THE FEMINIST ROMANTIC:
THE REVISIONARY RHETORIC OF
DOUBLE NEGATIVE, NAKED POEMS,
AND GYNO-TEXT

SUSAN DRODGE






SEP 16 1998

?;.'Ouu»\l“éé




INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI
films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some
thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be
from any type of computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality
illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins,
and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete
manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if
unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate
the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and
continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each
original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced
form at the back of the book.

Photqgraphs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6” x 9” black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations
appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to

order.

UMI

A Bell & Howell Information Company
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor MI 48106-1346 USA
313/761-4700 800/521-0600






THE FEMINIST ROMANTIC:
THE REVISIONARY RHETORIC OF
DOUBLE NEGATIVE, NAKED POEMS, AND GYNO-TEXT

by

Susan Drodge

A thesis submitted to the
School of Graduate Studies
in partial fulfilment of the

requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

Department of English
Memorial University of Newfoundland

October, 1996

St. John’s Newfoundland



Abstract

"The Feminist Romantic" argues for the revision of romantic
rhetoric and structures in three Canadian feminist texts: Daphne Marlatt
and Betsy Warland’s Double Negative (1988), Phyllis Webb's Naked
Poems (1965), and Lola Lemire Tostevin’s Gyno-Text (1983). In its
analysis of the textual challenges posed by contemporary feminist writing,
it recurrently reads the various rhetorical tropes of these three texts against
the poetry of Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, and Shelley--poetry
likewise engaged on both thematic and structural levels with subjectivity
and its ensuing problematics. This dissertation attends to the paradoxical
position of the female writer attempting to write her self, her body, and
her subjectivity within traditional textual conditions that have recurrently
repressed woman and her feminine economy of representation. "The
Feminist Romantic” recurrently points to the ways in which Double
Negative, Naked Poems, and Gyno-Text appropriate canonical strategies to
create textual space for female being and to pose epistemological
challenges to the authority of the governing symbolic. The first chapter of

this dissertation reads Double Negative's representations of desire,



i
fragmentation, and female agency against the poetry of Coleridge, Blake,
and Keats and further draws upon Wordsworth’s Prelude to comparatively
analyze the ways in which Marlatt and Warland’s sequence ultimately calls
into question its own affirmations and authority. The second chapter
argues for Naked Poems’ figurations of female desire and feminine
subjectivity as a radical rewriting of The Prelude--a revision that
interrogates the strategies and epistemological foundations of the precursor
text. The third and concluding chapter turns to Gyne-Text's promotion of
a "new’ discourse on the textual energy and authority of the maternal body
and considers the ways in which this text draws upon the poetry of
Wordsworth, Blake, Keats, and Shelley in a renewal of conventional
representational strategies that takes into account the generative force of
maternality. The critical and theoretical framework of this dissertation is
provided by contemporary Canadian criticism, poststructuralist criticism,
particularly that of Geoffrey H. Hartman and J. Douglas Kneale, and the

theoretical writings of Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and Héléne Cixous.
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Introduction:
"such strength of usurpation"'

Like many dissertations, "The Feminist Romantic" had humble
beginnings, in this case as a short essay on the resonance of romanticism
in Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland’s Double Negative. This essay
(later revised and expanded to become the first chapter of this dissertation)
was uncompromising in its criticism of what I then perceived to be the
shortcomings of this text when read against a master narrative of British
romanticism: a powerful body of imaginative poetry that, like much
contemporary feminist poetry, recurrently interrogates subjectivity and
consciousness on both thematic and structural levels. In my initial
analysis, Double Negative was not as revolutionary as I (idealistically)
wanted it to be; I was reading for ruptures, and the feminist text’s
perpetuation of canonical representational strategies seemed to justify a

rather curt critical dismissal of its political and epistemological challenges

! The Prelude 6.599-600. Unless otherwise specified, all citations from
Wordsworth’s Prelude refer to the 1850 version.



to the hegemony of patriarchal discourse.? I did not then possess the
theoretical background by which to acknowledge and assess the
complexities of the feminist revision of romantic structural strategies and
rhetoric;’ [ was just beginning to read the writings of Julia Kristeva, Luce
Irigaray, and Héléne Cixous and had not yet been introduced to the
poststructuralist body of romantic criticism that has since strongly
influenced the argument of this dissertation.* I naively viewed any
feminist complicity in the perpetuation of traditionally oppressive textual
conditions as a weakness rather than an unavoidable paradox within which

the play of difference might work towards undoing the textual repression

2 1 would now argue that such complicity provides traditional literary
scholars with a vehicle with which to approach and analyze feminist writing
and to integrate this rich body of literature into canon-centred classrooms
which focus on the evolution of literary history. Here and throughout this
dissertation, I use canon to refer specifically to the traditional canon of
Western literary history: an exclusive grouping of ’standard’ literary texts that
is dominated by the writings of privileged white males.

3 To quote J. Douglas Kneale, "By ’rhetoric’ I mean figural language,
indeed language itself, since even the simplest scientific assertion is never far
from experimenting with its rhetorical potential" (xv).

* The argument of "The Feminist Romantic" is particularly influenced by
the writings of Paul de Man, Geoffrey H. Hartman, J. Douglas Kneale, and
Tilottama Rajan--all of whom attend to the “"fundamental question of
language" in their interrogations of the rhetoric of Romanticism (Kneale xiii).



of woman and her feminine economy of writing. My analysis of Marlatt
and Warland’s sequence has since adopted a more comfortable and
compromising position, attending to the inevitable paradoxes of

contemporary feminist writing and the power of textual revisionism itself.’

> Like Kneale’s Monumental Writing, this dissertation is particularly
interested in the revisionist maneuvers manifest in the rhetorical tropes of the
’ephebe’ text(s), rather than a more general study of influence, such as that
found in Harold Bloom’s Anxiety of Influence. As Kneale writes,
I have said elsewhere that the difference between influence and
intertextuality--and this is not limited to verbal texts--is that
intertextuality is the expression of influence, and thus presents
itself as a suitable object of rhetorical analysis. Since it is
language with which I am primarily concerned here, I leave the
question of literary influence to psycho-biographers and crisis
theorists like Bloom in order to direct my attention to the
specific ways in which Wordsworth’s poetry appropriates the
texts of his precursors, especially those of John Milton. A close
examination of the workings of such tropes as quotation,
reference, allusion, and echo is necessary because despite the
considerable amount of interest, both recent and long-standing,
in the "presence of Milton" in Wordsworth’s poetry, readers
continue to discover new aspects of intertextuality in their poetic
relationship. When one first seeks to define the Miltonic
"presence,"” stylistic similarities and verbal echoes are what
immediately resonate in the reader’s mind. But there are richer
entanglements, as Keats said--intertextual affiliations which,
while incorporating allusion and echo, go beyond lexical
similarities to aspects of structure. (28)
While this dissertation draws upon Bloom’s terminology and his definitions
of the types of influence, it is more closely aligned with the approach of
Monumental Writing in its analysis of "intertextual affiliations." Indeed I
question the totalizing view of "the life-cycle of the poet-as-poet” presented



This approach is strongly influenced by the writings of Héléne Cixous,
who argues for feminist literature as a potential locus of insurgence and
transformation.® As Lola Lemire Tostevin writes of this writer/theorist,

While she recognizes the impossibility of ridding oneself
totally of mastery, of a masculine economy, or of undoing all
repressions, it is, at least in written texts, a question of
degree. While her extensive knowledge prevents her from
simply making an exit by referring everything back to women
and "pretending that we have fallen from the sky," it allows
her to cross, to traverse the masculine economy and exceed it.
It is possible to trace throughout her work an extraordinary
path as it opens on to a space that displaces limits. ("Breaking
the Hold on the Story" 389-90)

in The Anxiety of Influence and find that its recourse to patrilinearity and
phallocentric psychoanalytic theory is, at times, inadequate in accounting for
feminine economies of writing (7). The prologue to Bloom’s argument, for
instance, marks the text’s inherent repression of woman and her textual
authority: while its title points to the patrilinear underpinnings of the text’s
argument--"It Was A Great Marvel That They Were In The Father Without
Knowing Him"--, its conclusion suggests a biologizing of femininity: "He
wanted to say: ’strengthless and female fruit’” (3).

¢ As Cixous writes in "The Laugh of the Medusa," "She [woman] must
write her self, because this is the invention of a new insurgent writing which,
when the moment of her liberation has come, will allow her to carry out the
indispensable ruptures and transformations in her history” (880). Woman
must, therefore, aggressively refuse silence and write her self and body,
"become ar will the taker and initiator, for her own right, in every symbolic
system, in every political process" ("The Laugh of the Medusa" 880).



"The Feminist Romantic" attends to a displacement of limits that creates
textual space for female being, in this case focusing on the revisionist
drives manifest in Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland’s Double Negative
(1988), Phyllis Webb’s Naked Poems (1965), and Lola Lemire Tostevin’s
Gyno-Text (1983).

This dissertation specifically reads these three Canadian feminist
texts against the poetry of William Blake, William Wordsworth, Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, John Keats, and Percy Bysshe Shelley, pointing to the
ways in which the female poets can be seen as appropriating or revising
the rhetorical and structural strategies of their precursors. Whenever
possible or appropriate, the argument of "The Feminist Romantic" further
considers the epistemological challenges which the respective revisionary
maneuvers generate. The first chapter offers a romantic reading of Marlatt
and Warland’s Double Negative--a tri-parted, interdisciplinary collaboration
that includes lyric poems, an ’interview,’ prose poems, and negative
collages and foregrounds the desire and poetic process of two lesbian
lovers travelling by train across the Australian outback. This chapter
focuses on the text’s representations of desire, fragmentation, and female

agency as they are backgrounded by the poetry of Coleridge, Blake, and



Keats and considers the ways in which the sequence ultimately calls into
question its own political strength and textual authority. Double Negative
is the most explicitly political text considered in this dissertation and,
owing to its recurrent recourse to a ’real’ world outside the text, the most
problematic. The second chapter of this dissertation reads Webb’s Naked
Poems--a lyric sequence of five diverse movements that attempt to recover
textual space for the expression of female desire and feminine subjectivity--
as a rather radical rewriting of Wordsworth’s Prelude which interrogates
the strategies and epistemological foundations of the precursor text. Of
particular interest is Webb’s challenge to the conventional barriers between
narrative and lyric, her interrogation of subject-object relationships, and
her textualization of female desire. Where Double Negative quite
adamantly refuses to be victimized by the dominant discourse and its
strategies of representation, Naked Poems, which pre-dates Marlatt and
Warland’s sequence by more than two decades, manifests a more certain
sense of anxiety in relation to the textual influence of the governing
symbolic and its conditions of representation. While creating the space
necessary for the textualization of woman and her desire, Naked Poems

nevertheless assumes a defensive stance which is particularly evident in the



interrogatory interview of its concluding movement--a stance that perhaps
reflects Webb’s anticipation of resistance on the part of its modern
audience accustomed to fragmented representations of female being and
"the Canadian male’s tradition of lyric love-poetry"” (Hulcoop, "Phyllis
Webb and Her Works" 290). The displacement of limits in Naked Poems,
however, seems to me to be instrumental in expanding textual conditions
for later representations of female subjectivity, desire, and authority, such
as those of Double Negative and Gyno-Text. The third and concluding
chapter of this dissertation turns to Tostevin’s Gyno-Text--a series of thirty-
seven short-line lyrics (in both English and French) that recurrently
represent the generative power of the maternal body and develop a
discourse of maternality that displaces the limits of conventional
representational strategies and opens space for a feminine economy of
writing. In its recurrent conflation of body and text, Gyno-Text encourages
a re-examination of the romantic representational strategies (specifically
those of Wordsworth, Blake, Keats, and Shelley) that background its own
constructions, recurrently pointing to that which is repressed in the
precursor texts, namely, the energy and authority of the mothering body.

More than Double Negative and Naked Poems, Gyno-Text manifests a



resolute sense of confidence in its own textual authority. In its doubled
discursivity and its textual appropriation of the symbiosis of female and
foetal bodies, Tostevin’s series offers a powerful poetic argument against
the autonomy of subjectivity and the hegemony of the dominant discourse.
What these three texts have in common, beyond their shared
engagement with the narrative of British romanticism, is their structural
and thematic dependence upon a shifting textuality and multiple subjectivity
that promote difference and destabilize the more unified subject of much
canonical literature. Each text furthermore foregrounds an aspect of
female being that has been repressed by Western textual conditions
influenced by Christian epistemology; while Double Negative and Naked
Poems both attempt to reclaim the textual strength of lesbian desire, Gyno-
Texr works against "the taboo of the pregnant woman" and promotes a
textual authority based on the symbiosis of the female and foetal bodies
that comprise the maternal body (Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa"
891). Each of these texts is furthermore characterized by a loose narrative
line that aligns it with the comparatively open form of the long poem,
which, as Sharon Thesen suggests, often provides contemporary Canadian

poets with "a way of handling their distrust of the ’poetic’ associated with



the lyric voice, seen as a falseness, a colonizing wish overlaid upon the
real” (14). Such an unfettered poetic form further offers a means of
reaching beyond the bounds and negations of conventional binary
constructions and potentially fosters a play of difference between non-
linearity and linearity, time and space. For Webb, the long poem or
sequence specifically offers a resistance to the oppositional logic that
characterizes the dominant discourse and has traditionally defined woman
as man’s Other: she writes,
I find that the basic sentence is based on an opposition of
ideas, so that you get "buts"” and "thoughs" and "althoughs, "
or "ifs," and so on. And it seemed to me that this had some
philosophical significance and that I had to break through the
basic oppositions that are presented to us in everyday thought
and get to a more refined synthesis. Well, I haven’t arrived at
this yet, but this is one of the intellectual problems, and one of
the poetic problems. (Thesen 375)
Indeed, a "refined synthesis" of ideas is perhaps unattainable under present
textual conditions; however, Double Negative, Naked Poems, and Gyno-
Text all illustrate a movement towards such a goal in their respective
challenges to canonical constructions based on subject-object divisions and

the authority of conventional oppositional logic. As "The Feminist

Romantic" argues, romanticism’s interest in gender, being, nature, and
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socio-political critique provides canonical precedent for many foci of the
contemporary Canadian feminist text, while it offers a framework for
acknowledging the ambitious revisionary projects of the texts considered in

this dissertation.
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Figures of Complicity
in Marlatt and Warland’s Double Negative

this the manner of the Sons of Albion in their strength
They take the Two Contraries which are calld Qualities, with which
Every Substance is clothed, they name them Good & Evil
From them they make an Abstract, which is a Negation
Not only of the Substance from which it is derived
A murderer of its own Body: but also a murderer
Of every Divine Member: it is the Reasoning Power,
An Abstract objecting power, that Negatives every thing

(Blake, Jerusalem 1.10.7-14)!

1 look out the window
déja vu:

nothing looking at nothing
two women outback

down under
add it up--two negatives make a positive (Marlatt and Warland 20)?

! This and all subsequent references to Blake’s poetry provide whenever
possible chapter, plate, and line numbers, in that order. Where there are two
numbers given in the parenthetical reference, they refer to plate and line(s),
respectively, and where there is a single number given in the parenthetical
reference, it refers to the plate of the Blake poem in question. This is in
keeping with David V. Erdman’s edition of The Poetry and Prose of William
Blake, which does not always provide line numbers.

2 For the sake of clarity, this and all following references to Double
Negative cite page numbers, rather than lines.
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Introduction: "travelling backwards"?

Like many essentialist attempts to textualize woman,* the rhetorical
operation of "Figures of Complicity in Marlatt and Warland’s Double
Negative" is inevitably and strategically paradoxical, engendering certain
problematics that point to the pervasive force of conventional textual
conditions. The paradoxical nature of this chapter’s argument is
particularly evident in its concurrent New Critical and poststructuralist
approaches to Double Negative’s "alternative version [vision]" (38).°
Discussing the text’s collaborative process of "rewriting the train
experience from a female perspective,” Betsy Warland recounts, "we

certainly talked about the mainstream literary tradition but to write about it

3 Marlatt and Warland 12.

* As Diane Fuss argues in Essentially Speaking, essentialism itself can
be strategically deployed as "a lever of displacement,” and, if used self-
consciously, it "can operate as a ["powerfully displacing and disruptive"]
deconstructionist strategy” (72; 19; 32).

