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This dissertation is has two parts: a critical essay on the lyric subject, and a collection of 

poems.  In the essay, I suggest that, contrary to various anti-subjectivists who continue to define 

the lyric subject in Romantic terms, a strain of Post-Romantic lyric subjectivity allows us to 

think more in terms of space, process, and dialogue and less in terms of identity, (mere self-) 

expression, and dialectic. The view I propose understands the contemporary lyric subject as a 

confluence or parallax of imagined and felt subjectivities in which the subject who writes the 

poem, the subject personified as speaker in the text itself, and the subject who receives the poem 

as a reader are each repeatedly drawn out of themselves, into others, and into an otherness that 

calls one beyond identity, mastery, and understanding. Rather than arguing for the lyric subject 

as autonomous, expressive (if fictive) "I,” I have suggested that the lyric subject is a dialogical 

matrix of multiple subjectivities—actual, imagined, anticipated, deferred—that at once posit and 

emerge from a space whose only grounded, actual place in the world is the text: not the court, not 

the market, and not a canon of legitimized authors, but in the relatively fugitive realm of text. In 

this way, there is no real contradiction between what Tucker terms the intersubjective and the 

intertextual. The lyric space I am arguing for is ultimately a diachronic process in which readers 

take up the poem and bring that space partially into their bodies, imaginations, and consciousness 

even as the poem brings them out, or to the edge, of each of these. 
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PART I 

LYRIC SPACE:  
SUBJECTIVITY, ALTERITY, AND THE POST-ROMANTIC LYRIC 
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Introduction 

…Anyhow here we are and never
Before have we two faced each other who face 
Each other now across this abstract scene 
Stretching between us. This is a public place 
Achieved against subjective odds and then 
Mainly an obstacle to what I mean. 

       W.S. Graham 

as we articulate away from ourselves in a continuous elision towards 
Gustaf Sobin 

Despite our having moved into postmodern and even post-postmodern discourse, much of 

the critical discussion of poetics still hinges—in more or less overt ways—on that most modern 

of epistemological issues: the relation of subject to object.  But for decades now, with increasing 

partisan bias, that discussion has often ignored the bewildering, reflexive interplay of these two 

in order to focus more on the supposed illegitimacy of one element of that relation: the subject—

esp. the so-called lyric subject.  It must be admitted at the outset that any discussion of the “lyric 

subject” risks being vexed by the encumbering history and malleability of its very terms.  Not 

only have definitions of lyric changed throughout history, but the more recent concept of 

subjectivity—a gift from Hegel—has proven exceedingly contentious and difficult to define1. 

Nevertheless, these two terms have been wed together for nearly two-hundred years, and the 

“lyric subject” as an idea seems to be here to stay for at least a while longer.   

1 Beginning with Hegel, the term “subject” has evolved in at least two directions.  On the one hand, it has been
adapted to metaphysical (e.g. Levinas), existential (e.g. Sartre), and phenomenological (e.g. Husserl) discourse in 
order to position the individual in relation to itself, others, objects, and those conditions/entities that transcend all of 
these; on the other hand, more materialist (e.g. Adorno and Althusser) and psychoanalytic and political approaches 
(e.g. Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva, and Judith Butler) see the subject as very much subjected to conditions of power 
and/or to unconscious processes, with its autonomy and identity almost entirely in question.  For the latter group, 
“subjectivity” is less a concern than the conditions with which one’s “subject-position” is constituted.  However, it is 
precisely in respect to this dual nature of the subject—as both articulate/inscribing and as receptive/inscribed—that 
the lyric intervenes and opens its writers and readers to a dialogical experience of the reflexivity, alterity, and 
possibility inherent in our experience of language and being.   
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And this is not necessarily lamentable.  In fact, despite the confusions it is apt to give rise 

to, an analysis of the lyric subject—its historical and social conditions as well as its 

psychological and epistemological implications—is quite capable of yielding new insight into 

the uniquely interwoven experiences of subjective consciousness and the lyric poem today.  

Contrary to various anti-subjectivists who continue to define the lyric subject in Romantic terms2, 

I suggest that a strain of Post-Romantic lyric subjectivity allows us to think more in terms of 

space, process, and dialogue and less in terms of identity, (mere self-) expression, and dialectic.  

The view I propose understands the contemporary lyric subject as a confluence or parallax of 

imagined and felt subjectivities in which the subject who writes the poem, the subject personified 

as speaker in the text itself, and the subject who receives the poem as a reader are each 

repeatedly drawn out of themselves, into others, and into an otherness that calls one beyond 

identity, mastery, and understanding.   

In making this argument, I am mindful that one persistent critique of the lyric comes from 

those who remind us that its subject, its “I”, is a fiction.  As Jackson and Prins write in The Lyric 

Theory Reader, the dream of the lyric is of “a fictional person of all times and all places” who 

speaks “to no one in particular and thus to all of us” (5).  Puncturing this view early in the 20th 

century, some critics of the Frankfurt School argued that “the lyric fiction was itself a product of 

a decadent capitalist society in which poems had become commodities” (ibid.). As Jackson and 

2 Craig Dworkin’s 2004 introduction to the Ubuweb Anthology of Conceptual Writing is a typical example:

Poetry expresses the emotional truth of the self. A craft honed by especially sensitive individuals, 
it puts metaphor and image in the service of song…Or at least that's the story we've inherited from 
Romanticism, handed down for over 200 years in a caricatured and mummified ethos—and as if it 
still made sense after two centuries of radical social change. (quoted in Jackson and Prins, 451) 

I agree that the Romantic lyric does not serve the present; however, I don’t agree with the conclusion that the 
alternative is to gravitate to the opposite end with a wholly objective, non-subjective approach to poetics.  Such a 
solution only upholds the dialectic of subject-object that gave us this “mummified” subject in the first place. 
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Prins note, despite lyric readings from structuralist, post-structuralist, and phenomenological 

critics, the late twentieth century saw increasing resistance to the fiction of the lyric subject, 

“whether in the interest of post-lyric textual or conceptual poetics or in the interest of sexual 

politics or in the interest of challenging the Western inheritance of the lyric with other models” 

(6).  In the 21st century, however, this anti-lyric and anti-subjective approach is at a new peak, 

with many poets and critics espousing poetic practices variously construed as conceptual, critical, 

oppositional, objective, or and anti-lyric3.  Many of these writers take it as given that the lyric is 

an aesthetic anachronism and an irrelevant tool for socially and politically engaged writing.  

However, as I argue, there is a robust tradition of Post-Romantic4 lyric which—far from being an 

agent of decadent capitalism, assimilating all that encounters it by likening it to its “I”—engages 

the lyric’s layers of reflexivity and (inter-) subjectivity only so as to draw its writers and readers 

into a more imaginatively and affectively palpable alterity.   

Ultimately, contrary to the anti-subjective argument, the problem with lyric stems not 

from lyric poetry per se, or from subjectivity, but from our habits of reading it.  As Virginia 

Jackson argues in Dickinson’s Misery: A Theory of Lyric Reading, readers are the ones who 

create an “an idea of the lyric as temporally self-present or unmediated,” and this way of reading 

often misconstrues the subjectivity of the writer in her relationship to herself, her poem, and her 

anticipated readers (9).   Such reading truncates our perspective on the lyric, obscuring that fact 

that the act of writing lyric involves an embodied person for whom it is impossible to be 

3 A short list of relevant authors would include Marjorie Perloff, Craig Dworkin, Derek Beaulieu, Vanessa Place,
Rob Fitterman, and Kenneth Goldsmith.  In addition, one would have to draw attention to the rethinking of 
subjectivity and its relevance in the discourse of New Materialism, Post-Humanism, and Object Oriented Ontology. 

4 This term should not be understood as counter to or distinguished from the Modern or Postmodern.  Ashbery, for
instance, is at once Post-Romantic and postmodern.  The designation “Post-Romantic,” then, should be thought of 
simply as designating an evolution in writing and theorization of the lyric and its subject(s) beyond the Romantic 
paradigm. 
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equivalent to a textual speaker.  Jackson is out to puncture the illusions of uncritical “lyric 

reading,” as am I, by attending to the deferral and difference occasioned by intersubjective, 

textual mediation as opposed to the ideal of intimacy and unmediated presence of the writer’s 

subjectivity.  As Jackson writes, Dickinson’s writing practice “moves from the metaphor of 

speech to the act of writing” in order to effect “a circuit of exchange in which the subjective self-

address of the speaker is replaced by the intersubjective practice of the writer, in which the 

writer’s seclusion might be mediated by something (or someone) other than ourselves” (DM 

133).  In what follows, I will be arguing for just such a poetics.  However, whereas Jackson 

focuses on textual artifacts and the nature of lyric media, I will be approaching the topic through 

the more philosophic discourse of subjectivity and intersubjectivity and applying this to the work 

of Post-Romantic lyric poets.  

While it is difficult to draw clear lines of continuation and development, the lyric 

tradition I have in mind begins with Emily Dickinson; continues through Rilke and Stevens into 

Robert Creeley, W.S. Graham, and John Ashbery; and persists in recent work by Gustaf Sobin, 

Jorie Graham, Dan Beachy-Quick, Nathaniel Mackey, Susan Howe, and others.  In this Post-

Romantic lyric, the poem begins to interrogate and explore the historical, psychological, and 

epistemological ground of the lyric poem itself and is deeply concerned with the act of writing.  

Complicating reductive notions of subjectivity, this tradition of lyric emerges from a complex 

sense of reflexivity5, dialogic, and alterity in which imagination helps language realize its 

capacity to sustain difference and sameness in a productive tension and subjects this to the 

5 Reflexivity suggests, among other things, that a subject reflects itself or, grammatically, becomes its own object.
This often is reduced to the idea of the “meta-poetic,” or the poem about poetry.  While some of the poems I will 
discuss are indeed meta-poetic, I want to draw attention more to the way that reflexivity within the lyric space is 
uniquely complicated through the differences inherent in language, imagination, time, and embodiment.  Lyric 
reflexivity engages the capacity for mirroring but defers, differs, and creates new possibility rather than merely 
reproducing the original subject. 
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diachronic conventions of the printed page.  Ultimately, the subjectivity opened by the Post-

Romantic lyric poem is best defined as a space that readers and writers inhabit, via the text, and 

which each experiences in an inexhaustible process of attention and interpretation, deferral and  

approach, and difference and identification.   

Admittedly, it would be naive to assume that objects and objectification do not factor into 

the construction and experience of this space; however, one must bear in mind the inherently 

metaphorical nature of those objects, not to mention their inhering within process, not stasis: 

reading lyric, one encounters these objects by drawing them into a felt continuum, and may 

reflect upon them as a whole—as a single object—only by stepping out of that continuum for a 

moment.  In fact, it may be the Post-Romantic lyric’s unique virtue to openly (even self-

consciously) engage this dialogical space in which objects (and objectification) become 

endlessly reflexive and metaphorical, articulating difference-in-identity and identity-in-

difference, and drawing us into a more palpable relationship to the written.  Reorienting our 

sense of lyric reading and writing in this way, I hope to suggest that, far from being an 

anachronism or irrelevant to political resistance, the lyric complicates and resists any pretense to 

egotistical consumption, control, and mastery—seeds of much larger structures of domination. 

My ultimate contention is that lyric poetry is that art which most profoundly locates the 

vulnerability in our embodied experience of identity and otherness and, by effecting a confluence 

of subjects and others—actual and imagined, embodied and ghostly—allows us to more 

thoroughly inhabit, understand, and feel the tension of our being-called beyond identity via the 

written word.  Drawn into and beyond oneself through embodiment, and out of and beyond 

oneself in relation to others—and diffracted at every turn through language—one experiences the 

lyric subject as a kind of field or ecology of relationships that can in no way be reduced to a 
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quantity, an object, or a closed experience.  Lyric poems, then, open a space in which to audit—

in the full resonance of that term—our experience of being inter-related, embodied subjects 

haunted and compelled by alterity and radically mediated by language. 

