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Résume de synthèse 
 
Noisy and Haptic Interventions in the Feminist Codex: Daring Refusals by H. D., Lisa 

Robertson, Rachel Zolf, and Erín Mouré propose une généalogie de l’écriture innovante 

de femmes qui établit une vaste communauté (dans l’espace et dans le temps) d’individus 

radicalement différents. Dans la poésie et la prose de Lisa Robertson, ses pairs canadiens 

contemporains Erín Moure et Rachel Zolf, et de leur voisin moderniste HD, l’écriture 

révisionniste féminine s’annonce comme force communautaire capable de perturber le soi 

singulier et phallocratique si régulièrement célébré dans les canons littéraires. La voix 

féminine/féministe dans ces textes est ambiguë et ambivalente, et les communautés 

qu’elle assemble et désassemble (par exemple ses alliances avec la politique du 

féminisme) sont précaires. L’écrivaine solitaire émerge du codex féministe non pas pour 

assumer le rôle de génie masculin, mais pour perturber notre compréhension binaire de 

soi/autre et du singulier/communautaire. La page matérielle sur laquelle elle écrit — le 

codex féministe — n’est jamais une figure statique, mais une figuration. Ce n’est pas 

l’inscription de l’histoire, mais la vision palpitante et l’incarnation dynamique de 

l’histoire bruyante de la littérature. 

Ma thèse porte sur l’impact du codex féministe sur l’agrégat sensoriel : les cycles 

de ruine et de renouvellement entretenus par les sens haptiques et olfactifs de Trilogy de 

H. D. ; les « archives audio » démontées du R’s Boat de Lisa Robertson ; le ronronnement 

dans l’air de Helen in Egypt de H.D. ; les perturbations bruyantes et matérielles de 

Janey’s Arcadia de Rachel Zolf ; le phonotexte retentissant des seuls enregistrements 

audio de H. D. ; et les corps visiblement usés de la trilogie citoyenne d’Erín Moure. Je ne 

mène pas ces enquêtes par ordre chronologique, car ce n’est pas une narration du progrès 
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que je poursuis. J’encourage plutôt une relecture rhizomatique : une forme de voyage 

dans le temps féministe permise par les manières sensuelles de savoir partagées par ces 

textes difficiles. 

En invitant une rupture temporelle et en explorant un espace théorique dans lequel 

les écrivaines découvrent les liens collectifs nécessaires pour écrire dans le monde, je 

démontre comment HD, Robertson, Zolf et Moure offrent de multiples ouvertures pour 

une généalogie non linéaire et radicale de la poétique féministe. De notre position sur 

leurs textes percutants, nous voyons l’écriture, nous entendons les voix, nous sentons la 

poussière s’accumuler sur les pages non lues ou les étincelles de nouvelles idées tourner 

rapidement, nous touchons la reliure matérielle et nous pouvons même oser goûter la 

pulpe. 

 

Mots-clés : H. D., Lisa Robertson, Rachel Zolf, Erín Moure, poétique féministe, bruit, 

matériel, écriture difficile, poésie moderniste, poésie contemporaine 
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Abstract 
 
Noisy and Haptic Interventions in the Feminist Codex: Daring Refusals by H. D., Lisa 

Robertson, Rachel Zolf, and Erín Moure proposes a genealogy of innovative women’s 

writing that establishes a wide-spanning community (over space and time) of radically 

dissimilar individuals. In the poetry and prose of Lisa Robertson, her contemporary 

Canadian peers Erín Moure and Rachel Zolf, and their modernist neighbour H. D., re-

visionary women’s writing announces itself as a communal force capable of disrupting 

the singular, phallocratic self so consistently celebrated in literary canons. The 

feminine/feminist voice in these texts is an ambiguous and ambivalent one, and the 

communities she assembles and disassembles (e.g. her alliances with the politics of 

feminism) are uneasy ones. The solitary woman writer emerges from the feminist codex 

not in order to assume the role of male genius but to disrupt our binary understanding of 

self/other and singular/communal. The material page on which she writes — the feminist 

codex — is never a static figure, but a figuring. It is not the inscription of history, but the 

pulsating re-visioning and dynamic embodiment of literature’s noisy history. 

 My dissertation examines the feminist codex’s impact on the sensory aggregate: 

the cycles of ruin and renewal sustained by the haptic and olfactory senses in H. D.’s 

Trilogy; the disassembled “audio archive” of Lisa Robertson’s R’s Boat; the whirr in the 

air of H. D.’s Helen in Egypt; the noisy and material disruptions in Rachel Zolf’s Janey’s 

Arcadia; the resounding phonotext of H. D.’s only audio recordings; and the visibly worn 

bodies in Erín Moure’s citizen trilogy. I do not conduct these investigations in 

chronological order, for it is not a narrative of progress I pursue. Instead I encourage a 
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rhizomatic re-reading: a form of feminist time travel permitted by the sensuous ways of 

knowing shared by these difficult texts.  

 By inviting temporal rupture, and by investigating a theoretical space wherein 

women writers discover the communal ties necessary to write into the world, I illustrate 

the ways in which H. D., Robertson, Zolf, and Moure provide multiple openings for a 

non-linear and radical genealogy of feminist poetics. From our stance over their 

thrumming texts, we see the writing, we hear the voices, we smell the dust accumulating 

upon unread pages or the fire of new ideas rapidly turning, we touch the material binding, 

and we might, even, dare to taste the pulp. 

 

Keywords: H. D., Lisa Robertson, Rachel Zolf, Erín Moure, feminist poetics, noise, 

material, difficult writing, modernist poetry, contemporary poetry 
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Dedication 
 

To Zac: all things would change but never / the glance you exchanged with me. 
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Introduction 

Neighbouring Poetics: The Sensory Aggregate of Feminist Criticism 
 

The sociality of reading does not always or only pertain to the 
present; it implicates the multi-temporal generosity of politics. 
Within this folded time, the person and an impersonal speech 
test and inflect and mix into one another. The book’s darkly 
confected scene is a speculative, temporally striated polis. 
 
— Lisa Robertson, “Time in the Codex” 
 
For what more terrifying revelation can there be than that it is 
the present moment? That we survive the shock at all is only 
possible because the past shelters us on one side and the future 
on another. 
 
— Virginia Woolf, Orlando 

 
I. Drinking in the Material Feminist Codex 

If we seek to explode the hierarchies of literary value, disrupting the traditional 

codex (i.e. the book in its material form) is a necessary task, but one that promises to be 

as destructive as it is generative. The feminist writer and critic encounter a problem: to 

dismantle the page completely would be to become accomplice to the historical (and 

contemporary) silencing of women in letters; yet the page is a signifier of patriarchal rule 

and cannot be approached without hesitancy. The page, its partial objects of lines and 

margins, and its place in the book, the anthology, and the library must be radically 

transformed into the space of “the elsewhere” (Robertson, “Time in the Codex” 12). This 

elsewhere is not specific to any time or place, and it is this inherent alterity that allows it 

to become an accurate metaphor for the feminist codex — with its folds and turns, its 

radical citationality, and plurality of voices. I undertake a materialist feminist engagement 

with the noisy and haptic discourse of modernist and contemporary poetics in order to 

establish that within the hands of these women poets the codex is akin to a new 

communicative technology capable of generating and reaffirming relations between 
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women’s writing across space and time, and that this feminist codex constitutes a 

uniquely radical site of cultural intervention and gender critique. 

In this dissertation, I explore the ways both modernist and contemporary women 

poets dismantle and luxuriate in the codex. The feminist poet is intimately involved with 

the printed page: she inscribes it with her body and, like the carnivalesque witch or 

hysteric, overturns both in jouissance.1 Both myth and psychoanalysis come under re-

vision by these laughing women, so that the notion of phallogocentric origin is refuted 

and feminine lack substituted with multiple forms of excess.2 We witness this unfolding 

in the mythic reappropriations of H. D. and the affective re-visioning of psychoanalytical 

relations by Moure. Sound and touch become the key figures here; the feminist poet 

invites a noisy discourse as she exposes the genital folds beneath her skirt. Robertson’s 

voice throbs in the striated temporal field of the archive, while Zolf’s Janey pilfers the 

material holdings of a national film board. Equipped with the material codex, the feminist 

poet escapes what constitutes myth only and, exceeding the bounds of an écriture 

féminine, infuses the resounding page with new feminist technologies.3. This noisy and 

material exposure reveals an impulse toward transforming the writing process into a 

(re)reading process, one especially attentive to the gendered implications of the codex as 

a tool of discourse. The poet’s re-visionary impulse is heard as a feminine laugh and felt 

as a material fold in the book, the striations of which begin to dismantle the silent and 

dark libraries that have historically forbidden women’s entrance.4 

                                                        
1 This is a parallel drawn by Hélène Cixous and Catherine Clément in The Newly Born Woman. 
2 See Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa.” 
3 See the cyborg of Donna Haraway’s Simians Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature and the 
holograph of Nicole Brossard’s Picture Theory. 
4 See Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. 
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In the poetry and prose of Lisa Robertson, her contemporary Canadian peers Erín 

Moure and Rachel Zolf, and their modernist neighbour H. D., re-visionary women’s 

writing announces itself as a communal force capable of disrupting the singular, 

phallocratic self so consistently celebrated in literary canons. Importantly, however, the 

feminine/feminist voice is an ambiguous and ambivalent one, and her communities (e.g. 

her alliances with the politics of feminism) are uneasy ones. The solitary woman writer 

emerges from the feminist codex, not in order to assume the role of the male genius but to 

disrupt our binary understanding of self/other and singular/communal. A genealogy of 

innovative women’s writing demonstrates a means for establishing a wide-spanning 

community (over space and time) of radically dissimilar individuals. 

It is particularly the ability to turn or fold that allows codex to remain a dynamic 

term in the contemporary moment. In “Time in the Codex,” Robertson proposes that: “the 

codex is a figure for the material history of thinking. And the particular liveliness, the 

gesture, the codex brings to thinking is the turn, or the fold—the inflection whose agency 

never does complete itself” (11). With the Deleuzian understanding of the fold,5 the 

codex becomes a poignant term for the palimpsestic poetics of the writers under study, 

wherein the book is already an antiquated technology and the scroll has transfigured itself 

into the vertical and horizontal gesture of the digital page.6 The codex is never a static 

figure, but a figuring. It is not the inscription of history, but the pulsating re-visioning and 

                                                        
5 Gilles Deleuze describes the fold as gesture that “becomes expressive matter, with different scales, 
speeds, and different vectors” as well as a gesture that “determines and materializes form” (qtd. on 
Robertson, Nilling 10). 
6 Even for H. D., writing in the early twentieth century, the book was always already antiquated. She 
intuited “new” technologies of writing/recording spanning as far back as Ancient Egypt or Greece and as 
far forward as an untold future time or timeless-time. See my discussion of H.D. in Chapter One and 
Chapter Three. 
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dynamic embodiment of literature’s material history; it is a technology erupting from past 

gestures and spiraling into future ones. 

H. D.’s modernist poetry and theory in conjunction with Canadian contemporary 

poetics achieves a singular and collaborative re-visioning of the political and artistic 

potential of women’s writing. In order to emphasize that this field, wherein diverse 

women’s texts join in laughter and touch, is an always-emerging one and to better 

demonstrate its pluralist vocality, I demonstrate that their non-originary space of feminist 

solitude is a generative one,7 accessible to writers of any time and any place. By inviting 

temporal rupture, and by investigating a theoretical space wherein women writers 

discover the communal ties necessary to write into the world, I illustrate the ways in 

which Robertson, Moure, and Zolf, with their modernist neighbour H. D., provide 

multiple openings for a non-linear and radical genealogy of feminist poetics.  

