). That’s—all—hardly full, but a not negation.  
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Much of this reading is—simply that—reading, attention given to the nuts and bolts of literary 

artifice, and an attempt that seeks to see or find only what is in the poem, on the page. In one 

regard, a literary or aesthetic circumspection is sufficient. Somehow, though, this would be to 

disregard the potency in the protest, the compulsion in the production, the intervention made in 

the form of artifice, even the image of the poet. It would be more possible this way to neglect the 

imperative in the dialectic holding and defining the enunciation ‘I am’. For, wanting a solution—

to something—Clare makes a brave, urgent, gauche gambit, putting ‘I am’ in the iamb; he makes 

the two cohere—or that is his effect—and perhaps that wants honoring.  

 

The difficulty is not to read to attribute intention or affix a diagnosis, but to read the lyric as 

object in itself, still bearing, in itself, some of the trace of the potency that served as its catalyst, 

and transmitting to the reader something of the same. But refiguring a way of thinking the 

presence and power of the lyric itself, might still begin with a different way of construing the 

psychoses, and the subject. 

 

If, as hypothesis, we were to support the posthumous ascription of a psychotic illness to Clare, 

and for the time being the story suits an expository purpose, Lacan’s late theory furnishes one 

way of reading the poems within the clinical discourse of the psychoses and the positing of the 

work as symptom or sinthome, articulated most completely in Seminar XXIII. If he ever diverged 

at all, Lacan returns to James Joyce there, now revisiting the question of the psychoses, but 

armed with a topological, not linguistic, model of the psyche and the further discourse of his later 

teaching.  
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In this later work, Lacan would move from a conceptualization of the subject in language toward 

a theory of subjectivity that tried to catch at the constitutive exigencies of body and image 

outside or apart from language, acknowledge that the subject is more than in language, that 

language has a body, always. This is something perhaps most simply and accurately understood 

intuitively. Lacan found a theory that described near-parity, reciprocity and also a proper 

difference afforded the three registers, Real, Symbolic and Imaginary (less a privileging of the 

symbolic-linguistic which characterized earlier formulations of the speaking being, or at least a 

more complex privileging). And he turned increasingly to mathematics, logic and the study of 

topology to develop his theory, finding, ultimately, in the mathematics of knots a theory and a 

model of the subject and of the analytic experience. The gesture is explicable as the 

manifestation and illustration (real and imaginary) of the theoretical shift: mathematics, being 

impossible (purely) is of the real, and its pure expression performs a circumscription or a getting 

beyond the constraints of the discourse of the symbolic, which wants an Other, depending upon 

an intersubjective calculation to define the subject even in his or her singularity. Topological 

theory and representations (bodies, almost) of knots to think the subject and the clinic attempt a 

communication and a working- or thinking-through which does precisely as the subject in its 

new formulation is, and as the clinic must do. Knots think the subject both in and extrinsic to 

language and discourse, having and being a body, and an image, also. Always both in and 

outside discourse.  

 

Knots, and also string, cuts, and grafts: perhaps as the locked razor is, these are the handyman’s 

or the maker’s toolkit of the later Lacanian clinic, belonging both to the subject (or analysand) 

and the analyst. They are the stuff of rhetorical analogy or parable intended for teaching; they are 
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also used or made precisely against metaphor—rather, the knots and ties are literal emblems or 

embodiments, performance of the clinical theory and subjective embodiment. 

 

The most famous of Lacan’s topological invocations is that of the Borromean knot (the emblem 

of the Milanese Borromeo family during the Renaissance) appearing in its simplest form to show 

the subject (Skriabine comments, ‘an effort to think structure…without any reference to the 

Other [discourse].’32): 

 

33 
 
 

(The knot, itself (simply to note) is quite lyric-ally, evocative, object-ively something of beauty.) 

In Seminar XXII: RSI, Lacan made one introduction of the Borromean knot with this articulation, 

in words, of an object intended to represent something beyond words, beyond discourse: 

 
Not that the circular figure is not first of all a figure, that is to say, imaginable, since the 
notion of good form was founded on this very figure. It is the appropriate notion for 
making us bring into the real its share of the imaginary. And I would go further – good 
form and meaning are akin. The order of meaning is naturally configured by what the 
form of the circle designates as the consistency presupposed to the symbolic. It accords 

                                                
32 Pierre Skriabine, ‘The Clinic of the Borromean Knot’, Lacan: Topologically Speaking, trans. Ellie 
Ragland and Dragan Milovanovic (New York: Other Press, 2004), 252. 
33 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XXIII: The Sinthome, trans. Adrian Price (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016), 11. 
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with this, as it were primary, image. It took psychoanalysis to make us see its connection 
with the order of that body from which the imaginary is suspended.34  

 

In this, even slightly convoluted, way, Lacan located in the Borromean formulation a 

representation for the subjective constitution—a state of dependent coincidence of body, image 

and language, and a mutual ‘propping up’ of the three between the three. Strictly speaking, the 

Borromean knot, or Node Bo’, in its simplest form constitutes a link and not a knot, such that 

one ring, representing one register, holds the others in place by virtue simply of its consistency. 