Without doubt, this lyric space is historically and societally conditioned.  Thus, I will 

begin by providing a brief chronology of modern lyric theory and practice before proceeding in 

my attempt to reorient our attitude to the lyric subject.  After countering the stalemate of a 

strictly applied subject-object dialectic—with special emphasis on Hegel and Adorno—I will 

offer theories on intersubjectivity from Jessica Benjamin, Paul Allen Miller, Robert Stolorow, 

and Susan Stewart as a corrective and update. Throughout, I will make reference to various lyric 

poets and poems, and I will conclude with a more thorough reading of select poems. 
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What Lyric? 

Defining the lyric is a notoriously difficult enterprise.  In his book Lyric, Scott Brewster 

isolates a significant reason for this difficulty.  Distinguishing between the relatively modern 

conception of lyric as personal expression and the classical conception of lyric as a sung, public 

performance, he writes, “The first definition stresses the subjective nature of the lyric form, in 

that it is a concentrated expression of individual emotion, while the second stresses its 

intersubjective character through its relation to music and public performance” (1, italics mine).  

Brewster arrives at a definition of lyric that accommodates both in terms of address: “Whether 

the ‘I’ speaks alone or to others, expresses emotion directly or adopts an elaborate disguise, lyric 

is fundamentally concerned with the conditions and nature of address” (2).  While I concur that 

“address” is crucial, I want to take this idea into more philosophical and psychological territory 

than Brewster does: that is, I take address to mean that the lyric is directed not only toward 

another person (a reader, at the very least) but toward an otherness inherent in language and 

being, and that this is emphasized by the inherent mediation of text.  As poet Gustaf Sobin writes 

in “The Earth As Air: An Ars Poetica,” “because poetry is passage. is an equipoise-in-motion, 

addressed away” (82).  This “away,” this otherness, I think of as grounding both the subjective 

and intersubjective qualities of the lyric.  In fact, I take lyric to open a space in which identity 

and otherness are interwoven and engaged in an inexhaustible play of experience, mediation, and 

interpretations.  Not only does the lyric poem functions as an address to others and to otherness, 

but the poem is called into being from the writer’s own sense of being addressed by and taken up 

into a matrix of alterity that is intensified by the diachronic nature of textual mediation (as 

opposed to the supposed presence of sung performance). 
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In a much more basic sense, any lyric poem—regardless of its historical era—has been 

intimately shaped by having allowed the poem’s sound to dictate the possibilities for saying. 

This encoding of the poet’s listening in a poem is quite basic to the function of its prosody and 

sonic texture.6  Even in free verse, there are limits to what sounds and rhythms are effective; thus, 

in crafting a lyric, the poet performs a technical resolution to structural limits and thereby 

signifies a careful act of listening in advance.  The poem comes to the reader “pre-heard,” so to 

speak, and that hearing leaves its mark according to its sensibility—even as that sensibility is 

called away from itself (see my discussion of Susan Howe below).  I take the lyric, essentially, to 

be a poem in which the writer’s dialogical listening and receptivity—as opposed to a mere sense 

of self-present, active subjectivity—is written-in with emphasis and transferred, via the 

inevitable deference and difference of language, not just to but also through the reader.  The 

reflexive address of such a lyric has no ultimate end—no point of final arrival.  Rather, it opens a 

space in which to sound out the ground of the very capacity for address and discovers within its 

fugitive, asymmetrical reflexivity a sense of alterity and transience that nevertheless exerts a 

claim on a reader.  It is this spatial, reflexive foregrounding of the poem’s listening to itself, over 

and above other possible concerns (e.g. narrative and drama), that identifies a lyric poem as such 

and which gets pushed to a more extreme degree in the Post-Romantic tradition in that it subjects 

this listening to a self-consciousness about the diachronic process by which printed texts are 

disseminated and received.  Before proceeding further with this line of thought, however, it will 

6 What distinguishes this from an epic, for example, is the extent to which this listening—and its listener, who wrote
(within) it—becomes an indispensable element of the poem’s content.  At some point, our interest in Paradise Lost 
recedes behind its narrative; not so with “When I Consider How My Light Is Spent,” in which the minute framing of 
pacing, inflection, and diction (each shaped intimately according to sensibility and affect, as well as to sonnet form) 
remind us of its capacity to posit as well as “host” subjectivity, so to speak. 
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be useful to briefly recap the historical development of the many other conceptions of lyric that 

we have inherited.   
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Lyric’s Times and Places 

Any historical assessment of the lyric begins with classical Greece, from where the term 

“lyric” derives.  Clearly, when poets ceased to sing their poems to the accompaniment of the lyre 

and instead published them in textual form, our idea of lyric poetry underwent a change.  

However, these roots of the lyric in public space and musical expression continue to define it7.  

Aristotle’s theory of lyric was that it was pre-eminently an “expressive” art (Brewster 16), and 

this remains central to many theoretical conceptions about how the lyric works; as such, the one 

who is expressing, or being expressed, is given a central role.  However, while the term “lyric 

subject” itself emerged with Hegel in a specifically Romantic conception of lyric practice, a 

relatively modern conception of the “I” within the lyric poem had already begun to emerge by 

the time of the Renaissance.  As Scott Brewster notes in Lyric, navigating the intrigues of courtly 

life in Tudor England, for example, young courtiers used the sonnet as a way to publically 

fashion a self in the hope of gaining both professional and amorous advancement (46).  In fact, 

“the central lyric of the period, the love poem, was not merely a vehicle for the expression of 

amorous desires and elevated, even abstract emotions: it was a device through which to make a 

social impression, or to gain political influence” (ibid.).  Here, the dynamic relationship between 

the person writing the poem, the voice that speaks in the text, and the society which receives it is 

one of extraordinary attention, intention, and persuasion.  Ultimately, one assumes that a lyric 

poet in the Renaissance would have understood that what I, four-hundred years later, call his or 

her “subjectivity” would not have existed as such without the elite society of power with which it 

7 The archetypal lyric space is the that of the troubadour singing to the lady in court.  Here, public performance of
song crates a dynamic space in which the song passing from poet and lady is also resonating outside of them in the 
court and its audience.  One may even imagine the lady’s expression and response during the musical performance 
emboldening the poet’s performance and effecting a tacit reciprocity.  Compounding all of this, the lyric text 
directed toward the lady in song may have in fact been addressed to another person altogether; however, this layered 
interplay of inner/outer and I/other resolved itself in a sense of presence in the staged moment of performance.  For 
later lyricists whose work is printed and experienced diachronically, not synchronically, this space is deferred and 
the experience of presence is radically complicated with difference. 
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was in fruitful dialogue.  The space the lyric occupied, then, was, to an extent, one and the same 

with the social space of the court, and the lyric poet was largely one and the same with his or her 

speaker. 

With the advent of industrial age, and the dissolution of both courtly life and the political 

structure that upheld it, the relationship between the poet, the poem, and the audience changed 

radically.  The immediacy of the lyric space began to suffer the alienation of its dispersal into the 

market, the increasing popularity of the novel, and the ensuing battle for the public’s taste.  Thus, 

Wordsworth’s famous preface to Lyrical Ballads considers the necessity of giving 

full account of the present state of the public taste in this country, and to determine how 
far this taste is healthy or depraved; which, again, could not be determined, without 
pointing out in what manner language and the human mind act and re-act on each other, 
and without retracing the revolutions, not of literature alone, but likewise of society itself. 
(4) 

While refraining from this task, Wordsworth is nevertheless deeply concerned with the limits 

placed upon the lyric space by 1) the taste of those receiving the work, 2) the medium of language, 

and 3) the societal structure in which all of it is embedded.  The lyric poet, then, begins to 

consider the contrary possibilities of his poem’s 1) being alienated in the market and the 

conventions of print publishing and 2) offering his poem as a corrective and antidote to this 

alienation.  When he considers the “degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation” common to his 

audience, Wordsworth considers necessary but “feeble” his attempt “to counteract it” (8).  Here, 

the lyric poet Wordsworth imagines is very concerned with the conditions of his address to his 

society, and he feels himself in turn uniquely addressed by their conditions and thus endeavors to 

provide a lyric space in which to effect healing of the nation’s sensibility.  In Wordsworth’s hands, 

lyric space is a realm of imagination in which the poet attempts to effect a redemption and 
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reconciliation of culture and nature.  Still, however, as Brewster notes, this lyric space is very 

much presided over by an “I” that is synonymous with the poet’s person (73).8 

8 Brewster notes that there was no easy consensus about this among Romantic poets.  Keats, for instance, attacks the
Wordsworthian lyric as egocentric and instead, as Brewster writes, “defined lyric subjectivity in impersonal terms” 
(Brewster 73).  Thus, even in the Romantic era, there was a divided sense of what exactly lyric subjectivity was 
meant to constitute. 
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Enter Hegel 

In Germany, Hegel was of a somewhat similar mind about the quasi-salvific mission of 

the lyric poet.  Moreover, it was he who affixed the word “subject” to our understanding of the 

lyric.  Undoubtedly, this is a significant moment in the history of the art: here, a vocabulary 

emerges—which will prove highly influential—that configures lyric space in terms of timeless, 

metaphysical relationships of immediacy.  To an extent, lyric space becomes a self-sufficient 

realm of metaphysical activity, related to but dominant over the social and historical conditions 

in which it is embedded.  As editors Virginia Jackson and Yopi Prins write in their excellent The 

Lyric Theory Reader: 

Hegel cast the lyric as the most difficult of modern genres because in it the poet must  
become ‘the centre which holds the whole lyric work of art together,’ and in order to do 
so he must…‘identify himself with this particularization of himself as with himself, so 
that in it he feels and envisages himself.’ Hegel repeated these assertions because he saw 
no less than the achievement of subjectivity at stake in the lyric: ‘In this way alone does 
[the poet] then become a self-bounded subjective entirety.’” (Jackson and Prins 3) 

Ultimately, it seems that Hegel is using the lyric to corroborate his theory of the subject and, in 

doing so, falls into logical traps that reduce the fundamental mediation and alterity inherent in 

poetic address.  What Hegel is after, essentially, is a perfectly objectified subjectivity, leaving the 

poet’s “self-consciousness satisfied” (1112): 

he is in himself a subjectively complete world so that he can look for inspiration and a 
topic within himself and therefore can remain within the sphere of subjective situations, 
states, and incidents and the passions of his own heart and spirit. Here in his subjective 
inner life the man becomes a work of art himself.  (1120) 

Hegel saw the lyric poet as a hero of authentic culture and spirit (not unlike what Heidegger saw 

in the Romantic Holderlin) but in order for this to be so, the culture had to be one that likewise 

insists on its own singularity, exclusivity, and genius: in realizing his own subjectivity, the lyric 

poet is cast as a kind of avatar for his nation’s destiny.  



15 

In Hegel’s view, a nation must have advanced to a high-degree of consciousness in order 

to produce lyric poets.  Indeed, as Jackson and Prins write, “Attainment of subjective wholeness 

would in turn represent both perfect expression and the dialectical accomplishment of historical 

progress, for in his expression the poet moves us all forward toward enlightenment” (3).  

Whereas the Renaissance poet-as-man-of-the-court existed in a state of privilege and intimate 

reception of his work and his reputation, the Hegelian Romantic lyric poet was split between 

himself-as-subject and the world-as-object; however, this very division becomes the condition of 

his transcendence.  Related to no one context but implicitly addressing all, the lyric speaker 

Hegel envisions is isolated in order to be exalted.  In short, this is lyric space as metaphysical 

enactment: sublime, self-sustaining, and risking solipsism.  

This view is crucially informed by Hegel’s philosophy of language.  As Robert Wicks 

writes in his essay on Hegel’s aesthetics: 

Hegel (problematically) concludes that language is merely a vehicle for the 
externalization of thought, and is not itself a necessary condition for, nor a constitutive 
aspect of, thought…[Poetry] transports us most directly into the interiority of human 
subjectivity. The verbal form of poetry serves merely as a transparent skin through which 
we apprehend its distinctly thoughtful nature. (359)

As I argue, along with Jackson, this view of language becomes utterly untenable by the mid-to-

late 20th century; however, its persistence in what Jackson calls fallacious “lyric reading” has led 

to a tendency among readers and writers of lyric to conceal the dynamic mediations of textuality 

and intersubjectivity that constitute the dialogical space of the lyric.  While few would 

consciously adhere to a Hegelian poetics, the desire to eschew mediation and deny the inherent 

difference and deference of language has led to the present day’s movement against the lyric.  