II. The Disquieting Modernist Impulse 

Recent studies in American Modernism have fractured the once accepted view 

that the creative generators who dominated the literary period were exclusively, or even 

predominantly, Anglo-American white men. The sudden plethora of new and divergent 

modernisms has followed, in part, from Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s feminist 

analysis of the modernist preoccupation with sex in their three-volume study No Man’s 

Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth Century (The War of Words, 

1989; Sexchanges, 1991; Letters from the Front, 1996). Gilbert and Gubar’s work 

demonstrates that the evolving meaning of the word “woman” had a transformative effect 

                                                        
7 Not one of these poets believes in the mythic power of the origin. H. D. disputes the notion of a single 
origin in her re-visionary lyric-epics Trilogy and Helen in Egypt, while Robertson, Moure, and Zolf 
continue this theoretical project with explicit projects in sound and recording. 
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on the writing and publishing of American and European modernist texts, whether written 

by men or women. Bonnie Kime Scott’s first anthology of “gendered modernisms,” The 

Gender of Modernism: A Critical Anthology (1990), is written with a feminist 

recuperative strategy in mind and presents neglected women poets alongside new critical 

assessments of the gendered writing of already canonical male and female writers. In 

Scott’s second anthology, Gender in Modernism: New Geographies, Complex 

Intersections (2007), the spatial politics of canon formation are irreversibly shaken in 

order to reveal an interconnecting production of modernist texts in Indian and African 

countries. Scott offers a complex global analysis of the relation between the literature of 

these colonial countries and the so-called “master” texts of British and American 

modernism.  

Canadian scholars have begun a similar project, though theirs is necessarily 

different, especially given the infamous proclamation by critic and poet Robert Kroetsch 

that literary modernism did not, in fact, exist in Canada.8 Barbara Godard argues 

otherwise in “Excentriques, Ex-centric, Avant-Garde: Women and Modernism in the 

Literatures of Canada” (1984) and exposes the masculinist assumption behind Kroetsch’s 

convenient narrative. Godard claims that women were the heart of Canada’s modern 

avant-garde, and it is neglect of their innovative works that has led to an erasure of the 

nation’s modernist impulse. The anthology Wider Boundaries of Daring: The Modernist 

Impulse in Canadian Women’s Writing (2009), co-edited by Godard and Di Brandt, 

offers an alternative modernist lineage of women writers such as Dorothy Livesay, P.K. 

Page, and Phyllis Webb. Even Livesay, whose poem “We Are Alone” provides the 

                                                        
8 The first sentence of Kroetsch’s introduction to the Canadian issue of boundary 2 is: “Canadian literature 
evolved directly from Victorian into Postmodern” (1). 
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collection’s title and who was a critically acclaimed poet and established member of the 

literary as well as the activist community, is omitted from the majority of the nation’s 

many modernist studies. This same critical neglect carries across to Livesay’s 

contemporaries (Page, Webb, etc.) but also to those women directly preceding her: 

Louise Morey Bowman and Katherine Hale, pertinent examples of an innovative 

genealogy being obscured in the critical landscape due to its feminine context (Campbell 

2005). For a generation of Canadian critics, then, it appears Kroetsch’s proclamation that 

modernism did not exist meant similarly that early and innovative twentieth-century 

women’s writing did not exist. 

Brandt and Godard’s frame a critical re-visioning of Canadian modernism as 

inextricably interwoven with re-visionary politics. Their alternate vision of Canadian 

letters is of a new public sphere in which a multiplicity of otherwise marginalized voices 

can be heard. Brandt’s insistence that the modernist impulse “exceeded the poetics of a 

single moment” (8) hints toward the radical intertextuality of Lianne Moyes’s 

contribution to the collection, a model my own research and writing seeks to follow, 

whereby the feminist critic’s investigation into the textual relationship between the 

modernist Gertrude Stein and the contemporary Gail Scott makes a critical move beyond 

influence studies. In an earlier essay, “Composing in the Scent of Wood and Roses: 

Nicole Brossard’s Intertextual Encounters with Djuna Barnes and Gertrude Stein” (1995), 

Moyes proposes “reading intertextuality as a model of historiography, a model of 

historiography that situates women’s texts in relationship to those of other women” (220). 

It is following this generative and creative re-visioning of literary history, put forward by 
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women of Canadian letters, that I, too, build a ruptured (by time, space, and politics) 

genealogy of innovative women poets.  

Rachel Blau DuPlessis acknowledges in “‘Corpses of Poesy’: Some Modern Poets 

and Some Gender Ideologies of Lyric” (1994) that the feminist criticism of the 1970s and 

‘80s had been rather exclusively bent on the goal of engendering female canons and 

rescuing women writers from their historical neglect. By the 1990s, a new phase of 

feminist criticism was being demanded, one DuPlessis describes as evolving beyond the 

mere counting impulse of most gynocriticsm. Yet this much needed corrective lands 

oddly in the contemporary moment, a quarter of a century later, when organizations like 

VIDA: Women in Literary Arts and CWILA (Canadian Women in Literary Arts) are 

mining statistics for the numbers of women writers included in national book reviews and 

when new anthologies of women writers, such as Feminaissance (Wertheim et. al 2010) 

and I’ll Drown My Book: Conceptual Writing by Women (Bergvall et. al. 2012), are 

decrying the sexist selection still inherent in collections of conceptual and experimental 

writing. Nonetheless, DuPlessis provides an essential (and non-essentialist) methodology 

for reading women and men’s contributions to feminism that escapes the universalizing 

concepts of gender that render every woman’s writing experimental and every man’s 

writing oppressive. 

In Canada, at least, research that creates theoretical space for women’s literature 

is especially necessary, given the trajectory of feminist culture in the nation since the 

early 1990s. In “Feminist Periodicals and the Production of Cultural Value: The Canadian 

Context” (2002), Barbara Godard identifies 1985-86 as the “high-point in the recognition 

of feminist culture in Canada” and goes on to identify the following period up until the 
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new millennium as “one of retrenchment and declining public legitimation of feminist 

discourse and its emancipatory project” (209). Godard’s catalogue of governmental cuts 

to women’s programs in the 1990s is a depressing trend that the Conservative 

government (2006–2011) reinstated. 9 Though Canada’s current Liberal Prime Minister, 

Justin Trudeau, has famously embraced feminism as a popular platform,10 the status of 

women in Canadian letters has shown little improvement. Given the slew of sexual 

harassment cases against creative writing professors in our nation’s cultural capitals,11 it 

is evident that counting is simply not enough. It is within this entrenched state of lasting 

and violent sexism that a research project reading women’s writing through a resolutely 

feminist lens is necessary. H. D., Robertson, Zolf, and Moure’s use of poetics and politics 

is a demonstration of the revolutionary gendered technology12 of the feminist codex: the 

joyful and necessary, the excessive and the difficult,13 the effects of presenting the 

accented and ex-centric voices of women. 

III. A Whiff of Disunity 

                                                        
9 In 2006, the Status of Women in Canada (SWC) was forced to close most of its regional offices due to 
major cuts by the Conservative government. Though some funding has been allowed to recirculate to the 
SWC, the political impetus of the organization has been neutered. The website Voices-Voix explains that 
the SWC has been prohibited “from funding research and advocacy work: the terms ‘advocacy,’ ‘equity’ 
and ‘access to justice’ were removed from SWC’s official mandate.” This has meant cutting off SWC 
funding to political organizations and the subsequent disappearance of those organizations.  
10 In November 2015, Trudeau made international headlines by responding to a question about his half 
female cabinet with the retort “Because it’s 2015!” (“Trudeau’s ‘Because it’s 2015!’”).  
11 The allegations against Steven Galloway, now an ex-UBC professor, prompted serious division in 
Canadian literary communities. See Lederman’s “More than 10 writers remove their names from 
controversial letter in Steven Galloway case” and Margaret Atwood’s “Am I a bad feminist?” in The Globe 
and Mail. Meanwhile, the allegations against Concordia faculty members remain under investigation as 
members of the Anglo-Montreal writing community attempt to address their own complicity in the culture 
of sexism and harm. 
12 I am indebted to Teresa de Lauretis’ Technologies of Gender for my use of this term. 
13 Writing by Jane Malcolm and Gail Scott have been invaluable to my understanding of the value of 
“difficult” writing. See Malcolm, Hard Women, Hard Modernism: Gendering Modernist Difficulty and 
Scott, “The Sutured Subject.”  
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By interrogating modernist and contemporary writing through the lens of feminist 

poetics, I continue the project within modernist studies of exposing the masculinist and 

nationalistic faults of canonization in order to conduct a critical appreciation of women’s 

history of crossing boundaries of time and space. This mode of critical appreciation is 

modeled on Nicole Brossard’s definition of feminist criticism in The Aerial Letter (1987): 

But what can feminist criticism do? A word that is part of the definition of 

“criticism” comes to mind: appreciate. For in appreciation, there is impression, 

feeling, and evaluation. At last! We arrive at a level of critical evaluation which 

will be ours, where we are able to appreciate each other reciprocally. But 

appreciate what? A style, a unique voice, a plural voice? Appreciate a system of 

feminine values, the movement and strategies of feminine and/or lesbian writing. 

Appreciate the courage of the writing, or appreciate the breakthrough in thought 

produced by the intellect of new women? Appreciate, make visible, and move to 

the fore, that which we know to be essential to our intellectual and spiritual 

community. (93) 

Utilizing a spiraling vision of genealogy, like Brossard’s six figures in “Aerial Vision” 

which demonstrate “movement towards female culture” (116) through their spires of non-

sense and new sense in order to bring about “new configurations of woman-as-being-in-

the-world of what’s real, of reality, and of fiction” (117), I employ a rhizomatic rather 

than linear time-sense in order to defy the conventional chronology of influence. In Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 

(1987), the rhizome is a “multiple roots” structure able to “shatter the linear unity of the 

word, even of language, only to posit a cyclic unity of the sentence, text, or knowledge” 
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(6). The rhizome enables a generative play between images of the fragment and the whole 

that is especially beneficial within a study of women’s poetry. Feminist criticism, given 

its inherently anti-oppressive ideals, must be especially attentive to the risk of 

essentialism when discussing the identity of woman. The metaphor of the fragment 

suggests the ability to rebuild a singular originary whole; the feminist poets under study 

insistently dispute this possibility. A community of women makes for a radically 

dissimilar unity. Brossard troubles — that is, provides the possibility of rupture within — 

the identity claim “I am woman” by insisting on the feminine (and/or lesbian, and/or 

feminist) accent.14 According to Brossard, the female subject speaks the patriarchal 

language “with an accent” (105). This accent is responsible for generative 

“misunderstandings, ambiguities, and even non-sense” (Brossard 107), the building 

blocks of the creative site from which feminist poetics declares its difference. 

Further extending Brossard’s metaphor of the rupture, I conceptualize a 

theoretical space — akin to Julia Kristeva’s third space15 — wherein women writers 

discover the solitary-communal ties necessary to write into the world, by slipping into the 

role of Barbara Godard’s (1987) literary archaeologist: 

The literary archaeologist is concerned with the trajectory of the communal career 

of the woman writer, with the archive of women’s culture. She is concerned with 

the systems of relationships that are used to delimit a coherent ensemble and with 

the types of links established among the fragmented phenomena. Inevitably, she 

                                                        
14 This claim is also importantly interrogated, by a different means, by the black feminist Sojourner Truth 
when she asks “Ain’t I a Woman?” (see Patricia Collins, pp. 17-18). Intersections of gender, race, class, 
and more are necessary and complex lived realities that must trouble any neat conclusions which these 
poets or critics, among whom we count ourselves, are tempted to draw. 
15 See Chapter Three for more in-depth discussion of this attitude, in relation to the folding of space and 
time in H. D.’s Helen in Egypt. 
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must confront discontinuity, both as instrument and object of her research. For it 

is the rupture she effects with established literary history that creates her field of 

study, women’s writing—a different history. (“Introduction” vi) 

Within my larger “genealogical” analysis of feminist poetics, the role of the literary 

archaeologist remains uniquely pertinent. It is the “rupture” made by the feminist literary 

archaeologist that stimulates the emergence of the new feminist genealogy.16   

The codex, deployed as a gendered and engendering technology, denotes a history 

of the book’s material form that permits an archaeological investigation into the marginal 

objects and subjects of historical, philosophical, and literary discourse. It also denotes a 

text capable of multiplicities and pluralities, an effect of its innovative folds, and thus 

permits a genealogical refutation of origin. Michel Foucault’s two methodologies, 

archaeology and genealogy, are not opposing forces and by investigating their 

complementary positions I avoid building “a sovereign, unique and constraining form” to 

represent the gendered technology of the codex (Olssen 193). Remaining faithful to 

Foucault’s pluralism, I do not presuppose an archaeological essence that pre-exists the 

archive, nor a genealogical structure to be prioritized over the ever-unfolding page. 

Through the coupling of Deleuze and Foucault, the codex and its folds enable a feverish 

figuring of the material history of thinking. 