The severance of any one ring-register will result in the dissolution of the relation, also, between 

the other two, but the connection is not a binding, merely a placement. Skriabine explains it, 

‘Each one of the rings which support R, S, and I is not linked to any one of the other two. When 

taken two by two they are free. Yet in the Borromean knot they hold together.’35 In the three-

ringed ‘knot’, then, the full knot itself is a binding, or unified, fourth term.  

 

In words, the ideal knot (three rings, the knot itself the fourth) might be described as 

representative of the superimposition of language, or the symbolic (S), on the unbroken fabric of 

the body, or the real (R)—and the image of self which forms a synthesis of the first pair (I), itself 

necessary in order that the subject be in the world as subject, with a sense of cohesion and 

proper-ness. In a chronology, we might say that the ring of the symbolic, of language, enacts 

constitutional trauma on the subject when it makes a breach in the fabric of the real, the fabric of 

purest bodily jouissance. The image of self, the third ring, holds (it must) as the necessary 

conciliation between body and language. And this chronology maps onto the developmental 

                                                
34 Jacques Lacan, ‘Seminar of 21 January, 1975’, Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the école 
fruedienne, trans. Jacqueline Rose (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1985), 163. 
35 Pierre Skriabine, ‘The Clinic of the Borromean Knot’, Lacan: Topologically Speaking, 252. 
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narrative: the infant is necessarily initiated in language, necessarily required to negotiate an 

image to support self in language where complete symbiosis with the mother and her body 

becomes an impossibility, because of language, because of discourse. The event of discourse 

coincides with the institution of Law, or language, the negotiation of the Oedipal complex in 

Freud—this described in Chapter Three.  

 

The intervention, by any name, is necessary, since ideal consistency represents nothing of the 

properness of the individual subject (only singular in his or her difference or in relation, after 

all). There is an imperative always to think the subject singularly and in discourse, maintain a 

tension in the dialectic between the two. Discourse, accounted for in the knot by the symbolic 

ring, implies, itself, a lack or foreclosure in the very relation with the lacking Other on which it 

depends. The symbolic is thus both discourse and structuring subjective element, and a lack 

accounted for structurally also. There must be a—structuring—reparative binding element. There 

must be something in structure to differentiate and hold or prop—a crutch or a primary and 

fundamental subjective symptom.  

 

What binds the registers in the healthy subject, the story goes (here it is necessary to make a 

synthesis of structure and narrative, the Node Bo’ with the developmental history of the subject 

in the early Lacan) is the institution of what was first named the paternal or phallic function. This 

state of subjective affairs is what is implied in the successful negotiation of castration and the 

Oedipal complex. In its binding function, precisely as an act of language visited upon the subject 

which goes to its very creation and sustenance, the Name-of-the-Father is, then, itself in the order 
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of a symptom. The Name-of-the-Father is on the side of solution, as a symptom is, albeit an 

initial or prophylactic sort of symptom as a nodal function of linkage opposed to dissolution:  

 
...what forms the Borromean link has to be supposed to be tetradic…all in all, the father 
is a symptom, or a sinthome, as you wish. The existence of the symptom is what is 
[implicated] by the position that presupposes this enigmatic bond between the imaginary, 
the symbolic, and the real.36  

 

And: ‘The Oedipus complex is, as such, a symptom. Everything is sustained in so far as the 

Name-of-the-Father is also the Father of the Name, which doesn’t make the symptom any the 

less necessary.’37 The developmental narrative of the subject, then, and the etiology of psychotic 

illness, are alike, identifiable, each beginning with a foreclosure and an attempt at solution. With 

this originary narrative, both valor and necessity might be read in the paternal symptom, also the 

psychotic sinthome.  