However, the Post-Romantic poets I will analyze show us the lyric as directly concerned with the 

nature of lyric mediation, and thus anything but transparent.  
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Updating Hegel’s aesthetics In light of the 20th century and its legacy of destruction, 

domination, and control, Adorno’s “On Lyric Poetry and Society” (1957) addresses the 

increasingly precarious situation of the lyric poet in society.  His conclusion is that—contra 

Hegel—the lyric has not advanced enlightenment but has been driven to a point of almost 

irrecoverable alienation.  The essay raises issue with those who, after Romanticism, had begun to 

see the lyric as a fundamentally anti-social, solipsistic enterprise; the initial part of his essay 

sought to restore to the lyric a sense of social relatedness.  It is an excellent update to the 

discussion, and yet it still operates largely within the Hegelian, dialectical framework:  

Subject and object are not rigid and isolated poles but can be defined only in the process 
in which they distinguish themselves from one another and change.  The lyric is the 
aesthetic test of that dialectical philosophical proposition.  In the lyric poem, the subject, 
through its identification with language, negates both its opposition to society as 
something merely monadological and its mere functioning within a wholly socialized 
society.  (in Jackson and Prins 343, italics mine)  

Here, it couldn’t be said more plainly: as far as Adorno is concerned, the lyric is a testing-ground 

for philosophical applications of the subject-object dichotomy.  In just these terms, he recognizes 

an historical process of increasing alienation and urgency in the lyric poem, reaching a point of 

unbearable precariousness in which the subject collapses under the obligation to participate in 

the dialectic:  “the more [society’s] ascendancy over the subject increases, the more precarious 

the situation of the lyric becomes” (in Jackson and Prins 343).  After Auschwitz, then—perhaps 

the ultimate degradation of individual subjects by an objectifying social order—the lyric poem 

may have had its ground pulled out from under it: the real, objective circumstances of society 

have wholly subsumed the subject as individual, and the alienated subject is mutely incapable of 

participating meaningfully in the dialectic.  For one to write lyric poetry, then, is to flatly fail to 

engage meaningfully with society and history: it is sentimentalism, nostalgia, escape.   
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If the Romantic aim of lyric is a recuperation of alienation between individual and society, 

then the post-Auschwitz lyric can be little more than an anachronism.  However, the Post-

Romantic lyric in the 20th and 21st century affords yet another idea of the lyric space: one that 

avails itself of recent advances in psychology, neuropsychology, and philosophy, while 

struggling to maintain its existence in the hyper-mediated era of digital communication, 

institutional specialization, global consciousness, and environmental degradation.  Each of these 

changes calls attention to a radical shift in how one experiences subjectivity in relation to others 

and to their environment, as well as how that experience is mediated in written and printed text. 

In addition, as stated, the 21st century has offered a host of anti-subjectivist discourses an 

discourses and practices.  As a result, the poet who insists on writing lyric is compelled to 

reconfigure yet again the competing and complexly interwoven subjective and intersubjective 

conditions of the lyric.   

In order to unfold more completely the difficulties and felicities of lyric space in the 

(mid-to-late) 20th and 21st century, I would like to examine more closely the idea of 

intersubjectivity and complicate Brestwer’s earlier application of the term.  Where Brewster sees 

intersubjective as a near-synonym for “public” or “social,” the psychological and philosophical 

discourse on intersubjective theory has other and more complex implications.  In fact, 

intersubjective theory offers a non-Hegelian, post-Romantic perspective on subjectivity that 

moves one out of the stalemate of strictly dialectic thinking which has led to stagnation in our 

articulation of lyric space. 
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Subjects in the Between 

The term intersubjectivity is perhaps somewhat familiar to those who’ve written on the 

lyric.  I have already referred to Scott Brewster’s use of the term in Lyric, bur one of the more 

sustained treatments of the topic occurs in Susan Stewart’s Poetry and the Fate of the Senses.  

There she writes of “the capacity for reciprocity that is the foundation for the intersubjective 

experience of communicability or intelligibility” (168).  However, the term gives rise to certain 

confusions.  At least one author has applied the term to poetry in a pejorative sense.  In 

“Dramatic Monologue and the Overhearing of Lyric” (1985), Herbert F. Tucker writes that we 

must choose the “intertextual” mode of reading over the intersubjective with its “thirst…for 

confirmation of the self” (152).  What I intend to show, however, is that intersubjective theory 

reveals a reflexivity and alterity inherent in subjectivity, and that this insight is in fact the 

antidote to this “thirst” for self-confirming satisfaction.   

In Like Subjects, Love Objects, author Jessica Benjamin defines intersubjectivity as “the 

field of intersection between two subjectivities” (29).  While this might sound simple enough, 

her analysis shows that what happens in this intersection actually suggests reorientation toward 

subjectivity itself.  Elsewhere, in The Bonds of Love, Benjamin writes, “Thus intersubjective 

theory, even when describing the self alone, sees its aloneness as a particular point in the 

spectrum of relationships rather than as the original, ‘natural state’ of the individual” (20).  

Central to Benjamin’s analysis is the mother-child dynamic in infancy and early childhood.  

What is at stake, ultimately, is the child’s capacity to recognize its mother’s subjectivity: she is 

not an extension of me—not an object for my use and satisfaction—and she is not omnipotent; 

she is an other—an other subject—as I am other for her.  Not only is this process vital for the 

child’s capacity to relate to others in a compassionate way, it is also crucial for developing a 
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sense of oneself as a subject for whom otherness is not a threat.  As Benjamin writes in The 

Bonds of Love, the intersubjective view “implies that we actually have a need to recognize the 

other person who is like us yet distinct.  This means that the child has a need to see the mother, 

too, as an independent subject, not simply as the ‘external world’ or an adjunct of his ego” (23, 

italics mine).  What is happening in this early intersubjective relationship, then, is that the child’s 

subjectivity emerges simultaneously with a recognition of otherness.  Thus, a subject is marked 

by—and its experience of itself and world is grounded from the start in—an openness to alterity.  

Calling into question any sense one may have about a discrete, self-present subject, Benjamin 

argues for subjectivity as fundamentally a process of mediation and dialogue. 

  Similarly, Robert Stolorow and George Atwood, in their Contexts of Being, write: 

Intersubjectivity theory is a field theory or systems theory in that it seeks to comprehend 
psychological phenomena not as products of isolated intrapsychic mechanisms, but as 
forming at the interface of reciprocally interacting subjectivities…It is not the isolated 
individual mind, we have argued, but the larger system created by the mutual interplay 
between [two] subjective worlds…that constitute the domain of the psychoanalytic 
inquiry. (1) 

 
While Benjamin, Stolorow and Atwood are writing as psychoanalysts, and their focus is largely 

on the interplay between patient and analyst, and caregiver and child, I want to draw the logical 

parallel with interplay between 1) poet and her text-in-process, 2) the reader-in-process and the 

text, and 3) the imagined subjectivity of the textual speaker who is herself drawn out of isolation 

into relationships of reflexivity, alterity, and metaphor.  While Tucker and others think of 

intersubjectivity as a process concluding in confirmation of self, and where Brewster uses it as a 

loose equivalent for the social or public realm, intersubjectivity theory in fact offers a new vision 

of subjectivity itself.  In short, intersubjective theory shows that a subject is not a discrete entity: 

it is neither originary nor isolated—it is, in fact, not even one.  The subject is an embodied space 
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or ecology of relationships, actual and imagined, and the lyric allows that space to become a 

medium in and through which other subjects may participate. 

Ultimately, I am arguing for what classicist Paul Allen Miller, in his book Lyrics Texts 

and Lyric Consciousness, calls “dialogical subjectivity”9: 

The term ‘dialogical subject’ is chosen to emphasize that what we are talking about here 
is not a static entity, but a structured, temporal movement of dialogized understanding, 
involving both the speaker’s relation to himself or herself and the reader’s responses to 
that relation…In [lyric], a single character speaks, or at least is the primary speaker, yet 
the radically different internal structures of their respective speaking voices insure that 
the dialogical resonances of their discourses will elicit very different responses from their 
readers. (48) 

While I agree with this analysis to an extent, I also want to note that it ignores the distinction 

between the writer-as-subject and his or her poem’s speaker.  As I am arguing, the lyric speaker-

as-subject is not only experienced as a dialogical process for the reader but also is in fact the 

product of a dialogical relationship within the writer that has been externalized in a process of 

composition and there opened to greater alterity via textual mediation.  Essentially, I want to 

expand our way of discussing the lyric subject by making a distinction between 1) the 

subjectivity of the speaker in the text and 2) the lyric poet’s experience of subjectivity in the act 

of composition.  The lyric space is not just dialogical because the speaker and reader are in 

dialogue, but because this dialogical space is there inside the poet before she begins to write.  It 

is there in every subject, as the subject, and it is the lyric’s unique virtue to put its writers and 

readers into more palpable contact with it.  While the lyric’s capacity for reflexivity may incite, 

as Tucker has it, a “thirst” for the vanity of mirroring and glamour, the lyric’s virtue inheres in its 

mediating a dialogical space of alterity and possibility.  For it is toward an otherness beyond 

9 The idea of dialogical subjectivity and the dialogical self is largely grounded in the dialogism of Bakhtin as well as
work by Martin Buber and Emmanuel Levinas.  Recently, however, the idea has gained traction in religious studies 
(Ephraim Meir), semiotics (Norbert Wiley), and phenomenology (Beata Stawarska).  Nevertheless, as my argument 
shows, it is most prevalent in the field of intersubjective, relational psychology (Stephen A. Mitchell, Robert 
Stolorow, and Jessica Benjamin). 
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subjects and objects toward which certain Post-Romantic lyric poems are ultimately “addressed.”  

Indeed, the idea of a “pure subjectivity”—a self closed off inside a poem—is an illusion, if not 

an outright fallacy and an exploitation of lyric space.  This may be the Post-Romantic lyric’s 

great virtue: to reveal a space in which to realize that one is always at least two.   

 In Poetry and the Fate of the Senses, poet and critic Susan Stewart’s analysis of the lyric 

anticipates much of what I have written.  In one passage, she writes, “One hand or the other can 

be subject or object; one ‘I’ or the other can take the position of the ‘you’; one speaker or the 

other can become the listener—indeed, each is waiting upon the other, anticipating the other” 

(168).  Elsewhere:  “Lyric brings forward as the necessary precondition of its creation of a world 

of ‘I’s’ and ‘you’s’ in mutual recognition, this place of language as the foundation of 

intersubjectivity and intersubjecitivty as the foundation for the recognition of persons” (47).  She 

adds that, in the implied or overt address between the lyric’s “I” and its other, “it is the listener 

who introduces the realm of intersubjectivity” (47).  While I concur with much of her argument, 

it is this last point with which I take issue.  It seems to me that Stewart relies too heavily on the 

function of literal, direct address in her analysis, seeing the reader as a third, triangulating term in 

an intimate exchange between an I and You.  Moreover, I think that she overemphasizes the 

symmetry and “mutuality” of subjects., as though the reciprocity a lyric poem effects is more 

synchronous and present than it actually is.  By contrast, following Stolorow’s and Atwood’s 

systems approach, and drawing on Jackson’s concerns with mediation, I see the trace of 

intersubjectivity as there from the start and encoded within the subject as dialogical process.  

Moreover, this process is heavily mediated through the diachronous, differing, and deferring 

realm of text, and whatever “mutuality” may obtain in all of this is also marked by impossibility, 

alterity, and metaphor. 
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 Admittedly, Stewart begins to acknowledge this when she writes:  

The poet intends toward another, even if the other is the poet apprehending the work in a 
later time and space.  Because the intention proceeds in time, the objectification of the 
other is also subject to transformation.  Hence, in lyric poetry, especially, the presentation 
of face-to-face communication is always triangulated.  The poet speaks to another in such 
a way as to make the communication intelligible to more than one person.  The 
communication is not simply intimate: it is constitutive of the social, mutual, 
intersubjective ground of intimacy itself. (13) 
 

Ultimately, I am in agreement with this passage; however, I am arguing that a lot more is going 

on than triangulation between the poet, her addressee, and her reader.  It is true that the lyric 

subject can be said to be triangulated, but in my reading this triangulation is most vital when 

understood as between writer, speaker (in the text), and reader; and this is so because each of 

these subjects is itself grounded in a dialogical matrix through which it is drawn into other 

subjects and objects.  Any actual addressee, such as a beloved, becomes in part an unstable 

synecdoche for the lyric space itself.  There is triangulation and yet there is at the same time no 

one here, unless one counts the entire space out of which the lyric emerges.  One might picture a 

Venn diagram in which three circles overlap; in the overlapping space, what is revealed is 1) the 

confluence of actual and imagined subjectivities and, somehow, 2) the space outside the circles 

themselves.  Taken together, in the overlap, this is the matrix of lyric space.  To complicate 

matters further, this model is subject to time and three-dimensional space, resulting not in static 

circles but in a kind of rotating, deformed torus, fractured and drawn by strange attractors. 

