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where geometry borders on dream  —Lorca

Creative writers
 have long regarded the formalist approach to literature with ambivalence, one which I believe is linked to undecidables in the moment of composition itself. I propose that we harness this ambivalence in the service of a refreshed formalism, one which can hold conflicting theoretical premises in suspension "without any irritable reaching" after resolution. This tolerance of friction and impurity, along with other qualities of a "lyriciste" or Jorie Graham-workshop approach, I think points to something like a "lyric formalism": a critic's relationship to literature which is itself literary, paradoxical and dynamic, a bit carnival, a bit neo, and, with any luck, more that a little uncomfortable.
  
What I will do here is briefly sketch two (of no-doubt several) historical strains in Creative Writing's attitude toward formalism—enough to show the sometimes rather stark contradictions. I'll then turn to the workshop approach of a prolific and famous, sometimes infamous poet-teacher, Jorie Graham. Drawing heavily on anecdotal material from my acquaintance with her in the early part of her career, I'll examine how one writer's critical premises played out generally in a classroom, in a classroom style, and even in the way that individual orchestrated her life. I will consider how a lyric mind,
 in the actual act of writing poems, tends to understand questions of text and culture, work and world. In this way I hope to contribute a creative writer's sense of "text-as-becoming" to ongoing discussions of textual boundaries. And, finally, I will consider how such a mind can broadly suggest a gutsier academy and a "differently enabled" formalism, meaning that Bakhtin's notions of dialogue, open unity, and outsidedness are admitted into the critical act.
Formalism and the Creative Writing Practitioner: An Edgy Affair
They act as if they had never heard the question before. The what? they say. The air? What about it? We smile and rephrase the question: What does the air feel like to you, you being a bird, able to fly and all? Finally they seem to understand, and they meditate on this awhile. And then they begin: The air to us is a brother, a sister. We are intrigued, and lean in closer. The air, they continue, now quieter. We lean in yet farther. They peck us in the eye and laugh wickedly. Birds are bastards, every one of them.  

—"How the Water Feels to the Fishes," Dave Eggers

As for critics, they don't know./They'll never know./They're not supposed to know. 

—James Galvin

The creative writer's relationship to formalism has not been without its antagonisms. Almost upon the New Criticism's
 inception, for example, the bad-boy Beats had begun to write the very poetry such criticism least honored. I think of how Allen Ginsberg's seminal Howl, for example, rather loudly resisted the New Critics' values, thumbing its nose at their particular brand of wit, irony, density, impersonality and overall finish.  It certainly took its share of fire from critics and formalist poets alike, who considered the piece nothing more than artless rant, an ill- and indeed over-wrought urn.

The Beats wrote work that was not New Critic-approved, and they were wary too of the way the New Criticism turned literary study into a classroom-centered endeavor. Their choice of the coffeehouse, for instance, forgrounded non-academic contexts and sources of poetry. Their notorious antics and provocations served to critique the New Critical belief in art's high seriousness. And their choice of jazz to accompany public readings signaled a faith in process over product, the provisional, always-shifting moment over the "gold enamellings" of supposedly stable, self-contained, eternal form.
Even a very different school of writers, the Confessionals, and again right in the midst of the New Criticism's heyday, were busily challenging certain formalist notions, however implicitly. The mid-century work of Robert Lowell, W. D. Snodgrass, and Ann Sexton worries the line between text and author, text and society—and coaxes the reader into that project as well.  Sylvia Plath's highly compressed and image-centered lyrics may lend themselves well enough to New Critical analysis, but they certainly don't invite a study of the text in isolation from author biography and psychology.  Their project is arguably to force questions about that very isolation itself. 
Other movements of roughly mid-century—Black Mountain, Projectivist, New York, Postmodern or Neo Surrealist—had complex attitudes toward formalist criticism, varying poet by poet, and an investigation into the question would no doubt be both interesting and difficult.  But the interrogation was quite unambiguously extended in the late 1970s and into the 80s by the Spoken Word performers, who carried on the tradition of the Beats, and by the Language poets, who produced poetry as well as an abundance of theory which challenged any understanding of literature as culturally and politically bracketed. For the Language writer, not only the critic's theoretical approach to literature but her very status as critic were understood to be constructs, ideologically tainted through and through. Language poetry (coupled variously with French feminist, hypertext, and other theory of the 70s and 80s) certainly challenged the reality as well as the ethics of closure; of formal boundaries generally in literature. Even a lyric (or lyric-Language) poet such as Jorie Graham, the later focus of this paper, speaks in The End of Beauty to the potentially dire political consequences (the "end") of cultural narratives which idealize closure, fixity, and form (beauty). Such consequences for this poet include no less than world destruction. 
The antipathy to formalism is not only manifest in poetry schools of a poststructuralist bent. At quite the opposite end of the spectrum, it exists in Romantic strains of contemporary writing which elevate imagination over reason and artist over the critic. (These strains certainly persist in American pop culture generally. In Dead Poet's Society, John Keating, played by Robin Williams, proclaims there will be no measuring of poetry here! and has his students tear out the introduction to a text which is virtually a caricature of a New Critical handbook.)  Poet Marvin Bell says, "We all know how many times/ a critic reads a book:/ Less than once," suggesting that critics are more interested in judging a work than they are in actually reading it.
  The formalist critic as trained explicator and high priest of literature presides above and outside of the text (certainly above the messy, elusive, associational experience of art-making itself), and of course assumes likewise that the text can and should be regarded as autonomous. But most writers in my experience can't abide such a critic or even such a text. I'm hard-pressed to think of writers of any school, and despite the special status they may assign to literary art, who regard their work as anything but intensely bound up in life, mind, and culture. With certain reservations (see below), most writers I've known easily concede to the ever-unstable confederacy of self and other; the always-contextual and interdependent relationships of author, text and reader. 

