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Image: [Carl Van Vechten]. Gertrude Stein with Basket II and Marie Laurencin’s Portrait of Basket II. 
N.d. Photograph. Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas Papers. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library: 
Digital Collections. Yale University Library. Web. 5 June 2015.
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[Wyndham Lewis, et al.]     Manifesto 1.3

In ed. Wyndham Lewis. Blast: Review of the Great English Vortex 1 (June 1914): 15 London: John Lane, 
Bodley Head. Print.
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Ezra Pound		 Canto I (Excerpt)

In A Draft of XVI Cantos of Ezra Pound: for the Beginning of a Poem of some Length. Illust. Henry Strater. 
Paris: Three Mountains P, 1925. 5. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library: Digital Collections. Yale 
University Library. Web. 12 May 2015.
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Lola Ridge     Morning Ride

In Red Flag. New York: Viking P, 1927. Print.
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Gertrude Stein	I dem the Same (Excerpt)

Idem the Same

a valentine to sherwood anderson
I knew too that through them I knew too that he was through, I knew too 
that he threw them, I knew too that they were through, I knew too I knew 
too, I knew I knew them.
I knew to them.
If  they tear  a hunter through, if  they tear  through  a  hunter, if they tear 
through a hunt and a hunter, if they tear through the different sizes of the  six,   
the different sizes of the six which are these, a woman with a white package 
under one arm  and  a black package under the other arm and dressed in 
brown with a white blouse, the second Saint Joseph the third a hunter in a 
blue coat and black garters and a plaid cap, a fourth a knife grinder who is 
full faced and a very little woman with black hair and a yellow hat and an 
excellently smiling appropriate soldier. All these as you please.
In the meantime example of the same lily.  In this way please have you rung.

what do i see
A very little snail.
A medium sized turkey. 
A small band of sheep.
A fair orange tree.
All nice wives are like that. 
Listen to them from here. 
Oh.
You did not have an answer. 
Here.
Yes.

a very valentine
Very fine is my valentine. 
Very fine and very mine.
Very mine is my valentine very mine and very fine. 
Very fine is my valentine and mine, very fine very mine and 
mine is my valentine.

In Useful Knowledge. 1928. New York: Station Hill P, 1988. 90-91. Print.
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William Carlos Williams      Danse Russe

In A Book of Poems: Al Que Quiere! Boston: Four Seas, 1917. 44-45. Internet Archive. Digitised by Goog-
le. Web. 8 May 2015.
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Virginia Woolf   Orlando: The Holograph Draft (Excerpt)

From Orlando: The Holograph Draft. Ed. Stuart Nelson Clark. London: Stuart Nelson Clarke, 1993. 184. 
Print.
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Virginia Woolf    Orlando: A Biography (Excerpt)

CH A P TE R  F I V E

T
day of the nineteenth century stayed, or rather, did not 
stay, for it was buffeted about constantly by blustering 
gales, long enough to have extraordinary consequences 
upon those who lived beneath its shadow. A change 
seemed to have come over the climate of England. Rain 
fell frequently, but only in fitful gusts, which were no 
sooner over ·than they began again. The sun shone, of 
course, but it was so girt about with clouds and the air was 
so saturated with water, that its beams were dis- coloured 
and purples, oranges, and reds of a dull sort took the place 
of the more positive landscapes of the eighteenth century. 
Under this bruised and sullen can- opy the green of the 
cabbages was less intense, and the white of the snow 
was muddied. But what was worse, damp now began to 
make its way into every house-damp, which is the most 
insidious of all enemies, for while the sun can be shut 
out by blinds, and the frost roasted by a hot fire, damp 
steals in while we sleep; damp is silent, imperceptible,  
ubiquitous.  Damp  swells the 

227

wood, furs the kettle, rusts the iron, rots the stone. So 
gradual is the process, that it is not until we pick up some 
chest of drawers, or coal scuttle, and the whole thing 
drops to pieces in our hands, that we suspect even that the 
disease is at work.

228

HIS great cloud that hung, not only over London, 
but over the whole of the British Isles on the first 

From Orlando: A Biography. New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1928. 227-28. Print.
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Image: W.B. Yeats. The Two Kings. The Cuala Press, 1914. Annotations and corrections by Ezra Pound. 
6-7. Ezra Pound Papers. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library: Digital Collections. Yale University 
Library. Web. 6 June 2015. 
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Roger Horrocks, et al.

What is this poem doing?
READ poems slowly. There is normal reading speed (this is how you’ll hear most poems 
delivered) and there is a much lower gear which engages attention to detail. Use it.

COMPARE notes with  other  readers.  Everyone  learns something  new about a poem when it is 
discussed in a group  situation.

LOOK for contexts to which the poems can be related. (When was the poem written, and 
where? What types of language does it use? What sort of poem is it? etc)

DON’T PANIC  about  meaning in  the  poem.  You  always  know more  than you think you 
do about a piece of writing. Instead  of asking  “What  does  this mean” try asking “What is this 
part  of  the  poem  doing?”  The  question and answer process outlined below should supply 
a significant amount of information about the poem from which you can begin to consider its 
‘meaning.’

Getting Into a Poem
Read  it  slowly.  Bring  to  the  poem  the  same attention  you would  give to an important  
conversation. Read it through several times; if possible read it aloud.
Look up any words that puzzle or intrigue you - most poets use a dictionary. Look up 
unfamiliar names or allusions (a reference to Classical mythology or an event in history). You 
may  not  be  able  to locate  every  reference   but   don’t   worry -  it is usually possible to get 
the main drift of a poem even if the occasional line remains obscure.

Who, what, when, and where? (the literal situation)
Who is speaking in the poem? Is the speaker addressing a particular person or group? Don’t 
assume that the speaker is always the poet himself or herself. Ask questions: Where is the 
speaker? Does he or she seem to be in a particular place, landscape, or personal situation? Is 
a particular time (of day, in history, of life etc.) suggested? What is happening? Is the speaker 
excited about something? Is a particular problem or conflict suggested?

At this stage, try to be as literal as possible, looking for people and places and particular 
human problems or excitements, rather than for symbolic meanings. Begin by reading the 
poem as though it were presenting a literal situation. Think carefully about that situation. 
What would it be like to find yourself in the situation? How does the speaker in the poem 
seem to be reacting?