 In the interest of summarizing before attending to individual poems, I will reiterate that 

the systems theory of intersubjectivity asserts that relationship is prior to identity, fostering its 

emergence, and when this identity does emerge, it is inherently dialogical, marked with alterity, 

and open to possibility in a way that it can neither master nor dominate.  Thus, it is lyric’s unique 

virtue to reveal and practice how to inhabit one’s dialogical subjectivity without effacing, 
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exploiting, or otherwise compromising the matrix of alterity and reflexivity out of which it 

emerged.  In the lyric, each projects and inhabits the other, and yet neither truly, or fully, meets 

or reciprocates; rather, the poem mediates a space wherein both poet and reader may attend to a 

call grounded in but beyond the poem, even as all may play upon it via metaphor’s inherent 

identity-in-difference and the diachronic mediation of text. 
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Between Thwarts, Hearing Calls 

As stated, one influential critique of the lyric seeks to expose its “I” as a fiction, and a 

dangerously beguiling and consuming one at that.  Certainly, the naïve belief in a one-to-one 

equation between writer and poetic speaker is highly problematic; however, no one is arguing 

that “imaginary persons” write these poems—that is, the fictive lyric “I” may not equate to the 

actual lyric writer, but the poem absolutely depends on their relationship.  This is not an entirely 

new idea: Yeats and (early) Pound both delighted in the idea of the “mask” as a form of self-

fashioning, and their readers have long both enjoyed and winced at the poets’ various attempts at 

self-fashioning via fiction.  However, I am after something different.  Instead of “self-fashioning,” 

I see the relationship between the writer and her speaker—however seemingly personal or 

impersonal, subjective or intersubjective—to be a dialogical space the writer inhabited in a 

process of what might be termed expressive receptivity.  In this way, the poem is not a script for 

the reader’s re-enactment of self-present articulation: it is an inscribed receipt of one’s having 

listened, which is transferable to the reader and which opens a resonant, dialogic space wherein 

to approach the alterity that both marks and calls language, text, identity, and body.  In what 

follows,  I would like to “test” these propositions by reading a few lyric poems. 

Thomas Hardy’s “The Voice” (1917) is an excellent place to start10: 

Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me, 
Saying that now you are not as you were 
When you had changed from the one who was all to me, 
But as at first, when our day was fair. 

Can it be you that I hear? Let me view you, then, 
Standing as when I drew near to the town 
Where you would wait for me: yes, as I knew you then, 
Even to the original air-blue gown! 

10 I am mindful of the fact that Susan Stewart uses this poem in Poetry and the Fate of the Senses; however, there,
her point is largely to do with how a prior text has come to “haunt” Hardy’s poem. My analysis of intersubjectivity 
in the poem was conceived and written independently of her brilliant work on it. 
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Or is it only the breeze, in its listlessness 
Travelling across the wet mead to me here, 
You being ever dissolved to wan wistlessness, 
Heard no more again far or near? 

 Thus I; faltering forward, 
      Leaves around me falling, 
Wind oozing thin through the thorn from norward, 

 And the woman calling. 

The poem dramatizes a moment of wounded intersubjectivity: the other with whom the speaker’s 

sense of self was shaped and changed in love has gone.  As an address, explicitly engaging a You, 

the reflexivity of the speaker’s subjectivity is heightened, as is the reader’s participation in it.  As 

the voice becomes one’s own in reading, one plays at being both I and You—addressee and 

addresser—and one may even liken the experience given voice to as near to one’s own.  

However, simple identity and presence is thwarted here: the voice that gives the poem its title is 

one we cannot hear, and perhaps the speaker cannot hear it, but its possibility draws him on.  As 

such, the poem locates the reader in a moment at which identity merges with otherness, desire 

with loss, and voice with listening. 

Moreover, it is imperative that one understand that the poem, as voice, is nevertheless not 

equivalent to Thomas Hardy’s act of writing it. Recognizing this is not intended just to spoil the 

fiction; rather, it helps reveal the more complicated and dynamic tensions that this heavily 

mediated space calls into play.  Between Thomas Hardy’s act of writing, the emergence of the 

speaker in the text, the publication of the text, and the moment(s) of my own reading, there is no 

place at which this poem can be said to truly begin or end: there is no starting point, no one place 

or subject that is truly “the poem.”  Rather, to read it is to merge into a dialogical process that the 

text plays host to.  Moreover, the poem confounds us by offering a partial metaphor for this: one 

never hears the voice the poem identifies and which calls it into being—the poem is haunted.  
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The lyric space this poem mediates enacts a kind of call—by the beloved other, by the difference 

of language and text, and by a more comprehensive alterity.  The poem is an absolute crux of 

address.  When the final stanza interrupts its established rhythm and viscerally engages sound—

“wind oozing thin through the thorn from norward”—it simultaneously estranges itself, opens to 

the alien landscape, and draws the reader into its (sonic) body, declaring the “I” who, in its 

emptiness, haunts and is haunted: he is neither me, nor Hardy, nor the woman who calls him, but 

somehow an interface of all these in a space whose defining feature is its being-called elsewhere. 

In the late twentieth century, poet Susan Howe has pushed a sense of the haunted subject 

to a further extreme.  While Hardy’s poem was published during the middle of World War I, 

Howe’s work in The Liberties (1980) was offered to a world that had witnessed the 

unprecedented alterations the twentieth century had wrought on the individual’s sense of public 

life.  Attuned to Adorno’s sense of the lyric post-Auschwitz, Howe sounds the poem’s near-

impossibility within this public space.  The poems in that volume’s “White Foolscap: Book of 

Cordelia” exist as wraiths whose extorted syllables exhibit traces of violence, disintegration, and 

the unconscionable weight of history: 

I can re 

trac 

my steps 

Iwho 

crawl 

between thwarts 

Do not come down the ladder 

ifor I 
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haveaten 

it a  

way (70). 

There is so much to attend to in this untitled poem: its surface deviation; the ways in which 

words and letters bleed over into and efface one another; the use of space and severe 

enjambment; the blur between “step” and whatever print a crawling person leaves behind; the 

subversive agency invested in the letters themselves. However, what I most want to draw 

attention to here is the way in which the speaker in this poem—a highly unstable conflation of 

Lear’s Cordelia and an anonymous first person—is imaginable as a stranger to both writer and 

reader.  To the extent that Howe has signed her name to this poem, one must imagine her as 

having listened to it and drawn it onto the page.  And yet the voice is characterized by evasion, 

deviation, and refusal: it forces a reader to confront its mediation and the asymmetry and impasse 

of its position relative to writer and reader.  Found “between thwarts,” the lyric11 space the 

speaker inhabits is one of adversity, resistance, impediment—anything but the happily 

symmetrical reflexivity of mutuality and intimacy for which the conventional lyric is reputed.  In 

this sense, one may read the address as warning to both the poet and the audience: the irreducible 

alterity of the speaker’s voice struggles to cover over its tracks and refuses to be made into 1) a 

satisfied and satisfying object, 2) a subject equal to the writer, and 3) a subject equal to the reader.  

Whatever link there may be to this fictive, emergent “I” within the text, it has been severed: the 

“ladder” by which we might have gained access has been “eaten away” by the very speaker one 

seeks to identify.  

                                                
11 Admittedly, one could argue the poem isn’t lyric but dramatic, in the persona of Cordelia.  However, the 
sequence of which the poem is a part is highly evasive in its relation to King Lear, and the poem’s “I” emerges as 
though in a clearing, with more white space and regular lineation, tempting one to read it as lyric.  This temptation is 
reiterated when the poem is repeated, without deviation, as the conclusion to the sequence.  
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 Thus, the dialogical relationship Howe may have had with this voice in the process of 

crafting her poem was one not of emphasized identity but alterity.  Obviously, even this alterity 

is somewhat fictive; however, when a reader encounters this poem, true difference is produced: 

another person begins to listen into the dialogical, fictive space Howe first heard.  The poem is a 

kind of receipt, and yet it is unredeemable, so to speak: the track cannot be followed back to 

Howe, nor is it possible to bring the speaker into any final sense of presence.  The lyric has 

sounded a fugitive space in which the limits of language and textual mediation are exposed and 

the pretense of a simple, self-present subjectivity refuted.  Nevertheless, enough space is 

available here for others to arrive as readers to keep it open, even as every opening is followed 

by a refusal.    

  I am greatly emphasizing the alterity and complications of the Post-Romantic lyric.  

However, even among those poets for which a greater degree of closeness inheres between the 

poem's speaker and the poet under whose name it appears, asymmetry and alterity abound.  In a 

later work by Scottish poet W.S. Graham, entitled “Clusters Travelling Out,” one reads:  

If this place I write from is real then 
I must be allegorical.  Or maybe 
The place and myself are both the one 
Side of the allegory and the other 
Side is apart and still escaped 
Outside.  And where do you come in 
With your musical key-ring and brilliant 
Whistle pitched for the whipped dog? (193) 

 
Here, the speaker enters the constructed, intersubjective space of the lyric in an interrogative 

mode, emphasizing its liminality, alterity, and diachrony.  There is no pure, satisfying self-

presence here, nor is there some kind of ideal communion between poet and reader; in fact, the 

poet alternately grins and grimaces at such a possibility.  The reader is presented as an open 

question for the speaker and very much a dominating force in his own right: he has a “whipped 



 
 

29 

dog” whom he calls in a tone inaudible to the poet.  No matter how much more friendly and 

conversational Graham’s speaker seems, this “I” is still a construct: it is not Graham himself, but 

a voice he listened into being by more deeply inhabiting a position of dialogical subjectivity.   

 In this poem and so many others, Graham dares the paranoia inherent in asserting that 

one really is one’s “I”—as though any person could be there on the page.  This paranoia disrupts 

the expectations for intimacy within conventional lyric space and so throws the reader back on 

herself toward her own dialogical subjectivity and its alterity.  Ultimately, the lyric space in 

Graham and the other poets here is diachronic, polysemic, and never resolved or “satisfied.”  In 

fact, for Graham, such resolution may not even be desirable, however much he might play at it: 

“As I hear so I speak so I am so I think / You must be.  O Please Please No” (248).  Ultimately, 

Graham’s work wants to meet and be met by another: “When you hear from me / Again I will 

not know you.  Whoever / Speaks to you will not be me. / I wonder what I will say. (191).  

However much the poem’s speakers pretend to be Graham himself, and however much they call 

out in direct address, they are nevertheless sounding the ultimate otherness toward which they 

travel. 

 Fittingly, calls, often of a distressing nature, are a frequent motif in Graham’s work.  In 

“Malcolm Mooney’s Land,” while the speaker surveys the arctic landscape and dreams of his 

lost others, he hears “a telephone ringing deep / Down in a blue crevasse” (154).  To answer such 

a call would surely be deadly, and in this the speaker is driven much like the “I” in Hardy’s “The 

Voice.”  Elsewhere in Graham’s work, there are “tappings”  and “clusters travelling out,” 

messages sent and received; in one poem, we read, “Who calls?  Don’t fool me.  Is it you / Or me 

or us in a faulty duet / Singing out of a glade in a wood / Which we would never really enter?” 

(240).  Later, in “What Is The Language Using Us For,” both Malcolm Mooney and the motif of 
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the arctic phone are reiterated. There, the fictive character of Malcolm Mooney is posited 

between the speaker and the reader, as a kind of impediment12, a foregrounding of the interface 

as artifice.  After suggesting that Mooney may do interesting things for us, the speaker quickly 

retracts, saying,  

  Reader, it does  
not matter.  He is only going to be  
 
Myself and for you slightly you  
Wanting to be another.  He fell  
He falls (Tenses are everywhere.)  
Deep down into a glass jail. 
 