Formalism and the Creative Writing Practitioner: A Smiling Partnership
On the other hand, a number of scholars have recently made visible the close historical and institutional ties between Creative Writing and formalism.
 After all, it was poets and fiction writers—T.S. Eliot, Robert Penn Warren, Allen Tate, et al—who actually helped to create and/or promote the New Criticism, starting with its (arguably) earliest elaborations in Eliot's prose. As Paul Dawson says in Creative Writing and the New Humanities, the MFA at Iowa came of age in close association with literary study and criticism. Indeed the growth of the program is almost perfectly aligned with the growth of mid-century formalism. For Dawson, the workshop's success was due in part to the rise of "critical reading…reformed by the New Critics," just as, likewise, the New Criticism's success was due in part to its alliance with poets.

And so it is not surprising that the creative writing workshop evolved with a decidedly formalist laser-focus on the text itself, a concern for the text's formal integrity, and an unspoken belief in the text's ontic reality. But its New Critical background isn't the only reason for the workshop's close reading approach. As practitioners, creative writers are of course interested in craft and technique, and these are necessarily text-centered concerns. The fine arts workshop aims in part to produce "a well-formed piece of writing," one that shows "appropriate control of tone, style, and register".
 Of course, both craft and technique can be tied to extra-textual or cultural matters; if the Language poets taught us anything, it was that even grammar is political. Techniques of lineation in free verse poetry, for example, affect voice, which may be tied to questions of authorial identity, gender and class, which may be tied to issues of canonization, and so on. But I think most theorists of any school would regard the practitioner's concern with craft and technique, traditionally and apart from New Critical influences, as necessarily or "naturally" text-centered.  
It's hard to imagine a writing workshop, actually, where there's little close discussion of what is on the page—if only because creative writers love language. They hold special stock in the aesthetic dimension of language, the sensual experience of it. I recall the submission guidelines of one large and reputable literary magazine, specifically calling for work without much scholarly apparatus, as it detracts from such an experience. And likewise literary artists sometimes recoil from poststructuralist theory, precisely for its almost aggressive inattention to, or devaluing of, the aesthetic dimension of language (in its prose style if not its content and precepts!) Consider Bell's assertion again that  "a critic reads a book:/Less than once," meaning the (poststructuralist) theorist would altogether ignore the text itself in her involvement with theory about the text. Poets and fiction writers, on the other hand, necessarily value the work itself. You might say they are in love with the text itself. And in this sense at least the literary artist is on the side of the formalist.
Indeed, in my twenty-plus years of experience with workshops and creative writers,  I've found that most are annoyed with, if not hostile to, a number of post-formalist precepts, such as the idea that meaning is not there in the text and agency there in the writer. In conversation, writers tend to chafe at any claim that authors and readers are not real, present, and ontologically valid.  And creative writers as a group I would say have tended to endorse belief in intrinsic meaning. While New Historicist, Deconstructionist, and other theoretical approaches swept the American academic landscape from the 1960s on, writers in workshops across the country were and still are busily assuming and honoring the noncontingent, flesh-and-blood reality of author and reader, and even the possibility of universal meanings. This adamant, some would call naïve or backward approach to language has actually been a recent focus of Creative Writing Studies, a young discipline which draws on Composition Studies and argues the need for more self-conscious pedagogies and openness to post-formalist approaches to the text.
So creative writers have been and remain conflicted on the matter of formalism, and their relationship to it is complex. How to resolve the matter? How to mend the various rifts between critical traditions or interpretive communities or department colleagues or even in the writer's heart itself? I propose that we study and understand and even feel these rifts acutely, while at the same time avoid straining after resolution, allow the tensions to remain, allow real intellectual discomfort to remain. Taking a hint from creative writers' own working methods—those of a  Jorie Graham or "lyriciste" creative writing workshop, for one— a reformed or New New Criticism would not only allow for its own impurities, but seize them in service of enriched critical practices, something I believe writers of all schools, and indeed many theorists, would welcome. 

Jorie Graham's Workshop-as-Poem (and Paradox Enough to Warm the Heart of Every Last Formalist on the Planet)
It's risky to endorse the "art" part of Merriam-Webster Online's definition of pedagogy: "The art, science, or profession of teaching," especially when "art" is understood to imply (again from Webster),  "a personal, unanalyzable creative power." In today's critical landscape and corporatized, assessment-driven teaching climate, Romantic notions of "creative power" have been relegated to the dustbin or deemed mystifications from the outset. But it is surely reasonable to hold that some skills remain ultimately elusive even while, at the same time, they are analyzable and assessable in specific contexts. Or we can regard them as knowable and definable, if always imperfectly and provisionally.
Jorie Graham's critical stance in workshop was one of creative power in that it derived from the lyric poet's experience of literature and language.
 Formalist concerns were always evident in her workshops, but those concerns could warp, slip, and smudge away toward the psychological, mythic, political, and historical. They'd behave like colors that pulsed swiftly from one hue to another, until it was hard to say if formalist premises weren't somehow at the same time non- or even anti-formalist premises. Tensions in her classroom were ultimately held in paradoxically harmonious suspension, much as they are in the "great works" of literature which formalists have traditionally been fond of rating and listing. For Graham, writing a poem, reading literature, and teaching a class were similarly acts of art.  Her critical approach to literature, in other words, was itself poetic or "lyric," and her reading as well as teaching of any particular work was itself a "poem."  
Her primary critical principle might be described this way. Much as the New Critics considered literature a distinct or special use of language, so in the Graham classroom literature was special, particularly insofar as the experience of the literary artist, in the moment-by-moment act of producing literature, is special.  One of Creative Writing's best possible contributions to English Studies is, or should be, a sense of the text's alive-ness, its hot incipience. Creative writers deal with literature-in-progress, its live heart beating and cells splitting even as student, teacher, critic and writer engage it. By contrast, traditional Formalism tends to regard the poem on the page as something extracted/abstracted from time and flux; it's a made thing, a done deal, ready for analysis. At worst, a cadaver on a table. Creative Writing knocks the formalist text off-center—off  the gurney, as it were.
The specialness of literature for the creative writer exists at both macro and micro levels. In the macro sense, a Graham-style workshop tends to see literature as both a corpus of knowledge-to-be-studied and an ongoing, living enterprise. We always felt part of something large and vividly unsettled (even interestingly unsettling), and evolving. The products of other activities in English Studies such as scholarship are of course evolving and accruing, sometimes very boldly so. But in Creative Writing, the form and nature of the products are themselves always in question. We were defining creative writing and literature even as we attempted to create the stuff.  For the creative writer, literature is most certainly distinct from scientific and everyday language, both because it is self-referential and highly self-conscious (as the New Critics would have it), and because it is being-made: language in the very act of inventing itself. 
By contrast, scholarly-academic writing takes forms which are dictated in part by large organizations and are nothing if not deeply conventional (in the nonpejorative sense). Of course, there are good reasons for this; to be otherwise in most cases would be quite ridiculous, given the specific purposes of such writing. And of course there are exceptions. Feminist scholarship, new media writing, perhaps especially "fictocriticism" out of Australia and Canada and so on all challenge the shape of their own disciplinary practices, as well as the forms which writing takes in those practices. And all disciplines are subject to forces both prescriptive and nonprescriptive, centripetal and centrifugal, as it were. Creative Writing is certainly not without the former. It is subject to norms of all kinds, acknowledged and often harmfully unacknowledged, just as any discipline is.

