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ABSTRACT

. LEVERTOV'S POETICS OF ORGANIC FORM

©

Charlotte Hussey - A

Organicism is a key word to the understanding of Denise Levertov's

poetry and poetics. In The Poet in the World, her collection of critical

essays, she uses organicism to explain the artistic process and the

resultant work of art or "organic form". Thus, this dissertation will

explore and evaluate Leyertov's poetics of organic form as it relates to her
own poeéy. It will be limited to the poetry written from 19?6, when she
published her first book, to 1971. Although Levertov continues to be a

prolific writer, the above period vffers a broad sampling of her work.

Her poetics of organic form is largely derivative in that it draws

i

its vocabulary from Romantic, Victorian, and early twentieth century
poetics and from late nineteenth and early twentieth century science a'nd

psychology. This thesis will acknowledge her predecesscors when it is

necessary. And, it will attempt to show how successful Levertov is in

integrating these influences into a significant and contemporary poetics

*

-

of her own.
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INTRODUCTION

Fhis thesis is an introductory exploration of Denise Levertov's

use of tpe organism as a literary metaphor. It will explore how she'
|

compares works of art to living things and, more important, how she has
. !

developed the organic metaphor into a théory of art or organicism, which

she calls a poetics of "organic form" (PIW, 7).

Organicism is a literary theory that has existed, in some form,

*since Plato and Aristot;e's time.l Levertov's statements on poetics work

out from quotations from suchvinfluential and varied organicists as

Gerard Manley Hopkins; Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and
William Carlos Williams. These writers have been &ggcussed in this thesis
not for their own sakejgut to illuminate and enhance the reader's
unierstandiﬁg of Levertov's organicism. Citations have also been taken
from secondary sources to illustfate that her poetics of organic form is a:
highly derivati;e theory.

As, Levertov describes a lyric poem, it has two propertie; analogous
to those of an organism -- its growth and its “integration into an
indivisible whole. These two pro;erties, applied to poetry, become' the
organizing principles for her poetics, forming its categories of progressive
and ideal organicism. The progressive category consists of descriptijons of

the development of organic form, called "the process of poetry" (PIW, 7)

lM.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical

Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953), pp. 184-185.

>
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' . . .analogous to the growth of living things. The aim of process is %o

| . realize the category pf ideal organicism, the perfection of the organic
; form into a "total form" (PIW, 10) which has the complex, integrated

wholeness of living organisms.l . .
k]

The four chapters of this thesis are structured according~to

-

these two categories: progressive organicism (Chapters II and III); and
ideal organicism (Chapters I and IV). Appearing in the following order,

these chapters will also be based on four fundamental concepts developed

H
o

from the organic metaphor that governs Levertov's notion of organic form:

I Organic form originates from a seminal, holistic event,
it ) -
as a plant originates from a seed.

IT Organic form is the result of a growth process, as is a
plant or living thing.
III  Organic form's growth, like that of any organism's, is
) , innate and self-organizing. -
' IV  Organic form, in its achieved structure, possesses },\ !
' unity that is analogous to the integrated wholeness of a
plant or living thing.
Organicism, as a theory of art, attempts to account for an
. inseparable and rationélly incomprehengible whole, and a result is that
*he categories of progressive and ideal organicism overlap in the ides of
the wﬁcle. Process, then, cannot be completely separated from its
?roauct, the work of art, - This implied integration of the categories of

progréssive and ideal organicism has made their division into the sebarate'

chapters of this thes;s‘hppear somewhat artificial. Levertov has had

’ -
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‘of the organic metaphor. As metaphor, it does not .emphasize a strugture
o :

a

trouble describing a process that is inseparabld/;rom its product and in

- general had difficulty breaking down certain concepts into neat parcels,

as will appear with the notions of ihscape and instress or those of form
wdéqmmt. . -

Pérhaps these strﬁctural‘problems are inherent ih thé ligitations
( ) _ ¢
that can be logically analyzed or dissected but one that can simply be
experienced as an integrated and iﬁtugﬁiye whole, This emphasis, taken
to extremes, can result in obscure mysticism and anti-intellectualism. )
It must @e remembered, then, that the organic metaphor, in its comparison
of art to living things, can only be taken so far.‘ What it camnot do is

1

expla&n dway the basic difference between art and life -- that art is,.

inipart, a product of human will and conscious, even intellectual effort,
whereas the natural world is not. But what the organic metaphor does
help us remember is that a critical appreciation of a work of art is

¥

limited and that "analysis, though indispensible, is not enough. nZ

-

2Richard Harter Fogle, The Idea of Coleridge's Criticism ‘(Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1962), p. 10,
}

»
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CHAPTER I | : .

THE SEMINAL, ORGANIC EVENT

)

In her collection of essays, The Poet in the‘World, Denigse Levertov

J

‘writes that organic form begins as a semipal, "organic event" (PIW, 14) or

e e YD g

coherent holistic experience. Her belief i1g reminiscent of Samuel Taylor
‘Coleridge's statement: "Depend on it, whatever is grand, whatever is truly
organic and living, the whole is prior to the parts."l This chapter will

attempt to define what Levertov means by "organic event". Specifically,

!
!
3
i
|

Levertov's use of certain terms such as "crys:ailigation", "constellation
of perceptions", "field", “inscapg", and "instress" will be explored to show
that olrganic form 1is not invegted by the artist but is an attempted, verbal
Qpproximation that parall ‘ a‘pre—existént, structural integrat;on of

»

inner and outer reality. ’
Let us start with “inscape' and “instress", the two most-:difficult
terms to be explained in this chapter and ones borrowed 'from Gerard Manley
Hopkins to express the integration of imner and outer perceptions. They .
are difficult because Hopkins, himsélf, never clearl;ldefined these two
words nor is Levertov using thefi-exactly as he did. Further, inscape and
1nst£ess, together, form a greater, organic whole that cannot be-

satisfactorily analyzed or rationally described. Nevertheless, the

1Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Philosophic Lectures, ed Kathleen Coburn
(New York: The Philosophical Library, 1949), p. 196. ) '




-movement of his own mind or with the innate essence of the external fact.

. ‘experiencing of the percéption of inscape, the apperception of inscape"
o - -

. Ignatius Loyola", Poems and Prose, ed. W.H. Gardner (Harmondsworth,

4 . -

“a °

4 L]

following discussion will, it is hbped, serve as an introduction to, if
not a complete explanation oig Levertov's use of these words.

Hopkins seemingly used instress to mean the intrinsic energy

-

underlying both natural phenomena and the poet's consciousness. "He wrote

. -~

in his Noteﬁffﬁs that "all things are upheld by instress and are meaningless

without it" 2 In "Comments on the Spiritual Exercises of St. iénatius
Loyola" Hopkins described how he experienced his own instress or beingness \

as."that taste of myself". He. continued: "Nothing else in nature comes

near this unspeakable stress of pikch, distinctiveness, and sélviqg, this ‘ N
gelfbeing of my own."? Thus, instr;és is the synthetic energy tﬂat enables
the poet to perceive or become aware of his owg/inner states and of n;tural

phenomena; and instress, as active verb, is the empathic and meditative act

that joins the poet's life force, as subject, with such objects as the

Levertov has written even less than Hopkins on the meaning of

instress. It is referred to in "Some Notes on Organic Form" as "the

[
o

(PIW, 7). Here Levertov's applitation.sof Hopkins' tern is less metaphysical

A »

in that it is not extended to ‘lFlude the underlying energy that -upholds all

2
S3E-n

2Gerard Manley Hopkins, "Parmenides", The Notebooks and Papers, ed. Humphry
House and completed by Graham Storey (London: Oxford University Press,
1959), p. 128. ‘ . .

3

Idem, "Opening Passage of Compents-on the Spiritual Exercises.of St.

Middlesex: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1953), pp.- 145-146. °

3
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of which is to"brifg about a state, a4s she writes, “of recognizing what we Co

perceive" GBI 7).

c self—awareness where one recognizes and moves with the movement of one's

own ‘mind.
recognition and self-awareness where, as Levertov writes,

movement, the measure, ig the direct expression of the movement of

" perception" (PIW, 11).

event such that one ig able "to contemplate, to meditate” (PIW, B) on the

flow of petrceptions until one observes its intiinsic form or "ingcape".
G

B L
affect is to unite the poet's awareness with the movement of his perceptions

£e

. &8
:»__,:"J. bl

R ) .

v

o
R T L

‘existence. Rather it is limited to the psychological descriptiom of vy

@ ) "

synthetic énergy that unites the poet's awareness with the movement of

her perceptions of ihmer and outer reality. ‘ ! ’

NSTTNREr- T

Wilhelmus A.M. Peters, S.J., states that Hopkins' instress cannot

-

be described by sense-impressions. He writes that it "must be intefpreted

in terms of its impressions on the soul, in terms, that is, of affects of

the soul".4 Perhaps ‘that is why Levertov refrains from writi;ng extensively

about instress in her poetics, because she knows it cannot be descriffed by
- I

sense-impressions. | Rather it is a colourless, impersonal energy the effect:

~*

‘

d
% " ‘
Instress, then,ﬂ is the synthetic energy that effects a state of

The poetry of o‘rganlc form comes from this heightened state of E

.

"the metr ic

Instress is the force that integrates the organic’ A

If ingtress is the seminal,,synthetic energy or dmagination whose
E P

R .

*
VT
e

Wilhelmus Antonius Maria Peters, S.J., Gerard Manley Hopkins:
Essay Towards the Understanding of His Poetzjy (London:, Oxford

A Critical

Press, 1948), pp. 14-15. :

University .
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of inner and outer reality, whaEﬂtéén 1s inmscape? It is, as we shall
! N v

see, the recognizable designs and ;atterns that one's perceptions of inner
-and outer reality take. "Design" and "pattern" are words that appear in
the following description of inscape found in a letter to Robert Bridges,
written by Hopkins in Febru;ry 1879: .

But as air, melody, is what st;ikes me most of all

in music and design in painting, so design, pattern

or what I am in the habit of calling "imscape" is

what I.above all aim at in poet:ry.S

Rayﬁond V. Schodér, $.J., in his article "A? Interpretive Glossary

of Diffi;ult Words in the Poems", has wtitten’that inscape was "formed on
'scape' as = 'pattern' with prefix to emphasize ;he intrinsic and %ndiviﬁual
aspeét which 1s the foreground of the word's connotations”.6 Hopkinii
meaning was that of an intrinsic and inaividualistic pattern or design
formed by natural objects and by the content of the poet's mind. Inscape,
then, as intrinsic fo;m, was the individuality andldistinctiveness of
natural objects and of the poet's perceptions. Hopkins wrote that "now it
is the virtue of design, patter%, or inscape to be diétinctive."7 This

intrinsic individuality was often seen as a physical distinctiveness as in

his poem "Pied Beauty", which praises "dappled things", "skies of couple-colour

o

5Hopkins,°The Letters to Robert Bridges, ed. with Notés-and an Introductiom
by Claude Colleer Abbot (London: Oxford Universitz/}féss, 1955), p. 66.

6Raymond V. Schoder:NS.J., "An Interpretive quséary of Difficult Words in
the Poems", Immortal Diamond: Studies in Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed.
Normand Weyand, S.J. (London:- Sheed & Ward, 1949), p. 217.

7

Eépkin" Letters to Bridges, p. 66. e

-
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as a'brinded cow", or "rose-mles all in stipple upon trout that swim".

Intrinsic form was described by Hopkins asu thf! distinct individuality of
- L

.

the poet's personality. He yrote: "I't: 1s the forgéd féature finds me,
‘ it is the rehearsal/ of own, of abrfpt s81f . . . . nd
Hopkins found validation of his theory of inscape as intrinsic
individuality of form in his study of th'e mediaeval Franciscan Duns Scotus.
Scotus believed that not only did individuals belong to a species, "a
generic quidditas, or whatness", but that each possessed "a distinctive
'fqrm’ as well: z; haecceitas"lo or thisness was what Hopkins meant by
inscape or "abrupt self".
Levertov's undersf:anding of inscape is generally compatible with
Hopkins' use of this termt In "Some Notes on Organic Form', she writes:
. 4 Gerard Manley Hopkins invented the word “imscape™ to
denote intrinsic form, the pattern of essential
characteristics both in single objects and (what is
. more intereating) in objects in a state of relatiom
to each other . . . . (PIW, .
In her poem "Pleasures", certain "pattem(\s) of essential characteristics"
occur:
» A

* I ldke to find <
" what's not found
, at once, but lies

.

’

" within something of another nature,
in repose, distinct.

L ] 8Hopls::f.ns, "Pied Beauty", Poems and Prose, p. ll, stanza 1, lines 1-3.
Benry Purcell", ibid., p. 41, stanza 2; lines 3-4.
loAust;Ln Warren, "Instress of Inscape", Gerard Manley Hopkins : A Critical

Symposium (n.p.: The Kenyon Review, 1944; reprint ed., New York: New
Directions Publishing Corp., 1945), p. 76. 7 :
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Gull feathers of glass, h;i.dden .-
.in white pulp: the bones of squid A
which I pull out and lay ' .
blade by blade on the draining board - ‘ . /

tapered as if for gwiftness, to pierce N

the heart, but fragile, substance
belaying design. Or a fruit, mamey,

cased rough brown peel, the flesh
rose—-amber, and the seed:
the seed a stone of wood, carved and

polished, walnut-coloured, formed
like a brazilnut, but large, ’ L
large enough to fill _ I8
the hungry palm of a hand. ‘

(WEBH, 17)

Here' the individuality or physical distinctiveness of certain natural

. phenomena is describe§ as, for example, with the seed speéifically depicted

.

as “cased in rough brovn peel, the flesh/ rose-amber”, and as "carved",

"polished" and "walnut-coloured".
the "intrinsic form" of the inte_ra;::tion of Levertov's inner and outer

perceptions. She beging: "I like to find", suggesting that

But more importantly, this poem records

o

e perceiver's

preferences will greatly influence what is being perceived. Here the acts

-
ey,

of finding and revealihg external phenomena are influeﬁceég{;ay a |subjective

sifting process in which inner desires, preferences and ideas ehape outer

perceptions. The poet's desire to find “something of amother nature,/ in

repose, distinct" acts as an imner magnet around which her perceptions of

such external phenomena as the feather-shaft, aquid bonés, and fruit seed are

constellated.

1

*
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Hopking® "“The Windhover" also begins with a pe.rsonal pronoun:

SYPS,
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I caught this morning morning's minion, kingdom of
daylight's dauphin, dapple~dawn-drawn Falcom, in his
riding ‘
N 0f tiie rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing
In his ecstacy! then off, off forth on swing,
As a skate's heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend; the hurl and
gliding . Lo ’ 5
Rebuffed the big wind. My heart:in hiding 11
Stirred for a bird, - the achieve of, the mastery of the thing!

Yet, Hopkins' prejudices are not the constellg%ing force behind the poem to . .o
the extént they are in ;evertov's "Pleasuresg. Her poeﬁ is clearly ahou :
what subjéctiva@y gives her pleasure while Hopkinsg' poem is less preferential
for he has written: "My heart (is) in hidiné%x Rather his is a poem about
his perceptions of an extemal sensory object, the Windhover. But as in
"Pléasures", there is an inscape or interaction between‘inner and outer
reality for Hopkins' heart was "st@rred.for a bird", as he compassionately
;;cognized and merged with his outer perceptions or sense”’ of the &indhover
as a moving, Christly essence.

Levertov explains that she has extended Hopkins' use of inscape
aqd iﬁgtress “which he seems to have used mainly in reference to sensory

phenomena, to include intellectual and emotional experience as well" (PIW,

7). In "The Windhover", Hopkins was not instresgsing or dwelling on his

inner preferences or ideas. Instead he had emptied out this stream of
emotions, memories, and.concepts such that he could channel the incoming, '
rhythmic instress of the falcon's being, flLevertov, instead, 1s exploring

her innef perceptions as they relate to, select, and align themselves wiéh

- LT Al
s

llHopkins, ""The Windhbver", Poems and Prose, p. 30, stanza 1.

- %




‘outer’,sensory phenm;:ena.
By extending Hopkins' usge vof inscal;e and ingtress, Levertov is' morel
involved with ca-taloguing the contents of her mind than he was and include;
a broader' range of ﬁsychologiml exp'grietice‘in ht;r poetry than he did. But,
' in consequence, such experience 1s often more éoloured by her personmality
. _and its idiosyncracies than it w'oulq be in a Hopkins poem. This 1s because
Leve.rtov is concerned with recognizing or instressing her own psychological
inscape seen in relation te external phenomena while Hopkins, in "The

Windhover", was primarily concemned with Ehanneling the synthetic wholeness '

of sensory phenomena. Hopkins wished to surrender his own "selftaste" to

experience the "abrupt self” of the falcon. Levertov, in "Pleasures”", is
more committed to exploring her own psychological wholeness as it touches
upon or interacts with external phenomena. 'Thus in f‘ler poetics, Iinscape
}
can refer to the individuality or thisness of sensory phenomena, b;xt ﬂ: 1s >
primarily the unique structural integration of the poet's inney and outer
'pe;ceptions. Instress, on the other h;nd, 18 n::t given Hopkins' brﬁader,
Christian cosmologic interpretation as. thg mqiralying force that upholds
and permeates all existence. It is confined to Levertov's personal / Lt
expefience of it as the synthetic energy underlying her conmscious
+  personality that affects an awareness or recognition of e'a’ch umique,
. perceptual inscape. )

In tﬁe organic event the poet inst:esseL, recognizes, or becomes

aware of the structural ]:Lntegration or perceptual inscape. And

"constellation or perceptions" 1s another term used to describe these

- integrated patterns which, as we shall see, occur when the poet's whole

A
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being is activated. '"Comstellation of perceptioms" (PIW, 8) 'is a term
Levertéy borrows from twentieth—century psychology. In a recent interview
Robert Duncan, Levertov's friend and contegporary poet,utraces this term
back to the work of a German, E:gtalt psychologist, Wolfgang Kohler,
Duncan states: . .

‘ . in the 1930's we read Wolfgang Kohler and the

American lectures on what is form in art,. . . .
Place of Value in a World of Facts is thj book, and

those lectures have a chapter, one solid chapter,

on the Gestalt theory of form in art . ‘12 @

In reading The Place of Value in a World of Facts, Eng\fi?ds Levertov's

debt to Kohler who used the term “constellations"lS to refer to -
constellations of experience and to segregated units of awareness. An
even earlier source for Levertov's "constellation of perceptions" cccurs
in the following passage'from Ezra Pound's "A Retrospect" }hag’was

published in 1913: »
. . An "Image" is that which presents an intellectual
and emotibnal complex in an instant of time. I use
the term "complex' rather in the technical sense employed
by the newer psychologigts, such as Hart, though we might
not agree absolutely in our application.14

L

Thus ”coustellation s context", or "complex" all are used to describe a
unity or integration of sensory perceptioms.

How does Levertov use "constellation of perceptions' in "Some Notes
. ’ ]

. -

12Robert Duncan, "Robert Duncan's Interview'", Unmuzzled Ox 2 (1976): 80

13Wolfgang Kohler, The Place of Value in a World of Facts (New York:
Liveright Publishing Corp., 1938), p. 304.

14Ezra Pound, "A Retrospective', Literary Essays, ed. with a Foreword by
T.S. Eliot (New York: New Directioms Publishing Corp., A New Directions ,
Paperbook, 1968), p. 4.

§
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. \ .
on Organic Form"?  She writes that organic form originates from a semlnal
it

. experience s‘{le calls "a sequence or constellation of perceptions" (PIW, 8).
1

This seed exp\erience can be a "linear sequence" which takes place on a

horizontal axi\:e and thus has chronological order and ‘ddaration. Or it can
\. 4 :
be a "constellation raying out from and into a central focus" (PIW, 9),

which takes plac\t on'a vertical axis and thus has a spatial dimension that“&\".‘f

-

allows for the si\muitaneous integration of ‘multi-leveled reality.