 

Juggling the articulation of the sinthome in the terms of the topology of the subject, in and by the 

three subjective registers, in Seminar XXIII: the Sinthome, Lacan quite deftly tells the story 

(imaginary) of Joyce’s psychosis and art, at first in the Freudian framework of the Oedipal 

negotiations and the family narrative—‘drawing’ out from here the subject inscribed in the later 

presentation of the actual knot. He begins in this manner:  

 
Being born in Dublin with a boozing father who was more or less a Fenian, that is, a 
fanatic, from two families, because that’s how it turns out for everyone when one is a son 
of two families and when it so happens that one believes oneself to be male because one 
has a little scrap of a dick. Pardon me for this word, but naturally it takes more than that. 
However, since his dick was a bit lax, as it were, his art supplemented his phallic allure. 
And this is always the way. The phallus is the conjunction between what I’ve called this 

                                                
36 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 11. 
 
37 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 13. 



 

 

157 

157 

parasite, which is the little scrap of a dick in question, and the function of speech. And it 
is in this respect that his art is the true guarantor of his phallus.38 

 

The scene, then, is set—the narrative given. As in Seminar III, and faithful to Freud, the actual 

family saga serves as initiatory—but here Lacan develops both biography and theoretical 

parable, and his reader must make a double interpretation. There is the one, biographical thread, 

which evokes a picture of true family misery—poverty and political upheaval, a drunken father 

who fails in paternal responsibility. In Joyce’s instance, though, the family saga and subjective 

narrative cohere, since it is the actual, biological father who is positioned to introduce the 

subjective function of the paternal function (the Name-of-the-Father, the institution of the 

symbolic order). The paternal failure assuredly contributes to an unhappy childhood or a 

narrative trauma, but also to a failure at the level of the institution of the symbolic for the 

developing subject. Joyce—in Lacan’s colloquialism—has only ‘a little scrap of a dick’, which is 

as much as to say that, while he may have a body (in the real), ‘it takes more than that’, to be a 

man, or a subject.  It will take the institution of symbolic discourse, and being initiated, 

instituted, as subject in the (intersubjective) symbolic register, to be subject, and subject to. Joyce 

lacks, is a bit ‘lax’, and the paucity leaves Joyce in the psychotic position, with language and still 

outside the symbolic. But—Lacan suggests, and sees redemptive possibility in Joyce’s 

example—the art, the artisanal, saves, by way of a knotting process.  

 

In the instance of lack or laxity, Joyce, or the psychotic subject, must seek some sort of 

prosthetic solution, an artificial, artisanal symptom, and impose or superimpose it in order to 

make the subjective link a knot, seeking to shore up the self in the wake of symbolic failure or 

                                                
38 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 7. 
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foreclosure. Lacan revises the findings of Seminar XXII: a link alone will not do, will not hold 

fast, never does. There is always a fourth term, as we have seen, in an initial phallic-linguistic 

symptom if the subject is lucky, but, failing its institution, the subject in psychosis must produce 

the fourth himself, a maker’s more orthopedic or artisanal sinthome (in poorly accented 

translation, the ‘th’ is redolent of the ‘synthetic’, of ‘synthesis’ in English). ‘Should the 

symbolic… come free, as I once noted it would,’ Lacan concedes, ‘we have a way of mending it, 

which is to fashion what I defined for the first time as a sinthome. This is the item that enables 

the symbolic, the imaginary and the real to go on holding together.’39 

 

The prosthetic sinthome effects for the psychotic subject an auxiliary knotting between real and 

symbolic, which would otherwise be the work of the original paternal function. For Joyce, the 

fourth ring-sinthome, external to meaning by virtue of a gesture that catches at jouissance, a 

naming of jouissance, holds knotted the Borromean subjective link, and achieves, finally, 

singularity—the ‘properness’ due any subject. The topological representation of the sinthome 

appears so: 

 

40 
 

                                                
39 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 77. 
40 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 131. 
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But what knots? In its very artifice, both artisanal, literary peculiarity, and the artificial, 

prosthetic function with which Lacan attributes it, Joyce’s writing is fecund with promise for the 

Lacanian project—as case, and as illustration, in actuality and in the imaginary (with the 

Borromean topology, it is always both, all.) Lacan continues, ‘It is clear… that Joyce’s art is 

something so particular that the term sinthome is really what suits it.’41 Joyce is ‘tasked with a 

father’—with the work of the artisanal generation, the artificial imposition of a prop, the fourth 

term. And he goes about his task in his writing, as a maker.  