But in the Creative Writing workshop, as in creative writing the act, questions about the enterprise are often part and parcel of the enterprise itself. Indeed they are the enterprise. Talking about a student poem in a Graham workshop, one was necessarily talking about Poetry as well: what it is, what it can be. Likewise, any poem in progress was considered a drama of language itself discovering what it is, what it can be. 
 
Disputes about is, can be and perhaps especially ought to be necessarily generate a profusion of cultural, political, and ontological questions which are always explicitly or implicitly a part of the writing act: the relationship between the lyric "I" and political-economic power; the poet's personal, social and even religious responsibilities and functions; the essential vs. the constructed in matters ranging from gender to the natural environment to "the human," and so on.  From the Language to the Post-Confessional poets, from fixed form Expansivists to the Postmodern Surrealists, the lyriciste's experience of language coming-into-being is necessarily an experience of culture and world coming-into-being. In other words, the creative writer's particular sensibility foregrounds literature's specialness, its "unique departure from ordinary language," even as it paradoxically collapses literature into the general discursive field of culture and history.
  In other words, it hovers between and partakes of both traditional formalist and poststructuralist sensibilities.
 

Besides affirming the text as simultaneously distinct and embedded, the creative writer's workshop, in its approach to texts, confirms presence and the formal coherence of the literary work—even as it puts them under erasure. This is because the creative writer's text is subject to the differential action of all language, as deconstruction would have it, but also because, again, for the lyriciste, it is not done. Formal coherence is there in so far as it is coming-into-view, but it is also itself not-yet and even perhaps-never. The workshop text is thus shot through with irony and paradox, and the workshop allows us to experience this doubleness. 
It is interesting and perhaps not surprising that the New Critics found irony and paradox to be among the most ever-present and intriguing qualities of "finished" literature, as it is certainly an integral part of the experience of writing literature. At the micro level, the level of actually applying fingertips to keyboard, the specialness of the writerly experience is what Graham might refer to as a drama of the speaking self; that is, the lyric "I" is protagonist in a drama which is the poetic act itself.  For Graham, the working literary artist partakes in a rare (as in "unordinary") experience: "[t]he poem of the mind in the act of finding/What will suffice." As Marvin Bell has famously pointed out, Wallace Stevens does not say "the poem of the mind which has found/What will suffice," or “the mind’s discovery of /what will suffice.” It is the mind in the act—an always inconclusive performance alive on the page and in the world.
 
This drama is also what I think of as the "lyric moment" and/or attitude:  an intimate, even physical encounter with language which entangles writer/reader in the gap, “the ageless wound,” between word and world, word and meaning. It's a "maximal excitement" of that gap, a condition of readiness which poet William Stafford compares to driving a car on ice. While exposition is variously writing "in which all the elements of the work are directed toward a single reading of it,” the lyric is that singleness from which is generated an unpredictable profusion of meanings. It means a heightened perception of the possibilities of language even as we are feeling its limits, its displacing action, the inevitable, shifty space between what points and what is pointed at. (Is this "lyric instant" an extra-lingual, even metaphysical transcendent occurrence, or simply an illusory effect of language as a system of differences? Regardless of the probably unknowable answer, the writer's engagement with the problem is real enough—and as old as the question of God.) As Murray Krieger, one of Formalism's longest and most vital proponents, says, "Though so much of the text is made by historical forces, I claim that it is this creative power, unlocked by the interaction between the poet and the verbal medium, that allows the text not merely to be history's receptacle, but also to free itself to be the source of further history" (emphasis mine). The creative writer has an intimate experience of language as "the source of further history." The lyric act takes place along the very nerve-line of language-making, which means to be alive in the moment to the ongoing drama of creating ourselves as symbol-making beings.
 
 
 
  
 
More than any writer or teacher I've known, Graham was in that condition. She was always in that condition. The condition was in her. It colored her teaching approach which was her critical approach which was her practitioner's approach. And, like the lyriciste's understanding of the text and of literature generally, her performance in the classroom was an unsettled drama; in her particular case, an ongoing struggle to reconcile the roles of writer, teacher, and critic—the making of a very life that will suffice. 