As an orgahicist, Levertov plaées greater emphasis on integration

L s

than on duration. Conaequently in "Some Notes on Organic Fo ", ‘this seed
experience is referré,d to primarily as a "cross section or constellatiom".
In the one example given by Levertov of this creative threshold, it is
described as a.multi-léyeled integraticin of the consecious and unconscious
mind and of inner and ou};‘er reality, rather than as a narrative sequence of

events having duration in ‘\time. Her inventory of such a cross section is

as follows: .

) ‘ .
Suppose there's the sight of ZLe sky through a dysty
window, birds and clouds and bits of paper flying
through the sky, the sound of music from his radio, /
feelings of anger and love and amusement roused by a
letter just received; the memory of some long-past
thought or event asso iated With what's seen or heard
or felt, and an idea,ﬁa concept, he has been pondering,
each qualifying the od;er; together with what he knows
about history; d what he has been dreaming - whether
‘ or mot he remembers it -‘-\working in him. (PIW, 8)

This catalogue or "cross gection" of\ a seminal, organic event stresses the
integral interaction of 1nner and out}:r reality where feelings are “roused

by a letter just received" and a memor§< is "associated with what 8 seen or

heard or felt". Overall, inner and outer ex-periencea quﬁlify and enhance 1

v
\

\
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* each®ther to. form an organic whole.

?—-
-

In order for inner and outer perceptions to constellate into an

e € Dyrdhadae et

iptegrated whole, the artist's whole being must be activated, or in

. Coleridge's words: "the whole soul of man (be brought) into activity" 15

e It is not a chain reaction of the different parts of his being such

A

o .
¢

: L
_that perceptions are broken up and made fragmentary, and only certain
fragments are concentrated upon. In organicism, 1t is quality rather than

quantity that is ilmportant and that the artist be wholly present and ..

involved in the process from its inception. ' Levertov explains:

During the writing of a poem the various elements
. of the poet's being are in communion with each other,
. and heightened. Ear and eye, intellect and passion,
interrelate more subtly than at other times; and the
"checking for accuracy", for precision of language,
that must take place throughout the writing is not a
matter of one element supervising the others but of
) . intuitive interactlon between all the elements
involved. (PIW, 9)

.

The organic event, then, 1s one in which the aréist}s whole being is
actively participating as a mysterious multi-leveled whole. The variables
that constitute such an aliveness are infinite.v Levertov writes that “one‘
or anothe£ elemeéf may predominatetjéPIW, 8), such that each organic element
is a unique, “never-to-be—seen—againf (TSA, 66), coming together of inner

and outer reality. Even in her first collection of poems, The Double Image,

she was aware of the moment to moment uniquen%:s of the perceiver's point of

15Coleridge, Biographia Literarfa , The Selected Poetry and Prose, ed, with
an Introduction by Donald A. Stauffer (New York: Random House, Inc., The
Modern Library, 1951),-p. 269.

<
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perspéctive: ". . . leaning st‘ill from the window. ' No one else/ will . *

remember this. No one else will remember" (b1, 16). Line—by:-line, o ‘

organic poetry attempts to match or parallel exagtly this unique

,perceptual integration or organic event. Such poems, Levertov writes,

are "analogieg, resemblances‘, natural allegories' (PIW, 7), and thro.uygh

.them she strives to approximate each unique inscape by constructing an

gﬁalogous, verbal equivalent. :
"Field" is another scientific term that is interchangeable with

"constellation of perceptions" and is uged by Levertov to describe the

seminal, organic event. Paul Goodman, the poet, sociologist, gestalt - ¢

th e

therapist, and friend of Levertov's, whose work, Gestalt 'i’herapy, written

in collaboration with Frederick Perls and Ralph Hefferline, is helpful in
coming to understand her use of this term, defined "field" as an

interaction between an organism and its environment:

It makes no senge to speak, for instance, of an animal \
\ that breathes without considering air and oxygen as

part of its definiticdn, or to speak of eating without

mentioning food, or of seeing without light, or

locomotion without gravity and supporting ground, or of

speech without communicants. There is no single function

of any animal that completes itself without objects and !

" environment, whether one thinks of vegetative functions . ) q

1like nourishment and sexuality, or perceptual functioms,

or wotor functions, or feeling, 6r reasoning . . . . Let

us call this interacting of organism and environment in it

any function the "organism/environment field"; and let us i

remember that no matter how we theorize about impulses,

drives, etc., it is always to such an interacting field *

that we are referring, and nqt to an isolated animal, 16

CEe

o

) 16Pau1 Goodman, Frederic‘:k ‘Perls,and Ralph Hefferline, Gestalt Therapy, 2.

vols. (New York: Dell Publishing Co., A Delta Book, 1951), vol. 2:
Novelty, Excitement and Growth, by Paul Goodman and Frederick Perls,
p. 228,
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Goodman went on to defi?e the "field" that man moves in as one where

‘hsocial—cultural, animal and physical factors interact".17

Levertov uses "field" in the following péem, "Under a Blue Star",

E}

to express the idea of a multi-levelled, holistic experience:

Under a blue star, dragon of skygate . . ’
Such wakenings into twilight, foreboding intermingled
with joy, beyond
hope of knowledge. The days
a web of wires,/of energies vibrating
in chords and single
long notes of song; but nights
° afloat on dream, dreams
that float silent, or leave word
of blue sky-dragons, to seduce .
the day's questions, drown them >
in twilight before dawn . . . What gate
opens, dim there in the mind's
field, river-mists of ‘the sky
velling its guardians?
(FP, 16) "

Here, the "mind's field" is a multi-leveled synthesis of such emotional
polarities as a "foreboding intermingled with joy". This "field" is a
twilight state that embraces both inner and outer reality. Daily reality

is described as:
a web of wires, of energies vibrating
in chords and single
long notes of song .

°

This image suggests the human nervous gystem vibrant with its own energy and
with that of the outer semsations that it receives and pfccesses to form .
"units of awareness”" (PIW, 10). Such apperceptions have varying tones and

textures. Some have a complexity and demsity that is compared to g musical

Q

r ’

Y1b1a. .
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patterning of sound and silence. : ,
I . P4 i Al

"chord" while others are compared to "single/ long notes", implying a ‘ i
3

Nocturnal reaflity is ome of silence, where the poet floats.down a !

!

L]

river of dre:ms that carries her beyond the rationa;l towards the
mythological realm of "blue sky-dragons".' "l'hus, the "mind's field" is the
organic event as threshold state between waking and sleep, beat;ﬁeren the
conscious and the umconscious, between day and night that is "beyondk t;ope

of knowledge", because it is a mysterious synthesis of rational and -

irrational worlds. N :

In order to illustrate further the integral, orgamic event, I will

allegorize a poem by Levertosv entitled "The Well" whose images and many
psychological overtones dramatize the gestation of organic form:
The Muse
in her dark habit,
trim-waisted,
wades into deep water.

The spring where she

will £411 her pitcher to the brim
wells out ‘ ;

below the lake's surface, among
papyrus, where a stream

enters the lake and is crossed
by the bridge on which I stand.

She stoops’ ’
to gently dip and deep enoygh. h

Ber face resembles ] .
the face of the young actress who played

/' Miss Annie Sullivan, she who
spelled the word 'water' into the palm
: ‘ of Helen Keller, opening

the doors of the world.
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In the baroque park,
trangformed as 1 neared the water .
to Valentines, a place of origin, . )
I stand “on a ‘bridge of one span
and se¢ this talm act, this gathering up

of 1ife, of spring water

and the Muse gliding then
in her barge without sails, without ' .

oars or motor, AcCross !
the.dark lake, and I know

no interpretation of these mysteries
although I know she 1s the Muse
and that the humble .
Lo . tributary of Roding is ' !
i one with Alpheus, the god who as a river o
1 i’ flowed through the salt sea to his love's well
\ go that my heart leaps ) -

| .. in wonder.
! Cold, fresh, deep, I feel the word 'water'

| spelled in my left palm. (JL, 38-39)

| . .
In this poem Levertov stands on "4 bridge of one sp.sm";c This suggests

that she is on -a copula or creative threshold where conscious and “

L - . o -

unconscious reality are fused. Here organic form begins as a holistic
P )

fcross ‘section" where the multi-levels of inner and outer

reality are synthesized.
From this vantage point, Levertov overlooks three bodies of water:

a spring and a river that mérge together into a "dark lake". Water is a

baéic requisite for life } an inexhaustible source. The creative act is

described as a gathering up/ of life, or spring water" to suggest the act

of instressing or the gathering up of awareness which, like water, is a

colourless, primal Life-force. nThe lake, itself, is a synthetic image

that représents the constellated iﬁtegration of the spring as underlying

et S
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source with the river or surface stream of the poei's consclous perceptions.

The laké, then, is a spatial concept, a container for the spring or the

" ]

synthetic force bubbling up from beneath the foundations of the river or

chronologiacal, surface stream of consclousness.whose movement is time.
Fuxl'ther, the ;pri:ng, is likened to titlle nymph Arethusa, who was -

pursuaed by Alpheus, the 1:iver god, m;:'il she -was changed by Artemis-Diana

into a spring. These mytho{l_ogical figures represent the integration of

the imagination and the conscious mind. Alpheus as the stream of T . -1

consciousness willfully pursues Aretliusa, poetic inépiration. He cannot o

capture her. It is only through the divine intervention of Diana, who
L] , +

<

;.hanges ingpiration into a spring that the synthesis of imagination and

<

4Q
consclousness is brought about. This i1s allegofized in "The Well" when

Arethusa as spring and the river Alpheus merge into "the dark lake".

The muse-figure 1s also a synthetic image suggesting ‘the integration
of multi-leveled reality. She is a go-between who brings the '"spring water" .
or inspiration in he;' pitcher from the depths of ¥ unconscious into
consciousness, Wearing Yher dark“habit", she is a myst:er:i:ous figure and
oke that ‘13 not described with many sensual details.- ) Rathér she"resembles” :
an actregs who is playing the role of someoﬁeelse. ) s
‘l The muse is not a colourless instress or.life-force emerging from
the poet's unconscious, not is she a human individual characterized by a
specific idet;tity or personality. Ratht.;.r she 18 a presence or synthetic
bridge wniting \mi:{dividu;ated nuninosity with the poet's conscious

personality. Her presenc'é is that of an impersonal archetype or symbol.
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As the spring watér husg"be contained within a jug to be o’f use, so the

. - f‘. s
unconscious, creative impetus must be embodied or chafneled through this

muse-figure to be made intelligible to maﬁ; and as an Annie Sullivan

figure, the muse is seen as "opening/ the doors of the world for the blind

He'len Keller". This analogy implies that the imagination when chénneled'

"through such a ‘mus‘e—figure opéns the poet to a holistic, visionary state

where total perception is pos‘si"ble. o Yo

"'The Well", then, can be interpreted as an allegorical enactment
of the gestation of organic form and contains many images that dramatize
&the fact that organic form begins as an organic event. :The muse-figure and
the lake, in particular, symbolize the fact that organic form begins as an
inr_egrated whole. Levertov in her essay, "The Sense of Pilgrimage . ' 2
deseribes the meaning of the lake symbol appearing in "'I'he Well" in the "
follbwir)g way: , “u ’ .
- « . . dream, vision, and synthetic inj:ﬁ?tions, are ’ y
pulled together here and revealed in a momept of

. comprehension: Vision is a lake across which'

manifestations of truth, images of inner know edge
(P1IW, 75) /

In this passage, the seminal, organic event ‘occurring in

he Well" is

3

likened to a lake and is a sudden "moment of comprehension". In—x"Some Notes

L4 L] o

on Organic Form'", it is described as a: .

} . . . moment of vision, of crystallization in which
DU .gome inkling of the correspondence between .
elements occurs; and it occurs as words. (PIW, 8),

.

Thus, the organic event is,é "crystallization" or sudden "moment of vision"
L4

il

where the poet becomes Qwarer of the "correspondence" between what originally

ek ©
dppeared as fragmentary and digconnected perceptions and aware of the
\
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formal coherefice of existence.

Levertov writes that "for me, back of the idea of organic form is ‘

the concept that there 1s a form :.Ln'all things (and in our experience) which

3
.
$
;%
%
e
+
4

the poet can discover and reveal" (PIW, 7). The artlist does not impress

preconcelved forms on his experience nor is he arbitrarily inventing new

-

3
forms, Instead he seeks to verbally approximate or parallel underlying

forms, is seeking a verbal '"correspondence . . . between elements'. This

notion of a "correspondence . . . between elements" can be found in

chemistry where crystals are often described as being "isomorphous’ or

"ecrystallization" rather than Coleridge's process of assimilation, 3 to
N I . B .

"capable of crystallizing in a form similar to that of another c‘.c‘)mpcmnd".l8

Thus to speak‘metaphorically, the orggnic poem is like_ a crystal or ’
isomorph capable of cryétallizing in a form that parallels the revealed
forms underlying the poet's experience. N

In conclusion, it is gignificant.that Leve‘rtov uses the word

1

describe 'the inception of organic form. Assimilation is the process by
ﬂ’ ' ‘." i
which a plant absorbs alien substances into itself, such as earth, air, or
water, which it transforms into a whole organism. Coleridge likened it to
Va

18Random House Dictionary of the English Language, 1966 ed., s.v.

"{somorphous” . ~

1

19Coleridge describes this mental assimilation process as one where: "Events
and images, the lively and spirit-stirring machinery of the extermal world,
are like light, and air, and moisture to the seed of the.Mind, which would
else rot and perish. In all processes of mental evolution the objects of
the senses must stimulate the Mind; and the Mind must in turn ‘assimilate
and digest the food which it thus receives from Without." : Treatise on
Method, ed. Alige D. Snyder (London: Constagble & Co., 1934), p. 7.
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the mind's gradual accumulation or absorption of external images,

impressions, and 6ther elements. Crystallization, instead refers to the

g AR T

abrupt formation of mineral substances and implies‘that something suddenly

exists where nothing was present before. It suggests tha't something

immediately shapes og_forms itself out of a vague shapelessness. Thié is
not Coleridge“s process of absorption, meditative evolution, and gradual
approach but rather the abrupt, organic event or breakﬁ?rough enabling fhe~
_poet to instress or recognize and verbally approximate the perhanent, ;

underlying, structural wholeness of experience.

-

In essence, the organic event is a sudden crystallization or

-

breakthrough to a heightened state of awareness where inner and outer f
experience qualify and enhance each-other such that the poet's.whole being
is activated to flow with the underlying and coherent movement of life.

It is sudden because to an organicist the notion of a gradual process is

an illusion or at legst a contradiction of its Sasic tenet: that the
universe is an ever ;;esegt whole. Unfortunately this vision is difficult'
to gxperience an% even harder to sustain; and as we shall see in Chapter i
II,‘which deals with the crystallgzation‘process, the idea of a process is
a contradiétion that Levertov. has not resolved phiiosophically. She, in
fact,' never professes to being a pure organicist or states that the universe
is an organic whole. Rather, in her poetry, she feels more confident in

freezing or focussing in on a momentary glimpse of the underlying structure .

of an image or image-cluster than in immersing these images in a more
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inclusive reverie or flow that would exprésé the underlying movement of

life as one unitary action. . ! |
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*CHAPTER II - "

»

THE PROCESS OF POETRY ’
Although evefyrevelation of organic férn;‘ is a uniquely z
constellated eyenf, there is what Levertov calls a.x_:ecurr'i.né "process of

poetry" (PIW, 7) or developmedt of organic form. This notion.of a ’
process implies/direction, a past and future, and even a distant goal, '
all of which contradict the organici'st's ideai universe seen as a
continuously present whole.- These contradictiolns are in keeping wi‘th the
fact that Levertov very deliberately does not have a i:hilosophic syateﬁ:\
and is not tediously demonstrating literary theories, but instead
accomodate:a them to her actual experience as a writer and to her basjic
priority: the writ::h_lg of poetry. The following chapter will explore
what is meant by a "process of poetry" and how Levertov, through her
person):‘al experience of the development of a poem, resolved, to a degree,
the conflict between pmgresgiw and ideal organicism. : /

Action and intense movement often characterize the process of

poetty. Levertov quotes Edward Dahlberg's "law" that "one perception must

'

" immediately and directly lead to a further perception" (PIW, 13). Charles

Olson, another of Levertov's contemporaries, commented on Dahlberg's maxif:

It means exactly what it ssays, is a matter of, at
all points (even, I should say, of our management
of daily reality as of the daily work) get on with
it, keep moving, keep in, speed, the nerves, their
speed, the perception, theirs, the acts, the split
second acts, the whole business, keep it moving as
fast as you can, citizen . . . always,
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one perception must must must MOVE, INSTANTER,

ON ANOTHER., ,

For Levertov, as 'well as for Dahlberg and Olson, the process of poetry is

one of dynamic action occurring when the perceptual flow is stimulated

and intensified. This notion 1s reminiscent of Coleridge who wrote

concerning a great work of art that "MOTION (is) its LIFE."2

In an essay, '"The Sense of Pilgrimage", Levertov writes that the
highest form of poetry is what she calls "dynamic myth" (PIW, 65). Such
poetry "has elements of drama, action, movement, forms of journeyings" and

possesses "a magiclike power, not confined within history and reaching

M t
beyond ordinary human limitations" (PIW, 68). It is a poetry that

records the rite "of passage from one spiritual state into another" (PIW,

71). Levertov concludes her poem, "The Room", stating: "I don't want to

escape, only to see/‘ the enactﬁent'gf rites" (WEBH, 28). The poetry of
dynamic myth charts the "forms of journeyings"’or process of poetry which

reaches "beyond ordinary human limitations" toward the realization of the

internal coherence of things. Process, ghen, is the dynamic growth of the

poet's consciousness where "one perception . . . must lead to a further'

perception" until awareness intensifies and expands beyond the confines of
. ]

-time into an ecstatic, holistic experience.

~

Charles Olson, "Projective Verse", Selected Writings,ed. with Introduction
by Robert Creeley (New York: New Directions Publishing Corp., 1966), p. 17.

2

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Biographia ALiteraria", The Selected Poetry and
Proge, ed. with Introduction by Donald A. Stauffer (New York:
Inc., The Modern’Library, 1951), p. 269.

Random House
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- An example given by Levertov of the poetry of dynamic myth is
her poem, "The Goddess", which is based on an actual visionary event.
Levertov explains that the poem "is not based on a dream but on an actual
waking vision" (PIW,  72): ’ \

She in whose lipservice ;

I passed my time,

whose name I knew, but not her face,

came upon me where I lay in Lie Castle! \

) ,
Flung me across theﬂroom, and

room after room (hitting the walls, re=-
bounding-to the last B
sticky wall-wrenching away from it -
pulled hair out!)

till T lay

outside the outer walls!

There in cold air . '
lying still where her hand had thrown me,
I tasted the mud that splattered my lips:
the seeds of a forest were in it,

agleep and growing! I tasted

her power!

The silence was answering my silence,
a forest was pushing itself
out of sleep between my submerged fingers.

I bit on a seed and it spoke on my tongue
of a day that shone already among stars
in the water-mirror of low ground,

: and a wind rising ruffled the lights:
she passed near me returning from the éhcounter,
she who plucked me from the close rooms,

without whom nothing
flowers, fruits, sleeps in season,
. without whom nothing
speaks in 1its own tongue, but returns’
lie for liel
(WEBH, 43-44)

This poem records the growth and “awakening" of Levertov's consciousness to




27

the truth. She is expelled from "Lie Castle", an isﬁolated state of

being where the poet paid “iipservice" to Truth and coqid only "name"

, i1t with words. She had not as yet experienced,a ciirect confrontation
with 1its "face”. Her expulsioﬁ from "Lie{Castle" is violent and sudden
whereby the Goddess of "Truth" (PIW, 72) "came upon me" and "flung me

e across the room," and the poet is seen as "hitting the walls" and

"wrenching away from" a "sticky wall" which "pulled hair out.” Here .

the process of poetry occurs-as a dramatic and violent change in
consciousness that has been traditionally called an "experience of .
conversion'. 3

M.H. Abrams in Natural Supermaturalism states that this experience

is at ‘least a.«.i old and probably much older than the Bible, the document
which has provided '"the great code" of Western art. He explains:

While the main line of cjjange in the prominent
classical pattermns of history, whether primitivist
A or cyclical, is continuous and gradual, the line
o of change in Christian history (and this difference
’ . 18 pregnant w& th consequences) is right-angled: the |,
’ o key events are abrupt, cataclysmic, and make a drastic,
. even an absolute difference. 4

He quotee; a passage from Coleridge's ode "To William Wor}dsworth" to show
how this pattern of abrupt 'change in Christian~history manifests itself

‘ on a psychological level. When Caleridge heard Wo:gdsworth read his

—

3M.ﬁ. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition anL! Revolution in
Romantic Literature (New York: W.W. Nortom & Co., Itc., The Norton

Library, 1971), p. 48.