Title
What does the title suggest? When you’ve read the poem several times, consider the title 
again. Is it an obvious choice? Does it draw attention to a particular aspect of the poem? Some 
poems don’t have titles, and some titles act more like part of the first line, flowing without 
interruption into the body of the text.

Language
Is the style formal or informal? Is there a mixture of formal and informal? Fully formed 
grammatical structures or fragmented syntax? Do certain words stand out as unusual? Often 
it is the unusual or puzzling word that holds the key to what is most intense in a poem.

1. 

2.

3.

4.
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Rhythm
How does the poem move, and what sort of rhythm does it have? Does it flow or jump, and 
does this have anything to do with its subject matter? Reading the poem aloud is the best way 
to pick up its rhythm.

Emotion, tone and subtext
Try to sense the emotion as indicated by the choice of words, but keep the overall situation 
in mind. Remember that human beings are complicated - we don’t always say exactly what 
we mean. Sometimes we are ironic or tongue-in-cheek; sometimes we say little when we feel 
deeply; sometimes we hedge around what we really feel. This complexity is in everyday life, 
and also present in poetry. The word ‘tone’ is sometimes used to mean ‘emotion’ or ‘mood’ of 
the poem.

“Tone” may also refer more specifically to the tone of voice in which it seems appropriate to 
read the poem. The tone of voice may change during the course of a poem.

Imagine that you are listening to someone on the phone. It’s an emotional phone 
conversation and it’s important for you to interpret the emotions of the person on the 
other end of the line. You can’t judge facial expression or body language; you must rely on 
changes in the tone of voice. Is that person cheerful, elated, joking, meditative, angry, sad, 
disappointed, or holding back his or her feelings?

Sometimes the answer may be obvious; sometimes it may not.

Sensations
Try to see and hear the scenes being conjured up. This makes the poem more vivid and often 
helps to clarify the meaning. Does the poem encourage the reader to see, hear, smell, taste, 
and touch? Pick up sensory information worked into the poem by its author.

Connections
Can you link up any of the words and images, connecting one line with another? Are any 
patterns emerging?

The poem as a whole
What does it ‘add up to’? What is its most intense aspect? Are there shifts or changes in the 
poem? You may find it useful to divide a poem into sections, to think about one part at a time.

Revision (This is very important)
Does the later part of the poem reinforce your original interpretation? If not you should 
consider changing it. Re-read the poem carefully and see if you’ve missed anything or 
possibly wandered off course. It’s better to be tentative in discussing possible interpretations 
than to be over-confident and to oversimplify the poem.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Course Handout. University of Auckland, 2015.



19

Rachel Blau DuPlessis

Poetry Questions

(Examples from US poetries)

Often, when faced with work you want to understand, it is good to try simply to describe it, and 
then go on systematically to address one of these topics. The rubrics are one place to begin; they 
are not the last word. If you don’t understand what some of these terms mean, please look them 
up or ask. A few poets’ names on this sheet are keyed to important contemporary documents in 
poetics, or features for which this poet is particularly noted.   

Dictionary: semantic and etymological work. Look up all words in the poem that you don’t 
know, but also look up some words you do know that seem vital to the poem. Use the OED on-
line—access through Temple Library/your university library, Research Data Bases on the Web 
(for all web-based materials). Figure out what in-depth resonance this knowledge gives to the 
poem.

Structure/ Organization of Statement. Beginning-middle-end. Part/ whole relationships. The 
meaning of the ending. Questions around closure as a particularly sensitive spot (cf. Hejinian). 
Dispersive (projective) or “composition by field” (cf. Olson). Emotional arrangement or trajectory. 
Sequence of disclosure (Oppen). Pace of materials. Collage, montage, juxtaposition, fragment, 
“interruption” considered as different rhetorics and choices--each of these strategies may have 
multiple justifications and be used for quite different reasons. Discursive structure, argument. 
Repetition as a tactic. Variation, cutups, recombinings. Seriality.

Form. Metrics or rhythm in relation to form.  Fixed (received) form or invented form; uses 
of or allusions to existing fixed forms (e.g. sonnet, sestina), including forms from outside the 
poetic tradition (e.g. primer, diary, index). Form in relation to the page. Choices of “prose forms” 
or “writing.” Invention of any kind of patterned arrangements. Procedural form. Socio-cultural 
allusions of particular forms.

Organization of the Line. Line break, rhyme, caesura, space inside the line, the size of the line 
segment, the variety of sizes of line segments. Segmentivity (my term for what distinguishes 
poetry from prose). What motivates line break in each case. Line in relation to breath and the 
performing body. Line in relation to syntax. Line break and the meanings of line break in relation 
to the form. Line in relation to the page and material text (cf. Olson). Line break and semantic 
hinges. Differences in poetics based on differences in line. Part/ whole relations and the line. 
Metrics and the establishment of line.

Imagery. Nature of imagery. How imagery is deployed, and what kind--tendency to metaphor 
(something described in terms of another) or to metonymy (additive list-like juxtapositions)? 
Poetic traditions on which the imagery draws (descriptive, allegorical, metaphysical, surrealist, 
kenning). Allusions in the imagery. Development of images through the poem. Consistency or 
inconsistency of images--function? Intensity of images. What imagery is and does in a poem. 
Argument proposed by the sequence of images.

Semantic Issues. The themes, materials and conclusions offered by the text. The unrolling of 
argument. The “work” done by the text, social, personal, cultural. (Andrews: “Technicians of 
the Social” answering Rothenberg: “Technicians of the Sacred”) The assumptions, values, and 
conclusions of the text. Method as part of meaning, or as the whole of meaning (cf. Silliman). 
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Attitudes to and uses of the social, the historical (cf. Howe), to modernity.
 
Issues of Sound. Sound map. Sound pattern, including rhyme--regular or randomized. Metrics and 
rhythm as part of sound. Levels and intensities of sound (cf. Mackey). Sound in relation to semantic 
issues: Puns, trans-segmental drift (phonemic drift). Crypt words or shadow words (associative, 
allusive, behind the word). The “phonotext, acoustical dimensions of poetry, the soundscape” 
(Bernstein).