 

It is precisely writing, ‘something to do with the way we set down the knot in written form,’42 

which, as traditional material support to the symbolic, provides the auxiliary link between the 

real and the symbolic (the unconscious). Writing as the letter, inscribing body, finally describes 

consistency in the manner of the Name-of-the-Father. In its institution of the letter, the litter, 

writing hollows out the real, doing violence to the organic fabric of jouissance and forcing 

allegiance with signification. Joyce’s writing, the manner of its peculiar, incessant equivoches—

homophonic, ludic, lapsed—in-scribes, em-bodies, a subjective reworking of the phallus, or a 

solution, a ‘reparatory’ working-through in written language, written form.  

 
...Joyce writes English with these peculiar refinements that mean that he disarticulates 
the tongue… he had a way of chopping up sentences… It is truly a process that is exerted 
in the direction of finding another use for the language in which he writes, in any case, a 
use that is far from ordinary. This is part and parcel of his savoir-faire.43 

 

                                                
41 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 77. 
 
42 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 54. 
43 Jacques Lacan, The Sinthome, 59. 
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But this chapter and consideration, while Joyce appears within the Lacanian context, does not 

present Finnegan’s Wake, nor anything in the order of the experimental Tel Quel movement, not 

Pessoa and his heteronyms (of nearly equal interest to the analysts as Joyce), not even Eliot’s 

modernist experimentations. Rather, presented in this chapter are Lowell’s ill-spirit in rhyme in a 

mirror; and a parable about the iamb ‘I am’, two ditties by a good-enough Victorian poet-

labourer confined to the asylum in dubious diagnostic circumstances. The wager here is one 

made in the interests of an expansion.  

 

Lacan’s wager was to invert the accepted nosology, ascribing a universality to the psychotic 

structure. Precisely the theoretical shift in further weight attributed to subjective structure; 

movement away from the axiomatic of language and the Other toward a necessary and 

necessarily structural lack, an axiomatic of jouissance44; and an apprehension of foreclosure 

proper to the subject, bodily—by the time of the work of Seminar XXIII on Joyce (and since) 

these demanded a rethinking of subject, illness, nosology in general. For, if lack is structural, 

foreclosure is structural, and universal—the Name-of-the-Father comes to form the first sinthome 

in the neurotic just as the psychotic subject must try to fashion his or her own synthetic 

equivalent. All is determined, all subjects are determined, about a primordial symptom and those 

proceeding from it, from its institution or failure. Grigg comments on Soler’s ‘general theory of 

the symptom’, clearly expressing the shift or reversal of diagnostic hierarchy:  

 
This general theory is applicable to both neurosis and psychosis…Thus, rather than 
taking neurosis as the primary structure and considering psychosis to be produced by the 
foreclosure of the Name-of-the-Father, neurosis is henceforth considered as a special 

                                                
44 Pierre Skriabine, ‘The Clinic of the Borromean Knot’, Lacan: Topologically Speaking,  251. 
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case, created by the introduction of a specific signifier. This step effectively generalizes 
the concept of foreclosure.45  
 

It must be noted that the effect of a ‘general theory of the symptom’ is not to reduce all 

diagnosis, all the clinic, to a checklist of symptoms. Rather, a general theory or pattern has the 

effect of an expansion, broadening and making equal if not conflated the different modes of 

subjectivity. One primordial subjective pattern or narrative, most broadly construed, supports the 

description and engagement with a variety of ways the subject might be produced and positioned 

in relation with his suffering, his jouissance, and his sinthome or attempt at solution. Because of 

the work on knots, it is possible to draw a closer rapport between different structures, different 

modes of suffering—based precisely in the common elements of body, language, image, in a 

common structural foreclosure, a common lack, a common primordial symptom—and a 

commonly proper, singular attempt to negotiate these. From Oedipus in the familial narrative of 

Freud, Lacan first extracted the paternal metaphor, the the Name-of-the-Father. Finally, the 

paternal ‘metaphor’ became a ‘function, the Name became names-of-the-Father, and the theory 

was generalized in the function of ‘nomination’—all this naming, here, is as much as to tell the 

story of the very shift from actual narrative, through metaphor, to a general theory supporting the 

one-by-one specificity of the proper subject, who is structured, presented, non-metaphor.  