. “bid., p. 3. C o
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Prelude fpr the first time, he experienced a drastic change of mood that
13 described by Abrams as a "passage from the sleep of death back to

life .,"5 Coleridge wrote:

Ah! as I listened with a heart forlomm,

The ‘pulses of my being beat anew:

And even as Life returns upon thé drowned,
Life's joy rekindling roused a throng of pains-
Keen pangs of Love, awakening as a babe
Turbulent, with an outcry in the heart.6

Levertov, ih "The Goddess™, experiences a similarly violent and

..(
painful process of reawakening as did Coleridge. First there is an

increased sense of space as Levertov is "plucked . . . from the closed

-

rooms" and thrown beyond "the outer walls" to discover what is "outside" of

-

heg introverted isolation. This discovery'is accompanied by an awakening
and freshen;ng of external sensation. She feels the "cold air", sees the
“day that shone already among the stars", and tastes :'the mud" in which her
fingers are "submerged". She has been violently removed from a state of
peychological isolation to become physically involved, even "submerged¥ in
the summdmé, "outgide" world. Another dramatic change that has

.
occurred is the transition from giving "lipservice”" and naming names to a

state of commmicative silence where "the silence was answering my silence."

And accompanying this growing sense of space, silence, and physicall

- gensation is the illuminated vision of the sun reflected "in the water—

mirror of 1% groun®” and of "a wind" like the Holy Spirit that "rising

>Ibid., p. 135.

6 Goleridge, "To William Wordsworth”, quoted in ibid.

.
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R
ruffled the lights." -
({\ Thus in "The Go fss", Levertov is violently converted from the

lies, empty names, and fantasies of "Lie Ca;tle" to the litéral, concrete
truth of physical se;lsations and‘ exter:al facts, such as the seed, lights,
or rising wind. For when one rema/ins in an introverted state dominated
by ~subjective fantasies and associétions,l one experiences the "lie" or
illusion of isolation and fragnsent;ation which contradicts the "Truth" of

o%ganicism ~- that each present moment and, especially for Levertov, e‘ach
N P g)

external fact ig expressive of the holis}:ic movement of life, Such an

abrupt and absolute psychological conversion resolves, to a degree,

Levertov's confli etween prqgressivé and ideal organicism. Process

L)

implies movement from a past state of psyéhological fragmentation to a
future state of empathic reintegration. But Levertov's actual experience ]

-6f this transaction is an abrupt psychological change and is thus largely

compatible with the tenets of pure organicism whic}g deny both the

”

existence of time and that process 1s a gradual advancement towards a
e
)

distant goal. For the organicist, the universe is a living whole and

access to this fact is always immediately possible, provided one can open
/

v /

Not all 6f Levertov's poems‘;:ecord this procesyof poetry that

. . . r o it
i o R AR s SRR £ R

to 1it.
results in a revelation of the internal coherence of things. Many poems
t;mit the fragmentary, pre-conversion phase and point directly to what 18 =

§ a momentary ingight c{r epiphany:

+




A headless squirrel, some blood
oozing from the unevenly . .
chewed-off neck ’

lies in rainsweet grass .
near the woodshed door. C
Down the driveway ‘

the first irises ) ~
have opened since dawn,
ethereal, their mauve

almost a transparent gray, '’
their dark veins
bruise-blue.

(sp, 45) '

Others point to the process of poetry as blocked by such negative states
as fear or impatience. In “Who is At My Window" fear blocks the poet’'s
ability to let go and open to perceive the internal cohérénce of things:
Who is at my window, who, who? ’
It's the biind cuckoo, mulling ‘&//
the old song 4ver.

The old song is about fear, about
{omorrow and next year . . ..

I want, to move deeper into today;

he keeps me from the work.

Today and eternity are nothing to him.

His wings spread at the window make it dark. . ‘

. Go from my window, go, go!
(0T & 5, 50)

But the¥poems that are central to Levertov's theory of organicism
are those that do record the psychological growth of comsciousness that
leads Ao a realization of the organic, internal relatedness of tﬁings.

Such process-oriented poetry is not umique to Levertov but can be found in

the writings of certain Romantic poets. It can be seen in the following ‘

comparison of Wordsworth's "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud" and Lévertqv's

By P L
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"To the Snake". Wordsworth's poem is as follows: B '

L[] A
‘I w‘ndered lonely as a cloud - \\' ¥
That ‘floats on high o'er vales and hills, ) '
When all at once I saw a crowd, ' "
"A host, of golden daffodils; ’
Beside the' lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

Continuous as the stars that shine
And- twinkle on the milky way,
They stretched in never-ending line
Along the margin of a bay:
Ten thousand saw I at a glance,

v & Tossing their heads in sprightly dance. ¢

The waves beside them danced; but they
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee:
A poet could not but be gay,
In such a jocund company:
. 1 gazed - and gazed - but little “‘thought ~
. What wealth the show to me had brought:

For oft, when upon my couch I lie
In vacht or in pensive mood,
They flash upon that inward eye oo
: Which ia. the bliss of-solitude; .
And then my heart with pleasure fills,
‘And dances with the daffodils.q

Tgis poem recqrds the Qrowth»of the poet's mind. The first/three

stanzas are written in the‘paét tense and comsist or Wordsworth's
' A3
recollections of "a host, of golden daffodils". These meriories comprise

the content of the poet's reverie that is presently flashed "upon that

inward eye". As theﬂcontent of consciousness unfolds, mental comparisons
s .

. are at first made such as "I wandered lonely ‘as a cloud" or 'continuous as .

the stars that shine/ And twinkle on the milky way,/ They stretq& in

\
\

A\

AN
TW11lan Wordsworth, "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud", Selected Poems and

Prefaces, ed. Jack Stillinger (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., Rivetsiaa\\\

Editions, 1965), p. 191.

© o
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never—ending line . . . Then the poet moves from a state of .
intellectual comparison into a non-analytic state of total perégption
wvhere "I gazed - and gazed - but little thought". 1In the last stanza, ]
the poet experiénces a released state-of being or expanded awareness of . 1
the space in which these past recollections are presently occurring wh}ich ;
is described as "that inward eye!'. This is the realm that is beyond ‘the a
control of conscious will or logic where the poet lies passively in a “
"yacant or pensiv;a mood'. Here the éoéé is released from the rigid
confines of intellectualism and conscious preconceptions into an ecstatic )

"bliss of solitude" and empathy as bhis "heart with pleasure fills and .

Jgiamces with the daffodils". -

\

.Levertov's "To the Snake", also records the growth of the poet's

mind that results in a released state of being: )

Green Snake, when I hung you round my neck / ) !
and stroked your cold, pulging throat

as you hissed to me, glinting
arrowy gold scales, and I felt
, the weight of yowon my shoulders,
and the whispering silver of your dryness
sounded close at my ears -

¢ Green Snmake - I.swore to my companions that certainly
you were harmless! But truly -
I had no certainty, and no hope, only desiring
to hold you, for that joy, "
i “which left
a long wake of pleasure, as the leaves moved
and you faded into the pattern
’ of grass and shadows, and I returned
. smiling and haunted, to a dark morning. -
N (WEBH, 74) .

In Levertov's poem, the process or growth of consci/ousness is more -

abrupt and sudden than it is as portrayed by Wordsworth in "I Wandered

»
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Lonely as a Cloud", where he moves gradually from simlles and ihtellectual
éomparisoﬁs to sénsual, primarily visual perceptions, to a more spatial,
ecé%atié'iével of conscisusness. Levertov begins directly with the vivid

- K

sensations of the "cold”, "glinting", "pulsing"” snake. Nor a:e\these

' péréeptions‘primarily visual as they are in Wordsworth's poem. In "To
- the Snake", all the senees are active fpr Levertov sees the snake's
. T ;@gfrowy gold scales", hears the smake "as you hissed at me", strokes)iis
- o "cold, pulsing throat", and feels "the weight of you on my shoulders”.
» t But the underlying process of poetry ig essentially the same for
éoth poets., Like Wordsworth} Levertov enters a state of passive

receptivity, that is not distorted by logical preconcebtibns or é&pectatious.

She states that "I have no certainty, and no hope . . . ." Rather-she

simply perceives the snake and feels an empathetic rapport with it that is

characterized by a growth of passion such that the poet is seen as "only

degiring/ to hold you, for that joy".

While Wordsworth's poem graduvally progresses toward an ecstatic

\ : merge? of the poet's "he;rt"cand the danciné;daffodils, Levertov's poem
climaxes with a similar empathic perc;ption of the,snake. Th;n: the
p;et‘s emp;thy for the snake spreads out and enriches the surrounding
environmggt in a "wake of pleasure" sﬁch that the morning takes on the
attributes of the snake's mysteriousness and becomes similarly cold,fdar;\\

and shining. Thus, although for %gvertov, the broéessfis more abrupt

and sensual than it is in Wordsworth's ﬁoem with his gradual approach to. ‘
, . ~

PPN
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‘epiphany, both poets see thé process of poetry as a psychological

» u
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transggi:io‘xf where consclousness expands into a released state of joy ‘ \0
? o > '

el s

and blissful empathy for the surrounding natural world.

1

Levertov's poem, "To the Snake", evidences am:n:h'e:%7 charactetistic -

14 . o
of the process of poetry, that it often consists of a phase of

, J "uncert'ainty" or disintegration follwe&&f one of re-dynthesis. This
dual process of dissolution and reintegration is reminiscent of

Coleridge's ''secondary ’Imagination", an agency that '"dissolves, diffuses, ‘1
[

iy 3

d:(saiimtes, in order to re~create . . . ."8 Such dissolution and ‘ “
. , & .

>

o _ reintegration is oftgn brought about by involuntary emotional demands

seen as providing the underlying energy for‘whai: Levertov calls the

©

e "crystallization" (PIW, 8) of a poem. She writes that one should

¢

"re~read Stendhal on this word" (PIW, 17). In his work, De 1l'amour,™- ¢

. .Stendhal put forth his celebrated theory of crystallization, the psychic

-

process by which the,imagination- shapes reality through its obsessions,
. 2

desires, and 1llusiong. Writing gpecifically of the imaginaéion's

. power, when one is in love, to transfigure reality and to shape the

béloved's. image, Stendhal sta‘te(i that "what I Havg called crystallization "

is a mental ;;rocess which draws from evéxything that happens new proofs-

T
+ B

8Coler:l.dge, “"Biographia Literaria", Selected Poetry and Proase,
p. 263,
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of the peffeétion of the loved one.“9 Agreeing with him, Levertov

writes that "the Imagination does not arise from the environment but

has the power to create 1t" (PIW, 205). A

.

A poem, then, often springs from a "demand" (PIW, 8) ‘or
"fundamental emotional need" (PIW, 19) that fires the imagination's duaiﬂ

process of dissolution and relntegration. Such expressive demands bring

about "a state in which the heat of feelings warm the intellect' (PIW, 8).

The po/et experiences a state of emotional elevation not unlike a psychic

hea‘t"é'r purifying, alchemical fire vghi&h melts down a rigld balance of
beliefs and preconceptions freeing the emotions and intellect to be

reformed into an organic whole. This process can be likened to the

v

formation of crystals which generally begins by "disturbing the balance,

or equilibrium, that ex}sts between the crystalline material and the gas,

liquid, or amorphous solid that exisf:s in contact with it",lo such that

Y

9‘1’his quotation appears at the end of the following passage containing .
""The Salzburg Bough" metaphor used by Stendhal to explain the
crystallization\process where he writes: 'Leave a lover with his thoughts
for twenty—four hours, and this is what will happen:
"At the salt mines of Salzburg, they throw a leafless wintry bough

into one of the abandoned workings. Two or three months later they haul
, .1t out' covered with a shining deposit of crystala. The smallest twig, no
R bigger than a tom-tit's claw, ‘is studded with a galaxy of scintillating

d%amnda. The original branch 18 no longer recognizable.

"What I have called crystallization 1s a mental process which

draws from everything that happens new pmofs of the loved omne."”

De 1'amoyr, trans. Gilbert and Suzanne Salel with an Introduction by Jean

Stewart and B.C.J.G. Knight (n.p.: The Merlin Press, 1957; reprint ed.,

Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books Ltd., 1975), p. 45.

'wEncyclopedia Britannica, 15 ed., s.v. "Crystallization and Crystal
Growth". ‘
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a new substance crystallizes in place of the omiginal ones.
William Carlos Williams, who has influenced Levertov's theory

of poetics, explained this emotional alchemy’ or crystallization process

. in the following way: 5

What is the origin of heat? Something has
stirred us, some perception linked with emotion.
We are angry, we are committed to something in .
our lives, as with the poem. It doesn't matter
what it has been - anything. We heat up. This
incentive is usually secret, it is guided by our
fears perhaps. But we are heated and (if we can
get quite enough, as in jail, or running away - '
finally) we melt and the imagination is set to '
flow into its new mouid.ll
And in an interview, Levertov describes this plasticity or flow oi; inner

i t

sounds, images, and silence as a necessary rgturn to a state of

sub-vocal plasticity:

What do you mean by the ipner voice

What it means to me is that a poet, a verbal kind

of person, is constantly talking to himself, inside of
himself, constantly approximating and evaluating and

, trying to grasp hils experience in words.,k And the
"somnd", inside his head, of that voilce is not '
necessarily identical with his literal speaking voice,
nor is his inner vocabulary identical with that which he

' uses in conversation. At their best sound and words are

song, not speech. The written poem 1s then a record of
that inner song. (PIW, 24)

a

At times Levertov sees the growth of organic form as moving back even

3

before the inner mumble to a state where the -internal monologue dissblves

‘

llwilliam Carlos Williams, "A Beginning on the Short Story: "Notes", .
Selected Essays (New York: Random House, 1954; reprint ed., New York:

New Directions Publishing Corp., A New Directions Paperbook, 1969),
p. 309. . ’
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the ambiguity and chaos that results from the dissolution of intellectual

‘described as "when a man is capable'of being in uncertainties, mystefies,

" crystallizes into words. Levertov explains:

37

entirely. It is described as an inner peace or "silence within myself
where I didn't see ;r feel more; but was simply resting . . .-.“‘(PIW,
21). In-.the earlier‘quoted poems, "The Goddess" and "To th; Snake",
this is experienced as a communicative silence,or fertile void of
uncertainty out of which comes a renewal of creative energy.

It is necessary, then, that the poet have a high tolerance for

preconceptions and rigidities. 1In "Some Note Book Pages", Levertov /

writes: ) . '

The music of poetry comes into being when thought
and feeling remain umexpressed until they become
Word, become Flesh (i.e., there is no prior
Qaraghrase). The awareness of them remains vague -
perhaps oppressive - perhaps very oppressive - yet
the poet does not give way to "irritable searchings"

SR e
.

but waits in passionate passivity (Negative
Capability) until thought and feelings crystallize 3
. ‘

e+« (PIW, 17).
J

Levertov is feferring here to Keats' "Nggative Capability, which he

..
L S

et Ty L

doubt, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason . . ,"12

T,

The poet must tolerate the apparent discomnection of observatioms until

LT

the underlying coherence of things reveals itself and orgamic form o

“

John Keats, "Letters to George and Thomas Keats, December 2, 1817",
Selected Poetry and Letters, ed. with Introduction by Richard Harter

Fogle (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winstom, Inc., 1969), p. 308.

4
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The pressure of demand and the meditation on its
elements culminate in a momenf of vision, of .
crystallization . . . , If He forces a beginning
before this point, it won't wbrk.

(PIW, §-~9)

Keats, in his famous "Ode On A Greclan Urn", was able to'open to the
urﬁ's’ambiguous-presence portrayed by such attributes asj;quietneSS",
"Attip shape", "falr attitude", and also as "Cold Pastorgl“. He opened
himself not only to the urn's béauty, but also to the truth of se£ua1
viol;nde and struggle as portrayed in its painted motif, to a joy

followed by "high sorrow', and finally to its impersonal coldness and

terrible desolation. . . A

In & poem, "Modes of Being", Levertov struggles to open to a
similar, ambiguous experience of joy and pain: .

* Unable
to know for long
what we know; neither intense love
., nor intense pain. Nature itself |

" allows the delight of sparrows
ruffling an inch deep lake of rain
in the jailhouse yard.

Joy
18 real, torture
is real, we strain to hold - .
a bridge between them open,
and £fail,
or gll but fail.
(D, 99)

)

Here Levertov keeps "y bridge between them open," perceiving both "the

delight of sparrows" and the human suffering of iﬁbrisonéd men, And inm

"To the Snake", she remains opén'to the ambiguity of both the snake's

beauty and its perhaps polsonous bite.
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. If the poet is able to stay with the uncertainty and ambiguity

-of a disintegrating experience, a re-synthesis follows that is

IS TP

characterizeﬂ by a higher level of integration. It is one in which ) '
tie précess has led, for example, from a state of isolation and
fragmentation to one that stresses the intemal relatedness or coherence
of things. In Levertov's "The Goddess", for example, the poet moveé ' '
from the walled-off isolation of "Lie Cagtle” to submerge herself in a
highly sensual experience of the "cold air",‘"mud", "stars", and ‘ .
visionary lights.
" Emotionally this process of poetry expands from feelings of

loneliness and separation towards a growing empathy. Levertov states
that "?ll the thinking I do about poetry leads me back, alwajé, to | i
Reverence for Life as the‘ground for poetic);ctivity, because it seems, |
the ground for Attention" (PIW, 54). Attention or contemplation, for
Levertov, implies a careful observing that is hot sentiment§lity, but a
caring for life and the movement of its energy.r Meditation dceurs when
the poet experiences an empathic reverence for life as seen in "Five
Poems from Mexico".  Here life is so important it is found even in an
inanimate fountain likfned to a bull-god and worshipped by Levertov who
assumes the persona of a devotee:

Golden the high ridge of thy back, bull-mountain,

and coffee-black thy full sides.

The sky decks thy horns with violet,

with cascades of clouds. The brown hills

are thy cows. Shadows

of zopilotes cross and slowly

cross again

thy flanks, lord of herds,
(JL, 28)
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And in "The Great Dahlia", she reverentially addresses a flower saying:

Burn, burn the day. The wind
is trying to enter and praise you..
Silence seems something you have chosen,
witholding your bronze voice.
We bow before your pride.

(WEBH, 51)

* St RS 1S 00T

¥

Anéther char;cteristic.of the reintegrat%on phase of tﬁe
'crystallization of poetry is that of a growing gsense of spaée, silence, )
and light. In "Some Notes on Organic Form", Levertov reminds us that
the word "to contempla;e comes from 'templum, temple, a place, a space
for observation . . . ." CP;H{ 8). It is the place one stands with a
perspective Eo observe. And here the contemplative process of poetry

provides entry to a more spatial level of consciousmess. ' It should be i
i

remﬁpbered that in org;nicism greater emphasis is placed on spatial -
integration than on duration or temporal sequlece,for, in its purest form,
organicism is a theory that deniqé the existence of time. Rather, it
postul s that the univerée is an' eternally present wholeness, and the *
effprts of an organicist are to experience this intégrated timeless whole.
Levertov seeks such a visionary experience in a poem entitled "A
Letter to WilliavaInter of Muhlenberg". Here she describes a éuiet

epiphaty, experienced on a bus "going home to New York" of light, colouf,‘

+

and human relatedness which finally expands into "the vast/ December moon":

the gold light on a rocky slape,
the road-constructors talking to each other,

bear-brown of winter woods, and later
light of New Jersey factories and the vast .