Linguistic Issues. Diction, diction levels, diction ranges, including poetic diction, colloquial diction. 
Language modes and their social allusions. Diction, tone and creation of subject position. Key 
words in a poem and their etymology or historical resonance. Babble, dialect, polyvocality, multi-
lingual strategies, heteroglossia, non-standard uses or mixes; ideolect, transformation of idioms (cf. 
Mullen). “Language as productive”: uses of dictionary, lateral and horizontal associations; phonemic 
shifting. Found language, use of documents and social texts. Text generation and intention.

Genre. Allusions to or uses of such genres as  epic, lyric, ballad, elegy, ode, satire, song, fragment, 
epistle, manifesto, hymn, cento. Including language, form, subjectivity typical of any of the genres. 
Relationship of the poem to time (or the temporality used or implied by any given genre). Generic 
mixes; the heterogeneric, hybridity. “New” genres: such as procedurally derived form, sound or 
phonemic poetry, non-narrative prose, list. The discovery and use of any generic inspiration: 
manifesto, alphabet, “writing off” or “through” another poem, homophonic translation. 

Tradition. Ancestors of the poem or poetics. Intertextualities and allusions to prior poetic work, 
dialogues between this work and other works, genres, poets. Dialogues between the poem/ poet 
and other artistic traditions, such as visual artists’ works. Anxieties about influence; influence as 
productive. Traditions more inclusive than the “West.” Allusions to other poems and practices. 
Translation strategies as part of the poem--not necessarily translating from other languages. 
Working through art of the time, music of the time as the tradition of the poetic work (cf. Coolidge; 
cf. Mackey). What poem or poets does it appear that this poem draws on? The page as “never blank” 
(DuPlessis). 

The Poetics. The theory of the poem (cf. Cage). The method of the poem--method as foregrounded 
and explored. Its assumptions, its gains, its losses. The philosophical tradition in which it exists. 
Reasons for writing. Functions of writing. The nature of the poet as defined by the poetics. Claims 
for the generation of the poem--inspiration, expression, found language, chance, numerological 
procedures, historical and spiritual imbeddedness and explorations. How is poetic authority 
assumed and deployed, or avoided? 

Syntax. Syntax in its relation to line break, to structure, to semantic issues (“meaning”). Pronouns 
as identifying speaker, addressee. Nature of syntax (parataxis, hypotaxis). Unusual features of 
syntax related to semantics or to line. Nature of nouns (abstract, concrete, simple, complex). Verb 
tenses and movement. Phrases, clauses, modifiers. The ways syntax and the line interact to create 
poetic meaning. The ways meaning shifts when order of phrases is shifted. Syntax and line together 
controlling the “sequence of disclosure” (Oppen).

“Voice” and/ or “Consciousness.” Notions of subjectivity displayed in the work. The kinds of “I,” 
if any (cf. Duncan: multiplication of subjectivities).  Critique of, or use of narrative, meditative, 
dramatic, or lyric kinds of subjectivity. Besides “I,” other pronouns and their functions and social 
roles in poems. Experiments with consciousness in its relation to language. “I/you” relations in the 
poem. The uses of figures of Other or interlocutors or listeners as depicted in the poem. Who or 
what is the implied “ear.”  Are there characters or personae in the poem? Questions of subjectivity 
in collaboration. Who is author; what is authorship? Gender materials and other social locations as 
manifest in text.
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Material Text. Page space and its meanings: the arrangement or visual presentation of the poem 
on the page. White space. Typography--letter size, fonts. Capital letters, and where used (i.e. at the 
beginning of lines? of sentences? elsewhere?). Deployment of punctuation (regular or a-normative). 
Letters themselves….Interactions of technology and the materiality of the text. 

Title. The “title to the poem”: nature and meaning of the title as the first thing encountered (cf. 
Anne Ferry). Issues raised by the title and by any ancillary textual material or paratext (dedication, 
epigraph, gloss, notes, dates, etc.) What occupies the title space? Expressive possibilities of titles: 
introductory? claiming authority? saying something “about” the poem? being an integral part of the 
poem? Evasions of titling--implications of no title. Title and authority: entitlement.

The Institution of Poetry. How is it taken--seriously, solemnly, sacredly, spoofingly, resistantly 
(etc.) (cf. O’Hara). What is wrong with “poetry” at any given moment in people’s critiques? What is 
right with it--what potential does it have? The institutions of literary production. The poem as an 
act in poetics. The poem as an intervention.

Analysis by imitation or deformation. If you were to posit ideas for future work from this 
poem (work by you, by the poet her- or himself), what would they be? What imitative acts might 
flow from this work? How would you deform or collect material from this in ways that express 
something about it? What projects would you posit that express, or transform some of the 
possibilities or findings implicit in this work? Re-ordering, isolating, altering, adding.Reading as 
Writing; Writing as Reading (cf. Osman). Oulipian substitutions (OULIPO—Ouvroir de la littérature 
potentialle). Mechanical operations such as cut-ups, stencils, blackouts,  new juxtapositions. 
Reading and writing as dialectical: “reading backward”; “deformance” (Jerome McGann/ Lisa 
Samuels) as interpretive acts with generic, and generative implications. 

Course Handout. Temple University, 2013. Used with author’s permission.
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Imagism:
HD, Pound and Williams
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Image: [Passport Photograph of William Carlos Williams]. Signed Photograph. Beinecke Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library: Digital Collections. Wikimedia Commons. Web. 8 June 2015.