 In “Feminism, Foucault, and ‘Subjects’ of Power and Freedom,” Jana Sawicki 

acknowledges that while Foucault’s archaeological analyses and genealogical critiques of 

                                                        
16 Michel Foucault provides a historically attentive and theoretically innovative framework for a study of 
feminist poetics. Archaeology, with its focus on the emergence of connaissance (i.e. official or institutional 
knowledges) from savoir (i.e. unofficial or perspectival knowledges), allows for a focus on the material 
history of women’s everyday politics; and genealogy, with its further emphasis on the ruptures between 
possible forms of knowledge, allows for a focus on the generative silences that so often characterize 
women’s contributions to histories of thinking. 
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power and knowledge have been used “to further feminist explorations into the dynamics 

of patriarchal power at the most intimate levels of experience” (160), they also present 

feminist theorists with the sense that it is impossible to locate any possible agency for the 

subject-in-becoming. However, as Sawicki asserts, in his genealogical critiques, while 

Foucault describes “the subject as ‘subjected’ — as the product of dominating 

mechanisms of disciplinary power” (161), he also maintains the claim that wherever 

“there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault, History of Sexuality 95). Foucault’s dual 

methodologies, wherein excavations reveal possible terrains for the constitution of new 

subjects, permits a critical re-visioning of a location, an h/edge,17 from which the feminist 

codex is not under the thrall of power/knowledge in any totalizing fashion and from 

which the slippages in narrative are not essentializing emancipatory practices but risky 

and permissive unveilings. 

IV. Re-Visioning the Feminist Codex 

What is unveiled by the daring manoeuvres of the poet-theorists under study is a 

multi-sensory re-visioning of the literary canon. In the genealogy of innovative women’s 

writing that unfolds, I have not provided a chronological investigation but a circuitous 

path of flight and return. I repeat and recant the narrative of modernist influence, so that 

the light shared by these women writers projects something other than not linear shape. It 

is not a narrative of progress I pursue. Instead I encourage a rhizomatic re-reading: a form 

of feminist time travel permitted by the sensuous ways of knowing shared by these 

                                                        
17 I employ this term after Gail Scott, Vicky Reuter, Bronwyn Haslam, and Sandra K. Davies with whom 
my creative workshop at Université de Montréal chose h/edges as the title of our chapbook anthology of 
student writing (Davies et al.). 
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difficult texts. This rereading requires a noisy and haptic gaze, such that the feminist 

codex becomes a body of writing we see, hear, smell, touch, and taste.   

We begin with the “lower” senses in the hierarchy of knowing in order to decreate 

the ways by which the narratives of myth and history are recited. H. D.’s war trilogy 

demonstrates the revolutionary potential of smell and touch to re-vision cycles of ruin and 

warfare. In the opening chapter of this dissertation, I begin by investigating the impact on 

the sensory aggregate of H. D.’s Trilogy — a series of three long poems that re-vision the 

war epic. Light sustains the creative and even clairvoyant manner of vision and 

knowledge required by the reader and writer of Trilogy, but its divine and technological 

reach is not simply visionary, nor simply aural, but also haptic and olfactory. H. D.’s 

emphasis on these “lower” senses provides a means by which the mythopoetic figures of 

Trilogy can sufficiently withstand civilization’s cycles of ruin and warfare in order to 

generate new and embodied modes of thinking and seeing. H. D.’s haptic, olfactory, and 

noisy optics demonstrate the passionate potential of becoming-minortarian in theory and 

poetry. The readers drinking in her page become receiving centres for art appreciation: an 

uneasy collaborative pose that operates by a divinely electric whirr on the air and warps 

the fields of time and space.  

In Chapter Two, I present an analysis of one such embodied way of knowing: the 

“audible archive” of Lisa Robertson. This entails a creative resounding of the event of 

reading itself, as well as a theoretical consideration of the ontological nature of the event 

through the lens of Deleuze. Of particular focus here is Robertson’s “Palinode/.” The 

form of the poem is an ancient one that repeats history in order to recant it. An inherently 

oral form that repeats its origin in the negative, the palinode prompts a reconsideration of 
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the archive. After providing a brief overview of the growing field of research into sound 

recording technology,18 I investigate Robertson’s complex poetics of refusal. Her 

methodology is simultaneously suffused by feminist materialist thinking19 and critical of 

the manner by which the “material metaphors” of “innovative” poetries sustain the 

“political fiction” of difference (Robertson, “My Eighteenth Century: Draft Towards a 

Cabinet” 389). Both material and immaterial traces of becoming form in the conceptual 

codex of the poem and its many phantom versions inside and outside the archive, as 

printed page and spoken word. 

The non-originary phantom that haunts the phantasmagoria of the palinode is 

none other than Helen of Troy. Thus, in chapter three, I continue my investigation into a 

poetics of refusal through an analysis of H. D.’s “Pallinode,” the first part of her long 

poem Helen in Egypt. The text provides many openings and ruptures whereby the 

feminist critic is tempted to intuit a re-vision20 of patriarchal history; ultimately, however, 

the text frustrates the establishment of any new and feminine order by the final silencing 

of its lyric/epic hero. The figure of woman as embodied by “Helen, hated of all Greece” 

is recited, repeated, and recanted in a manner that refuses any one means of escape from 

histories of (world) war and (sexual) difference. I invite the concept of Julia Kristeva’s 

“third space,” as well as Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of becoming-minortarian, into 

my investigation into the timeless-time of Helen’s Troy and Egypt, in order to further 

emphasize the paradoxical multiplicities and gaps by which the poem unfolds. 

                                                        
18 See, for example, Jonathan Sterne’s The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction and 
Jason Camlot and Christine Mitchell’s co-edited volume of AModern. 
19 Like Rosi Braidotti in Metamorphoses: Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming and Transpositions: 
On Nomadic Ethics. 
20 I employ this term after Adrienne Rich’s essay, “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision.” 
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In chapter four, establishing a more radical rupture from the page, I consider the 

disruptive rhythm and meter of the feminist poet’s soundscape in the audio/video 

recordings that accompany Robertson’s “Disquiet” and Zolf’s Janey’s Arcadia. The 

conceptual codex is further affirmed as a tool of noisy discourse capable of establishing 

the figure of woman as central to the citational relation inherent in reading. As a 

contemporary flâneuse in the marketplace (or agora), Robertson’s “open text” (Hejinian 

43) exceeds the bounds of both figure/ground and silence/sound. Striking the pose of the 

listener, Robertson practices the special attunement necessary to invite feminist noise into 

the historically-exclusive space of the literary codex. In the guise of settler-poet, Zolf’s 

Janey raids the archives of Canada’s National Film Board in order to re-present the 

violent error of colonial history — encoded through sight in the machinic errors printed 

in the book and through sound in the discordant effects of the video translation. In her 

purposely haunting performances and readings of the stutters in the text, Zolf presents a 

version of the noisy and material settler-poet who is herself an error encoded on stolen 

land. 

The phonotext of these audio recordings provides a particularly useful tool for the 

study of feminist noise. Take, for example, the spontaneous composition of the prose 

captions in H. D.’s Helen in Egypt; these hieroglyphic blocks of difficult writing were the 

result of H. D.’s first and only audio recordings. In chapter five, I extend my investigation 

into both the palinode and the sound recording in an analysis of the phonotext that 

accompanies H. D.’s Helen in Egypt. Following Susan Barbour’s description of the 

origins of the recordings and the prose passages in the poem, I investigate the peculiar 

oral/aural quality of the “Pallinode” and the recitative, repetitive, and recantatory 
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relationship between audio and text, prose and poetry. In the poem’s many unanswered 

questions and insistent silences is a model of material and immaterial becoming-

minortarian.  

The immaterial phantom of Helen is, by the end of H. D.’s long poem, insistently 

woven into the fabric of writing; she is the very writing-on-the-wall Helen herself reads. 

In the final chapter of my dissertation, I further scrutinize the material of the page, the 

phrase, and the phoneme in an analysis of Moure’s generative citizen trilogy: Search 

Procedures (1992), A Frame of the Book/The Frame of a Book (1997), and O Cidadán 

(2002). Moure’s call to the body of writing weaves a contradictory and insistently 

feminist textual garment: one that anticipates the affective turn in theories of 

epistemology and ontology. Language as garment — worn and wearing — shifts and 

folds; it sticks to the body of the writing subject and multiple others as the series of books 

mutates via Moure’s spirit of daring. Through a making visible of the borders of 

self/other, female/male, straight/queer, and citizen/stranger, Moure demonstrates the 

radical similarity between the relation of lovers and the relation of reader and text. 

Deploying Jean-François Lyotard’s notion of the libidinal economy, which is always 

already suffused by the political, her citizen trilogy presents a feminist re-vision of 

becoming-citizen. 

V. Fingering the Shelves, Tasting the Pulp 

My dissertation examines the feminist codex’s impact on the sensory aggregate: 

the cycles of ruin and renewal sustained by the haptic and olfactory senses in H. D.’s 

Trilogy; the disassembled “audio archive” of Lisa Robertson’s R’s Boat; the whirr in the 

air of H. D.’s Helen in Egypt; the noisy and material disruptions in Rachel Zolf’s Janey’s 
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Arcadia; the resounding phonotext of H. D.’s only audio recordings; and the visibly worn 

bodies in Erín Moure’s citizen trilogy. I do not conduct these investigations in 

chronological order, for it is not a narrative of progress I pursue. Instead I encourage a 

rhizomatic re-reading: a form of feminist time travel permitted by the sensuous ways of 

knowing shared by these difficult texts.  

These relations are figured in the poetry and prose in part as the mutual 

possession of gendered signposts: the clothing, the laughter, the ornamental rooms, the 

noise of jouissance, the filmstrips, and other material and audio trinkets. With the 

accumulation of these insistently feminine objects and language de/constructions, the 

feminist writer and her reader re-construct a monstrous specimen of women’s history for 

ourselves within our mutual bookshelves. From these light-casting texts, the entire 

sensorium is activated: we see the writing, we hear the women’s voices (perhaps the 

tremulous wave of an audio recording), we smell the dust accumulating upon unread 

pages or the fire of new ideas rapidly turning, we touch the material binding with our 

hands (that vehicle of pleasure and pain), and we might, even, dare to taste the pulp.   
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Chapter One 

Warped Visions of Time and Place: H. D. Re-Visions Sensory History 

 
When is a woman not a woman?  

When obviously she is sleet and hail and a stuffed sea-gull.  
 

— H. D., “Borderline” 

I. “Something more than sensual”: The Becoming-Poet’s Synesthetic Vision 

 H. D. first gained her reputation as a poet in 1912 when Ezra Pound scrawled her 

chosen initials, followed by the important moniker “Imagiste,” under a copy of her poem 

“Hermes of the Ways.”21 She is one of the three writers to whom Pound attributes the 

founding of the imagist group; the others are Pound himself (a former lover of H. D.’s) 

and Richard Aldington (H. D.’s husband at the time). It is not difficult to perceive, in this 

first construction of her poetic persona, the degree to which the writer may have operated 

under the sort of “romantic thralldom” Rachel Blau DuPlessis describes as characteristic 

of the relational dynamics in her poetry and prose. DuPlessis writes: “Romantic thralldom 

is an all-encompassing, totally defining love between unequals. The lover has the power 

of conferring self-worth and purpose upon the loved one. Such love is possessive, and 

while those enthralled feel it completes and even transforms them, they are also 

enslaved” (“Romantic Thralldom in H. D.” 178-79). It is possible to critique DuPlessis 

for this reading, as it tends to reduce H. D.’s poetic persona to an amalgamation of her 

love interests only;22 nevertheless, H. D.’s “thralldom” (romantic or otherwise) remains 

                                                        
21 H. D.’s own description of this scene, which comes in her posthumously published autobiography, End to 
Torment: A Memoir of Ezra Pound, is read by Rachel Blau DuPlessis (1986) and Jane Malcolm (2009) for 
its tellingly violent depiction of the masculine figure who “slashed” through her poem and her poetics. 
22 See, for example, the recent call for papers from the MSA, “Graphic Eroticism in Women’s Modernism,” 
which welcomes “papers that interrogate modernist eroticism through a women-centered lens and that 
move past critical models of ‘romantic thralldom’ or gendered revision in their approaches to gender, sex, 
and sexuality” (https://hdis.chass.ncsu.edu/author/hdischa/).   
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an important aspect for consideration. Both Pound and Aldington are men with whom she 

entered such romantic thralldom in her own life, and their domineering personalities 

tended to cast her in the role of submissive, reestablishing the predominant mode of 

thralldom, “sexual polarization” (DuPlessis 179). However, thralldom was never simply a 

submissive act for H. D.; each unfolding of her intensive affections resulted in a rebirth of 

her persona (whether feminine or submissive) entirely independent of the imagist tenets 

or the dynamics of sexual polarization.  