When Graham came into the classroom, she was always at work on a poem, she was in the act. I mainly knew her during the writing of Erosion and The End of Beauty, and could clearly see how she drew on whatever occasion she encountered for both literary and pedagogical material, in just about any venue. Besides of course being in class, I was present for other occasions: walks along the Humboldt County shoreline in Northern California, hanging out on her front stoop, a trip to see the B52 stealth bombers in Grand Forks, North Dakota. Everything—natural landscapes, social interaction in a bar, class discussion of a poem in Poulin—was always being appropriated into the fantastic, at times downright overheated idea-mill of her brain. She was constantly associating, likening, framing, re-framing. She was forever at work on a city of ideas, and you had to be on your toes because, if a few weeks or a year went by without seeing her, you'd find upon the next hullo that the metropole's already fascinating roads had gone vertical. That her conceptual universe had changed as much as her next book would inevitably be changed.  She was, by postmodern standards, almost freakishly (some would say annoyingly) sincere, particularly in her belief that poetry—the distinct experience of writing poetry—mattered. That student's lives mattered. That the classroom mattered.  
Teaching fed her writing, but it's important to note as well that writing fed her teaching.  That is, she steered workshop discussion toward formal and thematic questions being engaged by her current poem-in-progress. To recall Graham's pedagogy means to recall the book she was working on at the time. When I was an undergraduate, this was primarily Erosion and its particular constellation of themes: poetry as a moral act  (see "Two Paintings by Gustaf Klimt" and "Age of Reason"); the relationship between spell or song and the linear drive of history ("San Sepolcro" and, later of course, The End of Beauty); the lyric poem as an ongoing negotiation between the ideal and the given, between notions of surface and depth, between the fleetingly coherent and the inevitably unstable self. Even the relatively mundane—wondering whether or not to have a kid, the struggle to make a living—were always cast in much larger contexts, usually mythic, nearly always historical, and increasingly (as well as arguably) political.

These were issues in her ongoing poems, and thus became workshop issues. After critiquing a student piece which externalized evil, pointing the finger of blame at some person or institution, we'd read James Wright and Frank Bidart; we'd explore ways for a writer to encounter his/her own unwitting participation in the very evil they would revile. When a student turned in a poem whose central metaphor was a harpooned whale, sinking through layers of ocean, our workshop session was informed by discussions we'd just had about John Ashbery and the flat surfaces of abstract expressionism, or about Gary Snyder and non-Western notions of depth. When a student turned in a sestina or a stuttery, enjambed free verse piece, we talked about form as a drama (one made vivid, incidentally, in the lineation and other formal changes between Graham's books). 

Despite all of this, Graham's workshop discussion never completely left the page. Just as the traditional formalist would have it, she attended to the text itself.  Even most recently, when her concerns have turned urgently toward environmental crisis, the making of a poem is still critical if not paramount. In a recent interview with Deidre Wenger, discussion of the planet and our responsibilities to it probably takes up more space than concerns strictly about poetry. But still she says (noting her mixed feelings about the relative importance of aesthetics and global care-taking), "I am committed to making poems."
 

Likewise, she could certainly laser-focus in on a student draft, addressing syntax, rhyme, lineation. Technique, method, theme, the formal features of a poem were always part of her workshop discussions. It's just that, in a Graham workshop, even discrete literary elements were both discrete and contingent; form was never form for its own sake; the text was always the text itself—plus: "She thinks of the poet not as a recorder but as a constructor of experience. Like Rilke or Yeats, she imagines the hermetic poet as a public figure, someone who addresses the most urgent philosophical and political issues of the time simply by writing poems." 
 Even the question of whether or not to use punctuation in a poem, for Graham, was also a question of psychology, existential ethics, epistemology, ontology, metaphysics. We were situated amidst variously intersecting vortices: the student poem "becoming itself," working down and inward toward self-present identity, a body, and the same poem spiraling outward to include writer, teacher, critic, the literary enterprise, culture—indeed, the human experiment with language itself.  

And so Graham's workshop pedagogy was one in which the negatively capable teacher-practitioner models for students the ability to accept and work with formalist and even anti-formalist understandings at once. She models a writer-critic in a condition of live meaning-making, which is the very condition of the lyric mind, which makes the classroom itself a kind of poem. This mind, as represented by Graham, does not view word and world, signifier and signified, as either-or categories; it’s one which rests easily with, on the one hand, any creative writing workshop’s love of close reading and, on the other hand, a firm awareness that the boundaries of literature are really not closed, that all texts function in both a discursive and a material field from which there is no escape.  It’s a mind, in fact, which lives precisely in the always contested interstices of form and content, text and culture, "constructed experience" and "lived experience."
 
 And thus the lyriciste's approach moves fluidly between poles, is usefully if maddeningly paradoxical, the very particle and wave of physics. 
Neo or Lyric Formalism, Then, Is What—Exactly?
We must invent a name for those "critical" inventions which belong to literature while deforming its limits.  —Derrida
Even as I've been speaking about some sort of compromise, hybrid, or otherwise re-formed approach to literature, I keep chafing against the conventions of the scholarly essay which don't quite allow me to say what I mean.  The language keeps wanting to bend and breathe, to actually perform the idea. I've experimented a bit with untraditional essays. For instance, I've used new media resources to re-dress the essay with coffee stains, pop-up interjections, animated counter-arguments, the sound of pen applied to paper, the sound of my own breath and heartbeat.  I don't know if those experiments worked, but the desire to say more or to say differently—to articulate disparate truths and states of being simultaneously— was real enough. And I suppose this is what I am finally proposing for a New New Criticism: the same formal variety and ultimate openness as literature itself. The new formalism, that is, might itself become "literary" and a formal art—a lyric formalism. 
Todd F. Davis and Kenneth Womack, examining formalism together with reader-response theory, argue persuasively for "critical collaboration" and a reformed, nondogmatic criticism: "Rather than perpetuate a model of critical thought that may only operate through verbal violence—the silencing of other critical modes through attack," they suggest "that criticism at present be seen as an amalgamation of a variety of critical discourses." 
 My claim here is that by aestheticizing or lyricizing criticism, we will allow for that tolerance and that variety. Literature complicates and pluralizes meaning. Criticism should be more like literature.