25

Ezra Pound   A Few Don’ts
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In Pavannes and Divisions. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1918. 95-101. Internet Archive. Web. 28 May 
2015.
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HD    Oread                Ezra Pound   In a Station of the Metro

*

HD

†

* In Collected Poems 1912-1944. Ed. Louis L. Martz. New York: New Directions, 1983. 55.  Print.
† In Poetry 2.1 (Apr. 1913): 12. JSTOR. Web. 12 May 2015.
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Ezra Pound   The Jewel Stairs’ Grievance

In Personae: The Shorter Poems of Ezra Pound. Rev. ed. New York: New Directions, 1990. 136. Print.
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William Carlos Williams    ‘In passing with my mind

In Spring and All. 1923. Introd. C.D. Wright. New York: New Directions, 2011. Print
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William Carlos Williams   ‘So much depends’ & This is Just to Say

*

†

* In Spring and All. 1923. New York: New Directions, 2011. 74. Print.
† In The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams, Volume I: 1909-1939. Ed. A. Walton Litz, and Chris-
topher MacGowen. Manchester: Carcanet, 1987. 372. Print.
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HD
Sea Garden

(selections)

All selections from HD. Sea Garden. Poetry Reprint Series. London: St. James Press; New York: St. Mar-
tin’s Press, 1975. Print.
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Sea Rose

Pursuit
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Sea Lily

Sheltered Garden
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Sea Poppies

Sea Violet      Sea Iris
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Hermes of the Ways



Writing Memory:
Ridge and Mansfield
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Image: Ottoline Morrell. Katherine Mansfield. [c. 1916-1917]. Photograph. National Portrait Gallery, 
London. Wikimedia Commons. Web. 6 June 2015.
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Lola Ridge   “Sleep, Delores”

In Bulletin 7 July 1904: 3. Print.
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Lola Ridge    To an Old Playfellow

In Bulletin 3 May 1906: 35. Print.
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Lola Ridge    To the Free Children

In The Modern School VII.1,2&3 (Jan., Feb., Mar. 1920): 133. Print.
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Lola Ridge    Will Shakespeare Sees the Children....

In The Modern School VII.1,2&3 (Jan., Feb., Mar. 1920): 143. Print.
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Katherine Mansfield    Prelude (Excerpt)
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In Prelude. Richmond: Hogarth P, [1918]. 7-10. Print.
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Image: Jan Arp. [Portrait of Tristan Tzara]. 1918. Photographed by Joseph Klima, Jr. Photograph of 
ink and pencil drawing. Lydia Winston Malbin Papers, 1891-1997. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library: Digital Collections. Yale University Library. Web. 6 June 2015.
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FT Marinetti   The Founding Manifesto of Futurism
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In ed. Mary Ann Caws. Manifesto: A Century of Isms. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 2011. 185-89. Print.
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Mina Loy    Feminist Manifesto



59



60

In The Last Lunar Baedeker. Ed. Roger L. Conover. Manchester: Carcanet P, 1985. 269-71. Print.
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In ed. Wydham Lewis. Blast: Review of the Great English Vortex 1 (June 1914). London: John Lane, 
Bodley Head. N. pag. Print.

Wyndham Lewis   Long Live the Vortex!
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Wyndham Lewis   Our Vortex

In ed. Wyndham Lewis. Blast: Review of the Great English Vortex 1 (June 1914). London: John Lane, 
Bodley Head. 147-49. Print.
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Hugo Ball    Dada Manifesto
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In Flight Out of Time: A Dada Diary. Ed. John Elderfield. Trans. Ann Raimes. Berkeley, LA and London: U 
of California P, 1996. 219-21. Print.
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Tristan Tzara    Dada Manifesto
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In ed. Mary Ann Caws. Manifesto: A Century of Isms. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 2011. 297-304. Print.
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[Tristan Tzara]    Toto-Vaca

In Dada Almanach. Ed. Richard Huelsenbeck. Berlin: Richard Reiss, 1920. 51-52. The International 
Dada Archive: Digital Dada Library Collection. University of Iowa. Web. 12 May 2015.
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André  Breton    First Manifesto on Surrealism, 1924

Preface

Such is the belief in life, in the most precarious aspects of life, by which is meant real life, that 
in the end belief is lost. Man, that inveterate dreamer, more and more discontented day by day 
with his fate, orbits with difficulty around the objects he has been led to make use of, those 
which indifference has handed him, or his own efforts, almost always his efforts, since he has 
consented to labour, at least he has not been averse to chancing his luck (what he calls his luck!). 
A vast modesty is now his lot: he knows what women he has had, what foolish affairs he has 
been involved in; riches or poverty are nothing to him, he remains in this respect a new-born 
babe, and as for the consent of his moral conscience, I admit that he does very well without it. If 
he retains any degree of lucidity, he can do no more than turn to his childhood, which ruined as 
it has been by his teachers’ pains, seems to him nonetheless full of charm. There, the absence of 
all familiar constraint, furnishes him with a perspective of several lives lived simultaneously; he 
becomes rooted in this illusion; he no longer wishes to know anything beyond the momentary 
and extreme facility of everything. Each morning, children set off without concern. Everything 
is near, the worst material circumstances are fine. The woods are black or white, one will never 
need to sleep again.

But it is true we would never dare venture so far, it is not merely a question of distance. 
Menace accumulates, one yields, one abandons a part of the terrain to be conquered. That 
same imagination that knows no limits, is never permitted to be exercised except according to 
arbitrary laws of utility; it is incapable of assuming this inferior role for long, and at about the 
age of twenty, prefers, in general, to abandon Man to his unilluminated destiny..

Let him try, later, now and then, to collect himself, having felt himself little by little losing all 
reason to live, incapable as he has become of rising to the heights of an exceptional situation 
such as love, and he will hardly succeed. That is because, from now on, he belongs body and soul 
to an imperious practical necessity, of which one must never lose sight. His gestures will lose all 
their expansiveness, his ideas all their grandeur. In what happens to him or might happen, he 
will perceive only what relates such events to a host of similar events, events in which he has not 
taken part, waste events. Rather, he will assess them with regard to some one of those events, 
more reassuring in its outcome than the rest. On no account, will he consider them as offering 
him salvation.

Dear imagination, what I love most about you, is your unforgiving nature.

The only mark of freedom is whatever still exalts me. I believe it right to maintain forever, our 
oldest human fanaticism. Indeed that reflects my sole legitimate aspiration. Amidst all the 
shame we are heir to, it is well to recognize that the widest freedom of spirit remains to us. It is 
up to us not to abuse it in any serious manner. To make a slave of the imagination, even though 
what is vulgarly called happiness is at stake, is to fail profoundly to do justice to one’s deepest 
self. Only imagination realises the possible in me, and it is enough to lift for a moment the 
dreadful proscription; enough also for me to abandon myself to it, without fear of error (as if 
one could be any more in error). Where does error begin, and security end for the spirit? Is not 
the possibility of error, for the spirit, rather a circumstance conducive to its well-being?