For an example of thralldom that perhaps inverts the usual gendered direction of 

power, we can look to Robert Duncan, who first encounters H. D. in May 1935 or 1936 in 

a high school classroom wherein his young teacher, Miss Keough, reads aloud the poem 

“Heat.” Is this H. D. the Imagiste vaunted for her directness, her efficiency, and her 

musicality? Duncan’s response is elliptical; the key thing about H. D. to his young and 

receptive mind is that her lines are unlike the strictures of any group of literature his class 

had studied until then. Duncan records this foundational encounter with “Heat” in the 

opening chapter of his voluminous and unfinished H. D. Book, wherein both the pretty, 

young English teacher and H. D. become mothers of his poetry. Duncan’s “romantic 

thralldom” is felt by the young male student toward the female teacher, the female poet, 

and, especially, the poem. This romance at once promises “the power of conferring self-

worth and purpose upon the loved one” (DuPlessis 178), as well as threatens to entirely 

possess and/or enslave the impressionable pupil. Importantly, “Imagism” (the quotation 

marks are Duncan’s) does not color the way in which Duncan responds to H. D.’s poem. 

The moniker misses altogether the heartrending quality in his preferred poet’s writing: 
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In the poem of H. D.’s, the image stirred not only the pictures from my 

knowledge of a like world, from the shared terms of orchard, pear, and grape at 

the stem, and the shimmering medium of air in the heat; but it stood too for 

another statement, arousing and giving a possible articulation to an inner urgency 

of my own to be realized, to be made good. The poem had a message, hidden to 

me then, that I felt but could not translate, an unconscious alliance that made for 

something more than a sensual response. (41)23 

The “other statement” that so stirs Duncan is far from direct. The poem’s “hidden 

message” impresses itself on the instrument of the poet-in-becoming — to be deciphered, 

to be translated at a later date when the mature poet has arrived. Duncan gestures to 

“something more than a sensual response,” but H. D.’s own theories of creativity 

necessitate that the sensuous must be part of appreciator’s education. The final response 

will be more than erotic only by passing through the erotic. This is the passageway 

through the Eleusinian chambers of body, mind, and over-mind, the three elements of 

creative genius laid out by H. D. in her essay “Notes on Thought and Vision,” in which 

she calls for art appreciators like the stirred young Duncan.  

It is in another, less mystical (and less mystifying) essay that the principles of 

Imagism (principles H. D. is seen to exceed by Duncan) are first laid out. In Pound’s “A 

Retrospect,” the abstract qualities of H. D.’s poetry and theory are, in fact, admonished. 

In the prescriptions for Imagism, it is difficult to carve out any room for the sensuous and 

                                                        
23 Notably, Duncan’s language directly mirrors the conundrum faced by H. D.’s lyric/epic heroine in Helen 
in Egypt. In the timeless-time of Egypt, faced with a hieroglyph she cannot read, Helen is under a powerful 
thrall she struggles to articulate to a violently skeptical Achilles. 
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creative movement of becoming24 in the passionless command to be direct, to be efficient, 

and to be musical. Of course, Pound himself predicts the published tenets are of limited 

use when he writes: “Criticism is not a circumscription or a set of prohibitions. It 

provides fixed points of departure. It may startle a dull reader into alertness” (4). The 

three points are only those circumscriptions on which the group’s founders agreed; there 

are many more points, the reader is told, on which they disagreed. What amount of these 

excluded pronouncements spoke to the suggestive release Duncan finds in H. D.’s poem?  

 In the section titled “A Few Don’ts,” Pound writes the following oft-quoted 

definition: “An ‘Image’ is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in 

an instant of time” (“A Retrospect” 4). Pound attributes to this complex “that sense of 

sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits; that sense of 

sudden growth, which we experience in the presence of the greatest works of art” (“A 

Retrospect” 4). It is worthwhile to note the contradiction here: the “instant of time” which 

gives way to “freedom from time limits and space limits.”25 Here, perhaps, Pound begins 

to articulate the perimeters of the “warp” (Di Prima, R. D.’s H. D. 3) experienced by 

Duncan when he reads H. D. I use “warp,” after Diane Di Prima, in an attempt to 

articulate the sensation of this “freedom from time limits and space limits” and to insist 

                                                        
24 I use the term becoming after Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia in order to characterize the development of Duncan from pupil to appreciator to poet. More 
broadly, I also use this term to characterize the process of becoming-subject inherent in the speakers (as 
well as the environs) of H. D.’s poems. Deleuze and Guattari describe the “veritable becoming” of the wasp 
and the orchid: “There is neither imitation nor resemblance, only an exploding of two heterogeneous series 
on the line of flight composed by a common rhizome that can no longer be attributed to or subjugated by 
anything signifying” (10). This is the dizzying — and frustrating — rupture made by the subjects of H. D.’s 
poems. Their figures, and the shadows of these figures, prompt a rupture from which there are multiple 
lines of flight and no signifying. Adalaide Morris supports this conclusion in her discussion of H. D.’s 
mana-words, projection, gift, and science: “Because H. D.’s mana-words are less a terminus of thought than 
its relay, their power lies in their mobility and generativity” (150).  
25 We see such openings or passageways via time into timeless-time in later writing by H. D.: think, for 
instance, of the “out-of-time” visions H. D. describes in Tribute to Freud and the “timeless-time” or “all-
time” in Helen and Egypt. 
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this is not merely an escape from time/space but a folding26 of these theoretical/material 

concepts. In describing Duncan’s H. D. Book, Di Prima envisions it as being woven 

across two vast and changing fields of influence: “the stars: that which is passed to us 

through time; and the blood: what we receive through space, flesh to flesh, in our own 

era” (3). Reading H. D., Duncan experiences a warp of these two fields — the stars (time) 

and the blood (space); H. D. precedes him and is passed to him, she presides as priestess 

above in the heavens, and yet she directly accompanies him in the present moment, is 

received in his flesh by birthing him as a flesh-and-blood poet. 

 Di Prima’s account of Robert Duncan’s H. D. Book, titled R. D.’s H .D., is, like 

Pound’s essay, a retrospective account. Delivered after the death of Duncan at a memorial 

event dedicated to the late poet, the piece circuitously investigates a critical and poetic 

practice Di Prima names “Poesis of Influence” (1). Contrary to conventional 

understanding of influence on a one-directional, linear axis, Di Prima believes in a multi-

directional praxis in which not only does knowledge pass from the predecessor to the 

apprentice, but also “the one influenced casts a selective light on the influencer” (1).27 Di 

Prima’s use of the word light is certainly not accidental, given the subject(s) of her piece: 

in their poetry, H. D. and Duncan employ the image of light to suggest an intimate and 

divine kind of knowledge. Light sustains the manner of vision necessitated by the poet’s 

artistic practice: a practice that, for H. D., was forged in the crucible of Imagism but, once 

                                                        
26 I use the term fold after Deleuze (2010), for whom the figure represents “the fluidity of matter, the 
elasticity of bodies, and motivating spirit as a mechanism” (5). Such a vision of matter, bodies, and spirit 
allows for becoming-subjects that are “not separated into parts of parts but are rather divided to infinity in 
smaller and smaller folds that always retain a certain cohesion” (6). The very same dynamics of division 
and cohesion dominate the disruptive readerships formed by the various texts of this dissertation. For 
Deleuze, “[t]he matter-fold is a matter-time” (7), a figuration that allows the feminist critic — like 
Elizabeth Grosz (1995, 2004) — to theorize time not only in abstract but, like space, in material terms.  
27 This is a model of influence or intertextuality under operation in the work of Canadian contemporary 
women writers as well. See Lianne Moyes (1995, 2009) and Miriam Nichols (2008). 
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alight, quickly ascended beyond direct treatment of the thing. Light, as we will see upon 

(re)reading her poems included in Trilogy, also paradoxically signals H. D.’s departure 

from a mode of thought that relies solely on vision, for light is seen to touch its subjects 

and even to affect what is heard (as a “whirr” in the air). H. D. pursues both divine and 

technological light: admitting heavenly visions to the eye or projector beam of the 

“mechanical-creative” (H. D., “Borderline” 225),28 so that the separate spheres of stars 

and blood are fused in the figure of the “recording angel” (Tribute to Freud 117). 

II. Hyphenated Sound and Vision: The Palimpsest’s Erotic Reach 

 The speaker of H. D.’s poems is intimately involved with the technology of 

writing: the printed and re-printed page. In the first book of Trilogy, “The Writing on the 

Wall,” she traces the development of writing from hieroglyph, “the Luxor bee, chick and 

hare” (509), to palimpsest, “the palimpsest / of past misadventure” (512), and beyond 

current writing technologies in order to envision a script that is a mechanical whirr heard 

(rather than seen) in the air: like “magic, indelibly stamped / on the atmosphere 

somewhere” (519). H. D.’s warp of earthly and celestial poetics is an attempt to register 

the electric and divine whirr in a register viable for certain, especially attuned, human 

ears. In “Notes on Thought and Vision,” H. D. describes the conditions under which this 

technologically divine script may be read: 

There is no trouble about art. There is already enough beauty in the world of art, 

enough in the fragments and the almost perfectly preserved charioteer at Delphi 

alone to remake the world. 

                                                        
28 H. D.’s term for Kenneth Macpherson in his role as film director uncannily predicts Donna Haraway’s 
(1991) vision of the cyborg as a becoming-subject capable of new modes of generativity and caring. 
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There is no trouble about the art, it is the appreciators we want. We want 

young men and women to communicate with the charioteer and his like. 

We want receiving centres for dots and dashes. (26) 

I want to draw our attention to two things in this metaphor of receiving centres for art 

appreciation: first is the collaborative nature of the reception, in which one “telegraphic 

centre” ticks off the “dots and dashes” to be received by another (26); second is the 

nature of the transmission, which is not from artist to appreciator, or writer to reader, but 

directly from the work of art — specifically, its aura — to a coterie of appreciators. More 

exactly, these receiving centers receive their message from the ideal form of artistic 

achievement: the perfected human gesture as contained in, for example, the sculpted 

edges of the charioteer. The Delphic charioteer is one of the referenced works of art that 

has “a definite, hypnotic effect” (24) on H. D. These artworks — like H. D.’s “Heat” for 

Duncan — are described as “straight, clear entrances […] to over-world consciousness” 

(24). They are also evidence of works made by artists who themselves have achieved the 

state of over-mind, a manifestation of mind as body, body as mind: “When a creative 

scientist, artist, or philosopher has been for some hours or days intent on his29 work, his 

mind often takes on an almost physical character. That is, his mind becomes his real 

body. His over-mind becomes his brain” (17). 