 

The subject, the sinthome, are structures-named, non-metaphors. In the four-ring knot for Joyce-

the-psychotic-subject above, the fourth comes to supplement a link between the Real and the 

Symbolic, so securing the Imaginary. We infer that Joyce’s ‘chopping up language’, the finding 

                                                
45 Russell Grigg, ‘From the Mechanism of Psychosis to the Universal Condition of the Symptom’: On 
Foreclosure’, Key Concepts in Lacanian Psychoanalysis, ed. Dany Nobus (London: Karnac Books Ltd., 
2017), 65. 
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another use for language in sound and non-sense, effects the direct invocation of the real for a 

liaison of body or jouissance and language—the symbolic itself—to support cohesion or image. 

‘[Translating] linguistic meaning into nonsense and vice versa,’46—the ‘vice versa’ secures a 

new bond, perhaps. It is telling that in the concluding session of Seminar XXIII, Lacan substitutes 

the name—‘sinthome’ for ‘Ego’ when he speaks of the proper remedy for Joyce’s botched knot. 

There is no mention of the neologism which has formed the name and subject of the year’s 

teaching: instead, Lacan chooses to revert to an old terminology, belonging most readily to 

Freud, to the analyst’s own early work. The politics of the gesture are curious, but the invocation 

might be interpreted more as a performative, illustrative act of theory—Joyce re-uses language, 

language being of the register foreclosed, to present himself in it, figuratively cohesive, standing 

before a shaving mirror with his tool—the real, a locked razor.  

 

We are left with a general theory of foreclosure and sinthome, more an inclusive expression of a 

pattern in structural lack and supplementation, applicable in the clinic, and outside it, extended to 

a general theory of the subject in and outside discourse, having a body and an image. If the 

condition of foreclosure is a universal condition for the subject, if the theory and 

‘presentification’47 (Skriabine’s term) of the subject in the Node Bo’ will hold, the psychotic 

subject, and Councillor Schreber, Freud’s patient with twisted eyes, Joyce, are numbered among 

subjects, existing more or less outside discourse. But these are not the exception to the rule. So, 

too, are Lowell and Clare in language and outside discourse. So am I; so are you. What lends 

specificity is the knot or graft or suture or quilting the subject makes—singularly, peculiarly. 

                                                
46 Russell Grigg, ‘From the Mechanism of Psychosis to the Universal Condition of the Symptom’: On 
Foreclosure’, Key Concepts in Lacanian Psychoanalysis, 65. 
 
47 Pierre Skriabine, ‘The Clinic of the Borromean Knot’, Lacan: Topologically Speaking, 252. 



 

 

163 

163 

Skriabine puts it well. If foreclosure and the sinthome are universal to the subjective structure, 

there are many knottings, reformulations of the subjective Borromean knot:  

 
The general law then is that it [law] fails, that it fails to constitute a three-ring 
Borromean knot; in other words, foreclosure is structural. This is what turns out to be the 
case for the neurotic; it is also what is revealed when psychosis is triggered, and it is 
what shows in different clinical notations on any given case… [T]here are many ways of 
supplementing this failure.48  

 

Joyce, of course, writes his specific knotting in prose—of a sort—with his specific sinthome, 

supplement, ‘proper’ in each sense. The constant exchange of sense for non-sense, the chopping 

of sentences (in Finnegan’s Wake, the very undermining of the value of the sentence) goes to re-

investing phallic currency with its body, and, equally, establishing the paternal function re-

imagined, re-worked—a prosthetic in place of the primordial failing. Russell Grigg echoes 

Lacan’s admiration, ‘what is…astonishing is that…through imposing or introducing this strange 

literature that is outside of discourse [my italics], he manages to restore the social link that his 

writing abolishes…’49  

 

To attend to literature, though—while the literature, Joyce’s literature, is strange in its 

particularity, we ought not ascribe strangeness on account of its being ‘outside of discourse’.  

Grigg writes, ‘Joyce’s writing transforms the ‘enjoy-meant’ (jouis-sens) that literature normally 

conveys into jouissance of the letter, into an enjoyment that lies outside of meaning.’50 Perhaps it 

were better if Grigg had used the term prose in place of literature, but even this use would be too 

                                                
48 Pierre Skriabine, ‘The Clinic of the Borromean Knot’, Lacan: Topologically Speaking, 255. 
 
49 Russell Grigg, ‘From the Mechanism of Psychosis to the Universal Condition of the Symptom’: On 
Foreclosure’, Key Concepts in Lacanian Psychoanalysis, 68. 
50 Russell Grigg, ‘From the Mechanism of Psychosis to the Universal Condition of the Symptom’: On 
Foreclosure’, Key Concepts in Lacanian Psychoanalysis, 68. 
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general a theory in the literary discourse, the generalization not, in this instance—a generous 

one—more void.  