Here's how the novel, for instance, was understood by Bakhtin (as paraphrased by Krieger):

[a] dialogical instrument because it is a conglomeration of incompatible genres; indeed, far from being itself a genre, it functions as an anti-genre. Within the novel all genres are allowed to range freely, regardless of the potential discursive conflict among them. This is the carnivalesque character of the novel: as a textual force it suspends hierarchy and exclusionary distinctions within its bounds, much as the moment of carnival, in an authoritarian society, throws up in the air a variety of otherwise incompatible possibilities, for the moment free of hierarchy, and, in general, of authoritarian regulation and its ideologically controlled structure. 

And so criticism, like Bakhtin's novel, might also be a carnival and lyric act in its own right. Or so I'd like to believe. This is not a new suggestion of course. As mentioned earlier, feminist criticism, fictocriticism, and other schools have called for a refreshed kind of critical writing. However, I am here calling for one which draws somewhat more on the lyric, which can be read as literature. At least some fictocriticism, while considerably more inventive formally than other criticism, is still "too theory," as a poet friend of mine puts it. We might do well to encourage critical work more fully across the spectrum, right down to those neglected, uncertain spaces where color bleeds.  The result may be richer choices overall, and, who knows, a more coherent English Studies. 
Unfortunately, I'm not sure that we are working toward filling those gaps, as English Studies remains quite fractured. It must have been quite a wonderful day when the University of Iowa Writer's Workshop opened its Day House, a building with all new offices, communal areas, sun lights and hardwood appointments, and perched on a lovely hill overlooking the Iowa River. Perhaps not so lovely, however, was its new distance on campus from the English Department with its whole flock of disciplines, from Literary Studies to Critical Theory to Compositions Studies to Linguistics. All disciplines need their space, for sure; creative writers need it in abundance. But it is dismaying to see this increasingly "parceled property" of English Studies—in the Department of Language, as it were—particularly at a time when we need language more than ever to assist us (to make a grand, Graham-style leap), in rescuing our very planet.
Classic Marshall McLuhan may be helpful here, snatched from his usual media-communications context. In The Medium is the Massage, he describes the age of electronic circuitry as one of the "ear" instead of the "eye." That is, it is shifting us away from visual, fragmented modes of understanding to acoustic, "mythic" modes. 

The ear favors no particular "point of view." We are enveloped by sound. It forms a seamless web around us…Where a visual space is an organized continuum of a uniform connected kind, the ear world is a world of simultaneous relationships…Our technology forces us to live mythically, but we continue to think fragmentarily, and on single, separate planes…Young people are looking for a formula for putting on the universe—participation mystique. They do not look for detached patterns…
 

A lyric formalism (and a reformed English Studies, for that matter), is one that would "think acoustically." Besides being formally more open and various, it would draw, not without some pain, on multiple critical approaches simultaneously. In its engagement with a work of literature, it would shift as necessary from formalist to culturalist to deconstructionist premises. It would treat the object of scrutiny both as a discrete entity in its own right and as something inextricably interconnected with the scrutinizer herself. 
In other words, this kind of formalism would grant the object of study as well as "opposing" critical approaches what Bakhtin called "open unity." As Bakhtin would have it, for real dialogue to occur, the participants must retain their mutual "outsidedness" even while retaining their "interconnection and interdependence." 
 
Creative understanding does not renounce itself, its own place in time, its own culture, and it forgets nothing. In order to understand, it is immensely important for the person who understands to be located outside the object of his or her creative understanding—in time, in space, in culture. For one cannot even really see one's own exterior and comprehend it as a whole, and no mirror or photographs can help; our real exterior can be seen and understood only by other people, because they are located outside us in space and because they are others.

For Bakhtin, the dialogic process (bearing resemblances to "acoustical hearing"), "does not result in merging or mixing. Each retains it own unity and open totality, but they are mutually enriched."

Graham I'm sure would approve of Bakhtin's insistence on outsidedness. She has spent her career variously articulating the importance of what is larger than the self; or rather, the importance of the writer's struggle at the real and uncertain boundary between self and other. She is particularly interested in the line between self and whatever threatens to silence or obliterate it (death, God, the limits of language, our mortal coil, society, childhood trauma, nature, loss of nature). The drama of "finding what will suffice" is thus the struggle to make a life at that undecidable limit, that point of vast uncertainty. "What suffices," basically, is whatever constitutes meaning enough in one's life or even in the moment of a poem to survive awareness of death; perhaps even to survive one's humanity.
Something of an antidote to my rhapsodizing tendencies here are Patrick Bizzaro's very concrete and practical experiments with multiple critical approaches in the creative writing classroom. In Responding to Student Poems, Applications of Critical Theory, he argues for and demonstrates a critically self-aware writer's workshop which explicitly and systematically applies multiple distinct critical lenses (reader-response, feminist, deconstructionist, and New Critical) to student poems-in-progress. He concludes that particular kinds of poems ask for different kinds of response, and that teachers and students must be considerably more flexible in their respective classroom roles.

I admire Bizzaro's approach very much. I would like to add, however, that critical analysis might also do well to engage its object from within the object's own universe; that is, to participate in or "put the work on," to draw again on McLuhan's language. In Graham's language, the critic must "undergo" the work: "Undergo poems before you jump to interpretation. Wait until it is absolutely necessary before you begin to 'think' about the poem, or what it might 'mean'."
 The critic, in this sense, like "the text itself" in the creative writer's hands, is more freshly alive. He must do more than dissect a body. He suffers to enter it:
It took him days,

     that deep

caress, cutting,

     unfastening,
until his mind

     could climb into

the open flesh and

     mend itself.