The electrically charged and divinely intuited communication between artwork 

and appreciator, like “indicated flute or lyre-notes / on papyrus or parchment” (Trilogy 

                                                        
29 H. D., writing in 1919, utilizes the masculine pronoun for her vision of the artist. This limiting choice of 
pronoun lands oddly against her attempts elsewhere in the same essay to attribute “womb-vision” not only 
to women but to men as well. The common assumption that male experience is universal and female 
experience is specific (or, worse than that, degenerate) means that H. D. faults on the side of tradition: her 
female readers will understand that they are included (to some small degree) in this masculine pronoun, but 
her male readers would never stand for a theory of creativity that denied their phallogocentric prowess. 
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519), passes through the noise of past and present turmoil in notes “lower / than a 

whisper” (520). Like the worm clinging to grass-blade,30 the charged syllables are so 

miniscule that they are audibly obstructed by a “whirr and roar in the high air” (520), yet 

they are “gorgon-great” (515) enough that their sound changes the entire course of 

history. The reader receives the vibrations of the poem like a religious cult member 

receiving the holy word or, conversely, like the antennae of a radio receiving an 

electronic transmission. As Lara Vetter demonstrates, these two modes of transmission 

and reception (i.e. by religious or electric means) are not so distinct. In “the popular 

imagination” of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries, electricity was 

seized upon “as the link between science and the heavens” (Vetter 31). Born into the 

Moravian religion and throughout her life fascinated with esoteric sacred cults, H. D. 

sought to demonstrate that correspondence with the gods could be achieved through 

various modes of sustained looking: that demonstrated by the poet crafting her work, the 

clairvoyant receiving her vision, or the filmmaker and actress portraying the human story 

for screen. Science (astronomy, psychoanalysis, film projection, etc.), in H. D.’s vision of 

creativity, was always already connected to the heavens, for it was proof of 

correspondences between individuals and cultures otherwise intuited by the poet through 

clairvoyant means. In How to Live/What to Do: H.D.’s Cultural Poetics, Adalaide Morris 

traces H. D.’s fascination with the term science claiming the term as one of H. D.’s mana-

words. Morris borrows this term, mana-word, from Roland Barthes “for words that 

                                                        
30 Earlier in the poem, H. D. employs the metaphor of the worm as representative of the human subject 
attempting to survive the catastrophe of war. It is also possible to read this metaphor as a description of the 
poet’s own progression beyond crystallised images of hard nature and toward spiralling visions of the 
world’s cycles of ruin and rebirth. 
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function in a writer’s vocabulary as nodes and relays of thought” (8). Quoting Barthes, 

Morris explains the significance of this term in further detail: 

These words, Barthes explains, are rarely the capitalized nouns of philosophy, 

history, and religion — Beauty, for example, or Truth — but more elusive and 

elastic words, words that are ‘neither eccentric nor central’ yet nonetheless impart 

‘the illusion that by this word one might answer for everything.’ The 

distinguishing characteristic of the mana-word, Barthes explains, is its capacity to 

move across registers of thinking, ‘always atopic (escaping any topic), at once 

remainder and supplement, a signifier taking up place of every signified.’ (8) 

What the analysis of a mana-word like science allows is an examination of the “overrun 

of significance” that is “a key characteristic of poetic language […] and the seed of H. 

D.’s radical modernism” (10). In Morris’s estimation, “the word science tracks her 

thoughts about ways of knowing”;31 though, like the other mana-words projection and 

gift, it does not have “a final or definitive formulation” (150). For H. D., science 

manifests as “a thinking about pattern that does not drop out disturbance, difference, 

wonder, and generativity” (151).  

H. D.’s poetry maintains an ethereal aura, concerned as it is with the otherworldly, 

even as it performs exacting astronomical calculations. Amidst these refracted bodies of 

knowledge (astronomy and astrology, history and myth, etc.), the reader is first and 

foremost impacted not by the scope of the subject matter but by the sound of the 

                                                        
31 Morris’s phrasing allows us to read the term science as an index of H. D.’s epistemology. Re-visioning 
ways of knowing has long been a project of feminist epistemology, one that carries another important 
coincidence with H. D.’s thought (demonstrated especially in Tribute to Freud) in the form of its 
involvement in rupturing the limiting terms of psychoanalysis. I develop this rupture in feminist 
epistemology and psychoanalysis further according to Erín Moure’s poetic theorizing in Chapter Six. 
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language; the poetry’s oral complexity and strangeness is the first sign of the intricate 

ways of knowing available to writer and reader. In Trilogy’s “The Walls Do Not Fall,” 

the speaker is fighting to emerge from the ancient temples of Karnak, Egypt and the 

rubble of London, England in World War Two. The multi-syllabic and alliterated word 

choice arrests the mouth of the reader in order to fully demonstrate how extraordinary is 

the speaker’s effort to escape these two ruins, separated by time and space and yet 

enacting a forceful hold on the subject, simultaneously:  

unintimidated by multiplicity 

of magnified beauty, 

 

such as your gorgon-great 

dull eye can not focus 

 

nor compass, I profit 

by every calamity (515-16) 

The hyphenated description of the unenlightened, gorgon-great onlooker presents a vast, 

and even comical, contrast between the speaker and the one addressed: the former, a 

worm small enough to have “clung to grass-blade, / the back of a leaf” (515), and the 

latter, a figure as giant as the mythical Greek sisters and as dull as the men they turned to 

stone. Within this contradictory metaphor, the creative process is envisioned as requiring 

immense “persistence” (515) of a physical and a spiritual kind. For Antoine Cazé, the 

hyphen (between “gorgon” and “great,” between “grass” and “blade”) is a pictorial 

representation of the key gesture to H. D.’s poetics: a reaching that cleaves the poem’s 
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speaker and object, and that connects and disjoins the angelic company and the mortal. 

The space of this reaching is occupied by the stimulated sensory perceptions so that, as 

Cazé describes it, this “reaching out into the mess of perception” becomes a sort of 

“haptic optics.”  

In “Lived Bodies: Phenomenology and the Flesh,” Elizabeth Grosz finds a similar 

“haptic optics” in the writing of the late twentieth-century phenomenologist Merleau-

Ponty for whom “light is capable of eliciting a tactile, textured response” (100). Poetry 

and philosophy’s sustained focus on the sense of sight has its origins in Ancient Greece, a 

culture that not only features prominently in H. D.’s writing but becomes the locus of her 

own visions of light.32 Grosz explains: “Since the earliest days of Greek philosophy, 

vision was considered superior to the other senses. Knowledge itself was generally 

described in metaphors derived from vision and optics. Thus it has tended to function not 

only as the model for knowledge but also as representative of all the other senses” (97). 

This hierarchy of the senses, which privileges sight above all else, remains well 

established even in the twenty-first century’s emerging field of sensory history. As Mark 

M. Smith demonstrates in “Producing Sense, Consuming Sense, Making Sense: Perils 

and Prospects for Sensory History,” studies of vision continue to dominate, alongside a 

significant rise in studies of sound (the spoken word, non-vocal sounds, acoustemology, 

etc.). There is burgeoning attention to “taste, touch, and smell — the so-called ‘lower,’ 

proximate senses” (Smith 843), but this remains the exception rather than the rule. “Such 

inattention is unfortunate because it has tacitly imported the post-Platonic, Western 

                                                        
32 It is in Corfu, barred from travelling to Delphi during the difficult postwar years, that H. D. sees the 
“writing on the wall,” a series of light or shadow projections. H. D. describes these visions in her 
(auto)biographical Tribute to Freud. These projective images, the “writing-on-the-wall” (41) in Corfu, 
shape the psychoanalytic sessions between the poet and “the professor.” 
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sensory hierarchy promoting the supposedly ‘higher’ senses of hearing and, especially, 

seeing, into the field” (843-44). It is tempting to say that H. D., for her part, also 

privileges sight in much of her work: this is evident in her early theoretical writing, 

“Notes on Thought and Vision,” as well as in the importance she places upon the writing-

on-the-wall of her Corfu visions. However, as I indicated earlier, in her poetry H. D.’s 

visions are communicated via sound in an insistent, if elliptical, way; moreover, her 

repeated gesture of the dash, and her emphasis on human gesture more generally, 

generates a further, necessary fixation on touch. Additionally, as will become apparent in 

the story of Mary Magdalene, smell becomes an essential component of H. D.’s world-

(re)building. With Cazé, I investigate not only the “haptic optics” of H. D.’s writing, but 

their noisy, haptic, and olfactory optics. 

For Merleau-Ponty, too, the fact of vision’s superiority is complicated by the held 

notion that vision is always “incomplete in itself” and “requires the support and 

functioning of other senses” (Grosz 97). This disrupts the hierarchy of superior senses, as 

well as invites a disruption into the hierarchy of self and other. Notably, for H. D., 

sensory perception not only requires a collaboration of senses but a collaboration of 

persons. H. D., whose artistic output is governed by a collaborative ethos,33 is especially 

drawn to a sensory model that emphasizes collaboration and cooperation. After all, her 

visions at Corfu, which inspire the philosophical and theoretical writing in “Notes on 

Thought and Vision” and which provide much of the vaunted imagery of her later writing 

(prose and poetry), were only seen to completion with the assistance of her romantic and 

creative partner, Bryher. When H. D. could no longer see the images (or writing) on the 

                                                        
33 Here I think of the group dynamics involved in the first throes of Imagism, as well as the POOL film 
collective H. D. formed with her romantic and intellectual partners Bryher and Kenneth Macpherson. 
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wall, Bryher took on the sensory habit and completed the series as it presented itself: 

“Bryher who has been waiting by me, carries on the ‘reading’ where I left off. […] [S]he 

saw what I did not see” (Tribute to Freud 56). Vision is not a solitary or singular 

experience for the poet.  

H. D.’s noisy, haptic, and olfactory optics, however, go further than indicating the 

collaborative nature of sight; they also radically reverse the power relationship between 

ways of knowing. Bypassing Merleau-Ponty’s routine insistence on the dominance of 

sight, we can see that H. D. is rather more like Luce Irigaray, who famously privileges 

touch in her famous figuration of two lips. For Irigaray, “[t]he tangible is the invisible, 

unseeable milieu of the visible, the source of visibility; it precedes the distinction 

between active and passive and subject and object” (Grosz 106). This privileged category 

of libidinal touch,34 in Irigaray’s terms, corresponds with the emphasis on physical love in 

H. D.’s “Notes on Thought and Vision.” Erotic education is necessary to hone one’s 

ability to receive the simultaneously haptic and specular visions necessary for art 

production and appreciation: those “certain definite physical relations” required 

especially by “musicians, scientists, artists” in order that they may “develop and draw 

forth their talents” (17). 

III. Angelic Home Delivery: The Place of the Aura in Modernist Poetics  

 H. D.’s poetics are not unique in their preoccupation with new technology. 

(Modernism itself, after all, is always striving to make it new!) There was a nearly 

religious fervor with which new technology was met by her generation of artists and 

theorists, as demonstrated in Paul Valéry’s anticipation of further innovation: “For the 

                                                        
34 See Chapter Six for a demonstration of how the libidinal economy is always already the political 
economy. 



 MacEachern 31 

last twenty years neither matter nor space nor time has been what it was from time 

immemorial. We must expect great innovations to transform the entire technique of the 

arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps even bringing about an 

amazing change in our very notion of art” (225). What is key about this description, from 

an essay published in 1928, is its insistence that such sacred concepts as time, space, and 

art are fluid and changeable, capable of transformation and, thusly, reproduction. Walter 

Benjamin uses this same quotation to begin his influential essay on aesthetics and 

politics, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in which he 

demonstrates that art in the twentieth century has, indeed, been profoundly changed by 

technological advancements. However, where Valéry and H. D. appear optimistic 

(enormously so) about these technological developments, Benjamin is characteristically 

cautious. Mechanical reproduction leads to two significant changes in the social function 

of art: first, it “emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual” 

(224); and second, “it begins to be based on another practice — politics” (224). Benjamin 

was especially wary of a ceaseless mode of reproduction that “would lead to a processing 

of data in the Fascist sense” (218). As a potentially dangerous signpost of nostalgia, the 

aura signals H. D.’s location at a h/edge of poetics and politics. In her poetics of refusal, 

H. D. declines Benjamin’s future invitation to dismiss ritual and embrace exhibition. 

Neither impulse is dominant in her poetics, and thus her page slips from an either/or 

mode of being into an excessive mode of becoming-minortarian. 

 Whether in a barely audible whirr in the air or the timeless gesture of a fallen 

scarf, H. D. anticipates the electrifying development that would permit sound and vision 

to appear with “a simple movement of the hand, hardly more than a sign” (Valéry 226). 
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Yet she also permits that these gestures, and their incantatory powers, have always 

existed. Innovation belongs not only to the future, but casts its light on past technologies 

as well. In H. D.’s theories of vision, sound, and touch, innovation also resonates in the 

past and present of the palimpsestic page. In “The Flowering of the Rod,” the third book 

of Trilogy, she re-visions the Rising of Christ as an occasion dependent on a half-second 

in which Kaspar, one of the three Wise Men, touches Mary Magdalene’s hand. This 

gesture, made to retrieve the woman’s fallen scarf, recalls a premonition he had at the 

Birth of Christ, as he bent down in front of another Mary, this one of Bethlehem. By 

repetition of this one simple gesture, Kaspar receives the vision of Christ’s birth a second 

time, thus foreseeing the figure’s rebirth. The vision is accompanied, helped along, by 

both the touch of Magdalene’s hand and the scent of myrrh infusing the separate scenes at 

one and the same time. The Marys of the poem are simultaneously singular and same, 

cleaving apart and rending together the old dichotomies of virgin and whore. H. D. 

writes: 

the first actually to witness His life-after-death, 

was an unbalanced, neurotic woman, 

 

who was not actually reviled for having left home 

and not caring for house-work . . . or was that Mary of Bethany? 