A3




December moon. I saw
without words within me, saw

as if my eyes ‘

had grown bigger and knew

how to Llook without
being told what it was they daw.

(JL, 44-45)
The poet's eyes grow "bigger" and look without preconceptions, "without

being told what it was they saw'', as consciousness expands into an
N -

experience of silent space that is uncluttered and "without words". It

is an 1lluminated vision of "golden light on a rocky slope" and the (‘

"lights of New Jersey factories and the vast/ December moon".

+

Although in such a visionary state, the iﬁternal mono logue

di{solves enti.rely and the poet rests "without words", this is not the”

final aim of the crystallization process of poetry which 15 beth a

psychological as well as a verbal tramsactionm. Levertov is not

primarily a mystic seeking visionary ex;;er.ience, but a»‘}\et seeking both

psychological and verbal understanding. The act of writing is the

means by which the poet stimulates the sijultaneous unfqldment and
discovery of both "intuitive knowledge" and\its "verbal equivalents"

(PIW, 73), as Levertov explains:

One 1is obliged to described the i)rocess as a segquence,,
when in fact the separate elements of it overlap and
synthesize. Readers who are not thems?’?es
practicing poets often assume there is & hiatus
between seeing and saying; but the poet does not see
and then begin to -search for words to say what he sees;
he begins to see and at once begins to say or to sing,
and only in the action of verbalization does he gee
further. His language\is not more dependent on his
vision than his wvision upon his language. This is
surely one of the pr‘m distinctions between poet

and mystic. .
(PIW, 73)

Wi N !
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For the poet, perception ar;d expression are not separate acts
but are a single act forming an or:ganic whole. When the poet "sees'
clearly, .he also achieves clarity of expression and verbal understanding.
And :the act of verbalization leads the poet towards fi;rther gnosis.

Thus the process of poetry is both a -verbal and perceptual act that

P
crystallizes in the realization of the internal relatedness or coherence

of thingis. Process implies a movement in time from a past state of

psychological fragmentation to a future state of empathic integrationm.

v
+

l‘3ut, as has been shown, levertov, to a degree, resolves her conflict
between progressive and ideél organicism in tilat she experiences the
crystallization process not as a gradual approach to epiphany, but as an
abrupt, absolute transition from a phase of violent disintegration to
one of reintegration that results in an eipanded level of cons'ciou.sness

.

characterized b'y the growth of compassion, space, silence, and light.

i

_ \
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CHAPTER III

THE INNATE GROWTH OF ORGANIC FORM

The growth of organic form is innate angi self-organizing. It is

D

not impressed upon experience, but grows from within an organic event.

In "Some Notes on Organic Form'', Levertov writes that "organic form" is

"intrinsic form" and that the organic poet seeks out "inherent, though not

immediately apparent, form" (i’IW, 7). This notion of an "intrinsic",
¢
"{inherent", "organic form" can be traced back to the following quotation

from Coleridge:

“
~ The form is mechanic, when on any given material we
iMpress a pre-determined form . . . as when to a
[ mass of wet clay we give whatever shape we wish it
v . to retain when hardened. The organic form, om the

other hand, is innate; it shapes as it develops
itself from within, and the fulness of its

development is one and the same with the perfection
of its outward form. ’

1
*

Here', organic form is used by Coleridge as an‘analogical substitute

-

/
for the seventeenth and eighteenth century's mechanistic theories of art
w
\ . that were influenced by the writings of Hobbes, Hume, Locke, and Hartley.
In these various theories of mechanism, the artistic work, as M.H. Abrams

points out, was generally seen as the product "of an ‘Intellf{gent artisan

or architect, who makes his selection from materials so 'p'roffered, énd then

\

1Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Literary Criticism”, The Selected Poetry and
Prose, ed. with an Introduction by Donald A. Stauffer (Ney York: Random
House, Inc., The Modern Library, 1951), pp. 432-433,

~
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line, he occasionaliy loosened his line such that a "variation in the tymber

44

puts them together according to his pre-existent blueprint or 1'>lan".2
Thus the artistic work, as machine, was rationally manipulated and
crafted from without. Levertov writes that mechanistic poetry:

seeks to imvent, for thought and feeling and

perception not experienced as form, forms to

contain them; or to make appropriate re-use of

existing metric forms . , . . (It) implies a

view of synthesis of form and content as an event

brought about by the exercise of the artist's ’ ‘
power and cunuing, but not as an organic event,

i.e., this view does not look on forms as inherent |

in content. (PIW, 14) *

~

Seeking an alternative to these mechanistic theories of art, :

1

Coleridge took a first step when he wrote in his "Preface to Christabel":

I have only to add that the metre of Christabel
is not, properly speaking, irregular, though it may
seem so from its being founded on a new principle:
namely, that of counting in each line the accents,
not the syllables. Though the latter may vary from .
seven to twelve, yet in each line the accents will
be found to be only four. Nevertheless, this
occasional variation in number of syllables is not
introduced wantonly, or for the mere ends of
convenience, but in correspondence with some
transition in the nature of the imagery.or passion.3

c g

<
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Although Coleridge continued to use a regular meter of foul; stresses.per

et

of gyllables'" corresponded with a modulation in a poem's "itﬁager,y or passion".

This pginted the way towards an intrinsic "synthesis of form and content"

>
7
5
K
4
¥
o
1
3
)

and broke ground for Levertov's theory of organic form.

3

L]

2M.I:l. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: . Romantic Theory and the Critical
Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953), p. 166.

[N

Coleridge, "Preface to Christabel”, Selected Poetry and Prose, p. 25.
b

+
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Unlike Coleridge, Levertov dispenses entirely with traditional
meter. In writing vhat she describes as "a poetry that in thought and in

feeling and in perception seeks the forms peculiar to these experiences"
o .

GPIW, 14), Levertov allows her perceptions to shape the poem. In "The

Singer", the poet's perceptions cluster together as they occur:

Crackle and flash almost in the kitchen sink - the
thunderelap.follows even as I

- jump back frightened,

afrald to touch metal - . RN

-

The roofgutters pouring down
- whole rivers, making holes in the earth -,
The electric bulbs fade and go out, -
. another thin crackling lights the window
. and in the instant before the next onslaught of kettle~drums,
]

a small bird, I don't know 1ts name,

among the seagreen togsed leaves '

beging its song. ((RA, 71)
This poem 1s formed by the emergent perceptions constellating a present
“instant", ‘tather than from a pre-existent plan or metric pattern. In
"Some Notes on Organic Form", Levertov writes that "the varying speed and
galt of different strands of perception within an experience" (PIW, 11) shape
. an organic poem. In a "New York Quarterly" interyiew, she explé@gs further
". when she writes that, for example, line breaks record the "nonsyntactic
hesitations, or waitings, that occur in the thinking-feeling prt;cess".a Sucix
a hesitation appears in the first line of "Tfle Singer" where the pause breaks

"

' the phrase "- the/ thunderclap" into two lines and recreates a momentary

"Denise Levertov, "Craft Interview", The Craft of Poetry:¢ Interviews from
The New York Quarterly, ed. William Packard (New York: Doubleday & Company
for The New York Quarterly Poetry Review Foundation, Inc., 1974), pp. 88-89.

-

4
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silenée in "thinking" and "feeling" experienced by the poet in - that instant™
preceding a thunderclap. Also in stanza one, line-speed changes from the °
first long linef;f Tun-together perceptions -- the long "erackle and flash" ;U
of lightning —— to a series of shorter lines expressing the sfaccato rhythm
whereathe poet jumpé fearfully out of the lighning's reach. And the final
event, the bird's song, is a revelatory pause, which is set apart by
dropping and mpving the final line to the left. This pause is a
penetration into the underlying, fragile beauty of an instant '"before the
next onslaught of kettle drums'. This momentary depth perception into the _
minute ramifications of things is not preconceived but is discovered.

Levertov's belief tyél the creative process is an explo;ation
leading to the discovery of organic form has been influenced by the essays
of Ralph Waldo Emerson. His famous maxim: "As the factifor the form"5 is
quoted by Levertov in "Some Notes on Organic Form" and is echoed in her
comment:

I believe content determines form, and yet that
content is discovered only in form, Like everything

living, it is a mystery. The revelation of form
itself can‘be a deep joy . . . . (PIW, 3)

.
Levertov assumes Emerson's view that the artistic process is an

adventure where one discovers what one has to say only in attempting to
commmnicate it. The discovery of form implies that the work, as it unfolds,

produces further perceptions and words. The fioem, as work in progress, is

'
N )

5Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Poetry and Imagination”, The Complete Works, with a -
Biographical Introduction and Notes by Edward Waldo Emerson, 12 vols.
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin & Co., The Riverside Press,
1904; reprint ed., New York: AMS Press, Inc., 1968), vol. 8: Letters

and Social Aims, p. 54 -

»
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viewed as a catalygt for the artist's'thoughts and for-his own self--

expression;. and as a catalyst attends a process, but often;ddés not enter

into the f19a1 product, the forerunning words or thoughts growing

innately from af environmental experience can lead to a boeg, although
they might not appear in the permanent product.- Levertov explains the -

discover§ of organic form in terms of such catalytic thoughts andiwords:
; .

These words sometimes remain the first, sometimes
in the completed poem their eventual place may be

elgewhere, or they may turn out to have been only ~

. forerunners, which fulfilled their fumnction in o
bringing him the words which are the actual 7 R
beginning of the poem. (PIW, 9) A

There is no knowing at the onset how these forerunning éé;ds and
thoughts will be placed in the finalized poem because there are no rules
or.abeolutes ;overning the innate growth of an oréanic poem. Emerson
wrote that there are "ﬁo practical rules for the poem"6 and that "every-
part of the p&em'is therefore a true surprise".7 The process and the
resultant, artistic\gork are mysterious. This mystery dées not result

from poetic expertise bxr conscious craft. It is there in spite of th;

poet's efforts. Leverto writes that a certain poem contains an

A

autonomous life, mystery, and instress of its own: M
" Two girls discover . ' b -
the secret of life
in a sudden line of - . ' -
poetry. ' ‘ -

z

6Idem, "Instinct and Ingpiration", The Complete Worka, vol. 12: Histogi of
the Intellect and Other Papers, p. 72.

Ibid., p. 71.

't
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‘ I who don't know the . ®

. ' secret wrote .

. ' the line. They .
told me oo
(through a third person)

. they had found {t

" but not what'it was

not even

what line it was.
(0T & 5, 21)

Here Levertov's poem becomes the environment of a new experience for "two

girls' who discover its "secret", hidden form. Thus the finalized poem

becomes a catalyst or tool for further experience.
t ¢

Accompanying Emerson's belief that the artistic process is one of

discovery and explordtion 1is thq notion that theﬂ poet is a'channel. For ,

Emerson, inspiration was the active principle while the poet was merely a

-

. ¢ ' N 3
passive instrument. He wrote.in "Art" that the artist must refrain from

"willfully asserting his égo and instead seek "abandonment" and "self-/

s’ux.'render".8 He explained that the.artist:

- 18 not to speak his own words, or do his own v
workd, but he {8 to be-an organ throu’which
the universal gind acts.g

In a Platonic way, Emerson implied that a poem was not a confgssion but
rather a revelation of the discovered forms of thipgs. The poet's mind

was a channel that was open to the Idea which made the thing what it was

.

recognized to be, Thus in his essays, hé placed greater emphasis on the

-
»

!

1

8Icl«em, Are", ,The Complete Works, vol. 7: Society and Solitude, p. 49.

. »

9Ib1d.,‘§p. 48-49, ' .
e ; ! N
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poet's receptivity to these supposedly objective forms than he d1d on the
\
individual mind. ’

+ "L ’ . )
-Although Levertov does not sion the organic poet as a passive

receptacle for the expression of Platonic)Ideas, she does explore the role

of the poet as a channel for the inhate growth of c;rganic form in the poem

"The Unknown'':
° The kettle changes its n;)te, -
the steam sublimed.
¢
Supererogatory divinations one is
lured on by!’ o
The routine -..--
is decent. As {f the white page

were a clean tablecloth, . ’

as if the vacuumed floor were . '

a primed canvas, as 1if
. . new earrings made from old shells
of tasty abalone were nose rings for the two mest beautiful
girls of a meticulous island, whose bodies are oiled as ome oils
a table of teak . . . Hypocrisies
of seemly hope, performed to make a place
for miracles to occur; as if the day g
is no day for miracles, then the preparations
are an order one may rest ig. . - ’

But one doésn't want |

rest, one. wants miracles., Each time that note
changes (which is whenever you let it) — the kettle '
(already boiling) passing into enlightenment without
a2 moment's pause, out of fury into
quiet praise — desire
wakes again.  Begin over.

-

I
=

It 18 to hunt a white deer ‘ . ’
in snowy woods.  Beaten ‘

) you fall asleepin the afternoon
- on.-a sofa.

And wake to -witness,
softly backing away from you, mollified, .
all that the room had insisted on -

_eager fumiture, differentiated planes . . .

- \

- . o
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f
Twilight has come, the windows
- are big and solemn, brimful of the afterflow;
and sleep has swept through the mind, loosening
brown leaves from their twigs to drift,

out of sight

-beyond the horizon's black Tooftops.:
A winter's dirt
makes Indian silk squares on the windowpanes,
seml transparent, a designed
middle distance.

PR UL L TEE

Kl
¥

The awakening is
to transformation, .
word after word.
(SD, 27-28)
Levertov is describing certain ritual preparations that are
w ~ "performed to make a plac'e/ for miracles to occur", or at least, if no
miracTes occur, t::> provide "an order one may rest in"”. The cleaning of
hous& or studio, the priming of a canvas, the stéring at a white page, and
the oiling of one's body, "as one oils/ a table of teak", are simple ritual
acts similar to those dome in Zen art’ forms to gather up and focus thé
¢ attention, such as the tea ceremony, 1calligraphy, or brush pa::t\:\i'r?g. For
Levertov, this too "met:i?ulous" gathering up of the attention does not
, resﬁlt in a state of alert receptivitf_, but in frustra(ted hopefulness. The
, \recurring "as 1f's" suggest that Levertov is trying consciously to imagine .
or make-up rather than let the organic event spo;xtaneously occur. Final;.y
she concedes that perhaps today is "no day for miracles', the only one
, being that the boiling kettle passes fancifully "into enlighter;ment without/
a moment's pause", Not only does she make fun of herself here, she also
suggests, through the "enlightened ke}tle" image, that 'the change From
blindness to vision will pappen "whenever you let it". The poet must get

ou/f: of the way and then by his very effortlessness, he will be acted upon.
' ]
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But after a moment of ''quiet praise", Leyertov's desire for

»
miracles reawakens and she struggles again to draft a 'poem or sketch a

H
.
«
i
¥
-
v
b
"

picture. This strt‘xggle after the elusive beauty pf the natural world
. is described as "to hunt a white deer) in snowy wpcgs". It.is similar
to that described by William Carlos Williams in "To Elsie":
- | « .. the imagination strains

"after deer ’
going by fields of goldenrod in

"the stifling heaty September
Somehow
it seems to destroy s . .
"It is only in isolate flecks that
something 10
is givén off

\

\ .

/ o Levertov's and Williams' perceptual constellations are coloured differently.

Her im‘ages of snow and wh'itse deer suggest an elusive, inhuman purity whigde
\,Will:lams' deer in golden ;fields suggest a rich warmth that is surrounded -
aI;d s‘tifled‘. But both constellations share a common theme: the hunt is
seen as a futile struggle. Williams states that this straining after
revelation seems 'to destroy us", while Levertov is also "beaten" in he‘y
st‘ruggle and falls asleep. By letting go of her willfulness, st;e awakes
-on a threshold as "middle distance! between the willed and the spontaneous,
the conscious and the unconsc:lolus, where she discovers‘ the "isolate flecks"

T of inscape seen as winter dirt transformed for a moment into a design:

"Indian silk squares of the windowpanes/ semi transparent". -

loW:Llliam Carlos Williaﬁé, The Reader, ed. with Introduction by
M.L. Rosenthal (New York: New Directions Publishing Corp., A Ne ' :
‘Directions Paperbook, 1966), pp. 19-20.
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Alti’lough rituals are performed to gathe'r up and focu§ the poet's

A}

attention, she cannot consciously evoke a revelation of form. She must

let go of the desire and struggle to achieve and patiently wait "to

.

witness" and channel an illuminated inscape. Thus, before sleep the room

was like a canvas that was being primed where the poet assertively acted

upon objects in her ‘environment, performing her "decent" routine, cleaning

the tablecloth, vacuuming the floor, and oiling the table, After the
S

a

"awakening", the environment becomes like aé?ainting possessing a "designed/

¢

middle distance” that is animated and acts .upon the passive poet to create

a spacious and articulate vision, with apparent perspective, of -a'roomful'.

of "eager fumiture" and "differentiated planes" that softly is seen as

"backing away i:’rom" the poet, rather than as the poet acting upomn it,
"Thg Unknown" charts the innate growth of organic form to the
where -perceptions crystallize into "word after word". What is clear
t:ha‘t: the poet cannot consciously evoke a revelation of form. Before
crystallization of the perceptual constellation, the pc;et can only
recgptively wait; witness, and observe. In this, Levertov's poet is

0l

similar to Emerson's passive seer or channe]l who admits: "I become a

point
is

the

transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all."ll But once an intense

perceptual flow begins and\w‘eords arise, the poet, as we shall see, can

intuitively work with and even direct the growth of organic form.

Before discussing the int:uiéion and its role in Levertov's poetics, I

)

Lectures, p. 10.

llEmerson, "l:lhture", The Complete Works, vel. 1: Nature Addresses and

~m—

o o]
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' This personal, first-hand glimpse spontaneously evokes a use of mythology

" name, "Eryri", springs "atavistically" (PIW, 70) to her mother's lips.

-
hY
-
At 3 S8 ok

. . \
woulsl like to give another example of the growth of organic form as it ‘
appears in her work — the incorporation of scholarly knowledge or %
mythology, a traditional poetic subject, into a poetry t:fmt cannot be T p

preconceived but must evolve innately from an organic event. Essentially
her use of myth is limited to that which has been relived by the poét '
herself. When such materials come from an authentic, personal experience,
they can become the content of an organic poem. Mythic elements are most

often relived as dreams, 'waking visions, or momentary revelatioms.

For example, a personal, first-hand experience or momentary vision

1
H
i
i

gives rise to the poem, "The Instant", which makes reference ‘to Welsh

my thology: )
- b e
"Look" she grips'{ne, "Ih&
Eryril . X
+
It's Snowdon, fifty
miles away!" - the wvoice
a wave rising to Eryri,
falling. ,
Snowdon, home ‘
of eagles, resting place of
Merlin, core of Wales.
. . (P1W, 69)

Here, the discovery of form is extended to include a mythic spirit of place
where Levertov’ and her mo'ther momentarily perceive Mount Snowdon not simply
as "a distant high Mountain but of the world of Welsh legend" (PIW, 69).

that is innate and appropriate as when the mountain's old, pre-Christian “a

' In certain poems, such as "Xochipilli" or "Psalms Concerning Castel",
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the discovery of form is extended to include the spirit of ritual objects.

Such poems were written quickly and without pause for intellectual

R it

. v
. rumination such that the poet was able to intuit or experience an "authentic

revelation of the spirit" (PIW, 73): ' ,

. Xochipilli, god’of spring ; [
is sitting . (% L
on the earth floor, gazing '

into a fire. In the fire
a serpent is preening, uncoiling.

"From thy dung
the red flowers,”" says the god. "

P ! . N
By the hearth ) .
bodies of hares and mice, . ‘
food for the snake, . *

"From thy bones : ’
white flowers," says the god.

Rain dances many-footed
on the thatch. Raindrops T
leap into the fire, the serpent hisses. t

"From this music

¢ seeds of the grass ,
that shall sing when the wind blows." -
~ ' o ) The god stirs the fire.