> While the close textual analyses or New Critical readings of Double
Negative offered in the first section of this chapter tend to accept and validate
Marlatt and Warland’s proposal of a semantically-knowable, epistemological
"alternative version," the poststructuralist approach of the chapter’s second
section interrogates the very viability of such a construction, seeing their
"vision" more as a function of language itself.
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would have taken us outside of ourselves and what was happening [yes the
trace is there on the brain but we colour outside the lines referentiality’s
locus shifted]” (38; author’s brackets).® The hermeneutic proposed by
"Figures of Complicity," however, is one that rejects the possibility of
'uncontaminated’ poetics and suggests that "the mainstream literary
tradition"” is itself a significant particle in the figural operation of Double
Negative. For instance, this chapter locates the canonical authority of
Double Negative’s structural strategies in a master narrative of British
romanticism and further draws upon the theoretical concerns of romantic
literature to problematize the feminist text’s politicization of woman and its
construction of textual authority. This chapter proposes that in rewriting
certain romantic strategies, such as fragmentation and negative capability,
Double Negative not only challenges the authority of canonical conventions
but, ultimately, the authority and alternity of its own "version." Indeed,
Marlatt and Warland’s poetics recurrently manifest an indebtedness to the
masculinist strategies, such as "The Gaze," that their text explicitly

censures (24). The approach of "Figures of Complicity,"” however, does

¢ In the "Crossing Loop" movement of Double Negative, the poets more
specifically refer to "the tradition of how trains have been depicted” (36).
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not mean to underestimate Double Negative’s ambitious project to establish
female agency and to forge a feminist poetics; neither does it intend to
neglect the theoretical instabilities of the text’s political position: its "word
to word fight / for defining whose symbolic dominates whose" (51). This
is this chapter’s paradox or, perhaps more appropriately, its duality, a
critical divergence that is encouraged by Double Negative’s own rather
reflexive and adversarial positioning within the dominant discourse. As
with Wordsworth’s Prelude, the rhetorical operation and figurative
reflexivity of Double Negative invite such a double-edged critique as it
"turns back upon itself in a manner that puts the authority of its own
affirmations in doubt” (de Man, Allegories of Reading 27). However, as it
applies to Double Negative, a striking consequence of such operation is
that its politicization of sexual/textual politics—-a matter of little (explicit)
concern in The Prelude--is dramatically undermined. In other words, the
rhetorical operation of Double Negative ultimately challenges the text’s
own political authority.

The first section of this chapter, then, offers close textual readings

of Double Negative’s constructions of desire, fragmentation, and female
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agency, particularly as these concerns are backgrounded by the poetry of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Blake, and John Keats. This section
reads the feminist text as an evolutionary project that expands on the
structural and thematic concerns of the traditional literary canon such a
way that points to the patriarchal biases and structural limitations of certain
romantic conventions. For example, Double Negative’s figurations of
woman and lesbian desire implicitly critique Coleridge’s strategies for
representing female "doubling” in his narrative poem Christabel (Marlatt
and Warland 48). Marlatt and Warland further critique and rewrite
Blakean and Keatsian notions of transcendence to take into account the
conventional relegation of woman to the realm of the Other, a position that
has been denied transcendence.” As such, the first section of this chapter
reads the poetics of Double Negative as imparting a feminist perspective on

the representational strategies of the British romantics. The revisionary

7 As Simone de Beauvoir argues in The Second Sex, woman has
traditionally been consigned to the realm of immanence: "the opposite or
negation of transcendence, such as confinement or restriction to a narrow
round of uncreative and repetitious duties; it is in contrast to the freedom to
engage in projects of ever widening scope that marks the untrammelled
existent” (translator’s footnote 63).
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ratio considered in this section might be described as a tessera, which, as

Harold Bloom writes,
is completion and antithesis; I take the word not from mosaic-
making, where it is still used, but from the ancient mystery
cults, where it meant a token of recognition.... A poet
antithetically "completes” his precursor, by so reading the
parent-poem as to retain its terms but to mean them in another
sense, as though the precursor had failed to go far enough.
(The Anxiety of Influence 14)
As Bloom’s analysis of anxiety suggests, a certain complicity in or
appropriation of conventional textual conditions is a feature of the
revisionist drive of strong poets. In relation to the tesserae analyzed in the
first section of "Figures of Complicity,"” the poetic influence is primarily
and antithetically manifest in the feminist text’s recovery of that which has
been repressed by the precursor texts, namely, female desire and a
feminine economy of writing.

In a slight divergence {rom the first section’s evolutionary or
revisionary focus, the second section of this chapter considers the
theoretical problematics generated by Double Negative’s textualization of
woman, suggesting ways in which the text might be seen as challenging its

own authority and political stance. For example, Marlatt and Warland’s

construction of a strategic female essentialism exhibits an epistemological
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connection to the metaphysical foundationalism of universalism--a
universalism that has conventionally denied female agency: "His / One
Essential Story telling and retailing of male quest / escape from the
metaphorical womb and the / conquering of it" (54). In the second section
of this chapter, Double Negative’s own metaphors and figurations are seen
as being inescapably complicit in the textual perpetuation of conventional
representational strategies—a complicity that calls into question the feminist
politics and authority of the text itself. Much as Blake’s Songs of
Innocence and Songs of Experience draw upon differing authorities--the
New Testament God and the Old Testament God, respectively--"Figures of
Complicity" draws firstly on the New Critical tradition of close textual
reading in its canonical analyses of Double Negative’s structural strategies
and, in its second section, on poststructuralist readings of rhetorical
operations and figural moments in its location of the text’s theoretical
problematic. Such an approach hopes to reveal Double Negative’s textual
indebtedness to romantic conventions and to offer a critical framework for

acknowledging the text’s ambitious revisionary project.
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I. Reading Figures of Reading in Double Negative

For some Canadian feminist texts, such as Marlatt and Warland’s
Double Negative, the textual and ideological challenges posed by the
British romantics offer a particularly suitable entrance into the
contemporary canon of literary and theoretical discourse. Like
romanticism, for instance, feminism tends to embrace "subject-centered
inquiry" (Di Stefano 76).® Indeed, much romantic poetry, in both its
structures and its themes, grapples with subjectivity and its ensuing textual
problematics. How is the self constructed? Is it autonomous? What is its

position in the governing symbolic? How do the hierarchies of society and

8 This is in direct contrast to the approach of postmodernism which is
often conveniently, albeit problematically, paired with feminism. In
"Dilemmas of Difference," Christine Di Stefano points to the inherent danger
in paralleling these two schools of critique: she writes,

To the extent that feminist politics is bound up with a specific
constituency or subject, namely, women, the postmodernist
prohibition against subject-centered inquiry and theory
undermines the legitimacy of a broad-based organized movement
dedicated to articulating and implementing the goals of such a
constituency. (76)
It follows that the literary groundwork of Double Negative’s feminist project
might be more appropriately traced to texts that function both structurally and
thematically as political, ideological, and/or visionary vehicles. As opposed
to postmodern literature, much of Romantic poetry represents such a
canonical force.
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the hierarchies of perception itself influence poetic vision? These
preeminent concerns of romantic literature find continuance in many
contemporary feminist texts, such as Double Negative. In Coleridge’s
Metaphors of Being, Edward Kessler signifies the open-endedness of the
romantic project, writing that "The end of the poetic process was not a
poem (as an artifact), but a new knowledge of the self, a new awareness of
Being. The modern prose poem, free verse, and the fragment as a form
may have had their beginnings in Coleridge’s ’failure’" (5-6).° This
section of "Figures of Complicity" proposes that Double Negative’s own
concerns with being, fragmentation, marginal subject positions, alternative

symbolics, and non-linearity can be traced to and fruitfully read against the

® It might well be argued--as this chapter proposes to do--that the failure
to textualize being without recourse to essentialist argument finds continuance
in Double Negative. However, as was suggested earlier in this chapter,
essentialism can be deployed strategically. Recognizing that "strategic
essentialism might be humanism’s way of keeping its fundamental tenets in
circulation at any cost and under any guise," Fuss suggests that the effective
activation of essentialism depends upon the subject position(s) from which the
strategy is employed: "I cannot help but think that the determining factor in
deciding essentialism’s political or strategic value is dependent upon who
practices it" (32). As the concluding section of this chapter proposes, the
subject positionality of Double Negative--that being a multiple female subject--
differs dramatically from that of British Romanticism and, as a result, so too
does its textualization of being and its employment of essentialism.
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textual strategies of the British romantics. Yet, as is the nature of tesseric
revision, the ephebe text does not merely reproduce the strategies of its
precursors; in this case, it rewrites certain romantic conventions to
privilege that which they have repressed, namely, female desire.

To read Marlatt and Warland’s Double Negative against the
background of British romanticism draws attention to certain textual
strategies that are fundamental to the operation of this work as a potentially
disruptive textual and political force. The readings proposed in this section
illustrate how Marlatt and Warland rewrite some of the structural strategies
of British romanticism to embody a feminist poetics and ideology and,
consequently, to point to the masculinist biases of the strategies in
question. For instance, reading Double Negative against Coleridge’s
signification of female desire in Christabel points to the shortcomings of
conventional strategies for representing female energy and mutually
supportive female relationships. However, like the fragmented symbols
and perceptions of Blake’s Prophetic Books, such as Jerusalem, Double
Negative’s fragments and fragmentation demonstrate the alienating force of
the patriarchal symbolic. For Blake, unification can be achieved through

the transcendent power of the imagination; consistently vexed by external
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hierarchical structures, Marlatt and Warland, by contrast, do not and
perhaps cannot turn solely to the visionary realm for resolution. Their
vision is quite literally thwarted by the recurrent signifiers of colonization
in their trek across the Australian outback. Their mythology, like Blake’s,
however, is fluid; fragmentation is a part of, not the product of the
process. Likewise, the inter-disciplinary, non-linear text of Songs of
Innocence and of Experience provides a certain canonical precedent for
Marlatt, Warland, and Cheryl Sourkes’s own inter-disciplinary effort. Yet,
perhaps the most productively problematic romantic analysis of Double
Negative is to be found in reading the text’s construction of a multiple
female subject against the concept of negative capability as it is developed
in John Keats’s 1819 series of odes (Keats 370).!° For this romantic

poet, transcendence of the self through empathic projection is an arduous
process, yet for the female poet(s) traditionally denied the position of

subject, such a feat is a linguistic, perceptual, and theoretical ordeal.!!

10 In a letter of December 1817 to George and Tom Keats, John Keats
defines negative capability as "when man is capable of being in uncertainties,
Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason" (370).

1" For Luce Irigaray, the feminine is that which is repressed by
patriarchal culture and is thus necessarily denied subjectivity and the authority
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Marlatt and Warland negotiate their way through patriarchal language,
symbolism, and epistemology in an attempt to develop their feminist
poetics of desire: "we float off the page held tender & / fierce in our
terrifying difference what is woman (in her / ecstasy)?" (55).

"A sight to dream of, not to tell!"

To demonstrate both its challenge and indebtedness to conventional
textual constructions of female desire, Double Negative might be read
against a text such as Coleridge’s Christabel, a narrative poem that
suggests such desire is a dangerous curse that precipitates alienation and
death. One notable contrast between the two texts is to be found in their
respective strategies for representing female desire. For instance, in his
signification of Christabel’s potential desire for the duplicitous Geraldine,
Coleridge depicts only the external landscape:

Like one that shuddered, she [Geraldine] unbound
The cincture from beneath her breast:

of self-representation. As Toril Moi explains in Sexual/Textual Politics,
"Woman is not only the Other... but is quite specifically man’s Other: his
negative or mirror-image. This is why Irigaray claims that patriarchal
discourse situates woman outside representation: she is absence, negativity,
the dark continent, or at best a lesser man" (133-34).

12 Coleridge, Christabel 253.
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Her silken robe, and inner vest,

Dropt to her feet, and full in view,

Behold! her bosom and half her side--

A sight to dream of, not to tell!

O shield her! shield sweet Christabel! (248-54)
This representational strategy fosters a figurative disembodiment of female
sexuality and desire—-a disembodiment manifest in "her bosom and haif her
side." In a departure from Coleridge’s representational strategy, the
boundaries between the poets’ internal and external landscapes become
blurred in Double Negative, negating the space between body and text and
thus representing female desire as a motivating force of feminine writing.
As Marlatt and Warland write,

rock bottom sea bed we lie in

you pulled me under last night

sucking me out through my womb inside out

re-versed writing across bed into sky

touching holding everything (25)
By contrast, the figural distance between female sexuality and the narrative
voice of Christabel--a distancing manifest in "A sight to dream of, not to
tell! "--signifies Coleridge’s textual alienation of female desire. His
presumably male narrator further resists textualizing lesbian desire through

his appropriation of Christabel’s potential reaction to Geraldine’s act of

seduction; in other words, it is "A sight to dream of" for the narrator, not
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for Christabel herself, who must be shielded. The imposition of the

narrative voice in Christabel--"0O shield her!"--further suggests the
impropriety of lesbian desire, the two women trapped within the gaze and
judgment of patriarchal epistemology. The poem’s development is
therefore highly predictable: after her night with the serpentine Geraldine,
Christabel becomes "Like a youthful hermitess,” estranged from her
community and, perhaps most significantly, from her father, whom

Geraldine charms away (320)."®* Her association with Geraldine is

13 It is significant that a textual silencing of Christabel’s voice and desires
coincides with her alienation from the patriarch, Sir Leoline:
’By my mother’s soul do I entreat
That thou this woman send away!’
She said: and more she could not say:
For what she knew she could not tell,
O’er-mastered by the mighty spell. (616-20)
In "About Chinese Women," Julia Kristeva analyzes how women are
relegated to the role of the silent Other in the symbolic order of Judeo-
Christianity. Her theory that "woman’s only access 0 the symbolic order
goes through the father" is poignantly manifest in the silenciiig of the
alienated Christabel in the resolution of Coleridge’s poem (Moi, The Kristeva
Reader 138). As Kristeva writes,
A woman has nothing to laugh about when the symbolic order
collapses. She can take pleasure in it if, by identifying with the
mother, the vaginal body, she imagines she is the sublime,
repressed forces which return through the fissures of the order.
But she can just as easily die from this upheaval, as a victim or
a militant, if she has been deprived of a successful maternal
identification and has found in the symbolic paternal order her
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represented as an offense that effaces the bond between father and daughter
and leaves the young woman empty of hope and vitality. In contrast,
Marlatt and Warland depict unacted female desire as an "ecosystem of
unhappiness” and represent female "doubling” as an empowering social
force (49):

the inconceivable
doubling herself into life no slouch-backed beast (even
double humped) heading for Bethlehem but the
doubling of "woman" into hundreds camped in the
middle of desert outside Pine Gap’s nuclear base (48)
In Double Negative, it is through such doubling that woman is "birthed

into subject,” "no longer / the object of exchange but she-and-she-who-is-

singing" (48).!* The doubling of Christabel, by contrast, ensures that

one superficial, belated and easily severed link with life. (" About
Chinese Women" 150)
For the motherless Christabel, rejection from the symbolic order is
particularly devastating.

¥ In Double Negative, lesbian love is represented as a textually
subversive force that challenges conventional subject positionality:
you send me kisses from the end of the seat
on the map Bookaloo, Woocalla, Wirrappa
names that twitter like small birds
in the scrub we aim for

off the map
opening up the Subject
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woman remains, at best, "the object of exchange"; at worst, she is
destroyed.

Despite its counter-canonical constructions and atmosphere, the
representation of lesbian desire in Double Negative is indebted to certain
rhetorical strategies which can be seen as having their foundations in
canonical representations, such as those of Christabel. For instance,
Double Negative’s manipulation of metaphor in its evocation of the female
body and lesbian desire and its equation of woman with life might find a
background in Coleridge’s own dependence upon figurative devices in his
equation of lesbian desire with ruin and woman with death. However,

Marlatt and Warland reverse the paradigm constructed in Christabel to

hands a manual alphabet
i sign your V (20-21)
The multiple feminine subject position of Double Negative is not unlike that
promoted by Cixous in "Coming to Writing". Such subject positionality does
not repress difference, but rather pursues it; as Cixous advises,
Search yourself, seek out the shattered, the multiple I, that you
will be still further on, and emerge from one self, shed the old
body, shake off the Law. Let it fall with all its weight, and you,
take off, don’t turn back: it’s not worth it, there’s nothing behind
you, everything is yet to come. (40)
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equate the patriarchy with death.”” Presumably meditating upon the fates
of his wife and child,

Each matin bell, the Baron saith,

Knells us back to a world of death.

These words Sir Leoline first said,

When he rose and found his lady dead:

These words Sir Leoline will say
Many a morn to his dying day! (332-37)

It is conspicuous that the focus on death is that of the patriarch, Sir
Leoline rather than that of Christabel, who views her ’fallen’ state as being

like a trance, or Geraldine, whose venomous character and perceptions are

15 As Brenda Carr suggests in "Collaboration in the Feminine," Double
Negative’s political critique depends upon a reversal of inherited paradigms
that signifies the text’s ultimate (albeit antithetical) dependence on canonical
strategies of textual representation:

This textual collaboration enacts a crucial critical intervention:
it re-verses literary and socio-cultural grounds to facilitate the
emergence of a female-defined collaborative subject position on
which female agency, or the ability to change oppressive social
practices and structures, may be contingent. (112)
While Double Negative’s recourse (however revisionary in focus) to
"oppressive... practices and structures” might be seen as being problematic
in terms of the textual authority of its argument, the poets’ privileging of what
is repressed in conventional paradigms might in itself be considered political
and subversive. As Cixous writes in "The Laugh of the Medusa," "In woman
there is always more or less of the mother who makes everything all right,
who nourishes, and who stands up against separation; a force that will not be
cut off but will knock the wind out of the codes" (882).
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represented in a rather phallic allusion near the conclusion of the poem. '
Coleridge’s death imagery is the antithesis of that of Double Negative,
where women shun dissolution in favour of unification and life:
earth mothers free love flowers slipped

into barrel ends of riot control rifles rejection of one

authoritative version verso turning over a new leaf

women’s lib black power versus the Great White

Father’s Vietnam their armies undisciplined riddled

with deserters (49)
The "love flowers / slipped into barrel ends of riot control rifles" might be
read as a figurative stifling of patriarchal tools of repression. In one of its
many reversals, Double Negative associates the patriarchy with death;
however, the oppositions of male-female and life-death remain.