 

in any case — as to this other Mary 

and what she did, everyone knows, 
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but it is not on record 

exactly where and how she found the alabaster jar (587) 

Which Mary is the one to witness Christ after death? Which one is the neurotic woman? 

Which one left home and did not care for housework? Which one is responsible for the 

myrrh that assured Christ was risen? The exact identity of the woman, stricken from the 

biblical, mythic, and historic record, is not the purview of the poem; it is rather more 

important that the multiple lines of flight made possible by the woman’s actions be 

followed, that the spiral of birth and rebirth be situated as both religious and scientific 

phenomena. 

 Mary’s first attempt to obtain the myrrh is, by all accounts, a failure, yet this 

failure is a necessary prerequisite to the warp of time and space experienced in Kaspar’s 

vision. Mary approaches “an Arab, / a stranger in the market-place”35 who will not sell 

her “his priceless, unobtainable-elsewhere myrrh” (587). Mary’s response to the first 

snub, or test, is, in Kaspar’s eyes, remarkable: 

this had never happened before — a woman — 

well yes — if anyone did, he knew the world — a lady 

 

had not taken a hint, had not sidled gracefully 

at a gesture of implied dismissal 

 

and with no apparent offence really, 

out of the door. (588) 

                                                        
35 The market-place is a significant location in the poetics of Lisa Robertson as well as H. D. For many 
Greeks, the market-place or the agora was the center of the polis and, in fact, constituted the polis itself.  
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Mary is one of the multitude of women (and men) who have proven that, as a civilization 

pulling itself from the wreckage of wars, 

we could stand;  

we have withstood 

 

the anger, frustration, 

bitter fire of destruction (578) 

Thusly, she is not deterred by Kaspar’s snub. Nor is she deterred by his second snub: “his 

eyes now fixed on the half-open door; // she understood; this was his second rebuff / but 

deliberately, she shut the door” (589). It is while the woman is pressed against the door, 

her body now “a further barrier,” that “her scarf slipped to the floor” (590). “[U]nveiled, 

in the house of a stranger” (590), she announces: “I am Mary — O, there are Marys a-

plenty, / (though I am Mara, bitter) I shall by Mary-myrrh” (590). In response, Kaspar 

stoops to retrieve scarf: 

it was unseemly that a woman 

appear disordered, disheveled; 

 

it was unseemly that a woman 

appear at all. (591-92) 

It is, in fact, the nature of women to be unseemly, since it is in fact the nature of women 

to be seen.36 Mary is not offended by the Arab’s rebuff because, possessing a female body 

in the public space of a market-place, she is herself already a surveyed and unseemly 

                                                        
36 John Berger, in Ways of Seeing, writes that “men act and women appear” (47). 
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object. She stands before the door through which the man would have her exit and she 

withstands his reproach, in order to retrieve an object of yet more powerful effect on the 

sensorium: the fragrant myrrh that escapes the sealed alabaster jars. Upon the third rebuff, 

Mary leaves; once again, she has failed at her task. Yet it is, paradoxically, this failure 

that ensures the alabaster jar of myrrh arrives in Mary’s hands. The means of this 

transport — from Kaspar to Mary, from marketplace to miracle — are unclear: 

Some says she slipped out and got away, 

some say he followed her and found her, 

 

some say he never found her 

but sent a messenger after her 

 

with the alabaster jar (592) 

Other, more mysterious, explanations are provided: that he was “a Magician” or “an 

Angel in disguise” (592), that “he was an old lover” or that “he was Abraham” or that “he 

was God” (593). While “some say it never happened, / some say it happens over and 

over” (593), one thing is certain and one thing “is written”: “the house filled with the 

odour of the ointment” (593). While Judas whispers “Extravagant” to his neighbours, 

who “all began talking about the poor” (593), Mary began “deftly un-weaving // the long, 

carefully-braided tresses / of her extraordinary hair” (594). This gesture recalls the mythic 

sirens and the men brought to ruin in “the wake of such hair” (594). However, even more 

than this, H. D.’s choice of the negative verb un-weaving here recalls specifically 

Penelope, who awaits Odysseus who survives the siren song, weaving and un-weaving 



 MacEachern 36 

the tapestry of her husband’s epic adventure.37 Mary’s act of un-weaving is thus an 

invitation of rebirth, both the destruction and renewal required of writing a new story; 

Mary’s act of un-weaving is subsequently all the more unseemly, for she not only 

appears as a woman, but appears as a woman writing the future of the prophet whose 

feet she kisses. While Simon mulls over how to eject the woman from the scene, another 

onlooker acknowledges the pattern being weaved and un-weaved38 through time: 

Kaspar knew the scene was unavoidable 

 

and already written in a star 

or a configuration of stars 

 

that rarely happens, perhaps once 

in a little over two thousand years. (595) 

It is upon watching Mary’s act of “un-weaving” (594) in the “un-lovely temple” (597) 

that Kaspar finally registers the uncanniness of the scene. As “her scarf slipped to the 

floor”: 

not only did he recognize Mary 

as the stars had told […] 

 

                                                        
37 The figure of Penelope reappears in Chapter Five within the creative resoundings of H. D.’s phonotext. 
38 The “un-” is a notable strategy of H. D.’s poetics. With its dash, it performs the function of previous 
haptic optics, yet in a negative sense — thus establishing a sort of poetics of refusal. M. NourbeSe Philip 
has recuperated the “un-” as a revolutionary gesture in her recent The Book of Un, a text that transforms a 
legal index into a stained undex. In a statement about the work of art (which comes with the hefty price tag 
of $1,500), Philip writes of the prefix un: “Two letters that somehow are powerful enough to reverse certain 
acts or states, but that didn't work for others. The prefix un can be seen to be a kind of spell.” In H. D.’s 
Trilogy, the “un-weaving” (594) and the “un-lovely temple” (597) are also a kind of spell that, paired with 
the scent of myrrh, ensure the miracle of Christ’s rebirth.  
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but when he saw the light on her hair 

like moonlight on a lost river, 

 

Kaspar 

remembered. (598) 

The severe enjambment of those final two lines emphasizes the importance of 

remembering in the ethical, political realm of the poem.39 Both times he bends to retrieve 

the scarf, of Mary of Magdalene and of Mary of Bethlehem,  

he saw the fleck of light 

[…] 

and in that point or shadow, 

was the whole secret of the mystery; 

 

literally, as his hand just did-not touch her hand, 

and as she drew the scarf toward her, 

 

the speck, fleck, grain or seed 

opened like a flower. (600-01) 

As the circle widens infinitely, Kaspar finds himself “out-of-time completely” (601). He 

could see all-time “as if enlarged under a sun-glass” and he could hear all-time as if it 

were “the echo / of an echo in a shell” (602). All occurs in a half-second and the 

dispersions, the rebuffs, previously cast upon Mary Magdalene transform themselves, are 

                                                        
39 Re-membering will also be of key significance to the ethos of H. D.’s later work Helen in Egypt. 
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translated into, a projection of “the innermost secret” (603). Kaspar recalls “it is unseemly 

that a woman / appear at all,” and yet the poem’s speaker assures us this “was the direct 

contradiction of what he apprehended” (604). In H. D.’s revised and multi-sensory 

schema of the birth and the rebirth of Christ, the life-giving force of the myrrh at either 

occasion is inseparable from the same force that could repair gendered divisions, the 

same force that binds Mary to her task of delivering the myrrh or a writer to her task of 

(re)writing, the same force that allows a body or a building to stand and withstand 

civilization’s cycles of ruin and warfare.  

H. D.’s poetry folds past and future technologies (the hieroglyph, the palimpsest, 

the projector) into her retellings of history and myth in order to grant the filmic 

techniques of thought and vision what amounts to a revolutionary aura. Benjamin is often 

thought to grieve the loss of the aura in mechanical reproduction, but upon closer reading 

his delineation of artistic and political history is also wary of the aura’s nostalgic mode. 

He does not consider the aura resilient enough to withstand and resist fascist aesthetics 

and politics. For Benjamin, art in the age of mechanical reproduction has, in a necessary 

rejection of cult ritual, “brushed aside” the “outmoded concepts such as creativity and 

genius, eternal value and mystery” (218) — and with them, especially, aura. The degree 

to which H. D. celebrates the classical or clairvoyant aura of art and vision is not an 

unproblematic position, for Benjamin’s purpose behind brushing aside the concepts on 

which H. D.’s poetry generates and regenerates itself is the fact of their uncontrollable 

application40 — which would, he fears, “lead to a processing of data in the Fascist sense” 

(218). It is interesting to note the language of data processing that Benjamin employs 

                                                        
40 Like Mary, H. D. dares to fail. Later in chapter six, I will compare this “uncontrollable application” to 
Moure’s “daring” poetics in O Cidadán (see Fitzpatrick and Rudy 2011). 
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here, since it is comparable to the metaphorical figure with which H. D. describes the act 

of art appreciation: telegraphic centers. H. D.’s invocation of classical art alongside 

futuristic techniques of sound and vision promotes a mode of data processing that is at 

once electric and divinatory — and, in this way, perhaps as uncontrollable as Benjamin 

fears. Consider the miscommunication possible in the transposition from one translation 

center to another. These games of “telephone” might be creatively generative, but they 

risk serious political harm as well. Furthermore, the messages journeying by these 

electric and divine means are a commodity permitted only to those with the sensory 

powers equipped to receive them: in H. D.’s terms, the artists and the appreciators 

equipped with love-vision or womb-vision. But to whom does it fall to decide which 

citizens are properly equipped?  

IV. Collaborative Hermeticism: H. D.’s Sign-Posts for Love Vision 

 Within H. D.’s schema of the creative process, the thing pursued during an artist’s 

intellectual and physical effort is the over-conscious mind, a form of suspended collective 

consciousness necessary for procuring singular artistic vision. In Trilogy’s “The Walls 

Do Not Fall,” H. D. figures the over-conscious mind as yet another hyphenated image: 

“that pearl-of-great-price” (514).41 A student, as well as a patient of psychoanalysis, she 

deploys this feminine and erotic imagery with a playful wink. The “haptic optics” implied 

in H. D.’s characteristic gesture of the hyphen replicates the folds of the female genitalia 

and the waves of the sea. The hyphen replicates, in momentary stasis, the oscillations of 

                                                        
41 Consider the significance of this image in other modernist texts by women (especially Virginia Woolf 
and Gertrude Stein). See, for instance, “‘Pearls and the Porpoise’: The Years — A Lesbian Memoir” by 
Patricia Cramer (1997), and “Pearl-Diving: Inscriptions of Desire and Creativity in H. D. and Woolf” by 
Kathryn Simpson (2004).  
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creation: the doubled body in pregnancy and the accretion of the pearl-within-the-oyster. 

H. D. consciously invokes the female sexual organ — specifically, the clitoris — in order 

to appropriate the creative process, for so long the sole property of male genius, as one of 

womanly embodiment. In the theory expressed in her essay, “Notes on Thought and 

Vision,” the over-conscious mind is first figured not as a crystallized jewel but as a cap 

over the forehead, transparent and fluid: “It is like a closed sea-plant, jelly-fish or 

anemone” (19). The jelly-fish is equipped with sensitive instruments, or super-feelers, 

that are simultaneously part of body, mind, and over-conscious mind. H. D.’s emphasis 

on these shimmering figures of the cap and the pearl, on the crucial role of body as well 

as mind in completing the generative artistic process (the tangible yet out-of-body reach 

toward the over-conscious mind) becomes a daring early-twentieth-century insistence 

from a woman writer on the role of erotic love in both theory and poetry.  