Madness remains, ‘the madness one locks away’ as has been so aptly said. That madness or 
another.Everyone knows, in fact, that the mad owe their incarceration to a number of legally 
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reprehensible actions, and that were it not for those actions, their liberty (or what we see as 
their liberty) would not be at risk. They may be, in some measure, victims of their imagination, 
I am prepared to concede that, in the way that it induces them not to observe certain rules, 
without which the species feels threatened, which it pays us all to be aware of. But the profound 
indifference they show for the judgement we pass on them, and even the various punishments 
inflicted on them, allows us to suppose that they derive great solace from imagination, that 
they enjoy their delirium enough to endure the fact that it is only of value to themselves. And, 
indeed, hallucinations, illusions etc, are no slight source of pleasure. The most well-ordered 
sensuality partakes of it, and I know there are many evenings when I would gladly tame that 
pretty hand which in the last pages of Taine’s L’Intelligence, indulges in some curious misdeeds. 
The confidences of the mad, I could pass my whole life inspiring them. They are a scrupulously 
honest tribe, whose innocence has no peer but my own. Columbus ought to have taken madmen 
with him to discover America. And see how that folly has gained substance, and endured.

It is not the fear of foolishness that compels us to leave the banner of imagination furled.

The case against the realist position needs to be considered, after considering the materialist 
position. The latter, more poetic however than the former, admittedly implies on the part of 
a Man, a monstrous pride, but not a new and more complete degeneration. It should be seen, 
above all, as a welcome reaction against certain ridiculous spiritualist tendencies. Ultimately, it 
is not incompatible with a certain nobility of thought.

The realistic position, in contrast, inspired by positivism, from Thomas Aquinas to Anatole 
France, appears to me to be totally hostile to all intellectual and moral progress. It horrifies me, 
since it arises from mediocrity, hatred and dull conceit. It is what engenders all the ridiculous 
books, and insulting plays of our day. It feeds on newspaper articles, and holds back science 
and art, while applying itself to flattering the lowest tastes of its readers; clarity bordering on 
stupidity, the life lived by dogs. The activity of the best minds is affected by it, the law of the 
lowest common denominator imposes itself on them, in the end, as on the others. One amusing 
result of this state of things, in literature for example, is the vast quantity of novels. Each brings 
its little measure of ‘observation’. Feeling in need of a purge, Paul Valéry recently suggested 
the compilation of an anthology of as great a number as possible of opening passages from 
novels, hoping much from the ensuing bouts of insanity. The most famous of authors would 
be included. Such an idea reflects honour on Paul Valéry who, some time ago, on the subject of 
novels, assured me that, as far as he was concerned, he would continue to refrain from writing: 
The Marquise went out at five. But has he kept his word?

If the declarative style, pure and simple, of which the sentence just offered is an example, is 
almost the rule in novels, it is because, as one must recognise, the authors’ ambition is quite 
limited. The circumstantial, needlessly specific, nature of their respective writings, leads me 
to think they are amusing themselves at my expense. They spare me not a single one of their 
issues of characterisation: will he be fair-haired, what will he be called, will we encounter 
him in summer? So many questions, resolved once and for all, haphazardly; the only power of 
choice I am left with is to close the book, which I take care to do at about the first page. And the 
descriptions! Nothing can be compared to their vacuity; it is nothing but the superimposition 
of images from a catalogue, the author employs them more and more readily, he seizes the 
opportunity to slip me postcards, he tries to make me fall in step with him in public places:

‘The small room into which the young man was shown was decorated with yellow wallpaper: 
there were geraniums and muslin curtains in the windows; the setting sun cast a harsh light 
over all.There was nothing special about the chamber. The furniture, of yellow wood, was 



86
all quite old. A sofa with a tall curved back, an oval table opposite the sofa, a dressing table 
and mirror set against the overmantel, chairs against the walls, two or three etchings of little 
value, representing German girls holding birds in their hands – amounted to all the furniture.’ 
(Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment)

I am in no mood to admit, even for a moment, that the mind welcomes such motifs. It may be 
argued that this childish description has its place, and that at this point in the novel the author 
has his reasons for burdening me with it, but he is wasting his time since I avoid entering his 
room. The idleness, the fatigue of others does not interest me. I have too fragile a notion of life’s 
continuity to equate my moments of depression and weakness with my best. I prefer one to be 
silent, when one ceases to feel. Understand that I am not condemning lack of originality for its 
lack of originality. I simply say that I take no notice of the empty hours of life, and that it may 
be an unworthy action for any man to crystallise out those which seem so to him. Allow me to 
ignore that description of a room, along with a host of others.

Whoa, I’m into psychology, a subject about which I’ll take care not to jest.

The author seizes on a character, and, this being granted, makes the hero wander about the 
world. Whatever occurs, this hero, whose actions and reactions are admirably predictable, must 
not disturb, despite seeming to be about to do so, the calculations of which he is the object. The 
seas of life can appear to raise him, toss him about, and sink him again, he will always revert to 
that pre-formed human type. A simple game of chess which I am wholly disinterested in, Man, 
in whatever form, being a mediocre adversary. What I can’t bear are those wretched debates 
over this or that move, which have no bearing on winning or losing. And if the game’s not worth 
the candle, if objective reason serves so terribly, as it does, whoever summons it, is it not right 
to avoid such categories? ‘Diversity is as broad as all the tones of voice, manners of walking, 
coughing, blowing one’s nose, sneezing.. (Pascal, Pensées, B114)

If a bunch of grapes contains no two alike, why do you need me to describe this grape among 
others, among all others, to make a grape worth eating? Our brains are dulled by this incurable 
mania for reducing the unknown to the known, to the classifiable. The desire for analysis wins 
out over feeling. It results in lengthy statements whose persuasive force derives from their 
very strangeness, and only impress the reader by recourse to an abstract vocabulary, which is 
moreover quite ill-defined. If the general ideas proposed for discussion by philosophy to date 
signalled thereby their definitive incursion in a wider domain, I would be the first to rejoice. 
But till now it has been mere sophisticated banter; the flashes of wit, and other mannerisms 
vie in hiding from us true thought in search of itself, instead of focusing on achieving success. 
It seems to me that every action carries within itself its own justification, at least for one who 
has had the capacity to commit it, that it is endowed with a radiant power which the slightest 
gloss is certain to enfeeble. Because of the latter, it even, in some sense, ceases to exist. Nothing 
is gained by being thus singled out. Stendhal’s heroes are subject to their author’s appraisal, a 
more or less happy one, which adds nothing to their glory. Where we truly rediscover them, is 
where Stendhal lost sight of them..