 Thus, if the object of analysis is literary, the mode of analysis might itself be literary. A work of literary criticism, of neo or lyric formalism, might itself be a poem. Or it might be a critical essay which blends the expository with the dramatic. Its endnotes might bloom into a complete essay which counters the main one, making it multivocalic. Or it might be hypertextual, or narrative, or in some manner confessional, or epic, or magically real.  It might even have creative power.
I should note here that I'm not calling for formal play in and of itself (though formal play is wonderful, and why not?). We should be wary of any facile juggling of critical approaches in the classroom; a criticism which tries to function by not taking any approach really seriously. I'd actually like to see a seriousness in criticism which is more like what we see in art. I mean a willingness to be "serenaded" by language and made inconsolable; a willingness to suffer inexactitude, incompleteness and paradox. It's easy enough to say, oh, let's just bring all critical schools together in one big happy party. But if one actually takes any particular method seriously, takes its premises seriously, then one is going to experience real friction when it comes up against other premises. Smoothing over that friction, trying to right all corners, may only lead to the ultimately monolithic formulations which Davis and Womack would like to resist. It may lead to dogmas which are only too easy to topple in an endless chain of ideological action and reaction.  
Just as we once locked away people with malformations or disabilities, so the reasoning mind doesn't want to tolerate concepts with a ragged border or two. It is uncomfortable with inconclusive arguments, ideas too easily refuted, foundations which may hold a thing up—but aslant. It is a tenaciously desiring faculty, and its search is for the logically iron-clad position (note the battle-dress metaphor), ideas and conclusions that are symmetrical and water-tight and, ultimately, free of the body altogether. Free of matter altogether. Free of time and death. Values associated with acute rational cognition are of course vital to our culture, vital to the very discourse of which this essay is a part. They are critical in building a skyscraper, performing a heart transplant, or making a case in course. But they are nonetheless contingent values,  practically applied. They are only partially effective without temperance by other values: imagination, speculative reasoning, ethical reasoning. And humility. And "a more profound wonder of our condition and the art that represents it"
 We might do well, even in the world of something like literary criticism, to cease shutting away "bodies" which disturb us, which force us to recognize our visceral selves, our mortal selves, our selves in time. Tony Hoagland: "Until we say the truth, there can be no tenderness. As long as there is desire, we will not be safe."

Critical theory, a new formalism, with duende? Well, why not. A neoformalism should matter, should allow matter, mother, and body into the critical enterprise, which is to say allows passion and, who knows, even compassion. Criticism should "free itself to be the source of future history." In a sense the theorist and scholar should become amateurs again, as McLuhan uses the word: 

Amateurism seeks the development of the total awareness of the individual and the critical awareness of the groundrules of society. The amateur can afford to lose. The professional tends to classify and to specialize, to accept uncritically the groundrules of the environment. The groundrules provided by the mass response of his colleagues serve as a pervasive environment of which he is contentedly unaware. The "expert" is the man who stays put.

I don't believe that professional scholars or theorists are "contentedly unaware" of the groundrules of academic culture. In fact, I believe their awareness is nearly always critical and acute.  It's the need to make a living which compels them to join such a culture, which in turn compels a lot of "staying put."  Understandable as this is, it does result in a rather risk-averse intellectual climate.  The world of tenure publishing can be a nerve-wracking and even desperate competition for preservation of ego and bank account.  God knows, egos and bank accounts are serious concerns, especially in harsh economic times. But this particular form of struggle, as others have noted, can lead to the profuse production of minor writing, whole journals devoted to publishing material which no one will read but which will guarantee the writer another line on a vita.  
I don't mean to make light of the increasingly difficult life of the overworked academic. I most certainly don't intend to denigrate real and important and necessary scholarship. I only mean that we've created a recipe for writing that doesn't "matter": the scholarly or critical essay which is bloodless, performed as a punch-in, punch-out job, that risks very little for writer, reviewer, and publisher. One that lacks both the urgency and playfulness of art—and the unsettled drama of struggle for a meaningful life, not just a life. 
I vote for an onslaught of lyricism.

Lyric Formalism: The Death of Criticism? The Birth of Drivel? Another Bourgeois Ruse?
One problem with my proposition here is that I seem to be calling for an anti-criticism. In proposing that criticism be more like literature, am I calling for an end to reflective analysis  altogether? Drawing again on Bakhtin, I will say no. I think genres and modes should be granted their distinct identities; for real dialolgue and enrichment to occur, they should not be "merged." But I will also say that modes and genres exist along a very slippery continuum; their boundaries intersect. Literature can "do" criticism insofar as it is capable of commenting on itself, directly and indirectly, in a great many ways. I'm thinking of Borges, Barthelme, contemporary academic novels which parody theory, philosophical novels, the many canonized poems which are in part about the imagination or literary act itself: "Ode on a Grecian Urn," a good deal of Blake, Galway Kinnel's bear poem, Shakespeare's sonnets, and on and on. Likewise, I believe, criticism can "do" or undergo literature; be more like literature. Wolfgang Iser says,
In the final analysis, [art]refuses to be translated into cognition, because it transcends all boundaries, references, and expectations. Thus it simultaneously provokes cognitive attempts at understanding, and exceeds the limits of the cognitive framework applied. This duality transforms art into an experiential reality for which, however, the cognitive quest is indispensable. 
 
I agree with Iser, but I also believe that the "cognitive quest" might itself  be "an experiential reality."  Nietzche's prose. Plato's dialogues. Derrida's Glas.
Another problem with my proposition is that, despite my willingness to allow for friction, rough corners, difficulty and discomfort, it may still take real differences too lightly. It may overlook premises that cancel each other out and only confuse any critical reading of a text. Peter Howarth speaks about the creative writing workshop's traditionally formalist approach and how it has conflicted, for several decades now, with approaches taken by the rest of English Studies and the humanities generally. "The result," he say, "has too often been an arts curriculum that is intellectually at odds with itself and that encourages double-think in its students." 
 And it is perhaps naïve, falsely egalitarian, self-indulgently Romantic and utopian to suggest that any and all ideologies can or should be held in politically neutral suspension.
If one really does believe that the premises of Marxist criticism matter, then one is going to be more than "uncomfortable" in being asked to abide formalist approaches right alongside explicitly political ones. If one does believe that formalism is in league with the very injustices which Marxist criticism is at root trying to fight, asking for supposedly neutral, "universally" beneficial co-existence begins to look like just another ruling class ploy for retaining power. A Marxist, for example, may regard with justifiable suspicion the supposedly neutral presentation in a classroom of ideologically freighted and competing theories. Though the bourgeois instructor may believe she is teaching in the best interests of "all," in fact she is likely slanting the show in any number of ways, as well as endorsing a belief that the political underpinnings of theories are so many tinker toys for intellectual play. And of course only those with time on their hands, the leisure class, can afford such play. The "neutral" presentation turns out, yet again, to be class bias and self-protection in the guise of  "the human-ities."  