To see and think through over-consciousness is an ability permitted, for H. D., 

singularly to the lover: “We must be ‘in love’ before we can understand the mysteries of 

vision” (22). H. D. invokes this crucial role of erotics when she describes the initiatory 

rituals, the Eleusinian mysteries, which permitted entrance into the cult of the goddesses 

Demeter and Persephone (29). In this first step of the secret rite, the candidates were 

shown through a room decorated with pornographic images. Those who passed through 

this room, attuned to the images of sex therein, arrived in the second chamber “different, 

more sensitive, more fastidious” (29-30). In a period when frank writing about sex 

(especially by women) was still fodder for scandal and censorship, H. D. insists on the 
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value of this first Eleusinian chamber and, more generally, “pornographic literature” 

(30).42 She writes: 

If you cannot be entertained and instructed by Boccacio, Rabelais, Montaigne, 

Sterne, Middleton, de Gourmont and de Régnier there is something wrong with 

you physically. 

 If you cannot read these people and enjoy them you are not ready for the 

first stage of initiation. (30) 

According to her theory, the “lower wisdom” (31) attained by the body in pursuit of 

pleasure is, without exception, a requirement for the individual who would be an artist or 

even an appreciator of greater artworks. 

Yet the “pearl-of-great-price” (514) figured in “The Walls Do Not Fall” is not, in 

the way that so many of H. D.’s impactful images refuse to be any one (or direct) thing, 

simply a metaphor for erotic bliss or sexual reproduction. H. D.’s metaphors are manifold 

in their application, and the pearl is, crucially, an attestation to the resilience of the 

human form. This first poem of her War Trilogy (a moniker for the series coined by 

Duncan) describes the perseverance of man, woman, and building amidst the turmoil of 

the Second World War, the “sea-thrust” against which “every sea-shell” is “powerless” 

(512). The means for survival under such a physical and mental assault takes the form of 

“the shell-fish”: the “master mason” (512) that “senses the finite” and “limits its orbit” 

(513). The shell-fish provides a map for the speaker’s personal journey amidst the sea-

thrust of modern life: 

                                                        
42 I return to this discussion of the value of pornographic literature in Chapters Three and Five, wherein I 
consider Lisa Robertson’s manual for the appreciation of the pornographic in “Lastingness: Réage, 
Lucrèce, Arendt” (2012). 
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I sense my own limit, 

my shell-jaws snap shut 

 

at invasion of the limitless, 

ocean-weight; infinite water 

 

can not crack me, egg in egg-shell (513) 

Jane Malcolm writes that, in this early poem in the series, H. D. completes a process of 

“introcession — an absolute turning inward — through poetic language” (49) and, 

further, that it is foremost “a parable of self-containment” (50). The shell-fish delimits the 

place of its body in the violent space of the ocean, but it also prepares the self for a future 

projection out of the mortal turmoil and into “outer circumstance” (40). The means by 

which the speaker enters the wider world are contradictory, given that the first instruction 

is to burrow deep inside one’s self. H. D. writes: 

be indigestible, hard, ungiving, 

 

so that, living within, 

you beget, self-out-of-self, 

 

selfless, 

that pearl-of-great price. (Collected Poems 514) 

Malcolm investigates the “hermetic philosophy” (52) at work here, seizing upon the 

contradictory dichotomy of interior and exterior. The hermit’s simultaneous strength and 
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fragility permits the poetic accretion of an intimate portrayal: “its interdependence with 

the ocean, mediated or mitigated by its implacable shell” (Malcolm 52). Paradoxically, 

the closeness and inseparability of the ocean and the sea-creature is facilitated by the sea-

shell that serves as barrier. In each manifestation of H. D.’s metaphor, the hyphen appears 

as the pictorial representation of this closed distance: “sea-shell” (512) closes the distance 

between the exterior (sea) and the interior (shell); “sea-thrust” (512), between the waves 

of creation (sea) and the waves of destruction (thrust); “egg-shell” (513), between the 

fragile (egg) and the impenetrable (shell). 

This poem employs its sea-creature metaphor in order to depict the complicated 

artistic and generative process of fostering the inner self in order to gain access to the 

outer limits of thought and vision. The sea-creature has articulated itself as a lyric “I” — 

“I sense my own limit” (513) — in order to intimately address a “you”: “so that, living 

within, / you beget, self-out-of-self” (514). Malcolm attends to these pronouns as an 

instance of morphosis (53): the sea-creature has achieved the ability to articulate its own 

subjectivity and, in doing so, it shares the haptic sign-posts of its generative process with 

the “you,” perhaps a figure for the reader lingering over the palimpsestic page. This 

prepares the reader for the remaining poems in which the self is always in a state of 

becoming, already the not-self, the other-than-self, and the more-than-self — as 

demonstrated in the third book’s “Marys a-plenty” (590).43 The outer circumstances into 

which the pearl is eventually thrust are limbic zones of past, present, and future. Works of 

art are reproduced in this generative zone, manually, mechanically, and otherwise. They 

                                                        
43 This figure anticipates the “many, but one” Helens I explore in Chapter Three. 
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are reworked in ritual exhibition in order to permit the scribes yet burrowed in their sea-

shell to envision an escape from the consuming cycle of modern warfare.44  

V. Reproduced Visions: Gendered Forms of Knowing and Not-Knowing 

 Throughout much of “Notes on Thought and Vision,” H. D. relies extensively on 

reproductive analogies, and thus, much like the erotic theorizing of Irigaray, her 

description of the generative artistic process could be faulted for privileging an 

essentialist definition of woman. 45 H. D. indicates that, for her, it was upon the 

experience of giving birth “that the jelly-fish consciousness seemed to come definitely 

into the field or realm of the intellect or brain” (20) and she subsequently names the two 

kinds of vision in her theory of creativity “vision of the womb and vision of the brain” 

(20). Writing of the clitoral imagery in the poetry and prose of H. D. and Virginia Woolf, 

respectively, Kathryn Simpson reads their modernist descriptions of the female body as 

“a negotiation of prevalent gender ideologies and as a response to newly developing 

discourses — aesthetic, psychoanalytical, medical, political and social — which 

generated new frameworks for understanding and defining women and female sexuality 

in the early decades of the twentieth century” (38). While Simpson admits that “‘writing 

the body’ into their texts does risk the danger of reiterating and reinforcing essentialist 

                                                        
44 In Tribute to Freud H. D. expresses her hope to provide healing to others similarly traumatized by war. 
45 In “Irigaray’s Mimicry and the Problem of Essentialism,” Ping Xu grapples with the accusation that 
Irigaray is “a biological essentialist because she is said to believe in a deterministic relationship between 
female biological peculiarity and female sexual identity” (76). Xu approaches the issue “through looking 
into her use of mimicry” (77), stating:  

By elaborating the seemingly essentialist ‘facts’ of female sexual specificity covered up by 
phallogocentric discourse in order to maintain its selfsame system, Irigaray is in fact mimicking 
the discourse that has always been fabricating essentialist and ‘sexed’ ‘facts’ and ‘truths’ about 
female (as well as male) sexuality. With the act of mimicking, Irigaray is able not only to lay bare 
the essentialist and ‘sexed’ nature of the phallogocentric tradition but also at the same time to 
prevent herself from being reabsorbed into the reductive phallogocentric order. (77-78) 

For more recent discussions of essentialism in Irigaray, see Craig Gingrich-Philbrook (2001); Amy R. 
Baehr (2004); Alison Stone (2004, 2006); Virpi Lehtinen (2014); and Tina Chanter (2016).  
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ideas,” she also points to the important distinction that the body in these texts “isn’t 

represented as simply a natural given, ontologically ‘real,’ readily accessible and 

transparent” (38). Instead, H. D. and Woolf’s images of the body are “mobile, 

proliferating, ambiguous and contradictory” (38). Similarly, in “H. D.’s Borderline 

Bodies,” in which she provides a detailed survey of H. D.’s “gestural” narratives, Susan 

McCabe reaffirms that H. D.’s interest is not in the fixed female body but in an 

“indeterminate corporeality” (135). Recuperating Freud’s “interpretation of hysteria as 

gestural narrative,” H. D. reaffirms a place for “unfixed and plural identity” in the 

“borderline bodies” of her writing and her film (McCabe 134). Though the erotically-

charged feminine body is a signpost for her own entrance into over-mind consciousness, 

it need not be so for others seeking the same divine and electric inspiration. Moreover, 

such a body is irreparably slashed by the cultural projections inherent upon the screen of 

H. D.’s writing and thus never wholly feminine or masculine but always something in-

between. 

H. D. herself cautions against any single or essentialist interpretation of her 

“Notes on Thought and Vision” by using the subjective phrasing “in my own case” (18).46 

Furthermore, she allows that an equivalent to womb-vision “or love-vision” (20) will 

locate itself in the “corresponding love-region of a man’s body” (20). Though a rigid 

distinction between genders and sexes does seem to hold in H. D.’s theory, she is 

demonstratively open to a re-vision of her terms, and this openness distinguishes her 

theories from the singular and damaging definitions of womanhood within modern 

                                                        
46 Even the tentative title “Notes” demonstrates “the courage of the tenuous” (Di Prima, The Mysteries of 
Vision 11) and opens the document up to further re-vision.  
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sexology, the discipline her theory would directly butt up against in manuscript form.47 In 

fact, in a further example of her willingness to subvert her own authority, and thus the 

relationship between writer and reader, H. D. performs a self-correction within the essay 

itself. Inserted partway through “Notes on Thought and Vision” is the record of a 

conversation with a young male reader who disagrees with what she initially classifies as 

the over-mind. The young man believes the term she ought to use is “sub-conscious 

mind” (48). Without resorting to her own artistic or scientific authority, H. D. concludes 

that neither is the right term, and she opts for the subtly revised “over-conscious mind” 

(48).  

In “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,” Adrienne Rich provides a 

definition of re-vision’s significance to the woman writer: 

Re-vision — the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old 

text from a new critical direction — is for us more than a chapter in cultural 

history: it is an act of survival. Until we can understand the assumptions in which 

we are drenched we cannot know ourselves. And this drive to self-knowledge, for 

woman, is more than a search for identity: it is part of her refusal of the self-

destructiveness of male-dominated society. (18) 

H. D. models this different kind of knowledge-seeking in “Notes on Thought and 

Vision.” Her theory is a “drive to self-knowledge,” insomuch that it is also a refusal of 

the destructive modes of knowledge that have limited her role as woman poet and have 

wreaked destruction upon the earth in the form of world wars. For Rich, H. D. is an 

                                                        
47 Havelock Ellis would ultimately reject H. D.’s “Notes on Thought and Vision,” thus ensuring it remained 
unpublished in her lifetime. H. D. bemoans this rebuttal during her psychoanalytic sessions with Freud, 
another modern sexologist who did not fully apprehend the value of H. D.’s visionary theory. 
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example of one of the “older women poets with their peculiar keenness and ambivalence” 

to whom new generations can turn when “the image of Woman in books written by men” 

(21) will not suffice. In H. D.’s writing, in her notes and her palimpsestic images of the 

changeable body, “the image of Woman” is one under constant re-visioning.48 

In the distinction between the male scholar’s sub-conscious and the female poet’s 

over-conscious, we receive one example of H. D.’s generous and generative acts of re-

vision. According to H. D., the former, the sub-conscious, “is the world of sleeping 

dreams and the world great lovers enter, physical lovers, but very great ones” (48), while 

the latter, the over-conscious, “is the world of waking dreams and the world great lovers 

enter, spiritual lovers, but only the greatest” (49). In the process of self-correction, H. D. 

describes a complex and non-instinctual relationship between the states of sleeping and 

waking; this distinction is not hierarchical in nature, but it does delineate the special 

quality of the images received by H. D. during the extraordinary visions that inspired her 

“Notes on Thought and Vision.” Sleeping, and its cavalcade of imagistic dreams, is 

aligned with the physical body. Waking, and its cavalcade of projected hallucinations, is 

aligned with the ethereal spirit. Both represent key aspects of the aesthetic process, but in 

this distinction, H. D. insists, against modern sexology’s claims that they are instead 

manifestations of abnormal development, that the projections she witnessed in Corfu 

were indeed manifestations of a spirit world.  