We are still living under the rule of logic, that, of course, is what I am driving at. But in our 
day, logical procedures are only applicable in solving problems of secondary interest. The 
absolute rationalism still in fashion only allows us to consider facts directly related to our own 
experience. The aims of logic, in contrast, escape us. Pointless to add that our very experience 
finds itself limited. It paces about in a cage from which it is more and more difficult to free 
it. It leans, it too, on immediate utility, and is guarded by common sense. Under the flag of 
civilisation, accompanied by the pretext of progress, we have managed to banish from the spirit 
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everything that might rightly or wrongly be termed superstition, fancy, forbidding any kind of 
research into the truth which does not conform to accepted practice. It was by pure chance, 
it seems, that a part of our mental world, and to my mind the most important, with which we 
pretended to be no longer concerned, was recently brought back to light.

We must give thanks to Freud for his discoveries. On the basis of his research, a current of 
opinion is at last flowing, by means of which the explorer of humanity will be able to push 
his investigations much further, authorised as he will be to take account of more than merely 
superficial realities. Imagination may be on the point of re-asserting its rights. If the depths of 
our spirits contain strange forces capable of supplementing those on the surface, or waging 
victorious war against them, there is every reason to seize on them, seize on them and then, if 
needs be, submit them to the control of reason. Analysts themselves have everything to gain 
from it. But it is worth noting that the means of conducting such an enterprise is not defined a 
priori, that until further notice, it can be taken to be the province of poets as well as scientists, 
and that its success will not depend upon the paths, more or less capricious, which are followed.

Very rightly, Freud applied his critical faculties to dreams. It is unacceptable, indeed, that this 
considerable part of psychic activity (since, from the birth to death of human beings at least, 
thought presents no solution to continuity: the sum of the dream moments, from a temporal 
viewpoint, and considering only pure dream in sleep, being in no way inferior to the sum of 
moments of reality, or to be precise, waking moments) has still received so little attention. 
The vast difference in importance, in weight, that the ordinary observer grants to events while 
awake and asleep, has always astonished me. It is because human beings, when they cease to 
sleep, are above all the playthings of memory, and memory in its normal state takes pleasure 
in re-tracing the events of dreams only feebly, depriving the latter of all real importance, and 
distancing the sole determinant from the point where it thinks, several hours later, that it was 
left: a solid hope, a going concern. It has the illusion of continuing something worthwhile. 
Dream finds itself reduced to a parenthesis, like the night. And, in general, delivers as little 
information as night does. This curious state of affairs seems to me to call for certain reflections:

Within the bounds in which they operate (or are thought to operate), dreams, to all 
appearances, are continuous and show signs of order. Memory alone arrogates to itself the 
right to recall excerpts, to ignore transitions, and to represent it to us rather as a series 
of dreams than the dream itself. By the same token, we possess at any moment only a 
single distinct configuration of reality, whose coordination is a matter of will. (Account 
must be taken of the depth of the dream. For the most part I retain only what I can glean 
from its most superficial layers. What I delight in contemplating most about a dream is 
whatever sinks back beneath the surface when awake, all I have forgotten concerning my 
previous day’s activities, dark leaves, dense branches. In reality, similarly, I prefer to fall.) 
What is worth noting, is that nothing permits us to infer a more profound dissipation of 
the constituent elements of dream. I regret having to speak according to a formula which 
excludes dream, in principle. When will there be sleeping logicians, sleeping philosophers! 
I would like to sleep, to surrender myself to the dreamers, as I deliver myself to those who 
read to me, eyes wide open; to cease from imposing, in this realm, the conscious rhythm of 
my thoughts. My dream last night, perhaps it continues that of the preceding night, and will 
in turn be continued the following night, with exemplary rigour. It’s quite possible, as they 
say. And since there is not the slightest proof that, in doing so, the ‘reality’ which preoccupies 
me still exists in the dream state, failing to sink back behind memory, why should I not 
accord dream what I occasionally refuse reality, that quality of certainty in itself, which, in its 
own domain of time, is free from exposure to my repudiation? Why should I not expect more 
from dream-signs than I expect from a degree of consciousness daily more acute? Can the 

1.
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dream not also be applied to the solution of life’s fundamental questions? Are they the same 
questions in one case as the other, and are those questions already there in dream? Is the 
dream any less subject to sanctions than the rest? I age, and more than that reality to which I 
believe myself subject, it is perhaps the dream, the indifference I show towards it, which ages 
me.

I return, once more, to the state of being awake. I am obliged to consider it as a phenomenon 
due to interference. Not only does the mind display, in this state, a strange tendency towards 
disorientation (a tale of lapses and errors of all sorts the secret of which is beginning to be 
revealed) but what is more it seems that when the mind is functioning normally it does no 
more than respond to suggestions which come to it from the depths of that night to which I 
commend it. However well balanced it is, its equilibrium is a relative one. It scarcely dares 
to express itself, and, when it does, limits itself to verifying that some idea, some female has 
made an impression on it. What impression, it would be quite incapable of saying, showing 
by that the measure of its subjectivity, no more. This idea, or female, troubles it, inducing it to 
be less strict. It has the effect of separating it, for a moment, from its solvent, and depositing 
it over the heavens, as the lovely precipitate that it can become, that it is. When all else fails, 
it calls upon chance, a divinity more obscure even than the others, to whom it attributes its 
distraction. Who can say that the angle at which this idea which stirs it is presented, what it 
loves in that woman’s eye, is not precisely what ties it to dream, binds it to the data which 
through its own fault it has lost? And if things were otherwise, what might it not be capable 
of? I would like to grant it the key to this passage.

