Susan Howe

from Ming-Qian Ma

Howe's poetry, written in "matted palimpsests," embodies a three-layered linguistic deposit, or a three-dimensional language experience: (1) the source text, often excerpted or duplicated in prose and other genred language, or indicated by a footnote; (2) Howe's text as an act of writing through the source text; and (3) what this writing-through gestures toward. Resembling what Lyn Hejinian calls "field work," such a textual formation becomes "an activity." The dynamics of the interweaving of all three invites or, indeed, demands a simultaneous, tripartite reading. . . . [S]uch textual formation suggests what Howe calls "a field of free transgressive prediscovery" (Birth-Mark 147). The clashes between words and the collisions among lines demilitarize language by creating points of "capture breaking" which, in turn, become locales for "the chance meeting of words."

From Contemporary Literature (1995).

Stephen Paul Martin
This dance of syllables -- leading to a heightened awareness of words as musical energies -- is the primary means by which Howe and her readers reconstitute themselves outside the stranglehold of patriarchal meaning. By asking us to focus on the tangible presence of language itself -- on the morphemes, phonemes and graphemes that words are made of -- Howe moves us away from our tendency to think in abstractions, easing us into the motion and fabric of a verbal space that has not been reduced to a mere zone of representation. We are asked to see and hear the shapes and sounds of the words instead of reading through them to what they supposedly refer to. Our sense of discursive or narrative continuity shatters, replaced with the endless Protean linkages that give language its living power.
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