 

In some sense, what follows is a common-sense argument, or an argument for the common non-

sense, the common, workaday rhymes, like the entirely conventional pair ‘Absence’/‘tense’ that 

bookends Lowell’s line and qualifies, even generates the pitch (both sonority and acuity) of the 

heartache he wishes us to know. Or the alliteration that ‘[builds] the boy’, bodying Stanley, the 

line break which isolates the parenthetical ‘(if such were possible!)’ and calls him into question. 

There is really nothing of the mode of the Joycean experiment or the cutting-edge to be found in 

‘Waking in the Blue’, or Lowell’s corpus generally, but in its own, proper or specific way, 

Lowell’s razor still cuts.  

 

The argument is inclusive of Clare’s dram of a dream, the partial, visual rhyme bleeding, 

questioning, contradicting and so—truly—supplementing sense. And inclusive, too, of the em-

dash that forces a splitting of a weaker ‘I am’ ‘—‘ ‘that’s all’, leaving ‘all that I am’ divided, 

diminished in the body of sound, on the page, in image, in es-sence.  

 

It is perhaps best to resist in literary discourse, just as Lacan finally resisted in the psychoanalytic 

theory and clinic, a dichotomy between what is metaphor and what is metonymy, or even what is 

presentation and what indication, or what has body and what has sense. Certainly, while these 

pairs are not at all analogous, the dichotomies effect a similar function in a binary articulation 

and consequent division of what must be a more complex and compound phenomenon—subject, 

or text.  
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With regard to the lyric, we might tell a story that runs parallel to the story of psychoanalysis’ 

researches in psychosis. It would begin with the generic distinctions—generally—between prose 

and poetry, lyric and narrative, metaphor and non-metaphor, and need, also, to find space in its 

discourse and praxis to accommodate ‘organ speech’. Just the same need Freud encountered, 

Lacan encountered. Really, and in the real, organ speech is the stuff of poetry.  

 

In the clinic it is sometimes said (too simply, too) that, not being subjects of unconscious 

repression or the repressed unconscious, psychotic subjects are incapable of using metaphor. 

‘Twisted eyes’, would or would not be ascribed the quality of a metaphoric utterance, then, based 

on the determined diagnostic sentence of the subject making it—also the ‘sobbing spirit’, or the 

communication, ‘I myself am hell’, even the ‘vast shipwreck’ of Clare’s life’s esteems. This 

approach, though, becomes not a little problematic, requiring as it does a diagnostic certainty 

about the speaker in order to justify any linguistic (or literary) description. The possibility that 

holds more promise and more discursive generosity with regard to the utterance alone is the 

same gesture Lacan made for psychoanalysis: The subject and his uttering, if we are able to 

apprehend them in their singularity (proper-ness, properly) is the nexus (node) of body, discourse 

and image—R, S, and I—and he is thus—in structure, also and subsequently in relation. The 

relation between the registers, though, is nothing in the order of a dichotomy, not least because to 

begin, it is made of more than two composite terms. To follow—each one is determined by the 

others: Joyce makes image from chopping (R) language (S); Lowell rhymes his way to the image 

of body, and cuts this image and the body of his poem, finally, simultaneously, by the jouissance 

of the blade he holds—held, imagined, in words, but made in poiesis, too. 
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Having a body—structurally (in form, meter and rhyme, or in the particularity of its 

enjambments versus its end-stops, its assonances, alliterations, visual rhymes and echoes) the 

poem makes, already in structure, a gesture to Joyce’s prose knotting. It must be thought of 

structurally, too, with its very form participating in presence. The lyric manifests itself like the 

Node Bo’ in a working through or knotting of the triple-registered presence or experience, with 

each node, each lyric, proper to its own singular jouissance, an impelling lack and way of tying 

or grafting.  

 

Precisely on account of form, we might follow the universal theory of foreclosure and the 

sinthome (with the narrative of psychosis and organ speech in mind) and conclude that, as the 

Borromean knot and the fundamental psychotic pattern presents, the subject, the Node, the Wake 

and the lyric are all always non-metaphor, even while they are lyrical, imaginative, poetic. Form 

might well preclude metaphor. If we were to adopt the later Lacanian Node for a presentation, 

presentification of the subject, perhaps the same will have to be said of all writing, all 

speaking—if the subject is fundamentally structurally outside discourse, his linguistic 

productions as sinthome will never be completely contained or accounted for in linguistic 

metaphoric usage. If the subject is bodied at all, there can be no such thing as metaphor. The 

poem—has a body, too. 