(WEBH, 66)
And finally the discovery of form is extended to include the special

~  inscape of the poet herself, her dreams:

4
I7think I may have shown that dreams may be a more
frequent and - in an age when the Western intellectual,
along with the rest of the people, 1is raredy in live
touch with a folkloric tradition of myth and epic - a )
more authentic source of myth in poetry than a scholarly 5
knowledge would be, unless that scholarly knowledge is

- deeply imbedded in the imaginative life of the writer.
(PIW, 82)

Levertov makes limited use of officilal myth and schoiarly knowledge

~
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/ except as it has been relived by her. But occasionally dreams, as in the

following,poem, "The Runes", are given the status of a newly minted myth:

e e T T L]

(These words were given to me in a
dream. In the dream I was a Finnish
child of 8 or 9 who has been given by
her teacher the task of writing out
thege 3 ancient runes of her people.
This is how they went:)‘

(1) - Know the pinetrees. Know the orange dryness of sickness .
and death in needle and cone. Know them too in green health, \
those among whom your life is laid.

(2) Know the ship you sail omn. Know its timbers. Deep the
fjord waters where you sail, steep the cliffs, deep into the
unknown coast goes the winding fjofd. But what would you
have? Would you be tied up to a sandwhite quay in perpetual
sunshine, yards and masts sprouting little violet mandolins?

(3) In city, in suburb, in forest, no way to stretch out
i the arms - so 1if you would grow, go. straight up or deep down. . -
(OT&S, 83)
Lever tov has precisely recorded the exact words that “were given me in a
dream". She did not set out to write a poem based on her intellectual

understanding of Finnish mythology. The dream, itself, teaches her what

and how-to write; all she must do is carefully record that which she has

iven the status of a newly minted myth in that

1lived.

. These dream runes are
S

Vi

they represent an English translation of a doubly indecipherable ‘antiquity —

] ey appear as newly coined expressions of

0y

runes presumably in Finnish.

! .
formulaic phrases coming from thie supposed "folkloric tradition" of, as

N \r
. Levertov writes, "her people" }FBut these highly personal and cryptic runes

. allude to a vague folk wisdom T r than refer to a specific mythology. }’or

example, allusion is made to cer in mythic themes. In the first rune, the
" ~
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’ &
natural, existential cycles of growth, life and death are embodied in the
image of the pinme forest. 1In the second rune there is a mythic journey
through the labyrinth of a "winding fjord". Thus desiring to extend the

discovery of form to include the spirit of place, of ritual objects, and of
her own dreamscape, Levertov glludes, in a limited and highly personal
fashion, to "g folkloric tradition of myth" as it has been relived by the
poet herself.

The mythic journey "along the unknown coast', as depicted in the
second rune,‘is an excellent symbol for the mysteriouslunfolding of the
creative process. For those who cannot undertake such a journey, there is
nothing but a superficial life of "perpetual gunshine" where "little violet
mandolins" sprout from the dry-docked ship's masts. These "mandolins"
suggest extring%: ornamentation as opposed to the organic integrations of a
poem's form and content. If the journey is to be more than a safe and
superficial tour of the harbour, the poet must know his tools, such as the
viking "ship", metaphor for the poetic craft that abets the artist's voyage
of discovery. Levertov writes:

I believe poets are instruments on which the
power of poetry plays.
But they are also makers, craftsmen . . . . (PIW, 3)

Levertov achieves a balanced view of the poet as both a receptive
channel and an active artisan through her tolerance of the basic paradox
in the discovery of organic form: that the poem 1s both a quasi-natural

organism that grows spontaneously from the organic event and, also, a

crafted work of’art that has been directed toward foreseen ends. The

s
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" ‘innate growth of organic form is, "paradoxically", directed by what ) Lo

Levertov calls:

%
§

the form sense or "traffic sense", as Stefan Wolpe
speaks of it, is ever present along with (yes,
paradoxically) fidelity to the revelations of
meditation. The form sense is a sort of
Stanislavsky of the imagination: putting a chair
two feet dowmstage there, thickening a knot, of
bystanders upstage left, getting this actor to

N raise his voice a little and that actress to enter

' more slowly; all in the interest of a total form

‘he intuits. (PIW, 12) ,

Levertov is capable of a double view. | She is receptive to the
innate revelations and, at the same time, 1s able to predict or intuit
the emergent form and direct its plot. In the organic event, the
intensity of the revelation has a plot or duration in time. Levertov
speaks of the "total form" or "the whole" as having "units of awareness" .
that begin and endd "It usually happens that within the whole, that is
'betwe‘qn the point of crystallization that marks the beginning or onset of
a po\ém and the POil‘;t at which the intensity of concempl‘?tion has ,ceaaed,
there are distinct units of awareness" (PIW, 10). /

Levertov, then, seeks a balance between seeing the poem-as an
acquired, crafted art that is diz;ected towards foreseen ends and as the
spontaneous result of the discovery of form. But rather than make the
rational mind responsible for adapting 'tsh‘eu..parts to parts and blending o-\
such "units of awareness" into a cohesive plot that moves towards foreseen
ends, Levertov sees the intuition as respongible for achieving the "'total ’
form". “Form sénse" or "traffic semse" is another name for the intuitive

or synthetic intelligence “deeply imbedded” beneath the foundations of ‘the

\ ' | .
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. discovery of form and also an intuitive craftsman €ho can direct its course

rational mind. . ' -
} (s
Levertov goes on to describe the intuition as: : i

. ~a sort of helicopter scout flying over the field of
the poem, taking aerial photos and reporting on the
state of the forests and its creatures --"or over
the sea to watch for the schools of herring and -
direct the fishing fleet toward them. (P1Iw, 12)

Intuition is then seen as a faculty tha® provides an overview of emergent
forms and ones that are not consciously impressed upon the poet's

experiencé. It is described as having a range of abilities suggesting

that it is a synthetic and integrating faculty. It receptively watches

~ or scans the field, taking photographs or mental notes of perceptually

/ N
intense moments, reports on the emerging story or plot of the poem and,

fiqali&, according to its premonitions, even directs the fragmentary parts
tog;ther,to form meaningful interr;iations such that the fishing fleet
makes its catch and thé poet writes his poem. ;
Thus in the pre-ver@al phase of the growth.and discovery of organici
form, thé poet is Emerson's passive channel who can, as Levertov writes, only
"contemplate" his experience until "there come to him the first words of the
poem . . .. If he fgrces a beginning beﬁgfe this point, it won't work."”

Bua once "those forerunning words" rise "to the surface" (PIW, 8-9), and an

intense, perceptual flow begins, the poet is both a channel for the futghef

by way of his "form semse" or "traffic semse”, This intuitive sense does
N :

not result in a consciously crafted work of art develsped from a preconceived

blueprint, nor does it impress forms upon experience. Rather it allows the -

N

.
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poet to make spontaneous adjustments in the poem's flow and form. It

7.-

is a synthetic re e to an\evolving.situation'enagilgg*;ie ;;iisékfo
act holistically such that all his faculties are called into play. Thus
tﬁe poet continuously discovers and adjusts to his changing percept%gfs,
" 'checking for accuracy', for (a) precision of language'- (PIW, 9) that
’wiir ver?ally approximate and express such change. At the same time he

' is able to intuitively direct the poem's growth according to his

premonitions of the emergiﬁg, "total form'"; andy once the organic event
/

has passed, the organic poet cam, if not re-evoke, at least recollect and

edit it in tranquility.

T e s
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: ‘ CHAPTER IV
THE WORK OF ART AS AN-ORGANIC WHOLE
/1. IMMIGRATING FROM EUROPE'S "WASTELAND" TO' AMERICA AND

"THAT CRAZY BIRD" -

In attempting to define Levertov's concept of the work of art,

one is confronted with the fact that this concept changes as her
literary career prpg?esses. This attests to her vitality and potential
for gr:)vzth, although it m:;kes ‘difficult any othe; approach than that of
va chronological study and comparison. But, in spite of such growth and

change, continuity can be found in the fact that Levertov continues to

deal with certain questions that are basic to organicism: determinism, -

El

inclusiveness, and the synthesis of form and,cbntent.
Levertov's literary career began in England in 1946 with the

publication of The Double Image, her first collection of poems. I

would like to coantrast a tepresentative poem from this collection with
one from her f:l.rst book published in North America in 1956, Here & Now,
to show the change that occurred in her work during this formative

" transition’.  The two_poems to be:compared are "Christmas, 1944" from
o

Y

The Double Image and "The Bird" from Here & Now. “Christmas, 1944" is

Rl

an occasional poem written during World War II:

Bright cards above the fire bring no friemnds near, - \

fire cannot keep the cold from seeping in.
Spindrift sparkle and candles on the tree -
make brave pretence of light; but look out of doors: J

TP JOPUEWPEIRE v Y




Evening already surrounds the curtained house, .
draws near, watches; . .
gardens are blue with frost, and every carol i
bears a burden of exile, a song of slaves. <
Come in, then, poverty, and come in, death: :
this year too many lie cold, or die in cold

for any small room's warmth to keep you out. ’
You sit in empty chairs, gleam in unseeing eyes; . ,
having no hope now, you cast your shadow Y :
over the atlas, and rest in the restlessness ‘

of our long nights as we lie, dreaming of Europe. v

A painted bird or boat above the fire,

a fire in the hearth, a candle in thé dark,

a dark excited tree, fresh from the forest,

,are all that stand between us and the wind.

The wind has tales to tell of sea and city,

a plague on many houses, fear knocking on the doors;

how venom trickles from the open mouth of death,

and trees are white with ‘rage of alien battles. T

Who can be happy while the wind recounts ’

its long sagas of sorrow? Though we are safe. i

in a flickering circle of winter festival . ) y
. we dare not laugh; or if we laugh, we lie, !
hearing hatred crackle in the coal, ‘ v
+ the voice of treason, the voice of love.

(DI, 24)

“ Here, the metrical scheme varies fiom four to six stresses per
.line. Often each line expresses a complete thought, or possesses botix a
subject and a verh. The diction is abstract and somewhat ponderous.
The solemn tone is that of a Yeats, as in the line "a painted bird or

boat . . .", or of an Eliot or Auden as with such phrases as "burden of

|
exile", '"brave pretence of light", "the restlessness/ of our long nights",
"long sagas of sorrow”, "as we lie, dreaming of Europe"”, or j'your shadow/"

over the atlas'".

hd a

Levertov writes that in The Double Image she was involved

' extensively with "the conscious personification of abstractions" (PIW, 64),
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a.favorite technique of Auden's. Specifically in<"Christmas, 1944", i
anr;l,;ropomorphizations occur. The "evening . . . watches". The "wind" o | 2
4

' tells "tales". "Fear" is seen "knocking on doors . Like expected

v

dinner guests, "poverty" and "death" are dramatically invited berevert:ov

. to "Come in" and are “given the human characteristics of eyes, shadows, and *

r~

-, the ability to sit in chairs. And further, this poem lacks the vivid, ,
-’\ . . »" ‘ L /r 7

° . visual imagery of Levertov's later poetry }nith the exception of the f_a_lct

“that "gardens are blue with frost" and that "the trees are white". ‘ .

1

L,

‘,Nevértl;el_ess, these trees are not white with st}ow, but with an abstract
human emption, that of tlt}e "rage of alien battles':.

| . . o "The Bird", from Here & Now, is not a poem that reflects the

N

» "Wasteland" of a war-torn Europe as it might appear in the poetry of Eliot

| . : . — .
} o + ‘or ‘Auden. Rather, it celebratés a bird and the freshness of a new world .
f ' L
| o, : , that is being built from "trucks full/ of pink bricks":
{ ~ *  That crazy bird : ’
. ’ always laughing - !
. s he gits on the wall they are building, :
. the wall ) .. ’
‘ v which will hide ‘the horizon, L o
. and laughs like mad. every time s )
o . : ! ' we. open our mouths to say , ’ yo!
i I love you I hate you etc. - | T '
- * .He camwe only since . .
‘» thé green rain came and . 4 ’ e
. - goftened everything, making ‘ - '
~ mud of the crackad . B ‘
! . . selfrespecting earth and rotting’ ,
the xed flowers fr: m their -stems. Yeg, :
the - ra:(n, the tru full / L »
"of pink bricks, that crazy ® 49
eavesdropping bird, came . <
together and £inighed - : . -
. ) / . .the days of burning, and silénce, and d:lst;ance. -
' K : - (B&N 264)

'g - . “
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This poem is not an occasional poem writtem to commemorate a

calendar,

unrepeatable, organic event composed of

P

traditional event as is the recurrence of Christmas in the Chriétian

Beginning with a demonstrative adjective, it poiqts'to an

"that crazy bird", "the green

3

rain", "the red flowers", and "pink bricks"§§hat "came together and

finished".

Here; the work of art is the means\ﬁy which the artist

percelves and determines this'unique and singular constellation of

.
perceptions.

prey
I3

Levertov's desire to be engaged with everyday objects, such as

-

- "the bird", the "pink bricks", or the "rotting . . . red flowers", is

in keeping;with the organicist's desire for determinateness, a

characteristic of the organic whole. That is, through precise

observation, she is .able to pemetrate into the minute ramifications of

3

things or facts. She seeks to clearly define and individualize her

indefinite. This is because she believes that by becoming intimate with

/

‘perceptiondvréthﬁf than to present them as vague, undefined or

the ‘minute ramifications of a thing, she will experience its universal

.

It does not matter tha

H N .
t these facts are crude, everyday objects,

for thé organicist believes that all spbstances are part of the organiec

K

whole.

~
:

'

P

Lévertov'% desire for organic economy also is on the increase.

The lines of “Thg Bird" are much shorter than those of "Christmas, 1944",

often do noF formrQ‘cqmplete thought;, but foc

- B

-\

‘

ﬁaving generally only two or, three stresses per line,

These short lines

us c;n a single word or

n
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v as fear, sorrow, hatred, or love and are somewhat philosophically congsidered

64 \

s

word—‘clust:e'r. For example, the first two lines form a prepositional
pfxrase that is feft dangling. '- . ’

"l‘hus, in her early poetry, Levertov moves towards greater economy
and determinateness but not towards greater inclusiveness. She admits
that her early writing was "inadequately representative of my own
feelings' (PIW, 67). Although its mood is optimistic and bright, "The
Bird" is incot: a highly emotional poem, aé it is primarily concerned with

, the sensations of the :;atural world. In fact, the presence of nature .
N .
diminishes huma:cx emotion into insignificance. The "crazy bird"
laughingly mocks the conclusive solemnity of such'st;ylized emotions as ,
"I love you I hate you," etc.” t)}gt characterize the predictably ritualized
world ?f "“Christmas, 3.944". rShe‘*‘ex?resses an impatiemee with hultan talk
over and agalnst this vivid happéning or randomly unpredictable coming
together of "the rain, the trucks full/ of pink bricks, that crazy ‘
eavesdropping bird". And in "Christmas, 1944 althougfl a broad range of

human emotions are accepted, they are, nevertheless, abstractly depicted

in their relations to one amother, but are not engaged in by the poet as’

-

real feelings.

. " The basic change, then, from The Double Image to Here & Now is an

, increase in organic ecq\nomy and determinateness, but not :L? emotional ' “

.
oo

inclusiveness. Levertov abandons the hauntingly vaéﬁe and splemﬂ language
- > A ' ;
of her earliest verse for a more minimal and precise poe'gry that is - ..

particularized by vivid, natural details. Still abstractions and
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- -

vagueness occur, although juxtaposed wi{:h concrete, visﬁal and aural

.

+

+ perceptions. One.senses that Levertov is not, as yet, completely at

home in her new American style.
A

'II. WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS AND "THE CRUDE SUBSTANCES OF

DAILINESS" -

Levertov writes that in the early 50's she fell under the formative
influence of William Carlos Williams, who would have sympathized with her
delight in the spontaneous messiness of "The Bird'"'s random and material

world:

William Carlos Williams became the most powerful
influence on my peetry,.and at that time, seeking
', 3s I was to engage my capacities-as a poet with the
’ crude subgtances of dailiness, as I had notably not
. , done. in the 1940s, I took as influence from Willfams
o . nothing of the profound mythic element we find ,
(especially, not not only) in Paterson, but rather
the sharp eye for the material world ahd the keen
ear for the vernacular which characterize his earlier
and shorter poems. My t:endency wag even to take at
their face value some of his "anti-mystical"
attitudes, and to adopt a kind of pragmatism not only
inadequately representative of my own feeling but
which Williams himself did not wholly or profoundly
adhere to. .
\ . . (PIW, 67) . . e

It will be valuable to compare a poem from Levertov's third book,

Overland to the Islands, which was published in 1958 with a poem from

»

Sour Grapes, an early Williams collection published in 1938 as part of

. The Collected Earlier Poems, in order to illustrate the effect of his

influence on her poetry. f I will compare Levertov's "Merritt Parkway"
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ceiling hang crooked but -

Men with picked voices chant the names
of cities in a huge gallery: promises
that pull through descending stairways
to a deep rumbling.

The rubbing feet
of those coming to be carried quicken a
grey pavement into soft light that rocks
to and fro, under the domed ceiling,
across and across from pale

earthcolored walls of bare limestone, . /

A

Covertly the hands of a great clock
go round and round! Were they to

- move quickly and at once the whole

secret would be out and the shuffling
of all ants be done forever.

\
A leaning pyramid of sunlight, narrowing
out at a high window, moves by the clock;
discordant hands straining out from
a center: inevitable postures .infinitely
repeated -

two—twofou;:- twoeight!

‘Porters in red hats run on narrow platforms.
This way ma'am!

- important not to take

the wrong train! :

Lights from the concrete

‘ ‘Poised horizontal
on glittering parallels the dingy cylinders
packed with a warm glow - inviting entry -
pull against the hour. But brakes can
hold a fixed posture till - .

The whistle!

s

Not twoeight. Not twofour. Two!

Gliding windows. Colored cooks sweating
in a small kitchen.  Taillights -

66

to the poem that follows, Williams' '"Overture to a Dance of Locomotives':
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In time: twofour!

o
In time: twoeight!
o

- rivers are tunneled: trestles
cross oozy swampland: wheels repeating ' o '
the same gesture remain relatively
stationary: rails forever parallel
retu‘m on themselves infinitely. }

' The dance is sure.;

Believing that "the serious poet has admitted the whole

armamentarium of the industrial age to his poems", Williams, in "Overture",

tll2

celebrated "a new spirit - a new Zeitgeis that of the modern mechanized

warld, He contrasted thi; contemporary subject matter with that found in
the work of Keats, Shelley, Tegnyaon, and even Yeats that was "'poe’tic’

and in many ui?tnds that is still poetry - and exclusivelyﬁ so - the o
'beautiful' or pilous (and so btiautiful) wish expressed in beautiful *
language -~ a dream".3 " He explained that even Auden's poems were "becoming
old-fashioned" in their depiction of the industrial age as a "background of .

4

waste and destruction"' rather than as modern reality to be explored and

celel;rated, as Williams was doing in "Overture”.
4
Although Williams emphasized the use of a modern gubject matter’ N

|
which, in "Overture", consists of the poet's perceptions of the fremetic

[

]

1 - ‘ .
“'William Carlos Williams, ‘"Overturq to a Dance of Locomotives”, The
Collected Earlier Poems (New York: New Directions Publishing Corp.,
19?1), pPP. 194-195.

2Ijeg;.. "The Poem as a Field of Action", Selected Egsays (New York:
New Dfrections Publishing Corp., New Directions Paperbook, 1969),
p. 282. g ' :

N

3p1a.

1b1d.
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pace of modern, mechanized life, he did not believe that a poem should .

be wholly determined by its content. He wrote that when a poet devotes

"himself to the subject matter of his poems, genre, he has come to the end
of his poetic means".s }Instead, as we shall se-e, Williams n?é oniy . |
considered the subject, but also the manner in which a poem was compoéed
and, t:herefc;re, sought a synthesis of form and content. For éxample,
"Overture" .is not simply a documentary representation of or a poetic
discourse on the nature of train stations, Dr is it ap imitation of

the extgrnt&l world, but a "revelation" of:the underlying structure of the
poet's perceptions of the train station. Williams wrote that the aim of
a poet was to achieve "an intense expreésion of his i:erceptions and ardors
that may constitute a revelation in the speech he uaes".6 In the

following passa\ge from "Overture", Williams explored modern, mechanistic

"forms common’ to experience so as not to frighten the onlooker but to

.