And so, certainly, my assertions about the negatively capable critic or classroom raise ethical and political questions. I can't do justice to these complaints here (if at all), but 
I will turn again to Krieger, again drawing: "[t]he role of any text, when we allow it to function in an aesthetic mode for us, is not to counter one ideology with another, but rather, as with the moment of carnival, to reveal the inadequacies of ideology itself, as conceptual discourse, to deal with errant particularity." 
 For Krieger-Bakhtin, the devices of art do not (as for Bertolt Brecht) condition us to also accept the devices of political power and authoritarian ideology as "natural" or transparent. Quite the contrary, art de-naturalizes or makes visible those devices themselves, the art itself, and prompts us to question all ideology. The aesthetic "alerts us" to the illusionary, in other words, and, "unlike authoritarian discourse, the aesthetic takes back the 'reality' it offers us in the very act of offering it to us." 

In response to the suspicion that an "amalgamation" approach is really a dominant culture's approach in disguise, I will also argue that the premises of any critical school are ultimately unstable and impure.  Pretending that some essentially Marxist approach can ever stand in opposition to or threaten some essentially formalist approach (or vice versa) is surely just that: a pretense.  From a deconstructionist point of view, no language-constructed foundational idea is self-present or without the trace of what it is not. Premises may be ideas, as Webster has it, that are "placed ahead," but this doesn't mean they are necessarily primal, exclusive, or pure principles. There's always another "pre-" before every imaginable "pre-." I don't see fascism as the inevitable end of formalism (one of the more extreme political claims against formalism), but I will concede it to be a possible end. Or, at the least, that there may be disturbing affinities.  I likewise don't see the devaluation or obliteration of the individual as an inevitable end of socialism. A particular idea/ideology may be the sole logical consequence of a given premise, but only if that premise is understood in false isolation from the whole tangled and dynamic complex of ideas that make up thought and culture. Again, our efforts are misplaced when we try to "repair" or iron out all logical impurities in any ideological or critical position. We should learn to accept, indeed love, the "differently enabled" premise.
Here I'll try a final risky gesture, drawing most decidedly on an "amateur" knowledge of astrophyisics. This science (however rudimentary one's knowledge of it), is helpful for considering the logical problems of critical theory. For some time now physics has suffered from an inability to construct a coherent "theory of everything." It has found that the results of certain perfectly logical, key experiments actually cancel each other out; the observable results are both clear and contradictory. (I'm thinking here of partical-wave duality in particular.) Physicists seem to be responding to these problems by theorizing more creatively and imagining models which allow for multiplicities and contradictory truths: string theory, parallel universe theory, supergravity theory. They do not throw out reasoning altogether because their investigations have turned up unreasonable realities; they learn to reason differently. My understanding of physics is horrifically crude, but, at least for the science lay person's purposes, such an understanding suggests the possibility of "alternative rationalities" in other venues. 
So a certain responsible, even painful tolerance (if not an open embrace) of imperfection may be useful to critical theory. And despite the volatile ideological chemistry of any classroom, it is surely the role of the still-breathing humanities to make opaque—to work toward making opaque—the conflicting theoretical underpinnings of thought and culture; to introduce students, not only to that dynamic complex, but to the real tensions which comprise it. Such an introduction can itself be dynamic as students are prompted to enter debates themselves, or to recognize their own inevitable and already-inextricable participation. They may even have to recognize their complicity in possible evils which result from any premise. 
Explicit acknowledgment of ideology may not always be appropriate. Jorie Graham has for the most part always been tentative if not outright opposed to the hyper-self-consciousness of the literary theorist in the creative writing classroom. The mind that theorizes is not necessarily friendly to the mind that writes lyric poems.  “[I]intelligence is often the enemy of poetry, because it limits too much, and it elevates the poet to a sharp-edged throne where he forgets that ants could eat him or that a great arsenic lobster could fall suddenly on his head…” 

But if theory is bad for creative writers (and this is certainly arguable), creative writing, as I have been proposing, is good for theorists and literary critics. That is, the creative writer's sense of text is good for readers of literature and the enterprise of literary study itself. As we work to define, confirm and evaluate a neoformalism, we might take a hint from the lyriciste's  negatively capable, flexible and utilitarian, yet also passionately lived relationship to language. 



"Poetry never takes language as a raw material ready to hand, rather it is poetry which first makes language possible.  Poetry is the primitive language of a historical people.  There-fore, in just the reverse manner, the essence of language must be understood through the essence of poetry."


(Martin Heidegger, Existence and Being) 








Suffice? Suffice for what, exactly?





Can I do that? Can I talk about death in a scholarly-theoretical paper?





Lyric formalism would be "criticism with ears." 





It would hear itself think—just as a poem does. 





It would be, well, lyric.








I think I'll change my title to, "Lyric Formalism, Jorie Graham, and Theory that Fucking Matters"





"I'm going to think about death until my mouth runs." 


(Jon Anderson)











Notes





� When I refer to "creative writers," I mean literary artists of any stripe, but especially those post-century writers who would have experienced some institutional form of "the writer's workshop." "Lyriciste" is my word for any literary artist who tends to encounter language as a lyric poet does—as I believe Jorie Graham does. (Sometimes the line between "creative writer" and "lyriciste" is very, very fine, and I may use "creative writer" here and there in a way which actually means both.) "Creative Writing," large-case, is the academic discipline, institutional tradition, livelihood, and/or general cultural enterprise through which literature is produce—while "creative writing," small case, is any individual act of composing literary art.