While the effectiveness of Christabel’s figurative language relies

upon a connotative duality (as in the concurrently erotic and foreboding

16 Coleridge writes,
A snake’s small eye blinks dull and shy;
And the lady’s eyes they shrunk in her head
Each shrunk up to a serpent’s eye,
And with somewhat of malice, and more of dread
At Christabel she looked askance!--
One moment--and the sight was fled!
But Christabel in dizzy trance
Stumbling on the unsteady ground
Shuddered aloud.... (583-91)



29

"Like one that shuddered"), Marlatt and Warland’s metaphors move
beyond traditional connotation, their meaning instead dependent on the
feminist "imaginary"” that the text itself constructs (18). Indeed, the fluid
hermeneutic proposed by Double Negative suggests the instability of
traditional connotation: "here changes / in a sentence” (17). With its
figurative language and imagery recurrently pointing to the energy and
influence of the female body and natural landscape, Double Negative
manifests a certain distancing from the governing patriarchal symbolic. In
"Peterborough," for instance, the imagery seems to propose an essential
connection between the feminine landscapes of the female body and nature
itself--a bond that defies the oppositional logic of Western philosophy:
THIS, this

image cattle climb the

soft mound of hill lost

dip or cleft a

V to view (18)
Despite Double Negative’s ultimate and, it seems, unavoidable participation
in what Julia Kristeva refers to as "the symbolic” ("the domain of position

and judgment"), its recourse to a non-linguistic communion of body and

environment proposes a hermeneutic that abandons certain subject-object
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divisions (Roudiez 19). As Kristeva writes in "Revolution in Poetic
Language," "All enunciation, whether of a word or of a sentence is thetic.
It requires an identification; in other words, the subject must separate from
and through his image, from and through his objects” (98). In contrast to
the "mixed metaphors" of "see-vill(ain)-I-say-tion" that impose "anglo
overlays" on the natural landscape, Double Negative’s figurative language
develops a more consistent and inclusive process of signification that
conflates landscape and text with the female body itself (19). For instance,
as Carr writes,

The fantasizing of the landscape as the V of the Venus mound
is a collaborative act of literary intervention. It facilitates
entry into a female-defined imaginary that the collective "we"
enters. Here, as the end of "coming into Port Pirie” also
suggests, the monolithic subject is opened up to allow for the
birth of a twinned subject: two women in a train berth giving
birth to each other as desired and desiring subject in and for
each other’s writing. ("Collaboration in the Feminine" 119)
Metaphor and imagery such as that found in the "Peterborough" poem of
the first section of Double Negative create textual space for the female
subject with her poetics of desire to be potentially birthed into being: "this

the imaginary / we enter” (18). The inclusive female "we" that concludes

"Peterborough” marks a departure from the exclusivity of the "royal we"
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referred to earlier in the poem, the more inclusive construction figurally
resisting the conventional subject-object divisions and hierarchies connoted
by the "royal we" (17).!7 This rhetorical departure signifies the text’s
epistemological challenge to social and textual binaries that deny female
subjectivity and, consequently, lesbian sexuality: as Marlatt and Warland
insist, "mouths move in anOther motion" (16). Unlike the destructive
female relationship of Christabel which alienates one of the participants
from subjecthood, "Lesbian collaboration in Double Negative suggests a
symbiotic relationship among female collaboration, cultural agency, and

subject formation" (Carr, "Collaboration in the Feminine" 121).

7 While Double Negative’s inclusive "we" is potentially problematic in
its suggestion of an essential female unity, it is strategic in its figurative
renunciation of the authority of Western epistemology. As Donna Haraway
writes,
Innocence, and the corollary insistence on victimhood as the only
ground for insight, has done enough damage. But the
constructed revolutionary subject must give late twentieth-century
people pause as well. In the fraying of identities and in the
reflexive strategies for constructing them, the possibility opens
up for weaving something other than a shroud for the day after
the apocalypse that so prophetically ends salvation history. (157-
58)

The reflexivity of Double Negative’s representational strategies will be

considered in the second section of this chapter.
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Double Negative’s critique of traditional structural strategies used in
the textual construction of female relationships is further developed by its
unconventional triangulations that defy binarity or what Mary Jacobus calls
"the tyranny of hierarchical oppositions” (109).!®* These triangulations
are, as Carr suggests, more akin to collaboration, in contrast to certain
romantic triangulations whose hierarchies lead to the alienation of at least
one of the participants and reinforce binary relationships. In Christabel,
for instance, the various triangulations—Sir Leoline, Christabel,
Christabel’s mother; Geraldine, Christabel, the spirit of Christabel’s
mother; Geraldine, Sir Leoline, Christabel--structurally necessitate the
silencing of one of the women involved, respectively, Christabel’s mother,
her spirit, and, ultimately, Christabel herself. The evolution of Double
Negative likewise depends upon triangulation, in this case, the triangulation
of female ’subjects,’ particularly Marlatt, Warland, and the earth itself:

"we go inside / out / into the womb of the continent / ochre, red earth, salt
plain" (13). As Carr further suggests, "At the scene of lesbian doubling,

female subjects proliferate. The desert personified as ’she’--waking up

18 My consideration of textual triangulations is strongly influenced by
Mary Jacobus’s "Is There a Woman in this Text?"
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after years of playing the ’obstacle-boundary-space’ to the desert fathers—-is
also the female subject in and for this writing" ("Collaboration in the
Feminine" 120). In Double Negative, a co-dependency facilitates the
emergence of the participating female subjects, as well as the voices of
other women:

the desert a different
economy (her own woman?) yet there’s uranium to be
mined, sacred aboriginal sites to plunder Ann seeing
"beauty” yet Evelyn doubtful (no place free from this
violent taking) Jane at the table thinking desert thinking
desire the two she writes driving out into it (46)
While Double Negative’s triangulations might find a background in
traditional textual triangulations, the former’s resistance to binarism and
hierarchies opens space for women’s voices, some of which would be
silenced in conventional constructions.
"To see a World in a Grain of Sand""
Unlike hierarchical textual triangulations, the figure of the fragment
is more generally associated with postmodernism than with traditional

representational strategies, such as those of romanticism. Indeed, in

contemporary theoretical discourse, the structural concerns of feminist and

19 Blake, "Auguries of Innocence" 1.
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postmodern literature--in particular, their shared attention to fragmentation-
-are often paired. However, while the postmodern fragment challenges the
humanist ideal of autonomy, the feminist fragment, like the romantic
fragment, often reaches beyond a shattered ideal, in this case to represent a
female reality and symbolic consistently denied by post-Enlightenment
thought; as Marlatt and Warland ask, "what is woman (in her own /
symbolic)?" (52). While Patricia Waugh argues that postmodern
fragmentation represents a type of nostalgia for the wholeness of
representation offered through the discourses of modernity, she sees
feminist fragmentation as "a final defense against the fear of annihilation
[that] is preceded by a desire to destroy that which threatens to annihilate
oneself” (191). In "we entered this," Marlatt and Warland symbolically
evoke the patriarchal repression of female voice and characterize the
linguistic fragment as a potential source of resistance: "a / closed door
creates a stone rolled over the mouth. the / mouth groans sings its fervid
blue note, 'you you’ / muffled under the weight of the others the ones who
/ do not sing out loud" (43). End punctuation--used infrequently
throughout the text--here signifies the confines of traditional textual

conventions. While the figurative "stone" of such conventions muffles the
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female voice, it does not render it completely mute, and this, in turn,
points to a potential fissure through which woman might textually construct
herself. However, what is here sung--the self-effacing and potentially
accusatory "’you you’"--points to the representational limitations of
traditional textual conventions. With the conflation of the female body and
landscape in its evocation of female desire, the conclusion of "we entered
this" is, however, optimistic, implicitly proposing an alternative strategy of
representation that is more open to female subjectivity and desire:

our coast monumental
thighs breasts slide into (islands touching under the
water). this is the brilliance of rainless weather
everyone discrete a brilliance flesh dryly supports, but
they are opening doors and when they glance up water
artesian wells in their eyes. (43)

More closely related to the romantic fragment that "serves as an
authenticating token of the validity of the imaginary" (Morse 194), the
feminist fragment authenticates marginal spaces that have been repressed in
many canonical representations. In particular, Double Negative proposes a
perceptual re-evaluation of colonial constructions of centrality. As Marlatt

and Warland write in "Forrest,"

imagin-a-nation in the heart of
"nothing"
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when not/hing comes unhinged
far as the eye can see

there are birds, insects, mammals, reptiles, scrub trees,

bushes, grasses

thriving outside The Gaze (24)
"The Gaze" (a conventional sexual/textual strategy that fosters
objectification) is here represented as precipitating boundaries, albeit
unstable ones. Notably, the gaze is not omniscient; instead, as it is here
figured, it is willfully blind to that which it marginalizes. By contrast, the
aforementioned lyric foregrounds what has been repressed by the colonial
eye and suggests (through the diction of "thriving") that the gaze textually
stifles the energies and life-forces of the natural world. In destabilizing the
divisive perceptions engendered through the strategy of the gaze, Double
Negative once again exposes the limitations of traditional perceptual and
textual conventions. Furthermore, the possibility of alternative symbolics--
symbolics that inevitably challenge the supremacy of the dominant
symbolic--is effectively rendered through the fragment which offers an
"authenticating token" of that which has been displaced or denied by

traditional Western ideals of male hegemony. In "there’s nothing there,"

Marlatt and Warland write of "this texting the abandoned made new in
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her," signifying the subversive plenitude of non-traditional feminine logic
and discourse: "’In / the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities; in
the / expert’s mind there are few’ what is woman (in her / emptiness)"
(49). What Irigaray sees as a phallocentric logic of the same--a logic that
is fundamental to Western philosophy--is dramatically undermined by the
rhetorical operation of the fragment in Double Negative. The fragment
here points to and authenticates at least some of the possibilities repressed
by the "law of the same desire" in which woman, a mirror for masculinity,
is denied the authority of self-representation (Irigaray, Speculum of the
Other Woman 55). Concurrently, the feminist fragment serves as a
structural emblem of the female history of linguistic and representational
domination:

women as CONS: "contra, against, opposite"
to
PROS

that is
behind, after, without a version

negative feminine space

walking into the diner
"are you ladies alone"

no
"we’re together" (19-20)
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The "negative feminine space” is here reclaimed through a female doubling
of subject. As Marlatt and Warland playfully write in "two women in a
birth," "desire in their desire room in their room somebody in the body not
in but in the doubling of" (48).

While Marlatt and Warland recurrently figure the fragment as a
potential source of resistance to textually oppressive conventions, the
disjunctive syntax of Double Negative’s lyrics and prose poems further
develops the poets’ project of destabilizing the closed forms of the
canonical tradition. The sentences themselves become fragmented in the
text’s privileging of a multiplicity that is often thwarted by the closure of
the grammatical sentence. As Marlatt and Warland write in "imagin-a-
nation in the heart of," "(she is not for termination after all) she is well /
on her way to de-railing the ’long straight’ which can / only see its own
track while she is out on either side" (50). The "long straight" sentence is
here represented as a textual strategy (much like the gaze) that willfully
dismisses that which is outside the margins of its own creation. By
contrast, Double Negative proposes a playful "spiral movement" which has
the potential to "undermine every prop(er) deafinition" (51). Notably, the

proposed movement not only challenges the linearity of the conventional
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literary text (as the playful typography of "prop(er)" suggests) but also
challenges the authority of the logos itself (as is signified by the diction of
"deafinition"); both are seen as constructs, inventions that defy more
natural perceptions, such as those suggested by the non-divisive syntactical
movement of "shifting desert dunes her desire" (51). The sentence
fragment is thus figured as a potentially subversive force that disrupts the
textual conditions engendered by Western logic--conditions that can be seen
as fostering subject-object divisions and exclusive representations. By
contrast, the subject and object become destabilized in Double Negative’s
sentence fragmentation—a destabilization that points to the potential for
multiple or inclusive subject positions. On a syntactical level, then, the
fragment is seen to foster the plenitude of feminine discourse. As Marlatt
and Warland write,

Jane at her table (in the desert) u at your table (in the
desert) Nicole at her table (in the desert) and me at this
table (in the desert) not there but there writing the not
here inverts turning perspective upside down writing
morphogenetic lines which refuse to be read parallel
writing desert lines (mirage between the eyes) writing
rail lines (illusion our desires meeting) (54)

It is within such organic or "morphogenetic lines" that "all points of / view

converge where eyes close signalling bodies to / trust the turning as we
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float off the page" (55). Double Negative’s syntactical attention to
fragmentation and its challenges to textual conditions can thus be seen as
supporting and, to a certain extent, paralleling the text’s more figural
attention to fragmentation. However, while the text’s resolution seemingly
anticipates the transcendence of fragmented perceptions in favour of more
inclusive ways of seeing, syntactical fragmentation endures as a requisite,
it seems, to the representation of female desire. As Marlatt and Warland
write in "we had not wanted it to end,” "this everturning threshold no /
line is nothing to cross or resist your mouth mine / mouths us in suspense
the evercoming trembles on..." (56).

Like William Blake’s "temporary” thematic and structural
fragmentation in his Prophetic Books (Punter 230), feminist fragmentation,
both syntactical and figural, can be strategic, pointing to the many potential
and existing ruptures--the "unuttered texts"--of the traditional symbolic
(Marlatt and Warland 28). Moreover, the fragmentation of Double
Negative, like that of Blake’s Jerusalem, is ideological not only in its
critique of contemporaneous social and textual constructs but also in its
promotion of new ways of seeing and being. Of Blake’s fragmented

symbolic, David Punter writes,
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he tries to attract our attention to the crucial importance of
cultivating a sense of the individual, for the social threat, as
Blake sees it, is that this new, highly organized but feelingless
world will reduce people to a mindless conformity, will erode
the sense of the individual which is essential not only for the
production of great works of art but also for everybody’s
sense of participating fully in the world. (233-34)

The ’organization’ that Blake’s poet-figure Los rebels against is one
characterized by a patriarchal epistemology and hierarchical duality that
many feminist writers likewise challenge, for, as de Beauvoir writes,
"humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to
him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being" (xvi). Fittingly,
"Crucial to... [Blake’s own] myth of separation is the division of the
sexes" (Punter 231). For both Blake and the poets of Double Negative,
fragmentation has the strategic potential of negating the gender hierarchies
and male hegemony authorized by the patriarchal symbolic, as well as
creating space for the emergence of alternative ideals and ’marginal’
symbolics. As Blake’s Los declares in Jerusalem, "I must Create a System
or be enslav’d by another Mans / I will not Reason & Compare: my
business is to Create" (1.10.20-21). In the "Crossing Loop" section of

Double Negative, Marlatt similarly rejects the comparative stance,

recounting, "We also didn’t admit any of the tradition of how trains have



42

been depicted, we didn’t contrast how we were experiencing the train,
from the inside, with how it’s so often imaged from the outside” (36).
While many of the poems and prose poems of the Double Negative
sequence do indeed represent divisions and contrasts between the sexes, in
the last poems of the text Marlatt and Warland move beyond the
fragmentation of oppositional logic to propose a poetics of desire:

we settle into this endless motion once again settle into

the beginninglessness the endlessness of this page this

desert this train this shared desire wholly here with a

passion that humbles us what is woman (in her own

symbolic)? (52)
The diction of "beginninglessness,” "endlessness,” "shared," and "wholly"
promotes a textuality that resists binarity and linearity. In a departure
from canonical strategies of representation based on divisions,
comparisons, and hierarchical dualities, the text points to the possibility of
alternative perceptual strategies and symbolics which do not entirely
depend upon conventions that have traditionally thwarted female
subjectivity and representation, but rather attend to the multiplicity and
plenitude of female desire.

Like the romantic fragment, the feminist fragment, symbol, and

figure address themselves to the reader’s ’recognition’ of a realm beyond
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conventional representation in a process of signification that transcends
canonical notions of textual autonomy. As Nicole Brossard writes in The
Aerial Letter,
The integral woman is radical. My senses origynate in her.
She shares in their integrity. Time, space, belong to her; she
is female symbol for all of us, "symbola," a reconnaissance
sign of recognition. Figure, image, metaphor, with the
meaning she gives to words, she always makes and
in/core/porates sense. (115)
As The Aerial Letter suggests, the feminist fragment draws upon the
political potential of representational strategies. Like Blake’s Prophetic
Books, much feminist literature textually figures the contrariety of
fragmentation and wholeness to challenge notions of closure and signify
spaces beyond the text itself and its literary conventions. Blake’s
Jerusalem, for instance, concludes with a rather transcendent vision:
All Human Forms identified, even Tree Metal Earth & Stone. all
Human Forms identified, living going forth & returning wearied
Into the Planetary lives of Years Months Days & Hours reposing
And then Awaking into his Bosom in the Life of Immortality.