Ibid., p. 288. x L

6Idem., quoted by. Randall Jarrell, "Introduction”, William Carlos Williams:

Selected Poems (New York: New Directions Publishing Corp., New Directions

Pdperbook, 1963), p. xvi. ,
§

» 4 ~
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4

"7

invite him in It was not] the novelty of the poem's contenf\zﬁzt ;

was concentrated upon, but the plastic and unifying movement of

consciousness that, ‘as we shall see, gives rise to such formal elements
i . .

~

as language and diction or the\patterning and placement of lines which,

in the following passage, attem?t to approximate the rhythmic mov%ment

he ] ~
of the perceptions, themselves:\ //
_Lights from the concrete
ceiling hang crooked but -
Poised horizontal

on glittering parallels the dingy cylinders
packed with a warm glow - inviting entry -
pull against the hour. But brakes can '
hold a fixed posture till -

This passage is shaped by the movement of the poet's imagination
as it attempts to determine the underlying forms and forces (inscape/

instress) of mechanistic objeEts that invite and '"pull" against and "hold".

[

7William Carlos Williams took note of what he felt was tlie trend in modern
art as reflected in the work of the cubist painter, Juan Gris, where "the N
attempt is being made to separate things of the imagination frgm life, and
obvicusly, by using the forms common to experience so as not to frighten
the onlooker away but to invite him ., . . . things with which he is
familiar, simple things - at the same time to detach them from ordinary
experience to the imaginatién. Thus they are still "real" they are the
game things they would be if photographed or painted by Monet, they are
recognizable as the.things touched by the hands during the day, but . o e
they are seen to be in some peculiar way - detached," from

! Spring and All , The Reader, ed. with an Introduction by M.L. Rosenthal
! . (New York: New Directions Publishing Corp., New Directions Paperbook,

1965), pp. 326-327.

&

’
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Here the poet detaches such mechanistic shdpes as "lights", "cylinders",

‘or "brakes" from their everyday environment and brings them together to

create a work of t;he imagination. In the work of' art, itse}‘f, the
‘poet's awareness or synthetic energy integrates with the potentially
gynthetic energy of the '"things of the ixmg;lnat::l.on"8 that can be found

‘within the external phenomena of the everyday world.

The formal elements of the poem, as we shall see, result from
* ¥

- and verbally approximate this plastic and unifying movement of

consclousness as 1t integrates“inner and outer reality. And the attempt
to formulate and articulate this movement of consciousness leads to a , "i
d‘is_covery of further insights which, in turn, gives rise to additional
formal elements in a progressivé interaction of form and content that | -
resulfs in the completed poem. '"Overture", then, records the process of
Williams' comsclousness as it synthegizes form anfi content into a
.revelation of artistic unity, found not in a poetically beautiful world,.
but amid the modern world of a mechanized train statiom.

‘ The corollary to ‘this‘ notion of the synthesis of form and content
that results from the unifying movement of consclousness is that there is
no such éhing as the same form with different cootent. For example, the
s:ylra of "Overture” that épx:ang inpately from Williams' perceptions of the
ironically heavy, repetitive dance of the locomotives will not be like the

style of other poems in which things other than dancing locomotives are

8 bid. ‘ ‘ «
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perceived by the specific individual, Williams, at a specific moment in |

‘time‘aud space. Thus, he wanted a crafted notation that would clearly‘

. commmicate his perceptions and at the same time allow him the neces;ary
freedom of expreision to accommodate the changing gaits aand rhythms of
each unique' gsynthesis of form and content. He wrote that the modern poet
should put aside the: traditional. poetic foot as it appears in the sonnet
which !"does not admit of the slightest structural change in its
compé»s:{.tzion"9 and, 'instead, seek "a\ .enew measure or new way of measuring
that will be commensurate with the social, economical world in which we
are living".lo

In his study of "Einstein's theory of relativity", he ‘ldoked for
ways of opening and loosening conventional poetic structures to incorporate

the notion of "the x;élativity of measurements - into our own category of
]

activdty: the poem".l:L That is, he sovfght a wnit pfi measure that would

gsave his pger:ry from the disdrder of free-verse and yet provide him with

the freedom of expression that was both subtle enough to accommodate ti1e

>  relativity of each perceptual 'constellation and flexible enough to include
the American idiom as an acceptable poetic style, He developed what

Levertov refers to as "the idea of the variable. foot, which is so difficult

4

9Idem., "The Poem as a Field of Action", Selected Essays, p. 291,

aQ

Wrpi4., p. 283.

Yipia. S e e
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to understand”, but is dependent upan: p )
a sense of a pulse, a pulse in behind the words, T
a pulse that is actually sort of tapped out by a
drum in. the poem. Yes, thlre's an implied beat,

as in music; there is such a beat, ‘and you can <

have in one bar just two notes, and in another
bar ten notes,’ and yet the bar length is the same.
I suppose that is what Williams was talking about,
that you don't measure a foot in the old way by
its syllables but by its beat..

(PIw, 22-23)

In this interdependence of form 4nd content, the lir{e was the °
basic unit of both measure and perception and w.';s the agent primarily
responsible for synthesizing the p'oem into a 'field or organic vhole.
Williams counted the line as a .";ingle, variable beat or foot. It~
varied because, as Levertov explaims, its pulse "accelerates and slows"
(PIN, 23) as in music where one bar ¢ap have anywhere ‘from two to ten
notes. This acceleration and deceleration gi'pws innately: from the
slowing and increasing movement of the content of conss:iousness. And,
ironically, this variable beat "has a regularity" (PIW, 23) .or continuous
pulse v:zhich generally results in a fairly short line, The line, ‘it:elf,
repregents only one pulse of perceptioq: |
the pulse behind the bars- is actually heard -
pum~pum . ., . . But then, winding around that °
pum-pum, it*s going dee~dee-dee-dee, and so
forth. , Well, I think perhaps in a poem you've -
got that melody, and ‘not' the metronomic pum—pum;

but the pum-pum, pum-pum is Iimplied. ‘
(PIW, 23) '

2

This suggests that there are varying spans of attention likened to the \ ‘

changing melody line (the dee-dee) of a piece of music which fluctuates

Lt R
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- Williams' pc;etry. He developed a precise notation or l;xeans of

1 - ’ I
-omission of periods, as with the phrases - '"ceiling hang crooked but -" k

“of enjambment to create a sensation of continuous physicai.' movement as in

‘movement through the spacious station, Williams shaped "Overture" ‘through

P . . i

around a regular beat (the pum—pum) which is likened to a bar of music.
Although it is not clear in ejther the writings of Levertov or Williams,
it is possible that this regular beat could be that of the breath or

the heart.

This composite and variable beat is the shaping force behind

.
L4 )

recording this acceleration and deceleration of perception. This .

notation consistegd ‘of such formal eléments as words and phréses and the N

pauses between them, the length and indentation of lines, and the

textures and density of syllables forEmg a given.line. In "Overture", -

L

for example, a wavelike meditative motion is created through the occasional

Sk e -

or "hold a fixed posture-till", and is suatain'ed’thfough the exﬁensive use

"

°

the poem’'s last stanza:

«- rivers are tunneled: trestles

cross oozy swampland: wheels repeating é

the same gesture remain relatively

stationary: rails forever parallel .

return on themsgelves infinitely. g .
The dance is sure. . '

- Verbally approximating his perceptiona of the incessant, physical

his choice of words and diction. He used. guch phrases as '""to and fro",

"acroas and across", !'round and round”; and action verbs such as "chang;",

. - ,
"rocks", "move", "run", "pull" "cross", "return"; and employed participle”

! e
. . o




P S g

74 0

-

adjectives such as "descending", "ruSBing", "coming', "straining",
’"inviting",v”gliding", Ysweating", or ”;epéating" to effect a suspension
of time an; space. And thro:%p his use of the variaﬁle foot, Williams
was able to loosen "Overture''s stES%Fure to include vernacularisms

such as when the porters say: "This way ma'am/ - important not to take/

Nt . N ' R

. the wrong train!",

Line length and speed and such onomatopoetic sounds as the

.

repeating i's and o's increase and then decrease and come closer together

) *
in the last two lines of this stanza: : . ’ ‘

Gliding windows. ‘ Colored cooks sweating -
in a smal%,kigchen. Taillights -

' In time: twofour!
In time: twoeight!

The first line is a long pulse as Williams watched the long, gliding

movement of a passing train's window., The line consists of two short
[ F)

phrases separated by a pause in perception until he suddeﬁly saw black )
cooks working behind a continuum of "glidingfwindows". Th% second line
R -

is a shorter span of attentfon suggesting the cramped "small kitchen"’

and that Williams saw the train's taillights. And in the last two lines,
. e t A
]

the pulse shortens tq a staccato beat: "In time: twofour}/ In time:

Ewoeight!". For rather than rumning out as time d%d prior to.a train's
departure ;ith the countdown: "Not twoeight. Not twofour. Two!W, it
reversed itself and increased. With this came a slight length;ning ;f
thetépan of attention and, comsequently, of the line and éiso,a ﬁroader, :

5

more open ,vowel sound which shifts from "ou" to "a" to approximate the
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increasing momentum of the train's moving away from the station;

I would like now to explore Levertov's "'&rriltt Parkway' to see '

’
i

.how Williams has influenced Her concept of a poem as a work of art, seen - .

J

as a %hesis of form and content:

Ags if it were
forever that they move, that we
keep moving -~

' Under a wan sky where -
: as the lights went on.a star’
pierced the haze & now
i follows steadily

>

a constant

above our six lanes .
o . the dreamlike continuum ...

Ahd the people—ourselves!’
the humans from ingide the
cars, apparent
* only at gasoline stops r
unsure, 7 .
eyeing each other

“ | 4y
drink coffee hastily at the
gﬁt machines & hurry
back to the cars
-vanish. )
- into them forever, to
A keep moving-

1

<« - Houses now & thén beyond the = ..

sealpd road, the tregs/trees,.bushes -

L passing by, pasaing Q’,

the cars that
- o keep moving ahead of
us, past us, presging behind us
' and .
. over left, those that come
. b ) toward us shining ‘too brightly
¢ © smoving relentlessly .

©

in six lanes, gliding ~ “\
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R **  'north & .south, speeding .with\ ' o e S
C N ) _a slurred sound - e v ., " L
X L ' ) ¢ .
\ Through her choice of words and diction, Lievertov, in "Merritt i

?erkway", approximates the movement’ of her perceptions of sthe freeway.
~She uges action verbs such as "move", "piercegl", “follows", "hurry",

¢ "vam{sh", and,"come"; employs adveibs and phrases that point\ out L

L * - movement within percéptual clusters sucH as "undet", above",“'inside .

- ) S, "'back té", "into", "beyond“ "ahead of", "behind us",l’o'r'. "over lefe"::‘ | Q"
. ' and uses ;Lk{;:rticiple ;djectives as "moving", Y'eyeing", "passifxg by",

’ . ":'pressin'g", "shining'", "gliding", and “Qpeeding" s Buc,' unlike'Williams, .-

.
s'he does not use American idioms. Primarily because ghe does not wish to . , % ’
R 4
@ ! . emphaeize the "rhythms of the outer voice Rather she believes that 8 « . |

N

, . # , Lot
\-’-) po should record the cadences "of the inner voice" whose vog:abulary’ is -
! | not "identical with that which . . . is uséd in comversation” (PIW,}‘ZI;) .
. » k‘

One wonders, too, if she does ot shy away from "Williams' inaist;eng:e

. 7
s N upon -the Ame:r.'ican idipm (PIW, 24), because she herself is “straddled

between places"e(TSA, viii), that is between an English and American,
L_-— * )

. - . &
sty'le. e ! ’ o A
‘.“ . N - .
N Nevertheless, she does employ Williams' variable foot: to hepe .

the content of "Hetritt Parkvay", which consists of her perceptions of
. . ‘&3 the jarring tempos of a dehum*ed puburban landscape. For example, ,
. no periods occur to break the perceptusl, flow, and both enjanbment and - - .

N . N ' incouplete phraaes lacking either a subject or verb creat%a rapidity '

‘of movement. Bere, phrase overlape phrase to effect the continuous o
. < " a - * ' ' ’

R . . \ ‘

Ik S ! LD R AN &
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' 7/ ’
passage of "“speeding" cars: ) )
in six laneé, gliding . :
‘ north & south, speeding with ’
a slurréd sound - . / ‘%-
y U oo o
And, line breaks indicate what Levertc;v,calls "expressive pauses': -

RS

I regard the end of a line, the line break, as
roughly equivalent to4half a comma, but what that

b v pause is doing is recording nonsyntactic hesitationms,
or waitings, that occur in the thinking-feeling

rocess. ’
2 p 12 ' Y / *

Line breaks emphasize that "ane doesn't really know#what the next word

that one is going to say will be" .13, Such hesitations appear in

e ™y

A

stanza three of "Merrit:t Pafkway" where line Preaks gccﬁr ;fter the

‘words ' 'stops" and ' unsure .‘ Both: reak ‘the flow into the tensely
3 P

. .spasmodic rhythms of straqger meeting- strﬁnger and- suggest that the

.

poet, herself, is-"unsure" of what the next perceptipn or Mxre will®

. . .
be in this uncomfortablei$ituation. "

of form and contient.. Leverto does this both through the 1enh~t‘h\zf’ : T
/\ ’ .
w lines and through "the kind of sy 1e , and whether the consonants T

.
¥

”

' S
<

4

12 se Levertov, "Craft Interview', Craft of Poetry: Inte.rviews‘-
. from™the New York Quarterly, ed. by WiNiAm Packard (New York: .
Doubleday & Co. for The New.York Quarterily Poetry Review Foundation,
Inc., 1970),PP. 88"'89 R .
13 f"'y . : .
Ibid-, 89. {b\ ! ' ,
» ( ’? ’ » - 5
( s L b e - 5
- bd 4
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dowti, too. In "Merritt Parkway", the line gpeed and the tempo of .

perceptions increase in the poem's last two stanzas, where traffic

-

¢
P S e
R

- . gspeeds up after the coffee\ break sequence.  Here, Leyertov uses fairly

. long lines with polysyllabic words which brings about "a sort of fast, )
.rippling movement" 15
. d .
the <lagt two gtanzas to effect the aural sensation of "speeding with/-

¥

Also the letter s is repeated some 26 times in

a slurred sound”. '
. ;

-
LS

e Furthermore, line indentation is used to shHow movement within

[4
/ ;petceptual clusters.

In the following stanza, where each line extends

. . »
ﬂeyqnd the preceding one towards the left margin, such \indentation

wﬁvisua,lgly paraldels Levertov's perception of people furtively scurrying
- (O h &3 N @." )

: : Co RN ~
‘ N away towards the left and back to their. cars:

- " ' ' drink coffee hastily at the - "
v s ~ slot machines & hurry K }
L, , back to the cars

v } . b Iy ) Unlike the sonneteer who knows pfecisely where he is going,

Leverﬁov Zﬂscards all predetermi%d metrical patterns and their
¥

" ) . suggestion of the “beautiful" symmetry and similitude‘o?f experience to

.‘ ) | ’ "d;::over" the\oft:en asymetric "t&'uth‘s" of contempotary life. “For‘
! her, as for Villiams, each poen 18 unlike any other in that it possesseg, .
; singukagsintegrat{on'of form a;\d contgpt\ngd')’représent‘s‘ :n" event,

» ) - . umlike any ‘other, that occurs when a particixlar'individual,*f;e p;)-et,

. .
1 N ' ! ’
.
. - . . [N
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\/m perceives from a unique perspective in time and space a simgular coming S
. ’ ' « k ) v T %
together of experience. And in "Merritt Parkway', Le’yer‘tov is able to . & %
communicate clearly the formal structure of its-tmique inscape through -l X
v . . | ! .
_ > her, use of a precise notation, largelgy inherited from Williams and . h

v . °
\

¥ . .
composed of line breaks, indentations, enjambment, and the textures of .

\ A . . ' ,
vary:mg consonant and vowel sounds, all of which af.low her to express . )
a patteming of fast and slow tempos and the sounds nd silende that . N .':v

\ ! -
J .

characterize each random, perceptual constellation. .
Not only does Levertov feel certain there is no such thing as
' 4

“' the same form with different content, she al§o believes i’ the Romantic
’ »

hypothesis found in the works of Coleridge and Wordsworth .and echoed in

N 2
the poetry of Williams —- that forh resultsﬁ from the plastic and unifying
* ' - Y -
* ’Q A .
5 movement of consciousness, In "Merritt Parkway » as in "0vert.ure", the \

imagination de termtnes, detaches, and resynthedizes the poet s perceptions

[4 . M

= to form the. work Iof' art. For examplg, it determ:gnes such physical
‘:" sensations and cbjects as "w;n ‘sky"¥ "itigkrts", "3 star", "eoffee“, "sJ:or &
s ,/ machines" "'moving ahead", "pressing behind" or "gliding" ano the K t : \,
/'4\ ( . ;' 'slurred", aural‘ sensation of riding in a car. K Further, ‘this synthetic N
A, 4

' . L,imagination, working not in the beautiful world of Keats or Tennyson, but

! .

“in a modern context, detacheg such everyday: objects asicars, cups of coffee, )

and slot uuichines ;Erom the environment .to bring"' t:hem togethf\.r to gredte a
PE ) . * SR / ¢

L
poem that expresses contemporary experience. \In the follqwing it suspends
i

. o »- ) !
; s’ $§ , and isolates mechanieal objects and the human activities\sgr.romding them .
S  gein order to accentuate kinetic' interrela}:ionships.’” . ’ -
~ 0 - . : R I "h
' : « . ) ‘ N ‘\ '\ . ‘ ' /—“W\I T + ‘ *
.t v, 1 <t . N ! ) R




drink cdoffee hastily at the
slot machines & hurry . J
. back to the cars )
vanish
into them forever, to
keep moving -

¢

. The first line isolates the frenetic activity of those who "drink coffee

hagtily", as does the second line that aligns "hurry and the world of

"machines". The word "vanish" is isolated in a line of its own to

dramatically emphasize the sudden and seemingly final disappearance of ~

v

people into: their’ cars. Here, human continuity is virtually impossible

in a rapidly chadgingf”mechanized landscape, whose only property is "to/
keep moving". R : . ¢
Thus, in both "Merritt Parkway' and ""Overture', the form is
. - ) . "

P

-shaped by the movement of consciousneSs seen as determining and

detaching the poe't'_s perceptions bf an everyday environmedt from his

experience to resynthesize them into a work’ of #rt. And in both poens,
1 ! . s ‘ - ’
- the variable foot provides the means to ensure that there will be no - -

»

such thing as the same form with different content, but rathérea different

°

N form, content, and Aespeeially emotional tome. = Williams celebrating

and Levertov protesting against, modern, industrial soci 7 Williams V- ‘
delighted in determining the impressiveness and force of the ‘mechanized

@

world. Levtertov, on the othér hand, shows man as dominated and driven by,

this mecha.nized jo‘fce and as existing in a dreamlike s’omnanbulism that % - i
. , / )
punctured by aﬁb,nentary awareness of human pargnoia ar}d isolation. 1In

N -

q&"Merritt Parkway" she makes efforts through the w-rif:ing of the poem ‘

/o f o
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- of all ants (would) be done forever.'(f And likewise, Levertov begins ‘\

o _ .
' She corrects herself changing "they" to "we" and writing: ''The people-

1

\\ . kY
\ ¢ »
\ 4 ~ ,
L :
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itself bozh to wél&ce-up and to personalize the qiehuman{zeci Q\andscape.