The spirit of the man who dreams is quite content with what happens to him. The agonising 
question of possibility is no longer posed. Kill, fly faster, love to your heart’s content. And if 
you die, are you not certain of waking among the dead? Let yourself be led, events will not 
allow you to defer them. You have no name. The easiness of it all is inestimable.

What reason, I ask, a reason so much greater than that other, confers the natural quality 
on dream, makes me welcome unreservedly a host of episodes whose strangeness would 
confound me as I write? And yet I can believe my own eyes, and ears; the great day has 
arrived, the beast has spoken.

If Man’s awakening is harder, if it breaks the spell too abruptly, it is because he has been led 
to accept an impoverished idea of expiation.

From the moment it is subjected to methodical investigation, when by means yet to be 
determined, we succeed in accounting for dream in its entirety (and that presupposes 
a discipline in the use of memory spanning generations; but let us start all the same by 
registering the salient facts) when the curve of its graph will progress with unparalleled 
regularity and amplitude, we may hope that mysteries which are no such thing will give 
way to the great Mystery. I believe in the future resolution of these two states, seemingly so 
contradictory, of dream and reality, in a kind of absolute reality, a surreality, so to speak. That 
is the quest I am about, certain not to find it, but too heedless of death not to weigh a little 
the joys of its possession.

They say that every evening, before he slept, Saint-Pol-Roux (the Symbolist poet) used to have 
posted on the door of his manor house at Camaret, a notice which read: POET AT WORK.

2. 

3.
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Andre Breton. First Manifesto of Surrealism - 1924. Trans. A. S. Kline. Web. 9 June 2017.
http://poetsofmodernity.xyz/POMBR/French/Manifesto.htm
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Image: Leonid Pasternak. Portrait of Rainer Maria Rilke. Pastel and watercolour on white wove paper. 
[c. 1921-1924]. The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. Wikimedia Commons. Web. 7 June 2015.
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Rainer Maria Rilke    Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes.

Orpheus.  Eurydice.  Hermes.

That was the strange mine of souls.
Like veins of silent silver ore
they wound through its darkness.  Between roots
welled up the blood that flows forth to mankind
seeming heavy as porphyry in the dark.
Otherwise nothing was red.

Rocks were there
and unreal forests, bridges over emptiness
and that great grey blind pool
that hung over its distant bed
like a rainy sky over a landscape.
And between meadows, soft and full of patience,
appeared the pale strip of the single path
laid out like linen left to bleach.

And along this single path they came.

First the slender man in the blue cloak,
gazing ahead, mute and impatient.
His steps devoured the path in great bites
without chewing; his hands hung
heavy and clenched from the falling folds
and knew no more of the light lyre
grown into the left hand like tendrils
of rose in the branches of the olive tree.
And his senses were as if split in two:
while his sight ran out like a dog before him,
turned around, returned, and again stood
distant and waiting at the path’s next curve-
his hearing stayed like a scent behind him.
Sometimes it seemed to him as if it reached
back to the movement of those other two
who should be following this whole ascent.
Then again it was just his climb’s echo
and his cloak’s wind that were behind him.

But he told himself:  they still were coming;
said it aloud and heard it die away.
They still were coming, only they were two
who walked with dreadful lightness.  Dared he
once to turn around (if looking back
were not the ruin of this entire deed
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still to be accomplished), he would have to see them,
the two gentle ones who followed him in silence:
the god of motion and of distant message,
the travelling hood above bright eyes,
the slender staff held out before his body,
wings beating about the ankles;
and entrusted to his left hand:  she.

She, so beloved, that from one lyre
more mourning came than from any women mourners;
so that a world was formed from mourning, where
all once more was present:  wood and valley
and path and village, field and stream and beast;
and so that around this mourning-world,
just as around that other earth, a sun
and a starry silent heaven turned,
a mourning-heaven with distorted stars:
she, so, beloved.

She, though, walked at this god’s hand,
her steps hindered by long funeral shrouds,
uncertain, gentle and without impatience.
She was in herself, like a woman with child,
and thought not of the man who walked before her
and not of the path ascending into life.
She was in herself.  And being dead
had filled her up like fullness.
As a fruit is full of sweetness and darkness,
so she was full of her great death,
still so new that she grasped nothing.

She was in a new maidenhood
and untouchable; her sex was closed
like a young flower toward evening
and her hands had grown so unused
to being married that even the gentle god’s
infinitely light leading touch
disturbed her like too much intimacy.

She was already no longer this blonde woman
who sounded sometimes in the poet’s songs,
no longer the wide bed’s fragrance and island
 
and this man’s possession no longer.

She was already loosened like long hair
and given forth like fallen rain
and dealt out like a hundredfold provision.

She was already root.
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And when abruptly
the god halted her and with pain
in his cry spoke the words:  he has turned around,
she grasped nothing, and said softly:  who?

But distant, dark before the clear exit,
stood someone or other whose countenance
could not be recognized.  He stood and saw
how on the strip of a meadow path
the messenger god with sorrowful look
silently turned to follow the figure
returning already by this same path,
her steps hindered by long funeral shrouds,
uncertain, gentle and without impatience.

1904. Trans. Helen Sword. 1994. TS. University of Auckland. Used with translator’s permission.
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Rainer Maria Rilke    The Sonnets to Orpheus (Selections)

Selections from The Sonnets to Orpheus

  Sonnet 1:1

A tree ascended there.  O pure transcendence!
O Orpheus sings!  O tall tree in the ear!
And all was still.  Yet even in that stillness
a new beginning, a sign, a change appeared.

Creatures of silence crowded from the clear
unbound forest, out of their lairs and nests;
and it was not from cunning and not
from fear that they were so quiet in themselves

but from listening.  Bellow, shriek, roar
seemed small in their hearts.  And where before
there had been at most a hut to receive this,

a shelter made of deepest longing
with an entryway whose gateposts trembled
you built for them a temple in their hearing.

  Sonnet 1:2

And it was almost a girl and came to be
from this united joy of song and lyre
and shone forth clearly through her veils of spring
and made herself a bed inside my ear.

And slept in me.  And her sleep was everything:
The trees I had once admired, this
tangible distance, the meadow I’d felt,
and every amazement that ever touched me.

She slept the world. Singing god, how did you
perfect her so that she had no desire
ever to wake? See, she arose and slept.