I am in a telephoneless, blue 
Green crevasse and I can’t get out. 
I pay well for my messages 
Being hoisted up when you are about. (199).   
 

Here, in direct address to the reader, the speaker acknowledges the limitations and aspirations of 

the lyric space: it is a transparent prison, made all the more imprisoning when we insist on its 

being truly transparent.  Indeed, as one title of Graham’s tells us, the poem is a “dark dialogue.”   

 In 2012’s Place, poet Jorie Graham offers an extraordinary example of just such a dark 

and implicitly imprisoned dialogue, showing the subject struggling with the burden of identity 

while inhabiting a disintegrating lyric space.  In "The Bird That Begins It,” the speaker slowly 

wakes to a world in which "Something we don't want / any more of / flourishes as never / before" 

(54).  In 2012, this speaks to readers sensitized by economic instability, global terrorism, 

environmental degradation, and a media that seems to feast on all of these in an unceasing 

performance of decay.  The middle section of that poem speaks acutely—almost viciously—to 

this sense of exhaustion with the world and with identity: 

  Here comes the first light in leaf shaped coins. 
                                                
12 In the original poem, “Malcolm Mooney’s Land,” we read, “May my impediment mean no ill / And be itself a 
way” (154). 
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They are still being flung at our feet.  We could be Judas no 
problem.  Could be 
the wishing-well.  Right 
here in my open 

mouth.  The light can toss its wish right down this spinal 
cord, 
can tumble in 

and buy a wakened self....What is the job today my being 
asks of 
light.  Please 

tell me my job.  (54) 

Foregrounding the poem’s textual mediation through a jarring use of space and line, Graham’s 

speaker performs the paradox of a speaker who would be present, actual, “here.”  Following the  

declared intersubjectivity of “we” (which is countered by the “they”), this passage moves toward 

a deprived sense of self (“of “my being”) as grammatical object, as “me”; here, the lyric “I” is 

reduced to begging for a function, offering itself as useful, saleable object.  The phrase “right / 

here in my open / mouth” further underlines the speaker’s self-conscious performance of 

(metaphorical) speech and listening, leading one to question the extent to which Graham herself 

may or may not identity with her speaker.  Ultimately, however, this is beside the point; for the 

crux this poem enacts is made possible by the diachrony of textual mediation: the power of this 

voice’s insisting on “here” is constituted by its being impossible—her insistence on presence 

recoiling into an increased sense of thrownness and dislocation, of not having a “place.”  

 Ultimately, however, the breakdown Graham essays is not an inevitable and irrevocable 

outcome.  While similar anxiety persists—however tempered it might be—in many Post-

Romantic poems, Graham’s is an extreme example of a speaker with a very Romantic hunger for 

presence.  In fact, one might even say that Graham has here given us an image of the absolute 

extinction of the Romantic subject: one in which its hungers become synonymous with 

domination, imperialism, and betrayal (Judas).  However, the Post-Romantic lyric is in no way 
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beholden to the enactment of agonizing dislocation and breakdown.  Despite his being highly 

alert to the same anxiety as Jorie Graham, poet Dan Beachy-Quick imagines possibilities for a 

more sustainable approach to the dialogical tension within the lyric.  In gentlessness, a section of 

the long poem “overtakelessness” begins by announcing, “These songs are skeptics’ songs”(62).  

It goes on: 

How break the spell?  Say, 
 I’m weary.  Say, 
the blade’s edge grew dull. 
 Say, the sound I am  
 
listening to is too small. 
 How is it I can speak 
all these words with my mouth 
 pressed against the ground? 
 
I have spent a life in the field 
 turning it over to learn 
how to turn myself over and lie 
 in the field face down. (ibid.) 
 

Here, the dialogical, reflexive tension of the lyric space is engaged through the language of 

listening and speaking, as well as by the imperative, direct address: “Say.”  Each possible 

“saying” is offered as a possible way of “breaking the spell,” and while this “spell” can be read 

in multiple ways, I read it as synonymous with what the poem elsewhere calls “a hermetic 

delight” (52) to be found within poems.  Resisting the ideal of the poem as hermetically sealed  

in a unified, self-present satisfaction, “overtakelessness” exposes the nature of the lyric artifice 

and its mediation: the spell must be palpable in order for it to be broken.  

 Granted, as Beachy-Quick himself writes in “No Man’s Land,” “It’s not like being self-

aware on the page / is a new trick, or the poem growing aware of itself / as it’s being written” 

(85).  Indeed, the meta-poem can grow tedious by operating on a built-in equation of reflexivity.  

Beachy-Quick, like Grahams W.S. and Jorie, senses the exhaustion in this when he writes, 
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“Myself is a word to describe / this field that I cannot see / the end of” (59).  Nevertheless, while 

the poem uses “itself to point at / itself,” it may also “[use] itself to point away” (55).  And this 

“pointing away”—this finding itself addressed by an elsewhere it addresses—is so because of the 

nature of the poem’s diachronic, textual mediation in which no one is sealed hermetically in the 

poem because no one is there: the poem is a participatory, dialogical matrix in which its subject 

is doubled and its intersubjective dynamic triangulated; and in the asymmetry of the overall 

dynamic of the lyric space, a sense of fundamental alterity emerges as the very condition of lyric 

writing and reading.  The “spell is broken,” then, in that one’s face is never facing forward in the 

lyric space: it is always masked, refracted, or—as in Beachy-Quick’s poem—buried in the ever-

differing “field” out of which it emerged. 
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(As Though) Concluding 

Rather than arguing for the lyric subject as autonomous, expressive (if fictive) "I,” I have 

suggested that the lyric subject is a dialogical matrix of multiple subjectivities—actual, imagined, 

anticipated, deferred—that at once posit and emerge from a space whose only grounded, actual 

place in the world is the text: not the court, not the market, and not a canon of legitimized 

authors, but in the relatively fugitive realm of text.  In this way, there is no real contradiction 

between what Tucker terms the intersubjective and the intertextual.  The lyric space I am arguing 

for is ultimately a diachronic process in which readers take up the poem and bring that space 

partially into their bodies, imaginations, and consciousness even as the poem brings them out, or 

to the edge, of each of these.  In this, it is true, a reader may be haunted by presence and desire to 

"fully realize" the poem; however, in the 21st century, this process is carried out under duress 

insofar as there is no easily locatable ground in the social structure that will allow this to come to 

presence in a final or even wholly satisfying way.  Far from being a problem, however, this 

deferral of presence only heightens the intensity of the lyric space's dialogue with alterity. 

In this, one sees that difference and tension is where the lyric comes from: not from the 

identity of the naive subject who achieves and performs a supposed mastery of identity, but from 

a complex sense of reflexivity and alterity in which imagination helps language realize its 

capacity to sustain difference and sameness in a productive tension that refuses to be reduced to 

merely mine or yours, subject or object, or this subject or that's.  To apply an optical metaphor, it 

is a kind of stereoptic space which seems to resolve the parallax of differing subjects while 

recalling us to its existence as parallax.  One does not master the lyric poem: the poem’s voice is 

neither writer’s nor reader’s in full, but operates as an acoustic image of the estranging intimacy 

inherent within and between the selves out of which all worlds are imagined.  The lyric holds a 
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space open in which identity in language recognizes and destroys itself, again and again.  This is 

ex-static: the voice outside itself, calling and called to exceed what it shows itself to be.    

 In the 21st century, the hyper-mediation of technological interfaces everywhere frames 

and controls our inner and outer spaces, routing them into a spectacle of visuality at the expense 

of the contour and timbre possible within the auditory.  In this world, wherein global terrorism, 

environmental catastrophe, and economic instability threaten to make the lyric poem and its 

supposed subject a mere anachronistic nicety, the lyric space may be called “public” only with 

massive qualification and no small amount of concession and embarrassment.  One is constantly 

fending off accusations that poetry is "dead.”  And yet one wonders whether or not this 

"death"—this extinction of the lyric space as a vital channel for cultural and historical 

enactment—is not the very source of the contemporary lyric's power.  For when the lyric’s 

dialogical space becomes fugitive and calls its own ground and rootedness into question, it opens 

a way for writers and readers to sound out and listen through the ground of communication itself, 

where one discovers difference in identity and identity in difference.  Being fully present 

nowhere, its haunted presence-in-absence begins to find ways of resonating anywhere one's 

listening might be found.  It becomes a way of listening through and of coming to terms with the 

(un)reality of our hyper-mediated times. 

 Above all, lyric is about relationship, and yet these relationships are asymmetrical and 

marked with alterity.  In no way can one presume to know what the lyric poet was thinking or 

feeling while writing their speaker into being: one can only conjecture about degrees of closeness 

or distance between the two.  Thus, the dialogical relation obtaining between reader and speaker 

is analogous to but whole other than that between the speaker and writer; moreover, each of 

these subjectivities experiences itself as a dialogue as well, into which it speaks, listens, 
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anticipates, and imagines in the unceasing audition not of identity but of metaphor’s identity-in-

difference.  There is no transparent presence or fullness of reciprocity, and yet in the diachronic 

process the lyric space is given to via the practice of publishing, reading and writing become 

complementary practices of attending to and cultivating the lyric space.  What most characterizes 

this space is not its performance of presence and identity, then, as it would have been in certain 

times past; rather, it is the way in which this space makes alterity, transience, and metaphor 

palpable in its framing and exceeding of itself and its participants.  In this way, lyric space in the 

21st century might allow for any one of us to attune more deeply to the dialogical space that each 

one of us is and to discover there new possibilities for listening that are closed over by those 

forces of monological domination and control. 
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INTER 
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I. 
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In Terra (I) 
 
  
Emerged from earth,  
 
each larval  
nymph  
 
 steadies and crawls, 
 
shivering off its husk.  
       
             These  
 
 are the forest’s rich cancer.  
  
Hidden everywhere,  
 
their wiry,  
scattering music   
 
     reveals each tree  
 
 a larynx. 
 
The leaves’  
shadows’ 
 
    platelets 
 
loosen and clot—  
 
                   the singing wanes.  
 
From high, green  
cluttered limbs, 
 
the virgin dead fall down  
 
                    for bullfrog,  
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                    sparrow &  
                    fox— 
 
 none keep what they are. 
  
In evening’s stunned quiet, 
 
each buried egg starts  
calling the years  
 
     down into the soil’s  
 
 slow mania  
 
           for birth. 
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As Oneself 
 
 
My mother spoke into a small, paper cup.   
 
 Attached to it,  
 
a length of kite-string led  
from her in our kitchen  
 
     to me   
 
  crouched behind my father’s chair.   
 
Her thin voice asked  
if I could hear—   
 
    she heard back only laughter.   
 
 As though across great distance, 
 
the few words I’d learned  
arrived at my ear  
 
      altered, thin.  No longer ours.   
 
 I left my end of the line.  Quietly,  
 
against the doorjamb,  
I leaned and looked in  
     
     unseen.  In that moment,  
  
 I saw her alone,  
beneath the ceiling’s bulb, smiling, speaking  
 clear words into the cup  
 
        for her son,  
        
  calling him  
 
            by his Christian name. 
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Him 

Before sleep, the one I was said his prayer— 
he asked for bread, forgiveness, kingdom 

and blessed each relative's name. Pleased, 
he waited for thinking to release him and un- 
 
thread into dream. Instead, in that stillness,  
he reawakened to the dread he hid from  

all his eight years. There, behind his prayer, 
cornered and concealed, he thought a soul  

a stuck thing inside a head the Lord  
studied and judged.  His jaw shut tight, 

he let each erring word repeat, echoing 
on and on in the Lord’s recording ear.   

Then he felt the night’s cool breath  
go dead: nothing was here with him 

but pleas, sentences, lines he’d drawn 
through the calendar’s box that led him on 

to what?  A time when all, annihilated, 
would cease to bother his small prayer.  

He stopped himself.  Through the wall, 
he heard his father’s rough cough.  It quieted.  

And no one kept count, then, before  
the one I was, released, breathed back in. 
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The Liver 
 
 
Evenness is its virtue. 
 