And I heard the Name of their Emanations they are named
Jerusalem (4.99.1-5)

The conclusion of Double Negative similarly envisions connectedness and

abundance:



We are arctic we are summer
tasting a water not so salt as marked by it forever
lingual tongue in alkaline caves succeeds accedes to the
pre (prairie free) symbolic flowers here a desert’s
standing sea the ocean in us throbs to meet

we bilingual reading rock reading sand word reading us in
(56)

In both Jerusalem and Double Negative, the representational conditions of
hierarchical opposition, temporality, and linearity are implicitly contested
to create textual space for alternative versions and visions. Such a
challenge points to the blindspots of Western philosophy--blindspots that
can be potentially exploited to rupture the governing symbolic and its
textual conditions.

Double Negative’s textual indebtedness to the structural strategies
pioneered by William Blake is further evidenced in this text’s
unconventional design. With his illuminated books, Blake advances an
alternative to the linear text, coupling illustration with the printed word,
offering texts that more closely represent the alternative visions and
symbolics expressed therein. Contemporary Canadian feminist texts, such
as Shirley Neuman and Smaro Kamboureli’s A Mazing Space, Paulette

Jiles’s Sitting in the Club Car Drinking Rum and Karma Kola, and Marlatt
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and Warland’s Double Negative, turn to style and design in resistance to
the canonical tradition of textual presentation. The oversized, colourful
text of A Mazing Space, with its shell designs linking the different
contributions, celebrates its femininity. Jiles’s train logo, guiding us
forward through Sitting in the Club Car Drinking Rum and Karma Kola,
self-consciously parodies the linear structure of the modernist tradition--a
parody that is enhanced by the text’s own lack of closure. Marlatt and
Warland’s incorporation of Cheryl Sourkes’s negative collages exemplifies
the interdisciplinary and collaborative approach of much contemporary
Canadian feminist art and offers an alternative to conventional "translation
of colour into / black on white" (Marlatt and Warland 22). In these texts,
the writers and contributors self-consciously imprint their female identities
and their challenges to canonical methods of textual presentation. These
women revise our notions of the limited and limiting linear text. W. J. T.
Mitchell speculates that Blake’s illuminated books were

his strategy for confronting the ambivalence about the printed
word in his own time with his own talents, but he certainly
recognized other strategies... he wanted all books to be the
products of loving, creative, nonalienated labour. He wanted
books, engravings, drawings--representations of all sorts--to

bear the imprint of their creators, that is to be expressions of
both common human work and unique individuality, the
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human form divine. To the extent that writing, printing,
graphic art, and other media, genres, or styles had become
sites of ideological production and reproduction, hieroglyphics
of alienation and repression, I think Blake, like the other
Romantics, felt that his task was to struggle with and reshape
them, not to simply accept them in their received form. (90)

Rather than being an expression of the "human form divine," certain
Canadian feminist texts become visual representations of the individuality
and potential ’divinity’ of the feminine. As Marlatt and Warland propose,
"we carry it with us / manna a kind of dew / falling from heaven as water
does" (17).

"Opposition is true Friendship"?

As Blakean textual production provides canonical precedent for
Double Negative’s challenge to conventional notions of the printed text, so
too might the text’s marginal address be seen as finding its precedent in the
narrative of British romanticism. As David Morse writes in Romanticism:
A Structural Analysis,

The Romantic author does not address himself to a group of
peers who will understand his point of view and orientation
because they belong to the same stratum of society, but rather

sees his work as a missive directed to readers who, though
they may be presumed to be sympathetically disposed toward

2 Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 20.224.
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him, are nevertheless alien. He may seek to carry them along

with him or win them over, to dissever them from bourgeois

norms and values from which he himself is already estranged.

(191)

When Brossard voices the conditions of feminist writing, she clearly
echoes the anti-bourgeois thrust of the romantic poet: "Generally speaking,
I would say that in order to write one must... feel a profound
dissatisfaction with the prevailing and mainstream discourse, which denies
differences and obstructs thought" (133). However, Brossard’s conception
of the 'true’ feminist poet as the lesbian who, knowing "the fire and the
ashes of desire, of being, and of fragment," addresses herself directly to
other women and "makes patriarchal dogma invalid," challenges the
mediating function of the more inclusive romantic address (121; 122).
Marlatt further signifies the potential exclusionary nature of alternative
textual representation as she considers the collaborative process of Double
Negative: "we were so into rewriting the train experience from a female

perspective that we didn’t want to admit any of the imagery from the

tradition because it would have contaminated our alternative version
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(vision)" (38). While the romantic poet often strategically excludes
himself from the two worlds he mediates, Marlatt and Warland more
definitely position themselves and their cultural ideology in the centre of a
new textual cosmos that necessarily decentres the conventional perception
of otherness. As they shrewdly ask, "what if the boundary goes walking?"
(48).

In its evolution of a multiple female subject, Double Negative might
be unexpectedly yet fruitfully read against John Keats’s 1819 series of
odes. Like Marlatt and Warland’s sequence, Keats’s odes grapple with
subject positionality, desire, unresolved contrarieties, iemporality, nature,
and disillusion. Keats’s series--from the "Ode to Psyche" in which the

"poet seeks ’love’ rather than ’wisdom’" to "To Autumn" which "has no...

2! The attention to process found in Marlatt and Warland’s conversational
"Crossing Loop" section is itself highly Romantic. The famous "Preface to
the Second Edition of Lyrical Ballads,"” in which the methodology of the
poems is described and justified for the reader, provides a certain canonical
precedent for Double Negative’s own explicit consideration of approach.
Notably, however, the "Crossing Loop" section is found in the middle--the
heart--of the feminist text, signifying Marlatt and Warland’s challenge to
conventional genre distinctions and divisions. This challenge is further
enhanced by the prose poem forms of the concluding section of the sequence.
The overall structure of Double Negative thus resists binarity and instead
fosters a sense of the differences that are allowable in feminine textual
economies and production.
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absence/presence dialectic”--represents a thematic and structural
progression towards a transcendence of the various textual constructs of
self with the goal of empathic projection to be achieved through a
movement from subjectivity to a positionality more akin to ’objectivity’
(Bloom, introduction 3; Hartman, "Romanticism and ’Anti-Self-
Consciousness’” 49). The fluency and efficiency of this progression
contrasts sharply with that of Double Negative, which is thwarted in any
such movement by traditional textual politics that prohibit female
subjectivity, not to mention ’objectivity.’ As Marlatt and Warland write,

PROMibit (whose CONscience)
PROinhabit (whose CONtrol)

whose weapons
whose land

PRO: "before, in front of, according to"
(Adam before...the Gospel according to...)
&
CONS: "conjunx,
wife" (19)
The working of Keatsian negative capability, however, provides a certain
canonical access for Double Negative’s own transcendence of the individual
ego and its evolution of a poetics of desire. Particularly appropriate to the

feminist project is Keats’s defiance of "consequitive reasoning” in the
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overall evolution of this group of odes, the product being a poetic vision
that is dependent upon intuition and imagination for its ’truths’ (365). If
Adam can awake from his dream to find it "truth," presumably so might
Eve awaken (Keats 365).

In the opening ode of his series, Keats focuses on the "hethen
Goddess" Psyche whose alienation is precipitated by her society’s
repression of beauty and desire (475).2 In terms of a comparative
analysis with Double Negative, it is ironic yet perhaps fitting that the myth
upon which Keats loosely bases this poem involves a same-sex rivalry and
hierarchy between Psyche and the powerful goddess Aphrodite, "who was
indignant at her beauty" and was presumably jealous of Psyche’s marriage
to Eros (Grimal 379). The triangulation of Keats’s allusion is
conventional, resulting in a rift between women, whereas the various
triangulations of Double Negative--"you and me / in Robyn’s bed," for
example--are inclusive, even sensuous (10). Despite its recurrent allusions

to human sensuality, "Ode to Psyche" represents an internalization of love

2 As Pierre Grimal notes, "Psyche was stunningly beautiful and much
admired, but whereas her sisters had found husbands, no one wanted to marry
her because her beauty was so daunting" (379).
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and worship as the poet’s song becomes a "delicious moan / Upon the

midnight hours" (30-31). As Helen Vendler writes of Keats’s "Ode to

Psyche,"

It aims, whatever its sensual metaphors... at a complete,
exclusive, and lasting annihilation of the senses in favour of
the brain. The locus of reality in the ode passes from the
world of myth to the world of mind, and the firm four-part
structure emphasizes the wish to reproduce earlier sensual and
cultic reality in a later interiorized form. (47)

Any process of interiorization in Double Negative is prolonged by the

poets’ necessary externalization of inappropriate patriarchal mythologies

(particularly evident in the first section of the text) and the arduous textual

development of a relevant feminine mythology. A process of

mythologizing is active in "Katoomba," where Marlatt and Warland write,

we entered this
here
Robyn threading us deep
into blue bush aboriginal sacred look/outs
creviced waterfalls
our bodies these Bliec Mountains
mesmerized by gum tree glisten bird calls echoing
across self-possessed valleys

it could have been any century
it could have been before our counting (10)
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The act of mythologizing is further evident in the text’s "Crossing Loop”
section with Warland writing, "i began to have a sense that there is some
kind of a North American lesbian tradition of exploring the feminine in
relation to the desert” (38). While Keats’s "Ode to Psyche" quite
effortlessly begins within the framework of Western mythology, Double
Negative must laboriously construct a sense of its own history and tradition
before Marlatt and Warland can assume the position of ’poet.” As they
themselves acknowledge, "narrativity not possible without Law and /
History" (54).

Not unlike the project of Double Negative, the structural and
thematic progression of Keats’s odes represents an attempt to transcend the
textual constructs of self and reason with the goal being the theorized
negative capability. In Keats’s "Ode to a Nightingale," for instance,
reason disrupts the attempt at empathic projection: "Forlorn! the very word
is like a bell / To toll me back from thee to my sole self!" (71-72). By
contrast, the construct of self is signified only in the recurrent
personification of the concluding ode of the series, "To Autumn": "Who
hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? / Sometimes whoever seeks abroad

may find / Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, / Thy hair soft-lifted
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by the winnowing wind" (12-15). Here divisive perceptions are almost
completely resisted, and the poet becomes absorbed into (rather than self-
absorbed with) the natural cycle of life and death. As Frangois Matthey
observes in The Evolution of Keats’s Structural Imagery, "To Autumn”
"shows Keats focusing his attention on that all important moment of
receptive communion with the tangible world" (244). The opening poem
of Double Negative proposes a similar transcendence of division:
"’travelling backwards through Australia’ / you said through / (not across /
not over” (8). Any unifying perceptions, however, are thwarted by the
recurrent signifiers of patriarchal culture; after all, this is not an
unblemished Keatsian landscape, but rather one abundant with signifiers of
colonialism. Language itself is one such signifier, an artifice that acts as a
barrier to poetic 'truth’: as Marlatt and Warland write,

we no longer remember
dingo talk didgeridoo style
(mimicked at Central Quay by a street hawker
performing "the real thing" for the kids
who do perhaps remember (14)
For the feminist poets, "Indo-European words” are "dead wood" which

cannot represent or authenticate the female experience (15). Other

signifiers that work against the transcendence of divisive perceptions
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include road signs and borders: ""Welcome to Western Australia’ the sign
said" (28). The binarity manifest in such non-organic divisions is in direct
contrast to what Marlatt perceives as being the inter-connectedness of the
feminine tongue. In "Musing with Mothertongue,” she writes, "language
thus speaking (i.e. inhabited) relates us, ’takes us back’ to where we are,
as it relates us to the world in a living body of verbal relations.
articulation. seeing the connections"” (226). In Double Negative,
colonialism is represented as a divisive force that precipitates a territorial
approach to language and to perception itself, thus prohibiting a
transcendence of the self, particularly for those who have been
marginalized in the role of Other.

The movement of Double Negative shifts from a textuality in which
woman is defined as Other to one which presumably authorizes the birth of
a multiple female subject. The female speaker, however, cannot transcend
the self (as Keats proposes to do) when she is initially denied the position
of subject. In other words, the female subject must create herself before
any such transcendence is possible. Despite the centuries between the
writing of Keats’s odes and the writing of Double Negative, Marlatt and

Warland must begin their journey into negative capability at least one
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structural step behind the romantic poet. To develop their poetics of
desire, it is necessary that they first birth themselves into a textual being
that is itself multiple and inclusive. Clearly echoing Keats’s emphasis on
negative capability, Marlatt theorizes that "The erotic has everything to do
with immediacy and presence, though it is not self-contained. like water
or fire, it seeks to go beyond limits, above all beyond the limits of self as
distinct from other" ("Lesbera” 123). While Keats’s poet in "Ode to
Psyche" is an alienated yet comparatively unified being, the poets of the
first section of Double Negative are marginalized and, in their position of
otherness, perceived as non-unified: "two women outback / down under /
add it up--two negatives make a positive" (20). As Double Negative
progresses and the poets begin to textually establish their own multiple
subjecthood, their presence (in a Keatsian movement) becomes minimal,
enabling them to move beyond certain divisions: "writing the not / here
inverts turning perspective upside down" (54). Only once they have
birthed themselves into textual being can they begin where Keats’s poet
enters his journey towards negative capability: "rock reading sand word

reading us in" (Marlatt and Warland 56).
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II. Reading Figures of Authority in Double Negative

While the preceding section has argued that Double Negative’s
textual constructions of desire, fragmentation, and agency implicitly
respond to and, at times, revise certain structural strategies of the British
romantics, this section of "Figures of Complicity" explores the various
rhetorical operations that authorize this text’s representations of nature,
woman, writer, and reader, particularly as they generate further
comparative analyses with the canonical narrative of romanticism. As the
section heading suggests, "Reading Figures of Authority in Double
Negative" recognizes that textual authority is itself a construction, a
function of language itself, for, as Bloom notes, "Words, even if we take
them as magic, refer only to other words, to the end of it. Words will
never interpret themselves, and common rules for interpreting words will
never exist" ("The Breaking of Form" 9). As such, this chapter’s
interrogation of Double Negative’s problematic construction of authority is
not intended to undermine the text’s ambitious counter-canonical project,
but rather to explore its reflexivity. This section thus responds to certain
theoretical concerns that are generated by Marlatt and Warland’s attempt to

forge a feminine poetics of desire. How does Double Negative textualize
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the theoretical implications of feminist aesthetics? What epistemological
sources does the text draw upon in establishing its authority? And--a
question central to any poststructuralist analysis—-how does the text
ultimately turn back upon itself and its constructed authority? In its
response to these concerns, this section once again proposes that Double
Negative draws upon certain strategies engendered by the British
romantics, particularly Wordsworth and Blake.

In its textualization of nature, writer, and reader, British
romanticism can once again be seen as offering a master narrative to
Double Negative and its figural representations. Influenced by
deconstructionist and poststructuralist theory, the poststructuralist criticism
of the past two decades points to the poetry of the British romantics,
particularly that of William Wordsworth, as offering figural moments that
foreground a given text’s theoretical concerns. In other words, the poetry
can often be seen as textualizing its own interpretation or constructing its
own hermeneutic. While such attention to hermeneutics is not exclusive to
romantic poetry, as Tilottama Rajan suggests, it is here foregrounded in

the operation of a text’s overall form:
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Making the reader a constituent of the text, as H. R. Jauss’s
studies of medieval literature suggest, is not unique to
romantic literature. What may be unique is the manner in
which this move is theorized into a crisis in signification by
developments in romantic hermeneutics that both reflect and
influence the organization of texts. The result is an
increasingly metafictional literature that makes theory a
subject of reflection within the text itself. (The Supplement of
Reading 4)

Such reflexivity suggests that the way in which a text is "to be seen, or
heard, or read becomes an allegory of its own figuration" (Kneale 13).%
In its promotion of an alternative epistemology and hermeneutic, Double
Negative’s feminist project necessitates a similar metafictional engagement
with relevant theoretical issues. For instance, in "there’s nothing there,"
Marlatt and Warland explicitly repudiate psychoanalytic theory’s
authorization of the governing symbolic,?* insisting that

this is not the Mirror Stage
but a glimpse of her own ecosystem of emptiness "If

B As Kneale writes, "insofar as a text attempts to say something about
itself to itself or to another reader, an allegory of reading implies the reflexive
nature of all texts, the tendency for language to talk about itself as language"
(13).

24 As Leon S. Roudiez writes, "Genetically speaking, it [the symbolic]
comes into being later than the semiotic, at the time of the mirror stage; it
involves the thetic phase, the identification of subject and its distinction from
objects, and the establishment of a sign system" (19).
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your mind is empty, it is always ready for anything"

her mind a womb its blood the *watching nothing

going by’ embrace of the churinga (the ’deathless

body’) this texting of the abandoned made new in her (49)
In its association with the thetic phase, the mirror stage of psychoanalytical
theory requires that "the subject must separate... from and through his
objects" (Kristeva, "Revolution in Poetic Language" 98). Such separation
works against the textual dissolving of distance between subject and object,
as well as the multiple or inclusive subject positionality of Double
Negative, and, as such, the poets strategically discredit a psychoanalytical
interpretation that would dispute their challenge to the authority of the
governing symbolic. As Marlatt and Warland write, "what she longs for is
the absence of the / symbolic" (51). The theoretical implications of
Double Negative’s challenge to conventional meaning and interpretation
potentially propel the text into the realm of metalanguage or metafiction,
particularly as convention itself--"the symbolic"--becomes seen as a barrier
to the poetic process. In his Monumental Writing, Kneale suggests that

Wordsworth’s Prelude engenders a certain poetic standard of theoretical

rigor and awareness (a standard by which the effectiveness of Double
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Negative’s own metafictional operations might be assessed); of The
Prelude, Kneale argues that
The theoretical prospect that The Prelude repeatedly obliges us
to consider is that it is a narrative about its own composition
but, more precisely, about the problems of that composition.
The result is a text that thematizes its figural language of
autobiography and epitaph, intertext and mise en abyme, voice
and letter, metaphor and metonym, creating a monumental
allegory of a trope called "Imagination" which is but a meta-
name for an awful power of language itself. (xx)
In addition to Double Negative’s textual indebtedness to the structural
strategies of British romanticism, the theoretical self-consciousness of this
canonical literature might further act (as this section proposes) as a frame
for the analysis of the feminist text’s reflexivity.