0

4
ourselves!/ the humans . . . ." :
. ! a
1

Nevertheless, in "Merritt Parkway", Levertov ledves behind

7 "Christmas, 1944"'s "background of waste and destruétion% a‘lbandons ‘the '

, i *
confines of her "curtained house" with its "safe" and "flickering circle >,

% ~ \
lof winter festival", and joins the freeway's "dreamlike continuum' to

. "

‘move "relentlessly" with the modern world. And, although the romantically
"poetic" beauty of "spindrift sparkle and candles" and ritual have been

given up, beauty and stability can still be folund in nature , 1f only -
momentarily, as Levertov catches a glimpse of ke everting star that.'pierced

the haze and now/ follows steadily/ a constant".  But it ﬁ largely

4 LY . .
eclipsed by "Merritt Parkway"'s nbw, industridl“fqreground here civilized,

and meaningful human commicatiop is dominated, #f not coﬂrpletely destroyed,
> 4 N

by the mechanized force that is "speeding with/ a slurred sound -".

. ) . Vs
In sptte of the difference between %he e;notional tone of "Overture"

:;n’d "Merritt P"arkway",'neither are highly emotional pgems, but \é:\fjnsist
brimarily of external sensations, as has a__lready been shown, and\ the
occasional concept or idea su;h as,‘jilliams' musing onk the secret passage
“of time lwhich if it wex:e to ";:ove quickly a;ld at once‘. . .‘ the sh‘ufﬂzing/

A AS

8
"\Merritt"Parkway" not wit’x an emotional pgssage, but with the idea that

~. -

modeérn society is "forever" g‘.n-'mticn. " Thus, _although JWilliams wrote that

) - . .
a pogm should express a poet)§ "perceptions and ardors", and Levertov states
e L v \
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t‘hat above.all she seeks the "emotional tome . . . (or) texfure" (P1w,

set

11) of an experience, both feel that an excess of intellection and
; *

emotion destroy percept:&on. Instead they aim in their writing to
achieve organic economy where anything that would di;tort the . .

perceptual flow, or 'disrupt the integration of form and content, fs

pared away. In "Overture" and "Merritt Parkway", external sensations \w

are prefe?}g‘ad to concepts or ideas which are, in turn, preferred over
i .
passions and ardours; and, of course, metrical ornamentation is

t
1

{ 7

’ ’ i
| Drawing théeir images more and more from a man-made yorld, :

Williams and Levertov explore this notion of organic economy through

;netaphors that evidence a transition from nineteenth to twentieth

century organtcism. In this transition, the poem is a living organism
fecome an artifact or humanly constructed object. But, ,whether they use.
Coleridge's botanical metaphor or that of a man-made object, both V;lilli : ’
and Levertov express the ‘same notion of an organic unity of form and

content that has beeﬁ pared away of all decorative or expressive excess.

Being tough and progressive and ti'ying to sound like a modern

v ( . *
architect, Williams wrote:

4

A poem 1s a small (or large) machine made of . :
words. When I say there's nothing sentimental y
about a poem I meéan that there can be no part, : .
as in any other machine, that is redundant . . . . 16

p. xvi. : :

«

16w1lliania, quoted by fa:;rell, "Introgluctic;n", Williams: Selected Poims,

L4
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In,this analogy, Williams wanted the work of art to be pared away of
its surrounding shtﬁ' qf dec:_oru:n and of all intelleétual,and, especd.aily,
emotional excess. There should ‘e “"nothing sentimental about™ it.
Rather, the work of art should po.ssess the tremendous vital:f.ty and
structural precision of such a modern machine as, for example, a !
locomotive where all its par;:;;\fmctioh i:ogether as a vizh.ole. ,
In certain poems Levertov uses natural' objects to suggest that

the work of art should impress its audience with an innate structural )

wholeness and oréanic economy . In "A Counn;m Ground", she describes the

- 1

- 5 '
poet as "planting the vegetable words", which grow through the creative 8
process, into words possessing a '"sweet" and nourishing vitality that the

V.

reader can "crunch on" (JL, 1). Here, the work-of Art is likened, not

. “ '
to a beautiful and decorative flower, but to its more mundane and

[ 4

practical cousin, the vegetable, to suggest, that a poem is most palatable :
B \

v

B
and nourishing when it is pared away of excessive, metrical decoration
\ : ’
and of all sentiment:ality

At other t:imes Levertov, uses msn—mﬁde objects as metaphors for

1 oo

the work of art as in the "Preface" of To Stay Alive where:

’) the artist as gfaftsman is_engaged' in making
' discrete and dutonomous works - each of which,
-like a chair or a table, will have, as Ezra

Pound said,- the requisite number of legs and S
not wobble . . . . . ‘ )
» ( (TSA, vii)

A poenm's\ st ; ture, then, should be like that of a table's which holds up

»

~

and is sound and suitable to what it presents. ‘The functional. soundness’

\ e Ve
~

Al

R

R VS




N @
IS

en s v e R I AN AP SIOARA

- &

'.E'

-

-

‘of form and content. .

of the table, for example, is preferable to the Victorian bric-a-brac
that might be Flaced on it which jSuggests that a poem should be

"discrete" in its avoidance of the régular filigree of repetitious

)

metrics and excessive emotions. Instead it should be "autonomous"

and as: . ‘ h
direct as what the birds said,

hard as a floor, sound as a Rhench

mysterious as the silence when the tailor

,would pause with his needle in the air

0 © (L, 87,

« .
Like the table analogy, the birds represent a directness and economy of

expression where they simply make their message dnd that is that.
through the use of such metaphors as the hardness of a well built floor
or the soundness of a well crafted bench, Levertov again suggests that

the artist should plane awsy 11 emotional and [metrical excess from the

»
- i

work of art until he ach:!.e;fes a functional integration of form and
e
- . ‘ o

+

content.:

Coming under the influence of w:llliams

o

1n her early writing, strives for organic economy, as he did, and sees

early poetry, Levertov,

it as a characteristic of the organic integration of form and ¢ \tent.

She also subscribes to his idea that there is no such t:hing as\the same
form with different content and, as he did abandons formal verse
structures, qguch as the sonnet with its traditional foot, for the highly
f‘lexiblc, varifble foot which ﬁmvidec her.ilvdit.h both a precise method of
notatio—n and algo the necessary freedom tol express each mique synthesis
And further, she belieirés,. aa did V‘lillziamg, t:hﬁt:|
J 2 [N ) .
- : .‘ o . .

e\ . ot
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‘standa'rd;s éuc}l ags determinism, inciusiveness, economy, and the synthesis

)

this formal unit or variable foot arises from the plastic and unifying
movement of conscilousness seen as exploriﬁg and'integrating :_Lt\ w‘ix(:h the
>surrounding, modern environment. - For the work.of art is not only - :
likened to a we'll crafted table, bench, or floor, but is also described
as being as "mystérious‘%s the silence wimen the tailor/ would'péuse e

that is,as mysterio\(xs as the movement of the iinaginative force that shapes

¢ I'd .
it. .

And, in the following metaphor another criterion is addgd ‘to thaose

of form and content governing the organic work of art ~- that it can serve

as a memorial for the "robust" spirit of the imagination:

Our lives flower and pass. Only robust
works of the imagination live in eternity,
.Tlaloc, Apollo,

.dug out alive from dead cities. - .

- - / e
_ And the austere coin : : ] )
- : a tractor turns up in a . i1
bullding site . . = :§
, reveals an emperor. ; ’ 3
Yo, (WEBH, 72) » %

3

Thesb" dug-up coins and “works of the iﬂaginatiog" survive, if only by

T

cgtanc‘:e, as the "soul" of fom of thege "dead cities". Thus, the work
of ‘art potases the ‘Ppotential not only for the expréssion but. the
eternalization of the "robust", living spirit of its times. And in

"Overture to a Dance of Locomotives" and "Merritt Parkway", it is this
"new apix;i't"' or "Zeitgeist" of the industrial age that both Williams

. ) 7/
and Levertov are dttempting to memorialize. ' .

L, €
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III. "THOSE wnop}mzs" OPEN THE FORM

"certain aesthetic statements on “open form". Like Kohler he sees "open

{

> We have seen how Williams' early poetry influenced the early

) Y .
poetry and agsthetics of Levertov and how the transition from The Double

. Image to Here & Now or_to Overland to the Islands resulted in a poetry

of greater organic determinateness and economy, but one that is lacking
in emotional inclusiveness. I would now like to look at a later work, ﬂ
To Stay Alive (1965), to see how the persona of these poems appears much

i . .
more "as an inscape of emotion, of feeling" (PIW, 11) than it did.in her ‘ :

Farlier poetry. And, as To Stay Alije is Levertov's one attempt at
writing a long poem similar to Williams',Paterson, Pound's Cantcs,

Duncan's The Opening of the Field, or Olson's Maximus, I would like to

see how successful it is in achieving both organic inclusiveness and
cohesiveness.
To Stay Alive is an’exdmple of an artistic work s an "open form".

This term, originating in physics, was used B& the gestalt psychologist

"

Wolfgang Kohler to describe systems that "absorb or emit emergy in

commerce with other parts of theoworld":l7\ Robert Duncan has' written

form" as one that "lives aﬁd“breathes in én exchange with an environment".18 )

, ¥ : ,
l7Wolfgang Kohler, The Place of Value in a World of Facts (New York: '
Liveright Publishing Corp., 1938), p. 304.

18obert Duncan, "Preface (1972) The Hint of an Infinite Regression",

Caesar's Gite: Poems 1949-50 (d. P-: Sand Dollar Press, 1972), p. xxxviii

/
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_ interchange or "Gestalt of his life (his work)/ his work (his life)"

. she wants to include her political convictions ankd her involvement in - )

- a decade of her life, 'I/It i8 described as "a document of some historical

then is To Stay Alive, that 1s, how successfully does it reflect the ' -
N i ¢ ' M 3
multiple hspe‘cta of this historical period and} at the same time, create . PR

o

Levertov, simiiarly, writes of the artist as involved in a continuous 3 1

(1S4, vii). This is suggestive of Williams' desire to break down all
existent! barriers bgtweeﬁ art and life, thereby liberating the work of 'A ,g
~:art from the confines of a traditionally beautdful vision a;d opening | o ; ‘
it to the possibilities of depicting all arpects of contemporgry life.

% Levertov describes the work of art as an "dpen fo or "gestalt", T "

she is hoping to open it to include all her intergst:s. Specifically,

-

4

the anti-Vietnam War movement. She is struggling to synthesize poetry

' °

"and politics for:

. . + . when their rhythms

mesh
‘. then though the pain of 1iving R °
never lets up .
o the singing begins ., BN . : - °
(184, 74) '

In her early poetry, Levertov was a miniaturist who isolated

objects in order that she might contemplate a momentary epiphany or‘

revelation, but in To Stay Alive she "opens" the boundaries of the work

of art and sets out to write a long poem that will encompass more than

“value, a record of “one person s .inner/ outer experience in America during

- . -

the 60'5 and the Beginning of the 70's" (TSA, ix). Ezxactly how "open",

- @ continuing interchange between internal and external reality?

<




e
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. To Stay Alive does record the life and ﬁ_imeé of one, spme;vhat

' fepresentétive, American vintellectual and political leftist.' Iﬁpluded -

N . . 88

3

. To Stay Alive,-both as a work of art anhd as a historieal "

, . . a
document, is,restrictetl by-the fact that it is concerned with "one

person's" perspective., This pegspective is limited by Levertov's

connnit;pen't: as d political activist to opposexAmerican capitalism and

the Vietnam War. It do€s not include, for example, ‘an objective

spokesman from the Americam, political right. Gonsequently, it is

not adequately inclusive of the multiple voices or aspects of the 60's

v

and early 70's. But given its limitations as a historical dohcument,

o

are deacriptions of food cb—ops, rent strikes, titles of pop songs,
. .

political pamphiets )letters, newspaper clippings, even the logo of a

political button, and the following, racially sensitive description of, ’

an anti-war demonstratign: .

‘Beyond the scaffolding set up for - .
~+ TV cameras, a long way
from where’ I sit among 100,000 reddening
white faces, .
is 4 big wooden cross: . a

and strapped upon it, tuming
. his head from side to side in pain )
in the 90-degree shadeless Washington midafternoon
May 9th, 1970, .
a young black man.
. (TsA, 58)

There are portraita of Vietnamese and American soldiers and of

- flower children auch as the following'

'

@
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, . . travels the country ) . ) o . :

R ‘a harbinger. o ; '

T, (He's 20: f His golden beard was pulled- and clipped . . ‘

by a Wyoming sheriff, but no doubt has grown . ’
! . again
; though he can't grow knocked-out teeth S ’
-~ ce ' .He wears sneakers even in wdg:ter, . ’
., . , “to avoid animal-hide;” etc,) - . e
' . (TSA 41) : 2
. 7. .
Although 'l‘o Stay Alive is’ primarily concerned with docmnenting !
ﬁ ’ S leftist, political activities, other aspects of contemporary life are, . g /‘//‘
¢ cite} guch as a scientific article on the ener'gy field or aura and . o o

Chuck Matthei , v o ¢ - Y S

» b

‘Levertov's  experiences’ of jet travel and of Caribbeai and/ European

‘vacations. And as { true disciple of Williams, she acknowledges the ° ’ .
; : o

3 4

natural world and its weather. : . '

¢ d A TN . 3
. : ! . B .
. hemkock and cedar'a toneless black o : \“/ 2 A - {

‘snowtufted trunks and boughs e . I, '
black, sky white, birches . . o .o 4
' whiter, snow . . ) e, . 3
- infinitely whiter‘ all things v : . ¢ l
muted;~deprived . . . . vl A
. _ of color, as if AR o , . " ‘(
Ct color were utterance. tow L I : ) 1
o . A terror , . - . ‘ R A oL K
as of eclipse. o, . . T » |
. The whites graying. K : B T T r
. - ' B ' . ‘. (TSA, 38) ’ , 9 IE'Q . . . PN R S a " K
C o ‘l'hia dark and threatening snawscape is used by Leveértov as a ' D . 4

L Jo g
metaphor for the American political climate, It Berireu as a good enq:le ! ]

£

- - of Levertov's ability to synthesize)both poetty and pol‘it;lcs and inner and

outer reality. This landacape is poueased by a violegce that is po&i‘;i
- . .88 ~yell,aa metgorological. And as Levertov feels its “terror/ as of

' eclipae"" it 1is .136 a lnn;hupe of psychological .violonco;\a. Th_roushout
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To Stay Alive's decade of po‘llit:ical activism, she continues to achieLve

this interaction of politicsh and psychology by describing her emotional

o

reactions to the prevailing political climate. A range of emotions are

in evidence such as "disasters numb within us" (TSA, 13), or as a great

despair characterized by being "heavy, heavy, hea , hand and heari:/

.

We are at war" (TISA, 17), or as a shared supportivene:s,s felt between ,

P

fellow resisters who take '"pleasure/ in each other's warmth" (TSA, 25),

and finally as a "cramp/ of fury" (TSA, 25) that is provoked by the

- ‘"yar-makers" (TSA,. 25) and by the indifference of the silent majority. -
{

Furfher, Levertov uses her poetry as a means of coming to terms with

the guilt she feels upon leaving the: anti-war struggle for a scothing,

Caribbean vacation.

As a "record of one person's inmer/ outer experiemce" (TSA, ix),

To Stay Alive not only includes Levertov's emotional reactions to "political

events, but also shows that some of her most intimate relationships had

political overtones. She begins To Stay Alive by exploring her feelings

of respect, rivalry, and distrust felt for hex: difficult sister Olga, who
"wanted to browbeat/ the poor into joyr' s/ ﬁgc':i.alist republic" (TSA, 4).

In the following passage, yn:':l.tten aflter 0Olga's early death, a political
rglly takes on a deeply per-sonal. tone., It is haunted by Olga's voice, as
Levertov seemingly reliv;s her sister's funeral in imagining that she sees
Olga, "limp and ardent" and pearly dead, being ':shoved in;' to a "paddywagon"

that "gapes" like a hearse or tomb:

Al
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Your high soprano
sings out from just
- in back of me -

e Ry TR,

We shall - . . . . overcome . . .

the paddywagon
gapes, ~ It seems o R
you that is lifted /'

1imp and ardent

off the dark snow ! .

and shoved in, and driven away. _ :
: " (TsA, 11-12)

Levertov does not always attempt to merge her political conceyns ‘

-with her personal feelings such that they create layers of meaning as

n o

with the snowscape metaphor or with the Olga poem. At other times
."inner/outer experience" parallel each other as when pamphlets and
newspaper clippings that document 6ute1;, political reality are

interspersed with passages that are largely confessional in nature. In

the following passage, Levertov responds despairingly to a personal crisis,

the suicide of a friend: oo !

. Dry mouth,
dry nostrils. .
Dry sobs, beginning ’
abruptly, continuing
briefly,
: ending.

The heart!
dragging back sand through steelblue veins,
scraping it Back out into the arteries: and they take 1it,
Living in the gray desert and
' getting used to it.

(TsSA, 79)

.

Levertov also uses dream materials thereby contrasting inner and

outer worlds, as, for example, w;Lth th'e following dream:
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' ' . . -

Bet said: ‘

There was a dream I dreamed always

over and over;

a tunnel ° ‘ : . '
and I in, it, distraught S

and great dogs blocking ¢ »
. each end of it v R

and I thought I must

always go on .

dreaming that dream, ’ - : ’
trapped there,

And Bet said to me: o
Get down into your well,

it's your well r
. v /
.go deep into it /

into your own depth as into a p’oem.
(TsA, 71-72)

Levertov's friepd Bet urges her to explore her emotions more fully
saying: 'get down into your well . . . your own depth as into a poem."
But, ironically, this dream or vision of inner reality is Bet's and not

Levertov's, In To Stay Alive, as in much of her poetry written. in the

late 60's and early 70's, Levertov is expressing her emotions more fully .

than in her earliest poetry. Nevertheless, although she has loosened
v . .

and lengthened To Stay Alive's structure to accommodate her emotioms,

. psychological insights, and political convictions, her voice still lacks -

‘confidence in its own perceptions. It often prefers to quote the dreams

and intellectual opinions of others (there are some nineteen footmotes in

To Stay Alive), or record the physical facts of the natural world, but falls

T v e
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‘

short of synthesizing these perceptions intc a voice of her own,
The value of anything, an organicist would clai?n, 1s proportionate

to the degree of integration it has attained. How successfully integrated,

then, is To Stay Alive as an artistic whole? It is unified by Levertov's '
uge of ,theQariablg foot, the underlying formal element that shapes it. into

-

an organic field or gestalt. Characterized by a rapidity of movement, the

variable foot enables Levertov to pass quickly from inner ‘to outer reality,

from personal feelings to political dogma and back in a way that creates

an experience of life- in the round. Organic unity is also achieved through

the use of a highly personal voice in such a way that one senses, even when
- reading a manifesto or newspaéer clipping, that Levertov‘is leaning over
your shoulder, reading it with you.
But, what To Stay Alive lacks is a strong developmental sense.
It does not portray the evolution of political events and, thus, fails as
a ﬁistorical document. Aithough cértain poems and joumal entries are
dated and arranged chronologically, there seems to be no inner or outer

" development during the decade or more it encompasses. Perhaps this can

be explained by the fact that as an organicist, Levertov is not interested
in a chronological structure, but in a vivid portrayal of the present,
moment to moment. And in To Stay Alive, this ongoing present appears as

a struggle where neither political nor personal conflicts have been resolved.

At thi; close of this long poem, Levertov praises those who "‘dare/ to

- struggle”, "dare" to live:

N
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" - what I hold fast to, gri
in' my fist for amulet, is my lowve
of those who dare, who do dare
to struggle, dare to reject
unlived life, disdain
to die of that.
(TSA, 83)

i

/n

Daring to live, as we shall see, is the undgrlyiil& thematic source for
v .

the movement and coherence of the poem in which life is conceived of as

a series of moments of struggle that exist, not as a chronology, but in

the now of "present history" (TSA, 66).

Unity is, thus, achieved thematically, as for example, through .-, . .