 

Clare’s sonnets, then, will never confirm a diagnosis, and we can only read Lowell’s bipolar 

disorder as certainty in medical notes, never in the lines of his poetry, not even the utterance, 

‘My mind’s not right,’ in its simplicity, integrity. Bidart is right, though, and Lowell was a 



 

 

167 

167 

maker, just as Clare was incontrovertibly a laborer (worker and sufferer), also an artisan. Making 

something, making sense out of the materials to hand—namely, the stuff of the experience of 

suffering or jouissance (a universal in itself), the words available, the nuances of the crafted 

lyric—we must read something in the order of a solution sought, a knot tied, a sinthome made. 

 

They did, of course, write words—the mode is the symbolic—and beings are speaking beings. 

Some write. Psychoanalysis, certainly, depends upon speech, at the very least upon linguistic 

production. The three poems presented in detail in this chapter show three particular negotiations 

of a knotting of R, S, I, which produce a lyric sinthome. They are three four-term Nodes Bo’, 

representative of the variety of knots, names-of-the-Father, braids, sutures or grafts made by the 

subject who must negotiate a condition of foreclosure. Joyce, Lowell, Clare, the analysand—for 

all, these knots must be made in language. This fact does not, however, return the primacy of the 

Symbolic over the Real and Imaginary of the early Lacan—Skriabine’s description is apt: ‘[The] 

four-ring knot…indicates a kind of inflection, or a renewal of the status of the Symbolic...’51 The 

Symbolic is register of discourse, but participating in subjective structure, it holds a singular 

function, also. Lacan’s saying of Seminar III is sustained: ‘I simply want to indicate to you that 

the word [my italics] – to be understood with the emphasis that this comprises, the solution to an 

enigma, a problematic function – is located in the Other… this you are in which the subject 

locates himself and recognizes himself.’ This will be a question of discourse, the subject (but 

now properly represented) situated in discourse, like the poem, a body made and read, signed—

this will form the subject of the conclusion of this dissertation. For now, it is enough to follow 

the one above with a saying from Seminar XXIII, simply that, ‘For [an] act of saying to resonate, 

                                                
51 Pierre Skriabine, ‘The Clinic of the Borromean Knot’, Lacan: Topologically Speaking, 259. 
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for it to be consonant, to use another word of the sinthome…, it must resonate, the body has to be 

sensitive to it. And it’s a fact that it is.’52 

 
 

                                                
52 Jacques Lacan., The Sinthome, 9. 
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Epilogue 

‘A poem that is being written’ 

 

Jacques Lacan’s final perspective on the symptom, or sinthome, was not that it should be ‘cured’, 

rather identified with—after all, the subject depends upon it. In response to the statement which 

initiated this research, ‘I am not a poet but a poem,’ Colette Soler writes of the ‘I’/poem—that it 

must be ‘signed’: 

 
The poem that I am, that I did not write but is written by my saying, constitutes me; and I 
can, thanks to an analysis, sign it…I must affix my signature to it even though the text at 
my disposal is incomplete, since the effects of lalangue go beyond me. . ..To sign a poem 
or to identify with a symptom are two equivalent expressions by which to designate the 
position of a subject who has come to recognize his real. . .1 

 

An equivalence is thus drawn between the symptom and the poem, the poem and the ‘I’, and so 

necessarily the symptom and the ‘I’, if the symptom is signed—if it is a knotting sinthome. And 

this we have seen in the paternal function or the sinthome, both. 

 

Soler is writing about the clinic, and Lacan was not writing that he and his own ditties (he wrote, 

a little) or Eliot and ‘Marina’, or Clare and ‘Lines’ ought to be apprehended as being 

synonymous—that would be a magical way of thinking. Rather, all this (but perhaps there is 

something of the magical in the ‘creative spark’) has been an investigation into why Jacques 

Lacan might make such a statement as the one in his Preface, into what quality in the lyric 

touches the real and therefore might go to make a writing, make the quality of a knot. What lends 

such a quality, such an effect, I hope I have shown, is in what is body of poetry—form, poiesis. 

                                                
1 Colette Soler Lacanian Affects: The function of affect in Lacan’s work, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: 
Routledge, 2016), 163. 
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The lyric, with its peculiar real—the body of its form, the materiality of its sound beyond, but 

supporting, sense, image—can be seen as a model, performance, or heuristic (less a metaphor), 

for subject.  