This section of "Figures of Complicity" will firstly consider the
theoretical problematic generated by Double Negative’s recurrent
association of the female body with nature, particularly as this association
presumably authorizes a feminine poetics of desire. Secondly, this section
will explore the text’s construction of a more natural poetic language and
its figures of writer and reader, paying particular attention to the text’s

assumed authority in its promotion of an alternative hermeneutic and a

feminist counter-canon. In considering the text’s political or authoritative
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stance, this section argues that Double Negative consistently employs a
strategic essentialism in its politicization of gender and its textualization of
woman. Ironically, this essentialism is itself undermined by the text’s
representation of the private woman in a figural moment near the
sequence’s conclusion in which the writers, figured as woman, appropriate
the conventional strategy of the gaze to render their female object of
perception voiceless. In its process of textualizing female desire, a
dependence on such masculinist strategies might be seen as being
politically problematic, and, as a result, the feminist project of Double
Negative might further be viewed as being complicit in the perpetuation of
canonical conventions.

"A correspondent breeze"”

Like many romantic texts, Double Negative manifests a heightened
awareness of the natural landscape and represents a mutual reciprocity
between nature and imagination. This reciprocity finds a master narrative
in Wordsworth’s poetry, particularly in his Prelude, whose internal

development is conspicuously influenced by the tension between these two

3 Wordsworth, The Prelude 1.35.
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forces. Critics have argued that Wordsworth’s poetry restores "integrity or
wholeness to an object [generally, nature] and, in doing so, revises the
binary of subject-object to that of subject-’subject’” (Gutierrez 12).% A
similar non-objectification of nature is proposed by the poets of Double
Negative as they include nature in their multiple, female subject position.
While The Prelude does not assume such an inclusive subject position, as
Geoffrey H. Hartman writes, "Nature, for Wordsworth, is not an ’object,’
but a presence and a power; a motion and a spirit; not something to be
worshipped and consumed, but always a guide leading beyond itself” ("The
Romance of Nature and the Negative Way" 290). While it might be
argued that the inclusion of nature in Double Negative’s subject position
represents an appropriation of nature’s assumed authority--a consuming
that is characteristic of conventional subject-object relationships--such

appropriation is strategically figured as a reappropriation of that which has

90t

% QGutierrez’s characterization of The Prelude’s "subject-’subject
relationships signifies that, despite its minimizing of distance between subject
and object, the text’s subject positionality perpetuates the conventional binary
construct of Western logic. By contrast, the multiplicity of Double Negative’s
feminine subject position resists binarity and, in its inclusivity, potentially
negates the distance between subject and object, self and Other.



63

been exploited and misrepresented by colonialism. Marlatt and Warland
write,
as the

people who inhabit this emptiness will tell you

heartland laid waste (desert is not waste) dug up for

uranium irradiated in nuclear testing (the fragile

ecosystem the heart is) will fence off sacred sites to

keep out the acquisitive the heart is consumed the heart

is not allowed to throb for pleasure in what surrounds

it (50)
Double Negative’s reappropriation of nature is herein figured as a
potentially liberating textual strategy as it promotes a consubstantiality of
’ecosystems’ and fosters desires that have been repressed by conventional
textual conditions. Arguing that Wordsworth is an "epistemological poet"
in his conception of "subject-’subject’” relationships, Donald Gutierrez
extols the radicality of his promotion of the consubstantiality of human
nature and nature; he writes that this

is one of the most revolutionary instances of communalism in

the modern era. It harbors implications about the

interrelatedness of man, the natural environment, and human

society that, for the attainment of a harmonious and humanely

fulfilling society, would urge a pronounced change of our

entire social-economic order. (40)

Such a change is one likewise proposed by Double Negative in its

overthrowing of the conventional perception of nature as object: a "bleak /
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obstacle-boundary-space to and for his adventures ground / to his figure
and exploits” (48). The static male figure here is, of course, the patriarch,
whose epistemology and authority are at risk in any renegotiation of
subject-object relationships. Unlike The Prelude, which perpetuates binary
relationships despite its "subject-’subject’” constructions, Double Negative
renegotiates a traditional binary of subject-object relationships by
conflating nature and female voice in the proposal of a multiple, female
subject: "she has rolled over / in all that red dust (the year is endless here)
given / herself a shake and birthed into subject” (48).

While Marlatt and Warland’s multiple female subject signifies a
departure from canonical constructs, their textualization of the influence of
nature on imaginative vision is inevitably complicit in traditional
representational strategies, particularly as it quite conventionally figures
nature as the nurturing female.” Double Negative draws upon the earth’s
history of repression and violation and the rather tenuous link between

female biology and the workings of nature to figure nature as mother:

21 Once again, it might be argued that this is a strategy of
reappropriation, an act of reclaiming what has been conventionally textualized
as feminine.
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frame after frame

of red ochre menstrual stain

(source of earth’s life blood)

over and ochre

even the horizon

unable to dam her flowing sand. (24)

In his "Intimations Ode," Wordsworth likewise figures the earth as female;
in his rather Oedipal triangulation of earth/mother, human/son, and
God/father, the earth is, however, a notably treacherous figure as she
precipitates a distancing between the son and the father, who presumably
rests in his "imperial palace":
Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own;
Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind,
And, even with something of a Mother’s mind,
And no unworthy aim,
The homely Nurse doth all she can
To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man,
Forget the glories he hath known,
And that imperial palace whence he came. (77-84)
In such canonical representations, nature is mother to the son. Double
Negative, however, substitutes daughter for son in this binary to suggest
that nature is primarily mother to the daughter. Such a substitution is once
again strategic: it suggests a matrilinear transmission of knowledge and

authority. This figuration of matrilinear descent poses an epistemological

challenge to the Judeo-Christian order that privileges "patrilinear descent”
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(Kristeva, "About Chinese Women" 142). In the Judeo-Christian tradition,

"woman’s only access to the symbolic order goes through the father" (Moi,
The Kristeva Reader 138). In its strategic substitution, Double Negative
suggests that woman’s access to an alternative feminine symbolic goes
through the mother: nature herself.

While mother-nature presumably contributes her wisdom and
authority to the multiple female subject position of Double Negative, it is
notable that we never actually hear her speak. This strategy might
likewise find its canonical precedent in Wordsworth’s poetry, for, as
Kneale writes, "Just as the poet hears nature’s voice while the reader often
does not, so Wordsworth reads texts that are kept hidden from his readers”
(85). In a recurrent association of nature and nature’s wisdom with
feminine consciousness and the female body, the consubstantiation of
nature and imagination as it is figured in Double Negative offers a type of
transcendence potentially exclusive to women. We might well ask, then, if
it is only women who have access to this source of authority? While the
text denounces "His / One Essential Story," its dependence on the assumed
bond between the "natural (Mother)" and the female perspective in its

fostering of a certain textual authority likewise falls into a type of
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essentialism (54; 42). Once again, Marlatt and Warland can be seen as
reversing a traditional binarism only to privilege the female condition:

we are not
apart from it
’s incessant stream
the landscape pours through
us filled with it, held and
rocked backward (17-18)
The primary difference between this and many canonical representations of
the earth-female bond, it seems, is the female persona, the seemingly
essentialist we, promoting the reciprocity.
"what is woman (in her own fiction)?"*®
Stemming from the assumed bond between nature and female nature
is Double Negative’s implicit promotion of a more ’natural’ or organic
level of poetic diction. The poets’ privileging of organic diction and logic
is seemingly authorized by Australia’s aboriginal language--a language that
serves as a contrast to the conquering force of "Indo-European words"
(15). Marlatt and Warland want to "be as the Nullarbor ’not any tree’ / no

syntax only syllables / no train of thought" (28). Such a language thwarts

oppositional logic and potentially fosters a plenitude appropriate to a

22 Marlatt and Warland 47.
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feminine poetics of desire. Yet "the oldest living language group in the
world" offers only a prototype for the organic diction promoted by the
female poets who "can’t go back" (14; 15). As they write in "Mannahill,"

Yunta, Paratoo, Ucolta, Yongala

words we head for down this birthing canal

"the oldest living language” shaping our tongues lips

to speak it out (though we do not know the meanings)

magnetic field of sounds
mouths move in anOther motion (16)

Rather than appropriate the language of "anOther," Marlatt and Warland
propose a reinvention of "the matter of language" that finds its "lit
language"” in the female body: "your Mound of V" (28). With the text’s
recurrent conflation of nature and female nature, such body-centred
language becomes figured as organic. In its attempt to construct a textual
language imbued with an integrity that finds its origins in ’natural’
discourse, the feminist text manifests a further affiliation with the
romantic, particularly the Wordsworthian text. In his "Preface to the
Second Edition of Lyrical Ballads," Wordsworth promotes poetic language
as "language really used by men" (446). As an ideal, his promotion of the
poet as "a man speaking to men" might be revised in terms of gender to

describe Double Negative’s own stylistic agenda (453). His contributions
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to the Lyrical Ballads collection seek a potential reconciliation of
vernacular and poetic language; of the project, he asserts,
The language, too, of these [rural] men has been adopted
(purified indeed from what appear to be its real defects, from
all lasting and rational causes of dislike or disgust) because
such men hourly communicate with the best objects from
which the best part of language is originally derived....
Accordingly, such a language, arising out of repeated
experience and regular feelings, is a more permanent, and a
far more philosophical language, than that which is frequently
substituted for it by Poets. (447)*
Wordsworth’s privileging of "repeated experience” finds rather ironic
resonance in many contemporary feminist texts that repeal woman’s
traditional relegation to the repetitious realm of immanence. The continual
movement that characterizes Double Negative’s narrative "track,"” for
instance, marks a resistance to the repetitious and restrictive realm of
immanence (26). The female poets here represent themselves as having a

freedom of (forward) movement traditionally reserved for men. The

textual representation of such freedom signifies the poets’ refusal to be

2 M. H. Abrams suggests that "Wordsworth’s chief concern is not with
the single words or the grammatical order of prose discourse, but with
figurative departures from literal discourse” (110).



70

oppressed by the conventional gender binary that denies woman
transcendence. As de Beauvoir writes,
Every time transcendence falls back into immanence,
stagnation, there is a degradation of existence into the "en-
soi"--the brutish life of subjection to given conditions--and of
liberty into constraint and contingence. This downfall
represents a moral fault if the subject consents to it; if it is
inflicted upon him, it spells frustration and oppression. In
both cases it is an absolute evil. (xxix)
The poets’ resistance to such constraint is particularly evident in
"Zanthus," where they write,
yet now stopped in our tracks
null
an odd
stillness
addiction to movement i’m restless irritable
still want to get out (28)

While Double Negative’s resistance to textual representations of
immanence might be seen as a strategic departure from Wordsworth’s
privileging of repeated experience, its promotion of organic diction faces a
theoretical obstacle not unlike that faced by the romantic poet in his
promotion of "hourly"” discourse, that being a questionable and problematic

justification of the locus of language. As Hartman writes of Wordsworth’s

logocentrism,



71

This progress toward a language which is human and timely, a
word that dwells with and between men, remains uncertainly
fulfilled. For the "power in sound" cannot be humanized by a
sheer act of will or the arbitrariness of metaphorical speech....
[Ultimately, for Wordsworth] The Logos dwells with God and
when it comes to men is not understood. The Light to which
it gives Being lights a darkness that is uncomprehending.
("Words, Wish, Worth" 195)

Double Negative is concerned with the notion of uncomprehending
"emptiness"--an emptiness associated with the figures of woman and nature
in conventional representations--rather than the "darkness” that is
precipitated by logocentrism (49). In its challenge to Judeo-Christian
epistemology (a challenge evident in its figurations of matrilinear descent
and lesbian desire), Double Negative implicitly criticizes the doctrine of the
Logos for its authorization of patriarchal strategies of naming and mapping
which imprint an ’unnatural’ logic on nature and thus restrict human
freedom and natural discourse. Marlatt and Warland criticize

a line of thought 478 kms long

studded with former Prime Ministers

who knew how to put their names on the map

Watson, Fisher, Cook, Hughes, Deakin, Reid

settlements of identical houses facing the track

each with fire extinguisher by front door
occasional human figures stare motionless
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this symmetry focusing the i to test screen patterns (25)*
This figuring of patriarchal logic as distinctly non-organic and restrictive is
highly strategic: it renders Double Negative’s feminine logic (based on the
nature-woman consubstantiality, in contrast to the rigidity and divisiveness
of patriarchal logic) liberating and ’natural.” The text further draws upon
its construction of the nature-woman bond to propose an alternative source
of language and thus logic--the female body--that, in turn, challenges the
authority of the doctrine of the Logos itself. Marlatt and Warland write,
o contraction Star of V-us
first letter of another alphabet
lit language we star(e) at
we will open the bed and chant our stars down
into the sway of unuttered texts
(make a wish)
as the matter of language reinvents itself all over again (28)

Once again, their critique of patriarchal representational strategies has

recourse to an essentialism that proposes a seemingly exclusive female

% We might here recall William Blake’s "London" with its emphasis on
the conformity that is precipitated by patriarchal institutions and their
strategies of community development.



73

access to an alternative, natural language.?' That this language has the
power to reinvent itself defies the doctrine of the Logos, yet the alternative
’doctrine’ proposed by Marlatt and Warland remains bound in mystery: the
figuring of celestial forces--"our stars"--only serves to mystify rather than
theoretically justify, the poets’ challenge to conventional logocentrism.

Figuring nature as a victim of patriarchal logocentrism, however,
further aids the poets of Double Negative in their politicization of
traditional hermeneutics. This figure foregrounds the bond between nature
and the female poets and authorizes a more ’authentic’ interpretation of
nature itself than that accorded by traditional Western hermeneutics.

Double Negative’s project thus manifests a further affiliation with that of

31 Such exclusivity is notably not unlike that precipitated by the Judeo-
Christian tradition of patrilinear descent. Furthermore, Double Negative’s
promotion of a female language (as is suggested by its recourse to biology,
to the female "Mound of V"), rather than a feminine language that would be
potentially accessible to either sex, characterizes their project as reactionary,
rather than revolutionary. By contrast, Héléne Cixous promotes a
revolutionary, non-repressive feminine economy of writing that pursues
difference; she argues for a plurality, "a simultaneous presence of masculinity
and femininity within an individual subject” (Shiach 16). For Cixous, the
"alternative textual, political, and ethical economy" is ideally available to both
sexes (Shiach 3).
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The Prelude; as Kneale writes of the interdependency of nature and poet in

The Prelude’s structural development,
Having bestowed the powers of speech and writing on nature,
the poet is free to receive the language again, to hear nature’s
voice and to read its written texts. The growth of the poet’s
mind is thus also the development of a hermeneutic, an ability
to interpret the mind’s linguistic projections as a continuous
allegory--specifically, an allegory in which the poet keeps
discovering his own figurations as language keeps doubling
back on itself. (75)
Because of its own "doubling back on itself” in its development of an
alternative hermeneutic, Double Negative’s politicization of nature might
also be seen as concurrently authorizing its politicization of female being.
Yet, as was noted earlier in this section, nature speaks only through
Marlatt and Warland as it becomes conflated into the multiple, female
subject position of the poem; nature remains relegated to the realm of letter
rather than being given its own voice. Nature might thus be seen as
becoming the silenced victim of Double Negative’s own representational
strategies. This is in direct contrast to the poetry of Wordsworth, in which
nature is attributed the power of voice as well as letter:
The two figures of voice and letter that alternate within
Wordsworth’s poetry reflect the similar linguistic doubleness

the poet perceives in nature: the liber naturae, or book of
nature, and the vox naturae, or voice of nature. The concept,
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traditional in Wordsworthian criticism, of the reciprocity of
mind and nature has, it would appear, its linguistic version:
Wordsworth transfers these two forms of human language to
nature and then receives them again, as though nature were
linguistically prior, as though to understand Wordsworth’s
rhetoric one must first understand the rhetoric of nature.

(Kneale 74)
The hermeneutic proposed through Double Negative’s multiple female
subject position invites the reader to accept the poets’ interpretation of
nature’s rhetoric in good faith rather than enter into any active hermeneutic
process with "the vox naturae." The proposed hermeneutic might
therefore be seen as being exclusive to those women allowed access to the
text’s subject position. As a result, the politics of Double Negative
manifest little theoretical sway; the reader must simply accept the text’s
interpretations of nature and thus its authority.