Organ of wood, of roots,   
it tempers the sped blood,  
 
mothering and toning its richness. 
 
In one tradition,  
it belongs to spring, 
to budding forces fusing 
what’s buried beneath sight 
to all that branches, flowers, 
and falls free.  Daily, 
 
it turns through cycles  
timed to the sun’s changes.   
 
When it enters sleep, 
it begins to cleanse, 
releasing dross and poison. 
Troubled by its work, 
 
one dreams throughout: 
 
old crimes kept buried 
rise and branch jaggedly, 
and each twisted limb’s nest  
mars one’s lover’s face. 
 
Fear belongs to the liver. 
 
It fills one up who wants only  
to be immune: free  
of organs, of secrets – free 
to be anything,  
to become  
 
a small stone.   
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And dream allows it. 
 
Untouched, the stone lies  
among dandelion and thistle.   
After long years of stillness, 
of sun’s exchange with rain, 
a small boy discovers its place. 
Tucking it in his frayed pocket, 
he carries the stone back home.   
There, he washes it in rosewater 
and bores a smooth hole through its shape 
to let cool air pass through. 
 
He clasps it in sleep.   
He teaches it to breathe, to eat.   
 
He whispers into it,  
 
  I am inside the world you’ve dreamed—   
 
   you  
 
 live buried in my body. 
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Named 
 
 Sabina, Ohio (pop. 2,500) 

 
 
1. 
 
 
The plastic wreath still keeps on the stone. 
  
  The lost voice is trapped in a head. 
 
The stranger turned friend  
turns strange again.  
 
   I’m nowhere— 
 
      Back there—        
   
    Home. 

 
 
* 

        
 As village, Sabina is neither city nor town.   

 
Before cars, before the B&O railroad, before Warren Sabin purchased its land and 
gave it a feminized version of his name, it was a place near a creek where some 
cabins stood—a place between other places’ names. 
 
Then the name arrived.  Steam engine, monoculture, cars and freeway. The whole 
chronology building it up, exceeding it, exiting, and leaving it as it began: 
between. 
 
 

* 
 

In the town’s mile, when I was a child, 
 the light fit everything.  Biking through, 
I’d fixate on places where old-style  
 slate sidewalks bulged from the pressure  
of ash- or oak-roots swelling underneath.  
 In veined pieces, where it shattered, 
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the walk clung to itself shaping inclines  
 I ramped and raced across.  I sought  
blond honeysuckle or, down a certain alley,  
 the rich stench of untended tomatoes  
rotting on a sagging chainlink fence 
 beside a small, fallen shed whose owner 
I never knew.  A stranger.  A name 
 in someone else’s story. 

 
 

* 
 

I began in Ohio.   
I still dream of home. 

 
 
2. 

 
I page back through the only text recording it: 
 

“It was platted by Warren Sabin in 1830, who purchased it at a sheriff’s 
auction, naming it in his own honor.  The plat of the town was recorded on 
December 6, 1830, and contained thirty-seven lots, distributed along main 
street, Howard, and one cross street, Washington.” 

 
Nothing.  For one for whom those names don’t mean a thing: nothing. 
 
 

* 
 

Even as I loved it, the town was dead.   
 My parents’ generation watched it go. 
Along with Bible stories and Disney tales,  
 they narrated for me ordinary versions 
of the town as it used to be, as it was 
 for a boy and a girl whose families 
had found their living there.  And their end. 
 Listening, I dreamed myself past 
the storefront’s cracked, nameless pane 
 and the scraps of fallen plaster. 
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* 

…dying’s the best / of all the arts men learn in a dead place

* 

In the dead center of town, 
where the faded traffic-light 

swayed on its old wire, the clean  
bright front of the Haines Agency 

stood with its sign.  As a child,  
I passed it everyday.  My own. 

My father's name. My father's father, 
who owned the business, died 

at 49, years before my birth.  One day, 
in the town of his birth, 

his heart just stopped. 
As a boy, 

I never knew where to begin 

to begin making sense 

of the time before I was. 

* 

[ ] 

*
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The usual caricature the Midwest lives by: 
 
 sentimental country song; bland,  
 
throwback, pandering poet.  And somewhere 
 
  violence— 
  somewhere 
 
the ghosts and the choiring dead,  
 
  singing their mute account.  

 
 

3. 
 

A stranger’s place is elsewhere. 
 
 A stranger passes through—or,  
 
into him some strange thing enters,  
 
 swells, shatters, and goes, 
 
leaving him elsewhere forever, at night,  
 
 walking alone along a highway’s ditch.  

 
 

* 
 

“An African-American male was found dead in a ditch outside Sabina on June 6, 
1929, reportedly of natural causes.  He was never positively identified.  A scrap of 
tablet paper in the dead man's pocket yielded an address, but it led to a vacant lot 
in Cincinnati.  Finding that a still-living man in the house next to the lot was 
named Eugene, law-enforcement officials named the dead man ‘Eugene.’  
Sabina's Littleton Funeral Home embalmed the corpse in order to delay burial 
while an effort was made to locate survivors.  None were found.  The body was 
placed on display in a small adjacent brick building, hoping for eventual 
identification.” 
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* 
 

97% White 
0.9 % African-American 

 
 

* 
 

Where segregation is custom,  
 being white means not to question 
what being white means.  The fact  
 of skin, of the mark its pigment bears.   
Never to feel indebted to that mark,  
 or never enough in debt.  White, one is free  
to close the case, to lock up the corpse  
 in the small, above ground cellar, 
turning it into lore, attraction, mystery—  
 a place to sign one’s name. 

 
 
* 

  
(To see through to  
 
 none,  
 to nothing— 
 
   to un- 
 
  see 

 
 
* 
 

“A conservative estimate would be that over a million and a half people came to 
see ‘Eugene’ where he lay in state at the Funeral Home in his own little house in 
the side yard of the Littleton home. Nearly a million signed the many register 
books being kept at the building, a remodeled above ground cellar.  After a few 
years it was necessary to build a wire screen across the room to protect him from 
curiosity and souvenir seekers.  As time passed ‘Eugene’ became the object of 
pranksters and was taken from the building a few times, but was always quickly 
recovered.” 
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* 
 

Whatever scattered a man of sixty 
 into a town that did not want him living 
and left him in the gouged-out ditch 
 running between pavement and June corn 
holding nowhere’s address in his pocket, 
 
 it also bathed him, took his organs out,  
pumped embalming fluid through his veins, 
 and sealed his face in a grim, beatific grin 
that lay sunken above the fresh suit 
 the funeral director put him in each year.  
 
The OSU frat-boys who stole him  
 and chipped-off two brittle fingers 
mistook the funeral director’s half-conscious, 
 eccentric penance as play, as invitation 
to take something that didn’t belong.  

  
    

* 
 

Xenia:  
 

City in SW Ohio; 
 

Ancient Greek practice of care and generosity  
shown to those who were far from home 

 
 
* 
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“Mr. Littleton purchased a lot in the Sabina Cemetery and bore all the expenses 
incurred in the burial.  The body was fitted with a new suit and was furnished 
with a marker reading  

 
‘Eugene’ 

Found Dead 1928 
Buried 1964.” 

 

4. 
“The development of a new country was at once a task and a privation.  Compare 
the present conditions of the people of Clinton County, Ohio, with what they were 
a hundred years ago.  From a trackless wilderness and virgin land, it has come to 
be a center of prosperity and civilization with millions of wealth, systems of 
railway, grand educational institutions, splendid industries and immense 
agricultural and mineral productions.  Can any thinking person be insensible to 
the fascination of the study which discloses the aspirations and efforts of the early 
pioneers who so strongly laid the foundations upon which has been raised the 
magnificent prosperity of later days?” 

 
 

* 
 

At the sheriff’s auction, Warren Sabin believed 
 in commerce.  Nothing exists anywhere 
by which to praise or damn him (perhaps  
 an account, long distorted, somewhere,  
of someone still living who heard it from another  
 further back).  And yet, somewhere, if traced,  
one arrives at the fact of seizure, of a people  
 taking root where, before, they were unknown.   
The wrongness, then, of calling it home,  
 of calling it the beginning, the world—calling it  
God’s—a place where our fathers killed the unknown 
 to keep their life, their lineage, their law.    
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5. 
 
Here, with what calm I’ve learned,  
 in a room a thousand miles away, 
I study what’s left. I allow old names  
 to break and hold what’s broken apart:   
Snively’s, West Side, Frostee Freeze— 
 words for the vanished things I am. 
 
A friend whose pills worked too well. 
 One whose heart caught an idiot’s knife. 
One who tells me, Matt, I’m sick of burying my friends— 
 and the nothing I gave in reply. 
 
The indoor light grows strange— 
 
  its glow bleeds through into everything.   
 
An old panic rooted in each pulse begins  
 blooming and branching through my nerves,  
revealing an emptiness that gleams  
 and dims and gleams again in waves.   
 
The past is not itself.  What its pictures  
 meant to say means something else  
to what comes after, to those  
 the light was written for.  Memory, astray,  
coursing through the veining streets, 
 preserves the patched grasses, the oaklimbs  
caught with light, the child on the hot cement,  
 wet with chlorinated water, laughing. 
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In Terra (II) 
 
 
The partial veil of  
the mushroom 
 
tears,  
 
 reveals its  
 stem  
 
joined with the gilled cap’s 
frail underside.   
 
    Flecked with primordia, 
 
 its damp soil is  
 woven through with 
  
rhizomic,  
pale mycelium. 
 
   It threads and eats. 
 
 It nourishes.  
 
When the fruit first shows amid grassblades, 
 
 its form is fugitive  
 & slight. 
 
From its bare, broad face—  
 
 fanning and  
 darkened over— 
  
its each spore is cast afield  
 
           as dust  
 
  to come anew. 
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II.
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The Song Between 

 
 
  But the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD troubled him.  
  
        (I Samuel 16:14) 
    
1. 
 
In the book that bears Samuel’s name, 
 
the story isn’t his— 
it’s lent, instead,  
 
        to Saul.   
 
Thick Saul,  
 
         laughable among the prophets, 
 
who hid himself in a suitcase  
to fool what called him.  
 
      Still, as first king, 
                              
he is no conclusion— 
given to a people  
 
       as wound, as curse, 
 
 he becomes a dark seam between  
 
the time of judges and the song  
the slaying, jealous Lord 
 
                   wakes  
 
  in David. 
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2. 

David took an harp, and played with his hand: so Saul was refreshed, and was well, and the evil spirit 
departed from him.   

(I Samuel 16:23) 

(his harp 

a thin 

membrane 
shivering 

in the sick king’s ear— 

* 

David’s Singing: 

Nightly, 

the boy’s song casts again for the one 

the Lord’s will 
knots and frays. 

By rush-light, 

at the wolfing hour, the crown 

sits on a craven eye, 

its law  
is an enemy’s script. 

In stray pulses the boy’s hand blends 

(a song of nerve   
and blessed flaw) 
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he mends the seam fixed jaggedly between them 

and then un- 
 
 stitches it again. 

* 

Saul’s Song 

Lord, 
I am 

torn into your voice, into 

its mineral, 
songless word. 

Your law speaks me apart, anew, 

in bonemeal, 
in dampened ash.  

Here, 

at your heart’s sealed door, 

I paw. 
I err. 

Because I would not kill them all 

(wholly and  
without mercy)— 

Because I offered them unto you 

as strangers, 
believing 
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in your love of slaves— 

Because I cannot not keep your rule— 

I am a seed in the wind’s sand. 

I am your slain one, your lamb, 

your demon’s dear, 
uncrowned 

derided. 
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Omega 

In weeds on the periphery, while the pack eats, 
a stranger appears, watching.  She is thin. 

Her dark, scarred coat differs from the others. 
Her timid jests – pratfalls, snorts and cries –  

distract and falter.  Still, they allow her: 
they leave her what is left.  As theirs, 

she may not breed: she is culprit and witch— 
neuter, scale, and ghost.  She is need.   

When days in winter bring no kill, 
they come to take it out on her: cowed, 

her wild yelp deadened amid the drifts, 
she twists free.  She hides.  All night,  

as their long howls dialogue and fugue, 
she stays mute – ear cocked, mending.   