� In many ways this "lyric" relationship means formalisms, particularly if we learn to think of criticism itself as a live "performance" with flexible boundaries.


� I don't mean to overgeneralize or idealize "the lyric poet," though I know I am susceptible to doing so. I usually mean a particular type of lyric poet, variously Romantic, process-oriented, more poet-as-visionary than poet-as-maker or poet-as-bard, Jorie Graham being an especially strong example. 


� "New Critical" and "formalist" will be used interchangeably in most cases throughout this essay, with the understanding that the New Criticism in its strict sense is a breed of formalism specific to the American movement at mid-century. More than other kinds of formalism, for example, the New Criticism emphasized tension, paradox, irony, and high seriousness. Its fundamental precepts, however, are close enough to those of other formalist orientations I think to warrant conflating the nomenclature.   .


� Marjorie Perloff, Poetic License, Essays on Modernist and Postmodernist Lyric (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1990), 201. 


� Marvin Bell, "Spenser, Chaucer, Dryden, Johnson, Browning, Tennyson, Dickens, Hardy, and Kipling," in Stars Which See, Stars Which Do Not See (New York: Atheneum, 1978), 5-6.


� D. G. Myers, The Elephants Teach, Creative Writing Since 1880 (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1996).  Peter Howarth, "Creative Writing and Schiller's Aesthetic Education," Journal of Aesthetic Education, 41, no. 3 (2007). Chris Green, "Materializing the Sublime Reader: Cultural Studies, Reader Response, and Community Service in the Creative Writing Workshop," College English 64, no. 2 (November 2001).  Tim Mayers, (Re)Writing Craft: Composition, Creative Writing, and the Future of English Studies (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2007). Patrick Bizzaro, Responding to Student Poems, Applications of Critical Theory (Urbana, Ill.: National Council of Teachers of English, 1993). Wendy Bishop and Hans Ostrom, Colors of a Different Horse, Rethinking Creative Writing Theory and Pedagogy (Urbana, Ill: National Council of Teachers of English, 1994).


� Paul Dawson, Creative Writing and the New Humanities (London and New York: Routledge, 2005), 74, 75-76.


� Howarth, 41.


� Because my acquaintance with Graham is past tense, I'll be referring to her workshop and methods in past tense. She is, of course, still very much alive, writing and teaching with a vengeance. 


� Keats' view that poets are keeping the language alive.


� Michael P. Clark, "Introduction," in Revenge of the Aesthetic, The Place of Literature in Theory Today, ed. Michael P. Clark (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 3.


� Others have commented on literature's simultaneous boundedness and unboundedness. Michael P. Clark, on page 8 of his introduction to Revenge of the Aesthetic, The Place of Literature in Theory Today, says that 


form and content, or work and world, appear not as separate fields to be connected (or not) in the act of analysis, but as reciprocal fields of experience whose significance and visibility are derived from that reciprocity…[Jameson's slogan], "Always historicize!" is substantially complicated by the fact that history "is inaccessible to us except in textual forms and…our approach to it and to the Real itself necessarily passes through its prior textualization."


Clark's ideas of course echo those of Mikhail Bakhtin, a ghost presiding over all of this essay. 


� Wallace Stevens, "Of Modern Poetry," no particular printing. The Bell source is unavailable.


� Jacques Derrida, "Edmond Jabes and the Question of the Book," in A Book of the Book, Some Works and Projects about the Book & Writing, eds. Jerome Rothenberg and Steven Clay (New York City: Granary Books, 2000), 84. 


�  Lyn Hejinian, "The Rejection of Closure," in The Language of Inquiry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 43. 


� Hejinian, 42.


� Murray Krieger, "My Travels with the Aesthetic," in The Revenge of the Aesthetic, The Place of Literature in Theory Today (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 229.


� In this and the preceding paragraph, I adapt several sentences from a previous essay I wrote: "Dear Students of Amy: Creative Writing, Writing Studies, and the Department of Anguish," New Writing, The International Journal for the Practice and Theory of Creative Writing, 5, no. 2 (2008): 80-88.


� Jorie Graham, interview by Deidre Wengen, PhillyBurbs.com, 1 April 2008, <http://www1.phillyburbs.com/pb-dyn/news/351-04012008-1512367.html>.


� "Poets Q & A," Smartish Pace,  <http://www.smartishpace.com/pqa/jorie_graham/> (15 March 2009).


� Johanna Drucker, Figuring the Word, Essays on Books, Writing, and Visual Poetics (New York City: Granary Books, 1997), 34.


� Nichols: this paragraph is adapted from the source cited in note 20 above. "I vote for an onslaught of lyricism," which appears a few pages later, is from the same source. 


� Todd F. Davis and Kenneth Womack, Formalist Criticism and Reader-Response Theory (New York City: Palgrave, 2002), 37.


� Krieger, 227.


� Marshall McLuhan, The Medium is the Massage, An Inventory of Effects (Berkeley, CA: Gingko Press, Inc., 2001), 111-114.


� Similarity to Bakhtin


� M.M. Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays (Austin TX: University of Texas Press, 1996), 2.


� Bakhtin, 7. 


� Bizzaro (see note 8 above).


� Graham, interview cited above, not 20. "Undergo poems before you jump to interpretation. Wait until it is absolutely necessary before you begin to 'think' about the poem, or what it might 'mean'."


� Jorie Graham, "At Luca Signorelli's Resurrection of the Body," in The Dream of the Unified Field (Hopewell, NJ: The Ecco Press, 1995), 48.


� Davis and Womack, 5.


� Tony Hoagland, "Adam and Eve," in Donkey Gospel (Saint Paul, MN: Graywolf Press, 1998), 63.


� McLuhan, p. 93.


� Wolfgang Iser, How to Do Theory (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 8. 
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