.the inclusion of political and intellectual ideas such as those of
Albert Schweitzer, 'José Yglesias, Father Dan Berriganm, Hahatma‘Gandhi,
and A.J. Musti. But at times, Levertov can be faulted for an overly |
melodramatic handling of political rhetoric. This can be seen in the ,
following, negative stereotyi)e of an Ame.rican G.I. in Vietnam:

You who go out on schedule

to kill, do you know

there are eyes that watch you, .

eyes whose lids you burned off,

that see you eat your steak . : )
and buy your girlflesh . ) : :
and sell your PX goods Lo, ,
(TsA, 18) DR P

This piece of political rhetoric portrays the Vietnamese as a . !

.
]

faultless and peace loving people:

1) Did the people of Vietnam

use lanterns of stome?
2) Did they hold ceremonies

to reverence the opening of buds? o
3) Were they inclined to quiet laughter?

® & e 8 o 8 B s s ¢ o © 5 s 2 9 © s 3 o+ =




‘when it comes to politjcs, Levertov lacks the ''negative capability" that

‘would allow her to rest in a state of uncertainty, as her aesthetic

fo g >
| . / A 95 ?
- ~
- ' | I , 3
. 1) Ssir, their light heart; turned to stone. ’ o

It is not remembered whether in gardens
) "stone lanterns illumined pleasant ways.
2) Perhaps they gathered once to delight in blossom, .
but after the children were killed
there were no more buds.
3) Sir, laughter is bitter to the burnt mouth.

e S - reng el

(TsA,- 15)

et LB

Such political rhetoric and stertotyping contribute to a basic conflict

ecsd |

in To Stay Alive and in Levertov's poetry in general -- that which '

exists between her aesfhetic quietism and her political activism. 'Often,

!

quietism would have hgr do, until she could achieve fresh insights and

v

feel combassion.ﬁor her surrounding environment. Instead, as with the

passages ‘-that were just quoted, she identifies too strongly with her

political preconceptions and ‘is n;t able to perceive objectively these

individuals wh; are caught‘up iﬁ the political crises of their times.
Notvonly do her politicgl‘preqonceptions block the process of

poetry, Kﬁ; her poetic diction often is not suitable to communicate these’

Levertov is the first to

[

convictions to her American contemporaries.

admit that: )

.I choose
revolution by my words

often already don't reach forward
into it -

My diction marks me-
\ ‘ untrue te my time;
: change it, I'd be
‘ untrue to myself.
' ‘ : (TSA, 34-35)




s

She goes on to explain that her choice of diction is often similar to~ \
-
. /

st =z
e

that found in English Romantic poetry: ] ’ . . '
. < ' -
The "Ode to a Nightingale" was the first and only 3 .
poem I ever learned by heart. Thus, when I wrote, - 5
o tranSlating "purged of legend", the reader's 4
. thought was of Stalin, while my intention was R {
: 4
) # }
1.
J
1

gsomething more graphic than the literal "cured"
i (PIW,‘, 34,)

\ o
Thus, although the inclusion of political materials creates thematic

<t

unity, Le\}ertov's Romantic diction and her political‘dogma both ‘act to

. prevent the synthesis of poetry and politics.
Nevertheless, unity is achieved through one theme in particular --

that of Leve;:tc;v's daring to live. Like the variable foot or underlyingq '

formal unit this theme, ‘above all else, is responsible for To_Stay Alive's

mgvement and coherence, and,with the'variable foot, forms a synthesis of
P24

form and éontent,'of poetry “and politics, Levertov quotes Albert
Schweitzer and then Rainer Maria Rilke as saying:

Life that
wants to live. .
(Unlived life
of which one can ddie.)
. (1TsA, 29)

>

This becomes tram‘slace‘d for her-into a question o'f "revolution or death"

(TSA‘, 29), and it is very clear that she chooses the former. Dariﬁg.to .,
live is expressed as a will to su'rvive— and struggle for a political cause.

It is contrasted with the 'isolation a:;? dissatisfaction_ of a friend who,

dies of an illness, but the real cause of his death was that "1life/ failed

him-in someway long before death" ('&Sl;‘, 32)". '

1
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s ' Thus, daring to lfve and respect life becomes the primary value

@

that underlies Levertov's pacifism and her political commitment to the -

anti-war struggle. _ft becomes the universal them%, making To Stay Alive
"transcend the peculiar details of eaéh life''(TSA, ix), such that
Levertov's awarene.s_s of war and death and her daring to confront them and

live are reflected not only in /her political concerns, but alsq in the

.

elegiac tone of many of thé more confessional passages:

Is there.anything )
I write any more that is not : ,
elegy? Y Ty )

(TsA, 33)

Meditating on the recent death of her sister and her father, she again

.

and agx-;in reminds herself of human mortality and that she should live

e

fully her own allotted time: -

LN Trying one cormer after another
.
. to flag down a cab
at, lagt unthinking as one at last
) o seems to see me,
! : A I run into the traffic -
" screech of brakes, ¢ ' -

. . human scream, mine
) anger of drivers and shocked pedestrians
yvelling at me! . ¢
Is that how death 13,
’ that poor, that trivial? I'm »
not even frightened, only ashamed,
the driver almost refusing me, .
scolding me half the way to the airport, I
strenuous to convince him I'm not

oo " . g habitual public danger.

Sq close to death and thinking only . .

of being forgiven b} _strangers.
7 ~ (TSA, 31) ‘

™

Not only does Levertov try to understand human death, but also in

'
{
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this sensitive portrait of death in miniature, she aclmowledges its

H o .~

meaning ‘and drama in the natural world:

A fly I thought was dead
‘on its back on the windowsill,

grayed, shrivelled, .

tslowly waves. . !

Yes, what would be its right arm
dreamily moves\—out-in—out again , !
twice, three times.

I[t seems
flies dream 1in' dying.
(TsA, 37)

Thus, wﬁat finally mivershlizes To Stay Alive above all else is
2 -

Levertov's contemplation of death out of which comes her daring to live

y.
and freshly perceive each !'never-to-be-seen-again", momentary

constellation of percep t:ioﬁs :

\ . but life is in'me, a love for -
s what happens, for .
the surfaces that are their own
interior life, yes, the’
Zen builddngs! . the ' ‘
passing of the ° | Co.
never-to-be~seen-again : .
face&sl . e e s
"\

(TSﬁs 66) \

Overall the basic' shift from &:he earlier '‘poetry to To Stay Alive

- o

is that Levertov has openeI its formal strueture,) loosening -and lengthening

it to encompass a decade o political activisgm. Althot:tgh To Stay Alive

fails- as an objective, histgrical document, it often succeeds as a N
personal history and as an organic synthesis of poetry and politica. When
this occurs Levertov excla‘imd ‘that "the singing ~begins-". ’ But when it
fails, subject matter becomes more important than the movement ‘of the

imagination that gives r:lsL to an integration of form and content. And °

R -
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as Williams wasrne'd/, when t:he'poet devotes "himsgelf to the subject matter

of his poems, genre, he has come to the end of his poetic m&ans". In
Levertpv's cas-e; political preconce.ptions often act to block the -
creative process by inhibiting the ability.to perceive what is_and result
in mere rhetoric and stereot;ypirig rather. than, in an 1ma;ginative work of

art.

There is more emotional inclusiveness in To Stay Alive, than in

the earlier poetry although, at times, Levertov lacks confidence in her
own perceptions and turns to quote the'dreams and ideas of others.

1.3
Nevertheless, in To Stay Alive, she more than adequately develops a

refationship between inner and outer reality and, thus, largely fulfills’
the organicist's demand for inclusiveness. Further, what remains from

her apprenticeship with Willinmshare h:l:s emphasis on organic

determinateness and economy and his variable foot which 1s the basic

technique used to structure this rapidly moving collage of personal and . x

political materials into a unique synthesis of form and content.

”

o i o
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CONCLUSTON S /

Admittedly Levertov's poetics of organic form is a largely
derivative theory whose major aesthetic statement bears the humble title

of "Some Notes on Organic Form', suggesting,something of a casual,

-

sketchy nature. But that these "Notes" have "been several times reprinted"

(PIW, vii) shows that they are not without significance. Throughout

The Poet in the V'Iorld, however, Levertov draws he¥ vocabulary from Romantic,

Victorian,and early twentieth century American poetics and from late
nineteenth and early twentieth century science and psychg!‘ogy. The questi;an,
then, is does she succeed in integra‘ting these influences into a signiéicant
and contemporary system of her own? >

The psychological process that underlies Levertov's pc;etics has
changed little from that that appegred in the writings of Coleridge and
Wordsworth, This attests to the fact that she has built her system upon
an awareness of the psychology"f human creativity that has been passed on
through a literary tradition. For example, as Abrams pointed out, the
conversion expetience, as it is explained in Chapter II of this thesis is
aﬁ old if not older than the Bible. And, not onl;' does Levertov believe,
as did Coleridge, that the creative process begins from a seminal and
psychologically holistic state, but also that the basic task of the artist
within the creative act involves cultivating a presence of' mind that is’
both recef)tiv/e and reverential. 1In so doing, the poet develops a method

of "apperception", a modern,' psychc;logical term used by Levertov to

, reexpregs that act that is so prevalent in the poetry of ;lordsworth, the

G

T

¢ ..
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act of observing one's perceptions of lifé/closely and with affection, of

being aware of what is. This results in a heightened sense of seeing

' ‘ Y
and hearing, allowing the poet, through John Keats' '"negative capability",
» {
to become intensely receptive to the wonder and mystery of quotidian

existence. ' T .
.

* N

Using twentieth-century, scientific terms to reexpress nineteenth~

century organicism, Levertov integrates the Romantic theories that

e

describe the artist's role within the creative process and those describing
the conditions that govern the process, itself, into her poetiés of organit
form. And, by so doing, she bases her writing on a universal, or at

least traditional, view of the psychology of creativity. ;Thus;‘what is
most derivative about her poetics, heruu;e of theseiﬁpmeptic theories of
process, is what offers the most potential for prboviding her with the

t .
psychological insights on which to base a poetics and significant body of

+

poetry. 3
Levertov's cultivation of Keats' "negative capability" enabiés her
to be highly tolerant of the paradox tﬁaeg:‘curs in her own poetics -~ tha’t
a poem is both a quaai—n;tpral organi;m that grows spontaneocusly from tﬁe
organic event and also a crafted work of art that has been directed tdward
foreseen ends. In this douyle view, Levertov is important in that she

geeks a balance between Colerﬁdge who viewed the poem as directed, for the

most part, by a rational "survieﬁ'l and Emerson who saw a poem largely as a

lSamuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, The Selected Poetry and
Prose, ed. with Introduction by Danald A. Stauffer (New York: Random
Hoyse, Inc., The Modern' Library, 1951), p. 294. 0
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product of the unconscious miﬂd. Levertov then, as a true organicist,

seeks to include the activities of both the congcious and uncongtious
} mind in her theory of procesa. Achieving a l&lanced view of the poet
7 as both a receptive channel and an active artisan, she differs from such P
Romantics as Coleridgé and Emerson, who hold to mofe extreme poait_io_ns.“r .
oAnd, as ‘one might ex;;ect, such baianced and moderate view, as 1is
Levertov's poetics of organi.m—{bv, ‘ig one that gives primary importance
to the intuition, that human faculty responsible for achieving psychological
balance and integration. Thus, Levertov's poetics is valuable in th;t it
ascribes importance to the intuition seen as the primary poetic faculty
that synthesizes all aspects of the human psyche, /be/ they conscious or
, imcomgcious, and thereby enable; the poet to respond holis;:ically to 'the

rapldly changing, organic event.

-

Leverto'v also differs from ’the Romantics not in her concept of the
. work of arvt seen as an organiE: whole that results from the plastic and
unifying movement of consciousness, but in her choice of the techniques uged
to brganize the raw materials dof perception into such a complexly integrated-
- whole. She abandons traditional metrical schemes.for Willi;;s' variable
‘ . foot which results in a rapi&ly moving and compressed poé’try characterized
! + by a strong and f‘lexiiale line and-sénse of flow.€ In her adaptation of the,
| variable foot, Levertov finds a poetic t;echn:l?que that is sui)tle enough to .
allow her to express the individual' rhythms of her own voice. 'For.: it is

(-

. with this notion of a poetic voice that Levertov's theories and poeéry are -
lthe most original in their divergence from those of éha\ early Williams,
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'with_ his emphasis on the Americ idiom and the spoken voice Levertov,
instead, feels that the work of :‘rt should approximate no#’ the rhythms of
_the outer vofce and breath, but thoa; of the patterns of sound and silence

that characterize the inner voice. This results in a poetry thit is often

. characterized by a diction similar-to that found in English Romantic and

Victqrian verse, which one must assume is the diction of Levertov"s "inner

" 4 4

song" .

i

. Following-‘the precedent set by Williams in Paterson Levertov
. €, o r

" opens the work of art to & contemporary subject matter that, includes all
o . ’ . ®

-

H

asopects of her lige and interests spanning a decade or more of history.

] . "
Here again, she adapts another highly flexible principle, the notion @f an
"open form'", to her own ends. Unlike Williams, Levertov opens the work

of art to include her political activism. ' At times in To Stay Alive, she

:l.s highly successful in her symthesis of poetry and politics, while at
ot:her times the predominance of political dogma blocks and inhibits the
creative'process and results in one—-dimensionql stereotyping and- ‘rhetoric

rather than in poetry. But overall, shé manages .o sustain  ,an ongoing

¢ . L4
intensity in her verse, seen in To Stay Alive as a continuous struggle in

the now of present history that hovers rather than ends conclusively at the

r

s poem's end, through her use of the rapidly moving variable foot and through

her ability to pare away any excess of inteilection and emotions until what

remaina is the essential constellation of perceptions.
t
In opening the subject matter of her poétry to include all aspects

of.contemporary 1life, Lev"ertov abandons the curtained safety of "Christmas,

v
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. Williams' statement: that beauty is 'truth incompletely realized"z, as she

_ mechanized age.

- world where she longs to experience an empathic rapport with life '

)
104
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T
1944"'s beautiful vision and its "background %f waste and destruction"

and allows the "armamentarium of the industrial age" sometimes to appear

as the foreground of her’verse. She would'not agfee, however, with

-

could not join with him to perceive objectively the .robust spirit of the

Instead ‘the subject matter of many of her poems reflects
a conflict that is inherent in the organic theory itself, that existing
between appearance and reality, between what is actually perceived and

what is believed to be the beautiful fdeal. And in this use 3% subject

matter, she is closer to Robert Duncan who yearns after a vision of the ¥

universe seen as a beautiful, ordered whole, than to William#’, who wants §A-

only to perceive the truth.of what is. But unlike Duncan, who conceives

of this order as am occult hierarchy, Levertov is grounded in the natural

P

éerceived in its ideal beauty as éﬁ immanent reality of interrel&tiogships

rather than as a transcendence.

The poet and critic, Josephine Miles, writes that beauty is a term S
whose major use comes "in the elghteenth and nineteenth centuries, as a

result of -ore love of goodness and truth, that is the love of the God o

LI

5 7 : ‘
2William Carlos Williams, "A Note on the Recent Work of'Jameg/dsyce",
Selected Essays (n.p.: Random House, 1954; reprint ed., New York:

New Directions Publishing Corp., New Directions Paperbook, 1969),
p. 75. ' .

J
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nature".3 This 1s exactly how Levertov uses beauty, as a value placed
on the natural world, which is worshipped«as one would worship a(god.
‘LevertoY's poetics,'then, are significant in that they offer religious
vai:;s, not in fhe sense of an orthodox religious worship, bqt that they
gf;e value to what is, perhaps, a basic experience from which religions
originally gsprang --~ that of a man coming face to face with the beautiful
facts of the natural world without any intervening hierarchy to buffer

or reinterpret this higﬁly personal, organic event for him.

Unlike Williams, Levertov often feels that she must not only
celgbrate, but protect such ideal beauty, which most often appears as
ephemerally 'illuminated, natural facts thﬁt aré-isolated in the midst of
# highly threatening world, be it that éf an Engiand battered by the air
raids of World War II or that of a darkly violent America seen as eclipsed
by the Vietnam War. These natural epiphanies are rarely synthesizea with
the darker aspects that surround them,‘but appear for a moment and in spite
of an often impersonal anq‘threatening foreground, as does the beautifhl
gveﬁing star in "Merritt Parkway" and as does the bird whose delicate song
is experienced between claps of thunder in "The Singer". Thus, Levertov's
poetiés of organic form is worthwhile in that it offers a methodology that
allows her, &n the midst of a dark anﬁ often threateni;g worl;, to continue
her strugéle towardvand to point-out protectively theoccasiolal revelation

of an isolated and yet numinous, natural fact or group of such facts that

o

3Josephine Miles, "Artists on Art: Values in Language; or, Where Have
Goodness, Truth, and Beauty Gone?", Critical Inquiry 8 (Autumn, 1976): 3.

i
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express th;a ideal of immanent interrelationships.

\ Thus, Levertov's poetics of organic form, although highly
derivative’, is valuable in that it is grounded in an awareness of the
psycholog}\r\ of human creativity that has been passed on through a ‘literary

tradition that is at least as old as English Romanticism, if not older

/
than the Bible. And it is significant in its expression of a basic human

+

longing after a religious experience or perception of the organic whole.

Further, it is important because it is a transitional work, as Levertov,

.

herself, is a transitional figure in contemporéry American literature,
whose poets are described by Josephine Miles as ones whose:

terms of abstraction have decreased; their terms

of natural symbol have decreased; they have
sustained and even added/t/o their sense of man's
action in the world, his moving, calling, touching,
or making. And their newly added terms of agreement
are of a new sort: the terms of human construction
in a humanly constructed scenme.y ‘

Not only does Levertov's poetics of organic form provide her with .

a methodology for continuing the eighteenth and nineteenth century's

»

worship of nature, it contains certain "terms of abstraction" that would

also be characteristic of Romantic and Victorian literature such as

. Hopkins' "inscape" and "instress', Wordsworth's notion that words are

"the incarnation of the thought" (PIW, 16), and such expressions as
“revelation", "waking vision", or "splendour of the authentdic" '(PIW,. 13).
And yety in her striving for determinateness and organic economy, she is

much more specific than were the Romantics in recording man's "actions in

i

1bid., p. 7. -

v
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the world", as was shown in the comparison of "I Wandered Lonely as a- oo
' M |

: :

Cloud" and "To the Snake" that appeared in Chapter II. In the former, g ‘
Wordsworth's perceptions are primarily visual; he meditatively gazes \ ';

' ‘ .
at the daffodils from a distance. In the latter poem, all of Levertov's ir

senges are activated and, unlike the more passive Wordsworth, she acts

-

to hang the snake around her shoulders and stroke it. Nor does she . 3

wander alone a§ did Wordsworth, but speaks to her "companions” in a
S : i

transitional world of nature and men. o :

Thus, in her desire for organic determinism and economy, Levertov

A

is a contemporary poet. The,'.metaphors used by her to describe the work .

" of art as possessing such determinism and economy evidence, however, that |

r sl_1e is still a poet in transition who employs both natural symbols quc.h x
as a plant or bird as well as man~-made objects such as a crafted bench or

table to describe the work of art as an or;anic whole. This trangition
in metaphors shows that Levertov is more and more involved with "the terms
- of human construction in a humanly comstructed scene'". But even these
terms often reexpregs the Romantic notion of the work of art as a
\ﬁ!ysteriously complex and integrated whole, as does Levertov in this scene
| of "human construction" ;here she likens a poem to the mysterious "silence

-

when the tailor/ wou%d pause with his needle in the air". TFor, ome must
f.

adpdt that 1.t: is very difficult to fully and precisely define the nature of

poetry. And, that is why the organic theor};, although it may find new
symbols for its expression,.is likely to continue to be used in future

poetics, as it has in the poetics of Denise Levertov, because 4t allows .

~for the fact that what is essential to poetry is that a poem, like an \7
? i

.
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e .
organigm,, ia that which forms:an inseparable

incomprehensible whole. .
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