Each circles her when she returns, 
studying her fur and pheromones, her one 

pale, mismatched eye.  There, in her least place, 
pawing the dirt, she is their judge, their drug— 

she is the one whose difference belongs.  
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Lawgiving 

As we keep telling the story, the errors become less strange.  Tears in the fabric 
become a young song the ear copies into a secret, breathing record.  It holds.  It 
keeps.  Then dawn tears through with its dead fires, its sand and ash scouring each 
tent.  Its wind reads over our printed steps.  And then reads again. 

* 

It is told 

the rock’s trickle sickened him— 

that, for a time, he nursed on a small song 
sung by that woman who parted the reeds, 

took him from Pharaoh’s river,  

  and called into him his name. 

But no word tells how each night, atop the mountain, 

he lay down ashen, as no one, 

writhing inside what called 

        and called. 

* 

The Law is the eye of death— 

Reading is a daughter of light. 

* 

On the novel’s opening pages, the character who walked screaming from within 
his nightmare was called by my last name.  That name was given me by my father 
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whose own, dead before I was born, showed him the book.  “The Old Man came 
home with it one day, thrilled, saying he absolutely had to read the thing. And that 
was the last we heard about it.”  My reading alone would reach the end. 

* 

Moses looked, then, 

upon 
what it is 

death to see. 

         The eye 

daring to inherit, 
to read  

and to be read— 

to know. 

To return then, 
veiled, 

 revealing the law in rock. 

And to teach it—   

      to give it 

as it breaks.  
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The Instructor 
 
 
In class, when I’m sick of my authority,   
a picture of me shows in my head’s dark: 
 
a patriarch revealing how the Earth is sick 
and how our story on its surface is just  
 
a black, flickering oil fire.  I reveal 
how no meaning can be true enough  
 
to make us matter: too many words, 
needs and desires.  I tell how we break, 
 
how a thought becomes a jail.  I say,  
Now nothing but chance is sacred.  
 
I quit.  When I choke my laughter, 
I can’t explain its sound.   
 
The kids don’t notice.  In silence,   
they admire windows, the trees beyond.   
 
They await warm lunch and recess. 
Each day, they find time to break free 
 
from their written work’s endless page, 
their wilderness is threaded with jokes, 
 
noise, small cruelties turned to glee: 
the lie she told becomes their song— 
 
the anger’s wink twists in his laugh. 
When I can, I share this with them. 
 
When I can't, I don't know what I am.   
Thought thinks me.  News comes.  I age.   
 
Reading my volume on the centuries, 
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I wait for a fire to break in my head  
 
where what’s left to save might wake, 
blackened and alive.  It is not a lie. 
 
It’s the thread I hold when, each day,  
I welcome each small, perishable face 
 
and disguise my terror with knowledge. 
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The Death of Saul 
 

“Behold: I have played the fool,  
and have erred exceedingly.” 
 
  (I Samuel 26:21) 

 
Proem 
Urim and Thummim 
 
 

Reluctantly, they teach you to consult it.  To cast its knowing stones.   
 
Soon, you turn to it not only for justice, but for vain confusions, for panic and 
control, for chance.  Standing in place of your unknowing, it tells you  
every wrongness is will be made clear.  Every error fixed.  It runs through futures, 
pasts, dreams.  It computes.  Its programs become a part of you, of your not 
knowing’s need to change itself—to lie to itself—to know. 
 
In the kingdom your name secures and terrifies, its Yes and No are two faces you 
stand between, two mouthing wills.  You are the air between them, there—now 
circling, now stale—filled with listening.   
 
A time is coming when it will not speak to you again.  
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1.           
 
Nightly, between wakefulness and sleep, faces appear—antic, unknowable—
twisting behind the eyes. Beginning in the abdomen, a cold shiver rises into the 
chest and bursts there, flaring into black tendrils electrified with what they flee.  
They clasp the heart—mouthless, blind— feeling their way in.    

 
 

* 
   

 Till dawn  
 
I lie studying his song, fallen  
 
 as a cool,  
 chlorinated dew 
  
killing the membrane’s holy germ. 

 
   Here,  
 
  where I trap its air  
  in certainty,  
  
 dread quickens what layers itself 
   
  into each stripped, con- 
  stricting vein:   
 
   need, 
 
  knowing nothing, 
   
 singing me toward knowing’s end. 
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2. 

In the book’s account, Saul died by his own hand.  In a wasted field taken by the 
Philistines, he fell on his spear to avoid the shame of a certain capture.  

* 

David: “Last I saw him beneath the crown, 
he was deep in paranoia’s cave,  

pissing dust.  I offered him my proof 
in the clutched fragment my hand 

cut from his hem.  He read me. 
It was no song.  In his face’s  

wild, unknowing look, his soul 
opened to me as a pale, dread- 
 
 crushed egg.” 

* 

He had known his end.  He had desired to know. 

When even the Urim and Thummim ceased to divine, he disguised himself and 
travelled by night to Endor to consult with a witch who’d escaped his ban.  Seeing 
him sick with desire for knowing, she complied.  

She spoke with her familiars.  She listened in.  And then let the ghost have his say.  

*
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Samuel: 
 

   “At night,  
   
         in my insomnia, 

 
 I will appear at your door. 
  
The heavy, black bag I’ll drop between us  
 
  shall contain no receipt,  
    
         no harp, 
 
 no cheap drug for paranoia.      My mouth 
  
 
  will devour your ear—  
  my judge’s eye,  
 
     your mind.   
 
Knowing will come on its own, then 
 
  and unshield all our listening. 

 
 

* 
 

(it was a father’s— 
 
a father’s  
womb 
 
was denied him. 
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3. 
 
In other accounts, Saul gave his death over to a stranger happening by, who tried 
to flee. The stranger did the killing coldly, as though with another’s hand.  Later, 
before ending his own life in turn, the stranger regretted not the killing, but his 
willingness to respond when addressed. 

 
 

* 
 
 (as though  
   
this could ever be mine  
to say to you— 
 
  as though  
 

  it has ever been you 
 
 
4.  
 

While the Philistine’s paraded Saul’s head about on a pike, David sounded his 
lament deep into his people’s dreams.  No longer the song of balm offered the 
King in his terror, it became a cry to the Lord who lowered on Israel His 
knowing’s dark, surveying eye. 

 
 

* 
 

(Listening’s  
 King’s  
 
  head is missing—  
 
what sings 
 
        can’t say a thing   
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Coda 
 

 
Once, when I was a boy in Sunday school, the teacher presented us with small, 
oblong boxes that once held checkbooks.  Following her instructions, we each 
removed the red checkered lid of our box and, over the bottom’s cardboard hull, 
wrapped four rubber-bands.  These were our harps.  Plucking the mute strings of 
our checkbook boxes, we were told that David was a beautiful boy who killed 
Goliath with one stone, who survived the rages of the wrathful King Saul, and 
who, with his harp, made beautiful music in praise of the Lord.  For all of this, the 
Lord loved David and made him king.  I didn’t know why anyone would tell us 
this. I didn’t understand why Saul would want to kill the boy.  I knew only that I 
was to remember the harp.     

 
 

* 
 

Between us here  
 
      is no kingdom, no ark—  
  
     no law. 
 
The poem is not song,  
 
  not witch or prophet. 
 
   The poem  
 
   is what’s thrown:  
   a call 
     
 shuttling across this field of debt and accident 
 
 to arrest some stranger— 
  
  some you— 
  
 stumbling into ear-shot’s 
   
  ceaseless,  
  summoning un-  
     
       known. 
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* 
 

Through the witch of Endor, Samuel told Saul all there was to know of his fate 
but this: that his armor and scarred shield would be laid to rest at the foot of an 
alien shrine to Ashtaroth, she  
 
           of the deforming chord,  
           the labor-pain,  
 
                       and want. 
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Give

Freed of certainties, 

one’s mind  

twists clear of its head.  Bad air 

lifts. 
Lymph,  

ringing, tempers in its turns.  

Fathered, un- 
 fathered, 

one becomes this world’s womb, 

its ear 
and pupil—  

its surround. 

A laving mid-day light 

shot through with 

spore & 
pollen 

fills one with meetings and exchange. 

One takes the glass, the 

wood’s  
bowl,  

the  

still sparrow’s pose  (its branch, 

its 
nape & 

vent— 
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 its bill’s  
  
 one, 
 frayed 
  
 blue thread).  
 
These weave and hinge.  They be- 
 
 come what one,  
 confused,  
  
       adrift with music, 
 
 holds. 
 
  Then 
 
something inside of one  
wavers:  
 
 it wants to  
 call  
  
             all of it  
  
 back—  
  
          and one is caught.   
 
Abrading the hour’s sacrum,  
 
 tearing its rhizome’s 
 
 netted, 
 wild 
 
 mycelium, 
 
one’s mind starts thinking it’s only  
 
 itself again— 
 it’s only  
  
     this— 
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and falls through the world  
 
             as it gives. 
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III. 
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Cicada 
 
 
The new season drones. 
 Shadows the winds make  
flicker on the grass  
 mime what I listen for  
 
in the noise’s taut sheet   
 whose every edge shifts  
and folds new centers in. 
 In the story it calls back to, 
 
the folk the Muses obsess 
 and change into cicadas 
find nothing is ever so  
 filled with itself as song. 
 
Its strange depths trans- 
 fix them.  Gaunt, insomniac, 
each one dies adoring.    
 Each dissolves to song. 
  
Here, parting the blind,  
 who is this distracted one  
gazing into ghost-light  
 in the limbs’ repeating leaves? 
 
Who is the one who keeps 
 listening for some lost thing  
felt steadily insisting 
 through the thin, torn screen? 
  
Whose is the sound this becomes? 
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Ghost Lyre (I) 

 
 
Between us is a needle  
the air threads.  Deftly,  
it pierces the meridian  
the body’s warm word  
is channeled into.  Stuck,  
it wills it that one of us mends  
the whole surrounding motion  
in the style of one hand  
taking another’s in its hold.   
Little chance.  Once,  
when we’d grown so  
wholly encircled with  
the old song’s fluencies,  
each voiced word traced 
and housed us.  Gently,   
even our wrongs dawned,  
relented, and their sense 
pulsed, a plectrum in hand,  
the string wild beneath.   
 
Now we’re left to think.   
Our nerves’ rote dread 
births fractured signs  
webbing us in their news, 
and with the ear’s taut drum  
we listen: this, this, this.   
It is a tapping stick of ash 
fashioned by an old man 
who walks daily our garden’s  
small wreck.  It is his song.  
To some, its sound nests  
only to shiver, sickly.  
But listen otherwise.  
Unbind your two eyes’  
tight hold across your face.  
Sense how, even now, 
the mistakes are singing, 



 
 

79 

listening for themselves  
to be changed in us, 
their favorite haunt. 
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Exhuming the Muse 

 
And mother, find three berries red 
And pluck them from the stalk, 
And burn them at the first cockcrow 
That my spirit may not walk. 
  
  --Elizabeth Siddal (1829-62)  

 
     
1. 

 
She was no Kore.  Resurrected, 
 she left no kingdom underground, 
brought no field to bear.   Nightly,  
 
 in his chloral haze, Rossetti 
saw her in their bed again, blue— 
 a letter pinned to her thin shirt  
 
and their child buried inside her.  
 When he’d turned back for her, 
the nobody where the stone said  
 
 Lizzie lay bore for him only a sheaf  
  
  of damp, worm-eaten songs.  

 
 

2. 
 

She trusted it: how the sure aura 
 light finds upon a muse’s face 
changes the one whose lit nerves  
  
 want only its translation— 
how, between them, the image 
 neither knows but both become 
 
is given life.  Trust.  Frozen,   
 posing alone in Millais' rigged tub 
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long after its heatlamp died,  
 
 she never said a word to interrupt.   
 
She floated, numb for hours,  
 
 to give the perfect, dead Ophelia. 

 
 

3. 
 
 Rossetti to Swinburne: 

 
“The truth is that no one so much as herself would have approved of my 
doing this. Art was the only thing for which she felt very seriously. Had it 
been possible to her, I should have found the book on my pillow the night 
she was buried; and could she have opened the grave, no other hand would 
have been needed.” 