 

In the Preface to the English Edition of Seminar XI, too, Lacan’s cases are construed in terms of 

the real unconscious, and urgent. And ‘the main aim of analysis’ is no more a subjective 

metaphorization, but ‘to give… urgently needed satisfaction.’  

And in the Preface, Lacan writes in order to be a pair, a partner, for these urgent cases, or 

poems—he puts it, ‘I write, however, in so far as I feel I must, in order to be on a level [au pair] 

with these cases, to make a pair with them.’2 Psychoanalysis is not writing; the clinic is based in 

equivocity and speech. But poetry lends a broadest theory of the subject, one that extends to a 

writing ‘of’ ambivalence, which is of course a question of simultaneous, synchronic desires. 

Ambivalent because written, all meanings are engendered and stabilized in the body of the poem, 

like the body of the subject—the psychotic subject, too, whose body and language, image, are 

conflated. Metaphoric usage of language is said to be impossible for the subject whose structure 

is psychotic precisely because of this conflation—the body in language rendering all language, 

body—literal. The case is the same for the poem: in the poetic construction we see a formal 

structure which supports bodily desire.  

Lacan’s interest in Chinese poetry and writing, which was sustained to the end of his career (in 

Seminar XXIV Lacan considers again Chinese writing, but poetry, too, as ‘the resonance of the 

body’), extends to the poet’s/poem’s know-how in English or any language where weight of 

                                                
2 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1981), ix.	
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meaning is thrust into materiality or music by virtue of a ‘knowing what to do with’ the 

constructions of form, meter, prosody, scansion—the noeuds…pas. Or, I wonder, is the cut an 

analyst, or anlysand, might make to the session—on par? The one, to scan or punctuate 

significance, the other when he has reached his limit of toleration for discourse, but might want, 

perhaps, to preserve the possibility of another encounter? In Seminar XXIV, Lacan speaks to 

analysts: 

 
That you are inspired eventually by something of the order of poetry to intervene, is 
indeed why I would say, it is indeed something towards which you must turn, because 
linguistics is all the same a science that I would say is very badly orientated. If linguistics 
raises itself up, it is in the measure that a Roman Jakobson frankly tackles the question of 
poetics. Metaphor, and metonymy [here, these are surely only figures], have an import for 
interpretation only insofar as they are capable of functioning as something else. And this 
other thing that they function as, is indeed that by which sound and sense are closely 
united.3 

 

A little further on, the poem is that which has both ‘sense-effect and hole-effect’, something like 

in ‘Lituraterre’, something like the Borromean topological construction. We might arrive then at 

a non-metaphor of the subject as poem: the name for a thing plus a further, satisfying 

construction—a cut, or a step that supports all desire and seeks discourse. A different nexus than 

metaphor-metonymy, a poem—body-discourse. And sometimes supporting, even, the figure of a 

metaphor. 

 

Why does any of this matter especially? I think it does, because poetry is teachable, 

transmittable, and bears a humanity, a generosity that topology might not, not for all of us, at 

                                                
3 Jacques Lacan, Seminar XXIV: L’insu que sait de lune-bévue (4/19/1977), trans. Cormack Gallagher, 
Lacan in Ireland, http://www.lacaninireland.com/web/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/insu-Seminar-XXIV-
Final-Sessions-1-12-1976-1977.pdf. 
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least as students. Poetry also retains, can sustain, a linguistic, interpretable component. Poetry 

presents something to be understood, and offers a mode of making.  

 

Perhaps this dissertation will be most useful to psychoanalysis, as a putting of a poem, that can 

be read, as a name to a face, to the concept of the sinthome or a model of the knotted Node Bo’. 

Poems, the ones I have read in this work, bear an affect further than mathematical or analytic 

concepts might, and might be more relatable in their performance of these other modes of theory, 

for one thing. But I have tried to point, too, to what is the ethical, subjective wager in the 

aesthetic, lyric object. This research doesn’t take into account the work of other fields—creative 

arts therapies or other clinical disciplines in which something is made in order that it be signed in 

the patient’s attempt at catharsis or articulation; however, this might serve as one account (albeit 

a particular theoretical perspective) of the principle behind such work.  

 

When Pericles recognizes his daughter in the imaginary, then, we read of the encounter mediated 

in the symbolic. But Eliot makes a real pulse in the arm of the poem, more or less strong by line 

length, caesura or enjambment, stress or assonance. We might say that something is being 

written (and will continue to be, so long as it is read, and re-read), and something might be being 

signed (recognized), and something of the signature (‘My daughter’) might be transmitted, made 

useful.   
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