Through figuring its own hermeneutic as natural, potential reader
dissension is itself figured as unnatural and unoriginal. In other words,
Double Negative alienates any dissenting audience. This is in contrast to
the romantic address which might actually be seen as (potentially) being
more politically engaging in its appeal to "alien" readers (Morse 191). In

its implicit promotion of a counter-canon of feminist desert narratives,

Double Negative further figures its reader as being a well-read feminist
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who accepts the authority suggested by the notion of a literary canon. In
"of instant (by instant," for instance, Marlatt and Warland construct a
tradition of like-minded women writers, a tradition that seemingly imbues
Double Negative itself with a canonical (albeit counter-canonical) authority:
"Jane at her table (in the desert) u at your table (in the / desert) Nicole at
her table (in the desert) and me at this / table (in the desert).... / we are
ever dependent on Robyn in the Gibson Desert” (54). This strategy might
be compared to that of Blake, who authorizes his poetry by situating it in a
canonical tradition. As Rajan writes,
Insofar as Blake himself encourages canonical reading, while
at other times stimulating resistance to it, his work is centrally
involved in the dissemination of a traditional hermeneutic.
The figure of the canon brings together the cultural ambitions
of the hermeneutic tradition.... Not only does it employ
reading synchronically to claim consensus, as Wordsworth
tried to do, it also develops the diachronic dimension of
hermeneutics by using the supplement of history both to claim
future authority and to contain textual contradictions within a
teleological narrative. (The Supplement of Reading 197)
Despite its rather exclusive mandate, the textual figure of a canon in
Double Negative might be seen as being similarly tied to the hermeneutic

tradition in its strategic move towards consensus and authority. However,

the text’s inclusive female subject position and various allusions to other
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female voices/writers signify the political nature of the hermeneutic
proposed in its construction of a specifically feminist community and
canon. Such inclusiveness might also be traced to the strategies pioneered
by certain British romantic texts. As Rajan further writes,

because of its heteroglossic inclusion of different voices, the
Lyrical Ballads inscribes its project in a social text that causes
us to reflect on romantic ideals of sympathy and community.
The creation of a social hermeneutic thus becomes implicated
in a social dialogic that makes us aware of how our languages
diverge. (The Supplement of Reading 137)
Yet, in their address to like-minded readers, the poets of Double Negative
render any such social dialogic virtually inoperable. The patriarch, whose
epistemology and hermeneutic are explicitly challenged throughout the text,
remains a mere figure of repression rather than being figured as a potential
reader who might discover how "our languages diverge."
"Did he who made the Lamb make thee?"*
As repeatedly suggested in the preceding sections of this chapter,
Double Negative’s promotion of a poetics of desire recurrently has

recourse to essentialist argument. Drawing upon the figure of an earth-

female bond and a counter-canon of feminist desert narratives, Marlatt and

2 Blake, "The Tyger" 20.
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Warland propose an alternative symbolic which privileges a feminist

epistemology. Their recurrent allusions to the physical and textual

experiences of women--allusions that seemingly authorize their proposed

alternative mythology--find further affiliation with the narrative of British

romanticism. As Hartman writes of Wordsworth’s use of allusion,

Milton and Milton’s use of the Classics recall to him a more
absolute beginning: a point of origin essentially unmediated,
beyond the memory of experience or the certainty of temporal
location.... This recession of experience to a boundary where
memory fades into myth, or touches the hypostasis of a
supernatural origin--as well as complete respect for that
boundary--is what preoccupies the psyche of the poet.
("Words, Wish, Worth" 183)

In its proposal of an alternative and authoritative feminine poetics, the

project of Double Negative depends upon the blurring of the boundary

between memory and myth; in contrast to the "written language,” the text

privileges

Dreamtime a vision we can only imagine in theories
like collective memory whatever it is they see
differently until them i had not known the power of a
culture shapes the substance of our eyes makes us
citizens on a cellular level yet there are aberrations
mute mutations whose ocular language goes largely
undetected by the linguistic mass (44)
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Is this theorized "Dreamtime” an origin of Double Negative’s own
challenge to temporality and the patriarchal symbolic? Perhaps so, for it is
through her "gender’s memory” that woman can transcend the boundaries
that have been imposed on her and her desires (51). As Marlatt and
Warland write, "here she can play encounter her anima(l) self pre-sign /
pre-time touching you i touch kangaroo words forming / then shifting
desert dunes her desire to untrain herself" (51).

Yet the question remains: "what is woman (in her own symbolic)?"
(Marlatt and Warland 52). It is a question that points to Double Negative’'s
complicity in canonical conventions and problematizes the text’s political
argument. For instance, in their textual construction of woman, the poets
of Double Negative might be seen as depending upon the strategy of the
gaze, a conventional strategy of objectification that they themselves censure
in the prose poem, "he says we got to stay on track": "she wants to
migrate she wants to mutate she / wants to have no natural predators be
nothing looking / at nothing thrive in her own absence be out of focus /
out of range of The Gaze" (51). Even the textual politics of the feminist
poetics proposed by Double Negative, it seems, do not transcend the

"range of The Gaze." In their observational position of passengers on a



80

train, the poets are themselves figured as spectators to the scenes passing
before their eyes, much as Wordsworth figures his own role in 7he
Prelude.®® Their spectating stance is problematic in terms of the text’s
general critique of objectification since Marlatt and Warland might
themselves be seen as objectifying the private woman, who stares from the
landscape through which they themselves pass in "he says we got to stay
on track." Catching her in their gaze, they appropriate her voice and
motivations in an apparent attempt to corroborate their own political
agenda. They write, "she looks out the / window what she longs for is the
absence of the / symbolic to lose track of disappear into this emptiness /
(his key ring tight around her neck)" (51). The woman of this figural
moment becomes the poets’ double; any identity which she has is textually
effaced through the text’s representational strategy, which might be termed
narcissistic. Once again, this strategy might be seen as finding precedent
in Wordsworth’s Prelude, particularly in the episode of the Blind Beggar.

As Kneale writes,

3 As Kneale writes of Wordsworth’s Prelude, "the figure in which his
reader and listener are combined... is the spectator" (100).
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Wordsworth’s meeting with the Beggar... provides the
imagistic and thematic correlative of what the language and
structure of The Prelude have been enacting. The
confrontation of the self with itself (or the double of itself)
may produce a heightened self-consciousness--even, as
Geoffrey Hartman has said, a "consciousness of self raised to
apocalyptic pitch" (WP 17), but this state of mind is in turn, I
think, a function of language, a product of a figural
foregrounding that repeats language’s own self-encounter....
This is the "narcissistic" moment of language.... (97)

Indeed, Double Negative’s figural moment of self-encounter draws
attention to the text’s own textuality, as well as its potential relationship to
the world outside. Here we might draw upon Rajan’s distinction between
the figural moment and the figural scene to illustrate the potential
effectiveness of Double Negative’s strategy: Rajan writes,

We must ask why romantic texts (unlike the lyrics of
Baudelaire or Mallarmé) so often go beyond the inclusion of
figural moments to represent the problem of representation in
a scene. Scenes are more complex than figural moments, both
in what they express and in their effect on a reader. A scene
arises from a surplus of meaning that cannot be reduced to a
conceptual statement.... Finally, though scenes are expansions
of figural moments in that they unmask the textuality of
whatever happens in literature, they simultaneously have the
opposite effect: because a scene is a narrative with characters
and events, it also represents textuality as something that
happens in the world. (The Supplement of Reading 10)

Marlatt and Warland’s appropriation of the private women through the

strategy of the gaze does indeed signify the potential social repercussions
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of the feminist text, yet their dependence upon such a conventional strategy
might very well call the means of their signification into question. The
private woman of "he says we got to stay on track" remains in "range of
The Gaze," albeit now the focus of feminist strategies of sexual/textual

politics.
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Conclusion: "we had not wanted it to end"*

This chapter has suggested that the feminist text of Double Negative,
despite its problematization of masculinist strategies of representation, is
ultimately dependent upon many of the canonical strategies whose authority
it rather paradoxically calls into question. While a feminist poetics that is
not ‘’contaminated’ by the literary tradition is a highly ambitious, if not
impossible project, the text’s rejection of canonical authority becomes
problematic in the promotion of its own authority. The authority of
Double Negative becomes further problematized by its recurrent recourse
to essentialist argument--an argument which ironically might be seen as
simply reversing (and thus exhibiting complicity with) Wordsworth’s
universalism. As Abrams writes,

The fact that he grounded poetry in his own feelings made
Wordsworth, as he realized, especially vulnerable to the
contemporary charge that these feelings might be peculiar to
himself, and capriciously linked to trivial subjects.... His
defense is that though, being human, he is fallible, a poet’s
best guide to universal human feeling is his own feeling. (107)

Marlatt and Warland might likewise defend the project of Double Negative

and their feminist poetics of desire: "yet / it’s what we see this illusion the

34 Marlatt and Warland 56.
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eye momentarily / believing in unity (believing is desire) seeing is... we /

believe ourselves into ecstasy” (54).
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Sexing the Lyric Sequence:
Greatness and Nothingness in Webb’s Naked Poems

Was it for this
That one, the fairest of all rivers, loved
To blend his murmurs with my nurse’s song,
And, from his alder shades and rocky falls,
And from his fords and shallows, sent a voice
That flowed along my dreams?
(Wordsworth, The Prelude 1.269-74)

I hear the waves

hounding the window:

lord, they are the root waves

of the poem’s meter

the waves of the root poem’s sex.

The waves of Event

(the major planets, the minor

planets, the Act)

break down at my window:

I also hear those waves. (Webb, Naked Poems)'

I Please note that, because Naked Poems itself is not paginated, no page
references will be given for any quotations from this sequence.
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Introduction: "the chosen guide™

Like Marlatt and Warland’s Double Negative, Phyllis Webb’s 1965
lyric sequence Naked Poems challenges and revises conventional textual
conditions that repress female subjectivity. In its own attempt to forge a
poetics of lesbian desire and a feminine economy of writing, it implicitly
proposes a re-examination of traditional rhetorical strategies and a
reclaiming of textual space for the representation of woman in her
complexity, plenitude, and love. As Webb writes,

You brought me clarity.

Gift after gift

I wear.

Poems, naked,

in the sunlight

on the floor. (Naked Poems)
In its repetition of "gift," this lyric positions itself against the masculine
representational economy that is based on notions of exchange and lack--
notions that precipitate a distancing between self and Other (see Cixous’s

"Coming to Writing"). The diction of "naked" develops the sequence’s

2 Wordsworth, The Prelude 1.16.
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conflation of poetry and body and its promotion of a hermeneutic that
recovers the generative energy of female sexuality and subjectivity. The
press release accompanying the first edition of Naked Poems notes, "This
book is a new departure for Phyllis Webb. Her purpose is a radical
recovery of things, an examination of subject/object relationships.” The
"things" to which this text attends also include the notion of textual
autonomy and genre distinctions. In its five internal movements ("Suite I,"
"Suite II," "Non Linear," "Suite of Lies," and "Some final questions"),
Naked Poems resists the structural and thematic continuity of much
canonical literature, instead looking to the excessive identity of the female
subject, in this case a "double lesbian subject” (Carr, "Genre Theory and
the Impasse of Lyric?" 72). As in Double Negative, it is the plenitude of
female being and desire that becomes a source of authority for the
disruptive feminine economy of Naked Poems. However, where Double
Negative is explicitly socially political in its recurrent figurations of the
ramifications of colonialism, Webb’s sequence is primarily focused on
textual politics, more subtly interrogating the foundations of Western
epistemology and writing. Perhaps more so than the other poetic texts

considered in this dissertation, Naked Poems manifests a certain
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"melancholy or an anxiety-principle” in relation to the influence of the
literary tradition and its methodology (The Anxiety of Influence 7). This
sense of anxiety is perhaps attributable to Webb’s allusive style and
paradoxical figurations which repeatedly point to the repressive force of
the Judeo-Christian symbolic and the textual conditions it engenders.
However, as in Double Negative, such conditions are reflexively revealed
to be ultimately inescapable. While the paradox (a characteristic feature of
Webb’s poetry) becomes a source of play and textual generation in Naked
Poems, it concurrently signifies the inevitable complicity of feminist
poetics in the perpetuation of conventional strategies of representation.
Like Naked Poems’ double-edged critique of textual autonomy and
authority, the concerns of "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" are themselves
playfully paradoxical, engaging with the rhetorical operations of form,

concept, and "language at all levels" of the poetry (Butling 192).> While

3 As Pauline Butling writes of Webb’s playful poetics,
The play in her poetry operates on many levels but it is always
heuristic play. Play, in other words, that is generative. The
play disrupts and thereby creates a carnivalesque state, as
defined by the Russian formalist Bakhtin, a time when existing
orders and hierarchies are subverted, when disorder, abandon,
contradiction, wildness, chaos, predominate. (191-92)
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this chapter traces many of the sequence’s structural strategies to a master
narrative of British romanticism, it proposes that Webb’s poetics
problematize the very strategies they are backgrounded by. For instance, a
reading of the shifting subject position and non-linearity of Naked Poems
against the structural strategies of Wordsworth’s Prelude suggests the
theoretical difficulties implicit in the more stable figurations of subject-
object relationships and narrativity in the romantic personal epic. Yet, in
challenging the authority of the canonical representational strategies upon
which her own rhetoric evolves, Webb, at times, paradoxically
problematizes her own textual authority. Her figuration of the Judeo-
Christian symbolic’s repression of woman and her desire, for example,
ultimately calls into question Naked Poems’ representation of lesbian desire
as it textualizes a theoretical challenge to her own epistemological

assumptions.* In other words, the various figurations of Naked Poems

4 While Naked Poems strategically resists reconciling the paradoxes
inherent in the process of writing against the dominant discourse and
epistemology, in "there’s nothing there" from the third section of Double
Negative, Marlatt and Warland more hastily dismiss the masculinist theories
that work against their own constructions, theories that would potentially
discredit their feminist poetics; as they insist, "this is not the Mirror Stage"
(49).
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consistently call into question the authority of romantic conventions while,
at times, challenging the authority of its own counter-conventions.
Furthermore, the counter-conventions manifest in the highly allusive form
and figures, as well as in the double lesbian subject position of the
sequence, point to "the difficulty of locating meaning totally within one
source” and encourage a system of interpretation that privileges
intertextuality (Hartman, preface viii). In other words, Naked Poems
textualizes a hermeneutic that is at least double as it foregrounds the far-
reaching influence and constraints of canonical conventions, as well as that
of its own alternative textual strategies. Despite the epistemological
departures that background them, Webb’s rhetorical operations are seen as
stretching the boundaries of textual conventions rather than
rupturing them. This stance becomes a significant source of play and
paradox in Naked Poems, as well as in "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" itself.
Yet, as Kneale notes, such reflexivity is "a rhetorical operation that the
text performs on itself, rather than a method that a critic applies to a text"
(xiv). He further argues that

The function of the critic is to uncover and in a sense repeat

the text’s rhetorical maneuvers by means of what J. Hillis
Miller calls "the linguistic moment, that is, the moment of
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criticism which hovers in a prolonged interrogation of
language as such. Such a ’moment’ recognizes that literature
accomplishes whatever it can accomplish by means of
language” ("Deconstructing” 29). (xiv)
Taking its cue from poststructuralist analysis, "Sexing the Lyric Sequence”
focuses on the rhetorical operations of Naked Poems as the sites of Webb’s
double-edged critique and textual reflexivity.