 
 
* 

   
When he forsook all verse for her, 
 her green, canceled eyes lay closed— 
her ear an arrested bone. Due her  
 
 were those lines of his whose song  
she’d given him to bear for her as  
 live divinity’s receipt.  Alone, now, 
 
such debt was a thing to kill, to waste, 
 to give-over-to before the press 
unreasonably. Unbalanced, unequal to 
  
 the pale face he’d memorized  
and copied down so often, he thinks,  
 Surely, she’d want for me 
 
something other than this addled, 
 nerve-sick dimness in which  
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I can’t keep count and the numbers  
 
 all clot in her soul. 

 
 
4. 

 
He did not attend the exhumation.   
 
The hired man’s gloved hand succeeded in retrieving the manuscript from its nest 
in her wiry, dead hair.  As Rossetti had promised, it lay beside a King James Bible 
and was bound in rough grey calf.  
 
Afraid of disturbing the poet’s nerves, his publisher—who’d encouraged and 
carried out the plan—reported to Rossetti that the very laudanum that killed her 
had preserved her beauty. Faking a poet’s touch, he insisted that her famous red 
hair still lived, teeming in the coffin, swaddling her body. 
 
When the poems sold, Rossetti could finally pay off his debts. 

 
 

5. 
 

    In what is left of her, 
  
   a self-portrait shows her face’s  
    harsh, waning crescent framed  
   against a lifeless, green surround.   
    Above the pinched, jagged mouth,  
    
     her dilated eyes  
 
      well darkly under the lid.  
    
   Perhaps they do not mean to,  

 
     but they accuse. 
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Ghost Lyre (II)

The wave returns bearing its 
fact: a world has folded up, 
made good now only to   

dream back through, astray. 

But what hides there, delayed 
in the synapse whose fires 
pulse, disperse, collide? 

(One doesn’t want it described.) 

All day, one’s wounded talk, 
healing in the paneled walls. 
In a false wood-knot’s maw,  
one hears a story of oneself  
turned otherwise, in a light 
differing from the tempered blue 
glow in which one sees. Why?  
Does one’s idiot blood crave 
trial?  Does it smile? 

Things slip.    

One walks out to the lake 
where memory laps its tireless, 
wasting ripples in the algae.   
With a single, thin young reed, 
one fishes up out of the bilge  
a clutch of wadded notes—  
receipts belonging to those  
whose needs proved useless 
and impossible in one’s count. 
In the black, bleeding ink,  
a stranger’s will still makes  
its dark, stubborn sign.   
It curses us, and this,  
and everything— 

and the curses teach one to sing. 
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Rilke’s Sappho 
 

 Do not think that I am wooing…  
 
   (Duino Elegy VII) 

 
 
1. 

 
A fountain.  
A stone jug—  
 
  a hand  
 
 as it draws & pours.   
 
(In this figure,  
 
which is the played song?  
which the Muse’s ear?   
 
 and which  
  
the singer  
 
      whose wanting interrupts? 

 
 

* 
 

When she talks to Sappho, Eranna grows confused. Just last night, she was thrown 
far, made strange in the poet’s song.  Hearing that honeyed voice again, 
addressing her, a weak trembling is the only plea she makes.  It is not a song.  
 

 
* 

 
The singer says, 
 

“This song you have given me— 
 which I give back as ours—  
is a piece of time I have rarified,  
  
 drugged into eternity, 
and taught to speak in my name— and,  
 my Lady, my Public,  
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  it is your true life.” 

 
 
* 

 
   How shall I keep my Soul from touching yours? 

 How shall I send it over you—  
 
        immune— 
  
  toward all the other things? 

 
 
 

2.  
 

In Rilke’s New Poems of 1907, Sappho figures as the ecstatic singer, the poet of 
an overwhelming erotic communion.  Rilke wanted less of song then.  Instead, he 
sought things.  His Sappho, singing, would obliterate the muse, the other, the 
source and end of song.  She would give the other over into eternity, and recycle 
her into all things. 
 
 

* 
 

Our souls live on betrayal. 
 
 
* 

 
The soul at the center is no thing.  No— 
 
 the soul, at the center which is nothing, 
 
is this fountain, un- 
folding from itself, emptying 
 
 endlessly into its blind, listening basin, 
 
  its one true alien  
  and twin. 
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3. 
 

The auditor says: 
 

“Because they live on error, 
our souls grow scattered, fraying   
 
as dark, rhizomorphic filaments 
the law rejects.  All ear,  
 
they ramify like melody.  Blind, 
they colonize a life.  Because  
 
its tendrils seek breakage— 
a fissure to heal— the soul  
 
finds it must sometimes  
turn its youth over to  
 
a song whose timbres,  
whose quick, fluent turns,  
 
bear the cracked, archaic scalpel  
the preening singer whets.” 

 
  
4. 
 

In “Song of the Women to the Poet,” Rilke articulates this drive to undo the other, 
the muse, the beloved—the one who founds the song.  Du sei, they tell him: You 
be—or so the poet says, speaking to himself as them.  As playthings of eternity, 
we women may become ourselves only in your saying. Thus, you must be, you 
mouth, you sayer. Yours is the art without which we are ghosts, animals, vessels 
whose blood spills and spills into no basin. 

 
 
* 
 

It would be years before he could write: 
 
 Learn to forget those songs… 
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5. 
 

The Poet’s Death (1907) 
  
 
 Lured out into everything— 
 
  the dirt, 
  the rock-vein, 
 
  the trembling waters— 
 
 the poet’s face, in its final bed, 
 
  spoils. 
  Its tender, 
 
  sexual mask  
 
 crumples and unfolds its sole 
 
   bare look:  
 
         a once-fluent  
   
  thing  
  left  
   
          still and skinless 

  
and offered to the emptying air. 
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Oppenheimer 
 
  “Now, I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.” 
 
 
When the first test-bomb went off, his team  
stood goggled behind a plate glass screen 
watching the desert floor bloom with dark.  
Years followed.  The icon that cloud became 
effaced calendars and maps.  Souls.  Lost, 
they turned to the maker.  They put him on camera  
 
to study how the light in his face endured.  Once,  
that light lit the eyes of a timid child  
watching his mother’s gloved, prosthetic hand  
break the evening’s bread.  That same light  
became a fire his mind fed, consuming  
ancient, deathless Sanskrit verse.  But on screen, 
 
it only flickered, dimly, behind what masked 
his face’s ghost. When its thin lips spoke, 
the words were another’s: a long dead god’s 
urging a man to his duty as a ruler of men. 
His duty is done.  The man is gone.  And a dark 
lidless eye watches— it won’t turn off.   
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Bloom (I) 
 
 
In the sick,  
warming sea, 
 
blooms of jellyfish thicken.   
 
Where dense shoals of  
 
fished-out  
bluefin swam,  
 
the gently folding mesogleal  
 
 bells  
 pulse.   
  
  Unrivalled,   
 
 in love with the wave,  
 
the living  
haunt and drift.  
 
              At Diablo Canyon, 
 
our nuclear reactors compose  
 
 the perfect niche. 
 
Fresh seawater drafted as coolant  
returns warmed to that water  
 
 turning above the coastline fault— 
 
and it draws them in. 
 
When emergency shuts the system down, 
 
 intelligence, 
 at pains, 
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finds the intake filter’s fine mesh screen  
 
 choked with a clot of  
  
 lifeless, lulled,  
 translucent forms  
  
who’d answered, eagerly,  
 
  the calling warmth. 
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Bloom (II) 
 
 
Along the lip  
of its body’s bell 
 
a fringe of calcium crystals 
 
orients the jellyfish  
to gravity.  Held 
 
 in pockets,  
 
the crystals graze nearby hairs  
 
whose motion  
neurons translate into up  
 
 or down.   
  
In this, a jellyfish  
steadies into its sea the way  
 
 a human ear  
 
rights its body upon ground. 
 
Having bred sixty-thousand jellyfish  
in orbit around the Earth, in bags 
 
 of artificial sea, 
 
NASA discovered in those medusae  
later released into our oceans  
 
 difficult,  
 erratic pulses: 
 
 their down was  
 
   up, their  
 
  here  
  there.     
 
In those cases when stones  



 
 

92 

in the labyrinth of a human ear 
 
 fail in their charge, 
  
the vertigo it scripts into  
the neurons’ plastic map 
 
 says no,  
 
one is not right with the ground. 
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IV. 
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At the Turn 

1. 

Low tide: 
anemone 

keep to their holds. 

Hermit crabs lulled &  
jostled by pooling surf 

settle.  

Turning, 
she steps, 

rock by 
rock, 

placing and re- 
placing my attention: 

tidepool, 
curlew, 
fronds of 
dulse.  

Cradled, 

her clear dark eyes  
greet each given fact. 

I look with her.   
I try to learn each name.  

Then the tide shifts—  

I drift. 
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2. 
 
Tangled in wrack,  
the gull’s white feathers  
 
 stain  
 and break.   
  
  In sand,   
 
the body clumps  
like a crushed nest.  
  
Spread open on its hinge,  
 
 the thin,  
 brittle ribcage 
 
bares to the stranger’s lens  
 
its ruined bowl of 
 
 bright,  
 jagged plastic  
 scraps. 
 
Nothing here is home. 
 
A gull’s eye, 
primed for light’s  
 
quick, surfacing flash 
 
 places 
 trust 
  
& spikes its gut with trash. 
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3. 
 
In one version, she  
 
 of earliest chaos 
 
was a goddess,  
 
  Tiamat:  
 
 dark,  
 glistening  
 
 lover of the abyss. 
 
In Genesis, she is called 
 
 tehom – 
 the watery deep 
 
on which the spirit of YHVH moves. 
 
 In time,  
 
she is not called at all: she is  
 
 nothing – 
 the nihilo  
 
from which a lone, minded will 
  
 rids the world, 
  
 his own. 
 
 
  * 
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Last night out of a dream I rose, 
 
 drenched,  
 
 midsentence in  
 the heartless, 
  
 shivering invective 
 
nightmare works into my tongue. 
 
 Beside me,  
 she asks, 
   
What.  What is it.  What’s wrong. 
  
 And it’s nothing—  
  
 it’s always 
 nothing 
 
meeting its face in the dark. 
 
 

4. 
 
Before life was,  
 
 deep  
 blindly  
 
 turned upon 
  
 deep.  
 
Something shocked awake. 
 
 pulsing, 
 spun, 
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the bits now  
urged and hungered— 
 
they’d become.   
 
 Cells  
 split & 
  
 fused— 
 grew  
 
 mouths. 
 
Forms changed.  Eyes.  Minds’ 
 
 stores of  
 copied  
 light    
 
 pictured and re- 
 
pictured all.  Need became want— 
   
 heart,  
 thought.   
  
Words tried to say what was— 
 
  who— 
 
 and there we were. 
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5. 
 
My eyes trace a tern’s  
 
 swift  
 buffeted  
 arc  
 
to where she kneels  
on an outcrop of eroded rock,  
  
 studying changes.  
  
She turns & her hands, 
 
 powdered with sand,  
 
brush themselves against old jeans 
that lay on our floor that morning. 
 
 I watch her face's  
 pale oval  
 
 tilt down as she rises, and 
 
before she sees me— 
before her eyes beam 
 
 and she returns  
 
 to the world we keep between us— 
 
I see that place where the strange,  
tempered light is broke 
  
      is hers  
 
 and my mind’s will dies to greet it. 
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Notes 

“Named” features lines in italics from poems by James Wright.  Other passages were quoted 

from The Sabina Historical Society and The History of Clinton County, Ohio by B.F. Bowen 

(1915).   

“Lawgiver” contains lines in italics from Edmond Jabes.  The two lines are not together in his 

work, but I have paired them. 

“Cicada” refers to the myth of the cicada in Plato’s Phaedrus.  

“Exhuming the Muse” quotes from a letter D.G. Rossetti wrote to Swinburne.  The epigraph is 

from Siddal’s poem “At Last.”  

“Rilke’s Sappho” contains quotations from Edward Snow’s translation of Rilke’s New Poems 

1907.  The last section also contains a very free translation/adaptation of “The Poet’s Death” 

from the same volume. 

“At the Turn” owes a debt to Catherine Keller’s Face of the Deep: A Theology of Becoming, esp. 

in section three. 