Where is her death? O, will you yet invent
this theme before your song consumes itself?
Where does she sink to from me? . . . A girl almost . . .
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  Sonnet 1:3

A god can do it. But tell me: how can a man
follow him through the slender lyre?
His sense is split. At the crossing of two
heartroads stands no temple for Apollo.

Song, as you have taught it, is not desire,
not a striving for something finally achieved;
song is being.  Simple for a god.
But when are we?  And when does he turn

the earth and stars toward our being?  It is
not that you love, young man, even if
your mouth is forced open by your voice, learn

to forget that you sang out. That will pass.
True singing is another breath, about
nothing. A gust inside the god. A wind.

  Sonnet 1:5

Erect no monument.  Just let the rose
blossom each year for his sake.  For it
is Orpheus.  His metamorphosis
in this and that.  We should not trouble ourselves

with other names.  Once and for all it is
Orpheus when there’s song.  He comes and goes.
Isn’t it enough that he survives
sometimes a few days longer than the rose?

O how he must vanish to make you understand!
Even when he is scared of vanishing.
As soon as his word surpasses this existence,

He’s already there where you cannot follow.
The lyre’s bars do not constrict his hands.
And it is in overstepping that he obeys.
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  Sonnet 1:15

Wait . . ., that tastes good . . . Already it’s in flight.
 . . . . A little music, a stamping, a humming:
Young girls, so warm, young girls, so mute,
dance the taste of the experienced fruit!

Dance the orange.  Who can forget it,
how, drowning in itself, it struggles
against its own sweetness?  You have possessed it.
Deliciously, it has converted to you.

Dance the orange.  The warmer landscape,
fling it from you so that it shines ripely
in the breeze of its homeland!  Glowing, peel away

scent after scent.  Create your own kinship
with the pure, reluctant rind,
with the juice that fills it with joy!

  Sonnet 1:25

But you now, you, whom I loved like a flower
whose name I don’t know, once more I’ll recall you
and show you to those who have turned away,
beautiful playmate of the invincible cry.

Dancer whose body, grown hesitant, suddenly
stopped, as though her youth had been cast in bronze;
grieving and listening.  Then, from the high dominions,
music fell into her altered heart.

Near was her illness.  Already possessed by shadows,
her blood pressed darkly, till, briefly suspicious,
it burst out into its natural springtime.

Again and again, interrupted by darkness and downfall,
earthly, it gleamed.  Till after a terrible pounding,
it entered the inconsolably open door.
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  Sonnet 1:26

But you, divine one, you who sang on till the end
as the swarm of spurned maenads fell upon you,
you drowned out their shrieks with harmony, beauty,
and from destruction your song of creation rose.

No one there could destroy your head or your lyre,
as much as they wrestled and raged.  And the sharp
stones that they hurled at your heart became
softened by you and endowed with hearing.

At last, in revenge, they broke you to pieces,
while your sound lingered on in lions and boulders,
in trees and birds.  There you’re singing still.

O you lost god!  You never ending trace!
Only because enmity tore and scattered you
are we the hearers now and a mouth of Nature.

  Sonnet 2:12

Will transformation.  O be inspired for the flame
in which a Thing eludes you, resplendent with change;
that spirit of creation, which masters whatever is earthly,
loves in the figure’s swing nothing more than the turning point.
What withdraws into survival is already inert;
does it really feel safe, sheltered by inconspicuous gray?
Wait:  from far off a greater hardness warns what is hard.
Alas:  an absent hammer is lifted high!

He who pours himself out like a well is acknowledged by Knowledge;
and she leads him enchanted through the bright creation
that finishes often with starting and with ending begins.

Every joyful space that they pass through, astonished,
is a child or grandchild of parting.  And the transfigured
Daphne, feeling laurelish, wants you to change into wind.
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  Sonnet 2:13

Be ahead of all parting, as though it were behind
you, like the winter that has just gone by.
For among winters there is one so endlessly winter
that only by overwintering will your heart survive.

Be forever dead in Eurydice, more singing, ascend,
more praising, ascend back to the pure relation.
Here, amidst vanishing ones, in the realm of decline,
be a ringing glass that shattered even as it rang.

Be - and yet know the condition of not being,
the infinite source of your inner vibration,
so that, just this once, you may perfect it.

And to all that is used up, to all the muffled and mute
stock of Nature’s plenitude, the unsayable sums,
joyfully add yourself and cancel the count.

  Sonnet 2:18

Dancing girl:  oh you displacement
of all transience into movement:  how you offered it there.
And the whirl at the end, this tree made of motion,
did it not fully possess the accomplished year?

Did not its top branches, so that your previous swaying might swarm
around them, suddenly bloom with stillness?  And above,
was it not sunshine, was it not summer, the warmth,
this immeasurable warmth out of you?

But it bore too, it bore, your tree of ecstasy.
Are not these its tranquil fruits:  the pitcher,
streaked with ripeness, and the even more ripened vase?

And in the pictures:  does not the drawing remain
that your eyebrow’s dark stroke
swiftly inscribed on the surface of its own turning?
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  Sonnet 2:28

O come and go.  You, almost still a child,
fill out the dance figure for just an instant
into the pure constellation of
one of those dances in which dull ordering Nature

is fleetingly surpassed.  For Nature stirred
to total hearing only when Orpheus sang.
You were still the one long since set in motion,
slightly surprised if a tree hesitated

to step with you into the listening ear.
You knew still the place where the lyre
arose resounding; the unheard center.

For its sake you tried out your lovely steps
and hoped that one day you would turn your lover’s
motion and gaze toward the perfect celebration.

  Sonnet 2:29

Silent friend of the many distances, feel
how your breath enlarges all of space.
Amidst the beams of the dark belfry let
yourself ring out.  That which gnaws at you

grows powerful from this nourishment.
Move in transformation, out and in.
What is the greatest sorrow you have suffered?
If you find drinking bitter, turn to wine.

In this night of excess, be the magic
power at the crossroads of your senses,
the sense of their mysterious encounter.

And if the earthly has forgotten you,
to the silent earth say:  I’m flowing.
To the rushing water say:  I am.

1922. Trans. Helen Sword. 1995. TS. University of Auckland. Used with translator’s permission.
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