In a strategy intended to foreground how conventional constructions
and textual authority are interrogated by Naked Poems, "Sexing the Lyric
Sequence" more specifically proposes reading Webb’s sequence as a
rewriting of Wordsworth’s Prelude, a text (like Webb’s own) that is highly
reflexive in its figurations of time-space and subject-object relationships.
John F. Hulcoop suggests that

Webb’s major precursors--Sappho, Marvell, Wordsworth, the
Japanese haiku masters, Rilke, Yeats, and Wallace Stevens—
are not really difficult to identify since the ephebe’s (or
disciple-poet’s) struggle to resist, overcome, absorb, and so

transform the precursor’s power (influence) is almost always,
made public as poetry. ("Phyllis Webb and Her Works" 263)°

5 As Bloom writes in his own analysis of poetic influence,
poetic influence need not make poets less original; as often it
makes them more original, though not therefore necessarily
better. The profundities of poetic influence cannot be reduced
to source-study, to the history of ideas, to the patterning of
images.... [The study of poetic influence] will be compelled to
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As Hulcoop’s statement implies, the implicit dialogue or family romance
between the poetry of William Wordsworth and that of Phyllis Webb finds
a rather antithetical resonance in the latter’s poetics.® In their resolute
nakedness, for instance, the poems of Webb’s sequence rigorously resist
The Prelude’s "power"” to mystify the human mind--a mind "Of quality and
fabric more divine" (14.454). The influence of such exalted subjectivity is
playfully undermined in the "Non Linear” movement of Naked Poems,
where Webb writes, "I have given up / complaining / but nobody /
notices." Such deflation suggests that the revisionary ratio at work in this
particular family romance is akin to what Bloom calls a kenosis:
a breaking-device similar to the defense mechanisms our
psyches employ against repetition compulsions; kenosis then is
a movement towards discontinuity with the precursor.... The
later poet, apparently emptying himself of his own afflatus, his

imaginative godhood, seems to humble himself as though he
were ceasing to be a poet, but this ebbing is so performed in

examine simultaneously the relations between poets as cases akin
to what Freud called the family romance, and as chapters in the
history of modern revisionism, "modern" meaning here post-
Enlightenment. (The Anxiety of Influence 7-8)

6 Eli Mandel describes the family romance as "an account of some of

the more important resentments in Canadian writing and some of the
consequences. It is also a story of misreading and rewriting, of how strong
writers misread and rewrite their precursors” (Family Romance X).
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relation to a precursor’s poem-of-ebbing that the precursor is
emptied out also, and so the later poem of deflation is not as
absolute as it seems. (The Anxiety of Influence 14-15)
A strategy of deflation particularly characterizes the concluding section of
Naked Poems, where the interrogated poet rather flatly explains, "I am
trying to write a poem. "

"Sexing the Lyric Sequence" argues that in Naked Poems "the
precursor’s power" is antithetically manifest in the figurations and
constructions that challenge conventional textual strategies. Webb’s
blurring of the boundary between lyric and narrative, for instance, evokes
the tension between genres evident in Wordsworth’s Prelude, while posing
a theoretical challenge to that poem’s construct of linearity. Other
Canadian critics, particularly Lisa Potvin, have noted Webb’s divergence
from Wordsworthian poetics. Of Naked Poems, Potvin writes that "The

declared female intimacy of the syllable line is a marked departure from

Wordsworth’s elevated public stance” (49).” Potvin further suggests that

7 Potvin further notes that the textualized ecstasy of Webb’s poetry is
"the cry of female orgasm, not the contained or climactic ecstasy sought by
Marvell and Wordsworth" (52). Where "Phyllis Webb: The Voice That
Breaks" primarily focuses on Webb’s rhythmical departures from
Wordsworthian poetics, "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" explores the female
poet’s rhetorical and epistemological departures.
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this departure is, in part, necessitated by a difference in gender and its
textualization.® As the title of this chapter suggests, the ensuing analyses
will be further unified by a recurrent attention to the sexual politics
inherent in Naked Poems’ resistant representational strategies. The
plenitude figured in many of Naked Poems’ lyrics, for instance, fosters a
feminine economy of writing that has been silenced by the patriarchal and
prohibitive monologism of "0-1 logic,” such as is seen in the narrative
drive of The Prelude (Kristeva, "Word, Dialogue, and Novel" 70).°
Webb’s "Poetics Against the Angel of Death,” preceding the publication of
Naked Poems, signifies the weightiness of Wordsworthian poetics for the
female poet:

I am sorry to speak of death again
(some say I'll have a long life)

8 Potvin writes that
the central preoccupations of her [Webb’s] verse become the
construction of the female poet and the location of female
sexuality and subjectivity. Here the poet is engaged in the
process of "trying to write a poem" rather than focussing merely
on the end product, or the need for sanctioned inclusion in the
academy of male poets. (50)

 As Kristeva writes, "With Bakhtin, who assimilates narrative discourse
into epic discourse, narrative is a prohibition, a monologism, a subordination
of the code to 1, to God" ("Word, Dialogue, and Novel" 70).
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but last night Wordsworth’s "Prelude”

suddenly made sense--I mean the measure,

the elevated tone, the attitude

of private Man speaking to public men.

Last night I thought I would not wake again (1-7)"°
The diction of "death" perhaps anticipates Webb’s more deconstructive
approach to Wordsworthian poetics found in Naked Poems--an approach
that sees authority and epistemology (The Prelude’s and, ultimately, her
own) as a function of language itself. Part of this chapter’s project is the

exploration of the operation of such deconstructive death or différance in

Naked Poems.!

10 Of "Poetics Against the Angel of Death," Potvin writes, "Here Webb
seems to be experimenting with a new gynolatric form. Lambasting the
posturing behind what she calls 'The Great Iambic Pentameter’ which
Wordsworth and other ’great’ poets have relied on, she speaks instead of her
desire to die--not to remain immortal” (48).

1 As Jacques Derrida writes in his essay on "Différance,"

In a language, in the system of language, there are only
differences.... on the one hand, these differences play: in
language, in speech too, and in the exchange between language
and speech. On the other hand, these differences are themselves
effects.... What is written as différance, then, will be the
playing movement that "produces”--by means of something that
is not simply an activity--these differences, these effects of
difference. (65)

In its recurrent attention to presence and absence, language and speech, Naked

Poems fosters a play of differences and their effects, attending to a différance
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"Sexing the Lyric Sequence” is divided into four sections of diverse
yet not unrelated foci united by a shared attention to the playful, resistant,
and renovative figurations of Webb’s poetics. The first section offers a
misreading and rewriting of Webb’s harshest critic, John Bentley Mays,
whose theoretically-weak, canon-centred analysis at once undermines her
poetry while paradoxically pointing to its complexities and potentially
deconstructive stance. In particular, this section borrows Mays’s terms
"greatness" and "nothingness" to explore the figurative underpinnings and
subsequent reflexivity of Naked Poems. To further its analysis of "the
shape of greatness" as it is figured in Naked Poems, this section looks to

the canonical standards established by Wordsworth’s Prelude, a personal

that is perhaps most poignantly evoked in the fifth poem of the "Non Linear"
movement:

walking in the dark
waking in dark the presence of all
the absences we have known. Oceans.
so we are distinguished to ourselves
don’t want that distinction.
I am afraid. I said that. I said that
for you.
As this lyric suggests, Naked Poems resists the authority of language in
signification and the assumption that language can ’distinguish’ identity. "I
said that for you" further points to the differences at play in "the exchange
between language and speech.”
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epic that has become one of the standards of greatness in modern poetic
autobiography (Mays 11).!? Continuing in its reading of Naked Poems
against The Prelude, the second section of this chapter considers Webb’s
structural challenge to the conventional barriers between narrative and
lyric, particularly as these poetic types influence textual figurations of
linearity and non-linearity, time and space. As a vehicle for assessing
these figurations, this section draws upon the contrasting musical types
suggested by the title of The Prelude and the inter-movements of Naked
Poems. The third section of this chapter offers a reading of subject-object
relationships in Webb’s sequence, particularly as they are backgrounded by
the sense of interchange upon which the internal evolution of The Prelude
depends. As in Double Negative, the polyphony and instability of Naked
Poems’ subject positionality call into question the more stable subject of
much of canonical literature and ultimately interrogate the conventional
devices of resolution and closure as they are established by such a subject.
Where Marlatt and Warland’s sequence ends with an affirmation of its

double discursivity ("we bilingual"), Naked Poems resists any sense of

12 'We might here recall Webb’s own characterization of Wordsworth’s
"lambic Pentameter” as "Great" in her "Poetics Against the Angel of Death."
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closure, its concluding "Oh?" signifying the text’s inability or perhaps its
unwillingness to resolve its instabilities and interrogations (56). In a
strategy once again akin to that of Double Negative, Webb’s shifting
subject furthermore destabilizes the object and frees itself from the
specularization it has traditionally endured. While the third section argues
for Naked Poems as a canonically-evolutionary project, the fourth section
of this chapter focuses on Webb’s more disruptive figuration of female
desire, particularly as it implicitly responds to and repudiates that of
Wordsworth’s personal epic. This section is particularly interested in the
female poet’s difficulties in voicing her desire under textual conditions
influenced by the Judeo-Christian tradition’s restrictive representational
strategies. Is the textualization of female desire at all possible under the
epistemological weight of the Judeo-Christian symbolic? Or can this
symbolic order, as Webb’s "Suite of Lies" suggests, be deconstructed, seen
more simply as a function of language itself? In its attempt to uncover
and repeat Naked Poems’ rhetorical maneuvers, these are some of the

questions to which "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" attends.



99

I. Misreading Greatness in Naked Poems

As the poetics of Naked Poems rewrite Wordsworthian conventions,
so too does this analysis rewrite Webb criticism that has denied the stylistic
rigour and theoretical richness of her sequence and too hastily concluded
that her poetry in general is a literature of "failure" and "unfreedom"
(Mays 12). In its own way, "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" embodies a type
of family romance with modern Canadian criticism in its intentional
misreading of those critics, specifically John Bentley Mays, who have
perfunctorily dismissed the complexities of Webb’s poetry and poetics.
This chapter’s subtitle, "Greatness and Nothingness in Webb’s Naked
Poems," points to the paradox characteristic of a family romance, that
being a convergent indebtedness and challenge to the precursor, such as is
evident in this chapter’s explicit response to Mays’s disparaging analysis of
Webb’s poetry in his 1973 Open Letter profile of the poet. Here he
repeatedly derides her poetics, insisting that "Despite her admirers’ best
attempts at rehabilitation, her work sprawls and breaks and refuses to

assume the shape of greatness” (10). To the post-Davey Canadian
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literature critic,”® Mays’s "shape of greatness” is a highly ambiguous
standard, evoking those canonical values that have historically sanctioned
such contentious conduct as the marginalization of women writers. Yet, as
this chapter argues, the "shape of greatness"--a greatness which is here
read as being the (assumed) authority of canonical conventions—might itself
be seen as a rhetorical figure operative in and generated by the poetics of
Naked Poems itself. The "nothingness"--a similarly ambiguous standard--
of this chapter’s subtitle further points to the ensuing misreading of Mays’s
"Phyllis Webb." Near the conclusion of his article, Mays harshly declares
that "Phyllis Webb is her stupid, humble body, she is her hypertrophized,
unrelenting consciousness, and she will be both until death takes her.
Naked Poems ends with Phyllis Webb the same, incapable of the
nothingness she desires" (31). Might this "nothingness" likewise be a

construct of the text itself, a figure like "greatness" that suggests an (albeit

13 In Reading Canadian Reading (1988), Frank Davey suggests that
Most criticism published in Canada still seems unaware that
every critical act, no matter how naive or unpretentious, assumes
at least one theory of criticism.... Even in books in which
critics have displayed an awareness of theoretical issues, they
have frequently been blind to the implications of their own
approaches. (5)
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antithetical) ideal that is only textually realized as a function of language

itself?'* This section argues that the figure of nothingness or nakedness

in the 1965 lyric sequence functions, in part, as a deconstructive maneuver
that ultimately calls into question the authority of the canonical strategies
that background the text and, at times, its own strategies and authority.
This section of "Sexing the Lyric Sequence” thus attempts to suggest how
canonical conventions, particularly those engendered by Wordsworth’s
Prelude, are antithetically figured in Webb’s Naked Poems.

Perhaps Naked Poems’ most blatant evocation of canonical
representational strategies is to be found in its internal structure, which
figuratively follows the conventions of the Baroque suite.!> While the
rhetorical operation of this structural strategy will be explored at some
length in the second section of this chapter, it is here expedient to note that

the genre of the suite, owing to its privileging of thematic discontinuity,

14 The title of Naked Poems itself suggests a baring or unveiling of the
"greatness" of canonical conventions.

15 As a literary genre, poetry has recurrently borrowed many of the
conventions of the musical canon, and, as such, these conventions might be
seen as being non-exclusive to that canon or, more to the point of my
argument, conventions of the literary canon itself.
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fosters an internal variety and non-linearity not likewise fostered by
Wordsworth’s poetry or, it has been argued, by the literary canonical
tradition itself.!®* The internal variety offered by the suite might be seen
as being particularly open to what Cixous calls the feminine economy: an
economy of writing that is not based on the repression of the Other in a
reproduction of the same but rather one that attends to plenitude and
difference (see "The Laugh of the Medusa" 879)." Aritha Van Herk
argues for such an economy in Naked Poems, writing,

Wearing past the insistence that the page be weighty and
pronunciative,
full of sentence and dead image.
These poems instead plead nakedness, the fulsome speech
of defenceless trust and silence, space,
the dark (85) as plenitude. (179)
In contrast to the masculine economy based on exchange--an exchange that,

one might argue, precipitates the cause-effect progression of The Prelude--,

the feminine economy is "A having without limits, without restriction; but

16 Wallace Berry writes, "Thematic unity, or cyclic treatment, is not a
common feature of the suite” (344).

17 In the concluding section of Double Negative, Marlatt and Warland
point to the sense of difference that is fostered by the (conventionally
repressed) feminine economy of writing: "the desert a different / economy
(her own woman?)" (46).
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without any ’deposit,’ a having that doesn’t withhold or possess" (Cixous,
"Coming to Writing" 4). While the suite and its figurative manifestation in
Naked Poems might be seen as being particularly open to the expression of
feminine plenitude and difference, the linear, temporal drive of
Wordsworth’s Prelude and, indeed, that of the prelude form itself fosters a
sense of exchange and the subsequent non-abundance of the masculine
economy.'® If such non-abundance is a characteristic of Mays’s
"greatness," then the plenitude signified in Webb’s figural manifestation of
the Baroque suite can be seen as "nothingness" only in that it offers
nothing for exchange or expects nothing in return. Wordsworth’s Prelude
further evokes the sense of exchange characteristic of the masculine
economy in its figuratively exclusive address to the poet’s friend
Coleridge. By contrast, Webb’s address is made to the indefinite and non-
exclusive pronoun "you." The inclusivity and plenitude of the feminine

economy of "the flesh at work in a labor of love" characterizes many of

'8 In "The Laugh of the Medusa," Cixous argues that masculine writing
is based on castration anxiety and fear of lack, while in "Coming to Writing ",
she further explains that the masculine economy is based on a "deposit" that
seeks return (4).
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the poems in the first two suites of Naked Poems (Cixous, "Coming to
Writing" 42). As Webb writes in the second poem of the sequence,

AND

here

and here and

here

and over and

over your mouth'?
While the strategy of repetition in this lyric inscribes a certain plenitude or
excess, the diction of "here / and here and / here" plays with signification
itself and fosters a sense of the difference that is more widely characteristic
of the internal structure of the Baroque suite. If, as Bloom suggests,
“What is called 'form’ in poetry is itself a trope, a figurative substitution
of the as-it-were ’outside’ of a poem for what the poem is supposed to
represent or be ’about,’” then the figurative underpinning of Naked Poems,
that being the form of the Baroque suite, imparts difference, plenitude,

and, ultimately,--as a later section of "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" will

argue--desire ("The Breaking of Form" 1).

9" The indeterminacy of this lyric’s representation of female desire and
lesbian sexuality signifies a strategy akin to that of Double Negative, where
the poets suggest that their desire is excessive and irreducible, "touching
holding everything" (25). In both representations, there is a sense that female
desire is a force that cannot be contained by conventional linear constructions.



105

Cixous’s differentiation between masculine and feminine economies
is further useful when figured into this section’s misreading of Mays’s
terms "greatness” and "nothingness.” With the implication that
"greatness” finds its roots in the canonical tradition, it might well be
assumed that it is an attribute of a masculine economy that dominates
Western literary history and its representations.”® As a contrast to

"greatness,” "nothingness," then, might be seen as that which is repressed
in canonical representations.?! In such a reading, "nothingness” becomes
an assumed attribute of the feminine economy and a sign of sexual

opposition. Of the phallocentric Western tradition of writing, Cixous

writes,

2 As Cixous writes, "with a few exceptions, there has not yet been any
writing that inscribes femininity; exceptions so rare, in fact, that, after
plowing through literature across languages, cultures, and ages, one can only
be startled at this vain scouting mission" ("The Laugh of the Medusa" 878).

2l Cixous would likely argue that feminine "nothingness" is potentially
subversive. As she writes in "The Laugh of the Medusa,"

A feminine text cannot fail to be more than subversive...
volcanic; as it is written it brings about an upheaval of the old
property crust, carrier of masculine investments; there’s no other
way. There’s no room for her if she’s not a he. If she’s a her-
she, it’s in order to smash everything, to shatter the framework
of institutions, to blow up the law, to break up the "truth" with
laughter. (888)
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I mean it when I speak of male writing. I maintain
unequivocally that there is such a thing as marked writing:
that, until now, far more extensively and repressively than is
ever suspected or admitted, writing has been run by a libidinal
and cultural--hence political, typically masculine—economy....
("The Laugh of the Medusa" 879)
Taking its cue from Cixous, "Misreading Greatness" argues that to
describe the plenitude and difference manifest in the various playful and
generative figurations of Naked Poems as "nothingness” is to align one’s
own analysis with the masculine economy--the primary economy of a
tradition that represses women and difference.

To continue, then, with the proposed analysis of the divergence
between Webb’s poetics and those of Wordsworth’s Prelude, this section
looks to the fourth lyric of "Suite I," titled "The Bruise,"” as one site of
Naked Poems’ double-edged critique and reflexivity. The title itself is
particularly effective in evoking subject-object interchange, as well as the

difference of signification. Here Webb writes,

Again you have left
your mark.

Or we
have.

Skin shuddered
secretly
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As The Prelude represents an interchange between subject and object, so
too does this lyric develop a sense of reciprocity between subject and
Other. The Other--"you"--becomes incorporated into the subject
positionality--the revised "we" of the lyric’s second stanza. In other
words, the Other becomes released from her otherness and is represented
as a vital, active force. Such a strategy might be seen as finding its
canonical roots and authority in the subject-object relationships of
Wordsworth’s poetry. As Gutierrez writes,
by restoring integrity or wholeness to an object, perceiving
and acknowledging its roundness, depth, and substance, we
also restore to it its "life." In so doing, the universe, or at
least the external and internal scope of our whole human
sensibility, is or could be recharged with vitality and
numinosity, with the creative tension of subject-’subject’
rather than being deadened by the perniciously deanimizing
relation of subject-object. (12)
According to Gutierrez, such an animizing of object, for Wordsworth, has

its epistemological basis in pantheism, in the belief of "the immanence of

God in nature” (13).2 While Webb’s animizing of the Other in Naked

22 As Gutierrez further writes,
Wordsworth is, among other things, an epistemological poet.
Conceiving reality as comprised of mind and nature is to put
subject and object in spatial terms, as here and there, creating
the distances of farness but also of nearness, and thus the
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Poems might likewise be seen as epistemological in basis, the epistemology
therein manifest is one that rejects Judeo-Christian notions of creation and
is intent on rupturing hierarchical binary logic rather than restoring

"human well-being." As Butling writes of Webb’s epistemological

challenge to Western philosophy,
Seeing the act of creation, whether of world, person, or poem,
not as the act of a powerful Other on which the self or poet is
dependent but as a process of intertransformation, with all
participants on equal footing, provides a model for a much
more dynamic interaction between poet and the Other (self,
language, world, history). (202)

Webb’s epistemology thus rejects the "0-1 logic" of religious discourse

and, consequently, the conventional binary model of thought and

language.” Indeed, Webb’s epistemology instead fosters a generative

playfulness--a playfulness that Butling sees as being characteristic of this

poet’s later work, such as Naked Poems. Once again, Mays’s terms can be

potential “indissolubleness” of I-Thou involvement, the
realization of which restores human well-being. (40)

2 In "Word, Dialogue, and Novel," Kristeva argues that "the epic is
religious and theological; all ’realist’ narrative obeying 0-1 logic is dogmatic"
(70). According to this definition, The Prelude’s epic form precipitates a
certain dogmatism, while Naked Poems, in its departure from both realism
and narrative, is potentially exempt from this charge.
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here applied to conclude that, as a canonical standard, "greatness" has its
epistemological basis in the Judeo-Christian tradition, while "nothingness"
is that which is silenced in monologistic discourse.

While the subject positionality of Naked Poems will be more
extensively analyzed in a succeeding section of this chapter, it is of
particular interest to this section that the site of subject-Other encounter,
collaboration, and communion in Webb’s "Bruise” is the female body
itself. This figuration of the body as text marks a fairly radical departure
from romantic representational strategies.®® This departure is particularly
evident in reading the lyric’s figuration of the semiotic and hermeneutic
processes against the backgrounds of Blake’s "London" and Wordsworth’s
Prelude. "The Bruise" implicitly evokes the active and passive usages of
"mark” in Blake’s "London," as well as nature’s engravings on the poet’s
psyche in The Prelude. Through the repetition of "mark" in "London,"
Blake’s poet is figured as writer, engraver, and agent of the text’s semiotic

process: "I wander thro’ each charter’d street, / Near where the charter’d

% In blurring the boundaries between the poets’ internal and external
landscapes, Double Negative similarly negates the space between body and
text: as Marlatt and Warland write, "re-versed writing across bed into sky"
(25).
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Thames does flow. / And mark in every face I meet / Marks of weakness,
marks of woe" (1-4). Similarly, the poet of "The Bruise" signifies her
participation in the semiotics of her body-text through the explicitly revised
diction of "we" in the lyric’s second stanza. Notably, the semantic content
of Webb’s "mark"” remains ambiguous (as is signified by the diction of
"secretly” in the poem’s third stanza), while the semantic content of
Blake’s "Marks of weakness, marks of woe" is made explicit. It might be
argued that the ambiguity of "The Bruise" calls for an alternative
hermeneutics based on the body, while the hermeneutical process signified
in "London" depends upon the poet’s gaze and might thus be seen as
objectifying the Other.” The rhetorical operation of "The Bruise," by
contrast, de-objectifies the female body. The body here becomes animized
with the potential to become subject, no longer the static object of
conventional representations: as the lyric concludes, "Skin shuddered /

secretly."”® While the marks of Blake’s song of experience

2 We might here recall Double Negative’s representation of "The Gaze"
as a means of perception that is willfully blind to that which it marginalizes
(24).

% One might further consider this lyric’s echo of Coleridge’s Christabel,
a text likewise engaged with female desire. In his signification of Christabel’s
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"London" suggest a violent interaction between subject and object, Webb’s
“mark," in its reversal of conventional negative connotation, signifies the
eroticism and pleasure available in a hermeneutic based on the female
body. As Cixous writes,
To write. An act which will not only "realize" the decensored
relation of woman to her sexuality, to her womanly being,
giving her access to her native strength; it will give her back
her goods, her pleasure, her organs, her immense bodily
territories which have been kept under seal. ("The Laugh of
the Medusa" 880)
The poet of "The Bruise" is not simply an agent of its semiotic process;
she is also the receiver of the pleasure that has been denied her in
conventional textual representations.
In Wordsworth’s Prelude, it is the poet’s mind rather than his body

that is the site of the "monumental writing" of the object, which, in this

case, is nature herself (Prelude, 1805 version 11.295). In the various

potential desire for the duplicitous Geraldine, Coleridge writes, "Like one
that shuddered, she [Geraldine] unbound / The cincture from beneath her
breast” (248-50). As in Webb’s "Bruise,” the diction of "shuddered" in
Coleridge’s Christabel at least partly suggests erotic pleasure and female
desire.
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"spots of time" of The Prelude,” the text becomes somewhat conflated
with the poet’s imagination, as in the Stolen Boat episode:
No familiar shapes

Remained, no pleasant images of trees,

Of sea, or sky, no colours of green fields;

But huge and mighty forms, that do not live

Like living men, moved slowly through the mind

By day, and were a trouble to my dreams. (1.395-400)
More akin to Webb than to Blake in approach, the poet here receives the
signs of nature, but he does not immediately interpret their semantic
content. The resulting ambiguity is similarly seen in the conclusion of
Webb’s "Bruise" with the secret shuddering of the body-text. Notably,
however, the ambiguity of "The Bruise" is further fostered by the non-
thematic progression of the sequence, while Wordsworth’s spots of time,
though ambiguous in and of themselves, are ultimately infused with a
certain semantic value in the context of the "Growth of a Poet’s Mind."

Unlike Webb, Wordsworth rather anxiously assumes that the marks

engraved upon his psyche must be productively meaningful in terms of his

21 David Punter defines Romantic spots of time as "those moments time
itself is suspended, and there is an opening of the doors, a cleansing of
perceptions, which enables us to view, just for a moment, our life in its
entirety, as a perceptible pattern, or as a work of art" (239).
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subject’s spiritual evolution,?® and, as a result, The Prelude itself becomes
a sustained hermeneutical process that seeks a certain closure and points to
the poet’s inherent uneasiness with the potential plenitude of ambiguity.

As Kneale notes, "For Wordsworth, interpreting nature is like the critic’s
task of interpreting a text: the poet reads the world and the critic reads his
reading; both poet and critic try ’to detect / Some inner meanings which
might harbour there’ (8:537-38)" (84). For Wordsworth, however, as this
critic further notes, the interchange of voice and letter, while signifying
difference, ultimately privileges letter:
In such strength of usurpation, when voice becomes writing,
Wordsworth’s text acknowledges the passing from living voice
to dead letter but seeks to outlive this death through the
epitaphic permanence of writing that aspires to the
phonocentric immediacy of speech. The voice of

Wordsworth’s poetry is always the voice to be accomplished
in writing. (Kneale 84)

28 As Wordsworth writes in Book 1 of The Prelude,
Wisdom and Spirit of the universe!
Thou Soul that art the eternity of thought,
That givest to forms and images a breath
And everlasting motion, not in vain
By day or star-light thus from my first dawn
Of childhood didst thou intertwine for me
The passions that build up our human soul.... (401-7)
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In "The Bruise," by contrast, the inherent impermanency of the "mark"

1]

playfully rejects any notions of "epitaphic permanence.”" Furthermore, as
Webb'’s strategy of ambiguity implies, what the body speaks--its "living
voice"—is ultimately unrepresentable through textual semiotic strategies.
Webb’s "mark"” or bruise thus signifies its own death, a death which, to
use Kneale’s phrasing, "is but another name for différence” (xiii). Once
again, Mays’s terms might be misread to suggest that "greatness" aspires
to a permanence that privileges letter over voice, while "nothingness”
interrogates the locus of language itself.

While the scope of this chapter does not permit what would
inevitably become a rather cumbersome reading of Webb’s entire sequence
against The Prelude, it should here be noted that Naked Poems recurrently
evokes and (implicitly) interrogates the rhetorical strategies of
Wordsworth’s epic. For example, Webb’s playful questioning of the
impact of distance on perception in "Flies” from "Suite I" echoes The
Prelude’s similar exploration of perception in the Stolen Boat episode. As
Wordsworth writes,

I struck and struck again,

And growing still in stature the grim shape
Towered up between me and the stars, and still,
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For so it seemed, with purpose of its own
And measured motion like a living thing,
Strode after me. (1.380-5; italics mine)
A strategic deflation of The Prelude’s representation of distance and
perception is evident in Webb’s playful "Flies":
tonight
in this room
two flies
on the ceiling
are making
love
quietly. Or

so it seems
down here (italics mine)

While "Flies" ultimately negates any semantic value of the distorted
perception with its irresolute conclusion, "Or / so it seems / down here,"
the Wordsworthian poet becomes troubled by what he comes to more
definitely perceive as "huge and mighty forms" (1.399). As "Flies”
suggests, however, such "forms" might be simply a function of the human
mind, and Wordsworth’s poet might thus be seen as being terrorized by his
own imagination. His "forms" are furthermore symptomatic of an
objectification, a projection of the subject’s positionality rather than an

animizing of the object of perception. Webb’s figuring of distance in
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"Flies" further challenges Wordsworth’s privileging of the authority of the

human mind or imagination--an authority that is again playfully
interrogated in the first poem of the second movement of Naked Poems:
While you were away

I held you like this
in my mind.

It is a good mind

that can embody

perfection  with exactitude.
Here the stammering typography of "with exactitude" might be seen as
undermining the preceding assertion of the mind’s capacity to embody
perfection and challenging Wordsworth’s claims to the superiority of the
imagination.? Rather than signifying the transcendent power of the
mind, the diction of "embody" antithetically focuses the reader’s attention
on the intangibility or incorporeality of what the mind can hold. In other
words, it reinforces the sense of absence--"While you were away"--with

which the lyric opens. The ambiguity of "perfection," followed by the

numerous semantic uncertainties in the ensuing poems, further

2%  As Wordsworth concludes in Book 12 of The Prelude, "The mind is
lord and master--outward sense / The obedient servant of her will" (222-23).
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problematizes canonical claims regarding the authority of the human mind.
It might here be noted that "greatness," like Webb’s ambiguous
"perfection,” is an elusive, ultimately unknowable entity. It is a term, like
"perfection,” that must be acknowledged as being simply a function of
language itself.

As a figure backgrounding the structural strategies of Naked Poems,
the notion of "greatness" precipitates an initial assessment of Webb’s own
"naked" poetics as unambitious and lacking--lacking the assumed greatness
of the canonical constructions of subject, authority, and temporality that
are evoked within the text itself. Yet, must we simply "accept her
testimony, as a woman and as a writer, of decisive, unmitigated failure, "
as Mays suggests we do (12)? Or is this sense of failure or "nothingness”
at least partially generated by the textualized standard of canonical
authority or, in other words, by the figure of greatness present in Naked
Poems itself? This question anticipates another: is canonical authority
simply a figure, a function of language? We might indeed read the
nakedness of Webb’s title as an augury of sorts--an augury that we see the
ensuing poems not through the trappings of canonical convention, but

rather through a baring of the "greatness” of conventional standards and
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judgments. As Van Herk asks, "Is nakedness humiliation, abasement,

submission? Celebration, a baring of delight? The senses freed to

occasion, to the replication of love in every creature and every word"

77).
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II. Reading Time and Space in Naked Poems

While the preceding section of "Sexing the Lyric Sequence" focused
on the figurations of canonical conventions in Naked Poems, this section
explores its rhetorical challenges to the textual constructs of linearity and
genre, particularly as they implicitly respond to The Prelude’s structural
strategies. The loose narrative line that links the lyrics of Webb’s
sequence fosters a play of difference between poetic types and the
conventions upon which these types depend. This difference, in turn,
points to what is repressed in the narrative drive of much romantic
literature, such as Wordsworth’s personal epic with its focus on temporal
progression and thematic resolution. This section once again reads Naked
Poems as a rewriting of Wordsworthian poetics--a rewriting that, in this
case, specifically interrogates The Prelude’s figurative privileging of time
and narrative. Such a reading suggests that time and space, as well as
parrative and lyric, must themselves be seen as textual constructs,
functions of language which infinitely defer "the moment in which we can
encounter the thing itself, make it ours, consume or expend it, touch it, see

it, intuit its presence"” (Derrida 61).
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A deferral of time and space is consistently manifest in the playful

rhetorical strategies of Naked Poems, but it is perhaps most notable in the
fourth poem of "Suite II," where Webb writes,

Te O{zight

quietness

in the room.

We knew
The inconclusive "knew" is infinitely generative, signifying some
ambiguous semantic content beyond that of "the room" itself.* Indeed,
the end punctuation preceding "We knew" seems to signify that neither the
room--the spatial setting--nor the temporal setting--"Tonight"--is the

semantic object in question. Webb'’s rather elliptical conclusion with its

change of tense might be seen as ultimately deferring both the time and

3% Such "inconsequent" statements as "We knew" might be seen as
further aligning Webb’s poetics with the 0-2 poetic logic of the carnivalesque,
as opposed to the 0-1 logic of narrative and religious discourse. As Kristeva
writes in "Word, Dialogue, and Novel,”

Figures germane to carnivalesque language, including repetition,
"inconsequent” statements (which are nonetheless "connected”
within an infinite context), and nonexclusive opposition, which
function as empty sets or disjunctive additions, produce a more
flagrant dialogism than any other discourse. Disputing the laws
of language based on the 0-1 interval, the carnival challenges
God, authority, and social law; insofar as it is dialogical, it is
rebellious. (79)
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space of the lyric and thus resisting the movement of signification itself.*!
Notably, the diction of "quietness” likewise evokes the failure of
signification. As Derrida writes,
the movement of signification is possible only if each so-called
present element, each element appearing on the scene of

presence, is related to something other than itself, thereby
keeping within itself the mark of the past element, and already

3 In its repetition of "Tonight / quietness,” this lyric from "Suite II"
echoes the third lyric of "Suite I," where Webb writes,
TONIGHT
quietness. In me
and the room.

I am enclosed

by a thought and some walls.
The ambiguity of "We knew" (from "Suite II") is not, however, clarified or
resolved by returning to the earlier lyric--a resolution the reader might well
expect in a sustained hermeneutical process, such as that of The Prelude.
Indeed, a pairing of the two "naked poems" that begin "Tonight / quietness”
points to the instabilities at work in the structure and subject positionality of
the sequence as a whole. For instance, while the subject of the poem from
"Suite I" is single, the subject positionality of the poem from "Suite II" is
plural: "We knew." Furthermore, if these two poems are to be considered
representations of the same "Tonight,” then the subject positionality of the
sequence is seen to have dramatically shifted. If, however, we read these
poems as having two different temporal settings, the diction of "Tonight"
points to the sequence’s deferral of time and its play with the difference of
signification. In either reading, Naked Poems is seen as resisting conventional
strategies of representation and interpretation.

On a slightly different note, the diction of "TONIGHT / quietness" and

"enclosed" in the lyric from "Suite I" suggests the restrictiveness of
conventional textual representations of time and space.
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letting itself be vitiated by the mark of its relation to the future
element, this trace being related no less to what is called the
future than to what is called the past, and constituting what is
called the present by means of this very relation to what it is
not: what it absolutely is not, not even a past or a future as a
modified present. (66-67)
While Butling suggests that in Naked Poems "The shifting ground in
language is syntactic rather than semantic,"” the problematization of time,
space, and signification in the aforementioned lyric precludes any certain
semantic content (198). What Derrida calls "temporization” or "the
becoming-time of space” is explicitly manifest in Wordsworthian spots of
time and is a requisite of any stable hermeneutical process (66). Webb’s
playful poetics, however, disrupt temporization and, inevitably, the poet’s
own, as well as the reader’s hermeneutical operation. Such disruption is
evident in the uninterpretable "We knew" from "Suite II." The result in
Naked Poems is a polyphonic openness of signification, subject, and form--
an openness that implicitly challenges Wordsworth’s privileging of the self
in his "Autobiographical Poem," The Prelude. As Butling writes,

A world that is constantly changing and is characterized by

paradox and contradiction does not fit into a closed form. It

demands a polyphonic form in which the self as subject

dissolves and becomes simply one of the many particles in the
field of the poem. (200)
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A dissolving of "the self as subject” is exemplified in the shifting subject

positionality of "The Bruise," where the single subject becomes a plural
subject—"we"--, while later the body itself—"Skin"—usurps the subject
position. Such a movement challenges the comparatively egocentric
assumptions of the Wordsworthian poet, who perceives that "Beyond
solace and fancy is the synthesis of the self in time" (Onorato 170).%
Despite the