The over-conscious mind is not a manifestation that can be accessed through a 

singular empirical process. But its complexity is, somewhat paradoxically, the component 

                                                        
48 In chapter six, H. D.’s openness to re-vision is seen to be mirrored in the self-same urge present in the 
contemporary Canadian poet, Erín Moure, especially within the many “documents” of A Frame of the 
Book/The Frame of the Book and O Cidadán. 
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that makes it all the more democratic. If likened to a process of alchemy,49 the individual 

who achieves the mythic ability to perfect and purify an earthly substance (or, in H. D.’s 

terms, to pass from lust, to intellect, to true creative genius), must have great skill and 

patience — but not a necessary identification with a specific sex or gender.  Simply put, 

the womb-vision that the third state of H. D.’s creative process permits need not be the 

property of women (or persons with uteruses) only. The alchemical reaction depends not 

on essentialist forms of sex or gender but on the becoming-subject’s resilience and ability 

to withstand destruction. For within the cycles of warfare in Trilogy is the spark, the 

glimmer — “the fleck of light / like a flaw” (600) witnessed by Kaspar — that permits a 

warp of time and space, a portal wherein the over-conscious mind may manifest as pearl-

of-great-price or jelly-fish. Just as H. D.’s poetics warp the distance between Egypt and 

England, the loci of artistic appreciation can shift from one love-region to another. There 

are, H. D. advises, many signposts during the creative process: “My sign-posts are not 

yours, but if I blaze my own trail it may help to give you confidence and urge you to get 

out of the murky, dead, old, thousand-times explored old world, the dead world of 

overworked emotions and thoughts” (“Notes on Thought and Vision” 24). Simpson 

performs a powerful reading of the reproductive metaphors in this essay that transforms 

what appears, on the surface, to be heterosexual norms into “a metaphorical counter-

discourse to essentialist meanings placed on the female body” (42). H. D.’s shifting 

                                                        
49 This is a metaphor H. D. herself favors. Adalaide Morris (2003) completes a reading of Trilogy that 
deciphers in the structure of each part a complete alchemical process: “When, for H. D., the words in the 
poem-bowl melt, fuse, change, and alter, the poet’s alchemy at once distills them — separates or extracts 
their essential elements — and de-stills them, setting them into motion by restoring them to a vitality 
beyond parts of speech” (190). H. D.’s interest in alchemy can be easily aligned with her interest in 
clairvoyance or communication with the spirit-world, for both are “the abjected others of science” (Morris 
191). As H. D. would do with the female and bisexual body (see McCabe 2005), she reappropriates these 
abjected subjects in order to demonstrate their glimmering potential for visionary theory and poetics. 
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metaphors for creativity, the foetus-like jelly-fish and the clitoral pearl, form “a counter 

to the masculinist theories of creativity” (Simpson 43) — not simply by identifying the 

female body as a loci of creativity, but by extending the ability for genius and 

appreciation beyond gendered bodies entirely.  

H. D.’s promotional essay for the POOL film Borderline furthers this willful re-

vision of women’s social standing in terms of creative hierarches. In demonstrating the 

gender dynamics within the essay, Morris cites H. D.’s choice to elide the psychoanalytic 

designation for the term borderline in favor of a more generative interpretation that 

suggests not mental disorder but psychic ability. McCabe cites this same re-visionary 

urge, turning to Tribute to Freud wherein the poet first recuperates the term as “a wide 

gap,” “an unexplored waste-land, a no-man’s land” (qtd. on 133). In her recuperation of 

the term “borderline,” H. D. “blurs the boundary between the hysteric and visionary” and 

performs the excavation of “a sexual in-between zone” wherein an “indeterminate 

corporeality” may perform its otherwise maligned desires (McCabe 134-35). For H. D., 

the ability for an escape from linear narratives of history progresses from the scientific 

discipline, which is “a process rather than a product, a way of knowing rather than a thing 

that’s known” (Morris 150). With her “slash and cut” (McCabe 141) re-visionary process, 

H. D. resituates her standing in psychoanalytic/medical discourses as neither neurotic nor 

psychotic, but projective and clairvoyant.  Employing Morris’s “model of intellectual 

history as a conversation conducted simultaneously on many disparate fronts” (154), the 

structural complexity of H. D.’s Trilogy can be determined as neither apparent 

randomness nor rigorous scientific method, but a negotiation between the two that allows 

for the ambiguity and contradiction necessitated by her theory of creativity and 
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generativity. H. D.’s theoretical writing carves out a space of radical equilibrium for artist 

and beholder, poet and reader. This space bears a significant resemblance to that in which 

the twentieth-century audience responds to film, as described by Benjamin, a space in 

which the barriers of access to occupying the role of expert or even creator are degraded 

entirely. The film promotes, in Benjamin’s words, “the liquidation of the traditional value 

of the cultural heritage” (221). Within this dissolution of the ritual or cult value of the 

work of art, everybody who witnesses the film “is somewhat of an expert” (231). In their 

filmic warp, H. D.’s modernist poetics dissolve the delimiting role of (masculine) genius 

and expert, carving out space for these roles to be occupied by multiple others with 

contradictory understandings of science and divinity.  

VI. Conclusion: The Sound and Movement of H. D.’s Over-Conscious Mind 

 H. D.’s work in film further exploits the passionate potential of vision by 

concentrating its focus, perhaps paradoxically, on the still image. Unlike the tenets 

purportedly agreed upon by the imagist group, however, H. D.’s imagist film work 

depends in large part on capturing abstraction. In “Borderline,” H. D. writes: “abstraction 

coupled with abstraction makes logical dramatic sequence” (223). The success of this 

abstraction depends on the “mechanical-creative” (225) ability of the creator. In film, the 

artist must possess a blend of technical skill, as required by imagist dogma, and soul-

gazing intuition, as outlined in her “Notes on Thought and Vision”. In regard to the 

imagist principles, H. D. never entirely abandons the natural images, careful choosing of 

words, or melodious construction Pound demanded. Her poetry evidences her skill as a 

direct, efficient, and musical wordsmith, yet in its filmic scope it also keeps important 
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company with the abstract visions possible off the page and projected as writing-on-the-

wall.  

“When is a woman not a woman?” asks H. D. “When obviously she is sleet and 

hail and a stuffed sea-gull” (“Borderline” 223). Aside from recalling still shots used in the 

film Borderline, this oblique statement also recalls the hieroglyphic visions that inspire 

the theorizing of “Notes on Thought and Vision” and the visionary poetics of Trilogy. 

The camera and the film projector are, for H. D., mechanical apparatuses that connect 

“the material, mental and mystical realms” (Morris 95) by virtue of their intervention into 

the physical body of the artist who wields them.  As implied by the title of the POOL 

film, the final projection of images, whether cinematic or hallucinatory, is a movement 

across borderlines: “between the mind and the wall, between the brain and the page, 

between inner and outer, between me and you, between states of being, across 

dimensions of time and space” (Morris 96).  

As a film enthusiast, an actress, and a skilled technician in the cutting room, H. D. 

especially appreciated the use of those singular gestures that departed from the excess of 

movement elsewhere on the screen. This obsession with gesture, the still focus on what 

has been moving on the screen, is never more apparent than in Trilogy’s third long poem, 

“The Flowering of the Rod,” when the close-up features of a woman whose scarf slips 

and whose hand touches another’s forever alters the course of human history. The woman 

is Mary Magdalene, and her part in the resurrection of Christ is, like most of women’s 

history, not recorded, yet it is nevertheless accessed through the palimpsestic runes from 

which H. D.’s vision of the poem springs. Women’s part in these divine affairs is not 

known in any traditional sense but felt in a visionary premonition. Magdalene’s hair 
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suffuses the small room in which history is made with a projective stream like the 

knowledge-affixing light of a film studio. Her pale form appears where it, as woman, 

should not and reproduces “the predicted pattern” (Collected Poems 592) of the 

palimpsest on which the poem appears and through which the mythopoeic word comes to 

live again. 

Like Valéry, who predicted that someday the smallest gesture would permit the 

reception of new art forms, H. D. determines that a woman’s minor movement could 

itself form a revolutionary aesthetic. In her projective poetics, the ecstatic possibilities of 

alternate states delineate a history of thought capable of compressing time and space in 

such a way that both ancient and modern aesthetics vibrate with future vision. The 

politicization of this aesthetic is inherent but, due to its generative nature, neither simply 

ritualistic nor exhibitionistic. Skirting the fascist techniques of the sacred against which 

Benjamin warned in his essay on modernist aesthetics, H. D. differentiated her nostalgia 

by refusing it the luxury, as she did herself, of a single name. Poet, novelist, filmmaker, 

and clairvoyant, H. D. permitted into the field of poetics a mythical and (re)visionary 

kind of warped knowing. 
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Chapter Two 

The Material of Palinodic Time: Resounding Lisa Robertson’s Archival Poetics50 
 

We can think it [time] only in passing moments, 
through ruptures, nicks, cuts, in instances of 
dislocation, though it contains no moments or 
ruptures and has no being or presence functioning 
only as continuous becoming. 
 
— Elizabeth Grosz, The Nick of Time: Politics, 
Evolution, and the Untimely 
 

I. Introduction: The Poet’s Audible Archive 

 The Canadian poet Lisa Robertson, who spent her early years associated with 

Vancouver’s Kootenay School and has since been involved in feminist and experimental 

communities across Canada and the United States, has spent much time in the archive. In 

particular, she has frequented her own archive: housed by Simon Fraser University’s 

Contemporary Literature Special Collections. Access to this archive is limited,51 but the 

materials housed inside proliferate in unexpected ways outside its institutional confines. 

In demonstration of the poet’s creative intervention in her archive, the 2010 collection 

R’s Boat builds on fragments culled from the notebooks housed there. In further 

demonstration of the escape of these material traces are the audio and visual recordings of 

the writer reading the many versions of these poems. These mostly online sound 

recordings and videos exist variously in catalogues such as PennSound or SpokenWeb, or 

as yet unindexed search results hosted by YouTube or Vimeo. With each digital iteration 

of the recitation, the original archival materials are at once repeated and recanted. In 

Robertson’s multiple performances of “Palinode/,” a poem from R’s Boat (2010), it is the 

                                                        
50 A version of this chapter is forthcoming in Un-archiving the Literary Event: CanLit Across Media, edited 
by Jason Camlot and Katherine McLeod, McGill-Queen’s University Press.  
51 A note in Simon Fraser’s online finding aid indicates that access to certain materials must be granted by 
the writer herself. 
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ancient palinodic form that begets this paradoxical move of repetition and recantation. 

The palinode repeats history in order to recant it. Famously, the classical poet Stesichorus 

writes the original Palinode in order to recant the insult he had delivered against Helen. 

The resulting poem places Helen, famed for her beauty, not in Troy, but in Egypt. The 

palinode creates a phantom double (both real and unreal); Robertson utilizes the form in 

order to deny conceptions of history or knowledge that rely on notions of an original 

voice and its authoritative aura. The palinode is an inherently oral form that, by admitting 

fault with the documents it repeats in negative, prompts rupture and change, thus 

begetting a third quintessential move in its unfolding: repetition, recantation, and 

recitation. In its unique transformation of pasts and futures, the palinodic voice begins to 

undo the archive.  

 As scholarly concepts of the archive multiply,52 the audible remains a tricky 

category of sensory experience for the researcher. Audio and visual recordings are a 

relatively new phenomenon in the history of human creative and intellectual production, 

but the rapid acceleration of technological improvements has guaranteed that even recent 

attempts at such records are impressively futile. Inside special collections devoted to 

contemporary writers, audio tapes or reels sit ignored; few libraries any longer house the 

technology able to play them, and even fewer have digitized these materials. Research 

into the archiving process as it pertains to the audible is a growing field,53 but rather than 

                                                        
52 There is a wealth of contemporary research into the institutional space and theoretical trope of the 
archive. For some sense of the scope of this research, see Steedman (2001), Hamilton et. al. (2002), 
Cvetokovich (2003), Merewether (2006), Morra and Schagerl (2012), Eichhorn (2013), and Morra (2014). 
53 Jonathan Sterne’s The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (2003) is an extensive and 
impressive examination of the theoretical problem of capturing audio; Jason Camlot and Christine 
Mitchell’s co-edited volume of AModern stages a critical inquiry into the audio recordings of a particular 
literary event; and, in Un-archiving the Literary Event: CanLit Across Media, Deanna Fong’s “Othertalk: 
Conversational Events in the Roy Kiyooka Digital Audio Archive” investigates the ontological status of the 
“tiny events” recorded on tape. 
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concentrate my focus on the material traces of the audible in institutional archives, I mean 

to explore an un-archivization of poetics and voice.  

The voice, as an ontological category, is of particular interest here. Deanna Fong 

writes: “The more we try to pin down a definition of the voice, the more it escapes us; it 

is neither the exclusive territory of language nor the body, neither a guarantee of interior 

presence, nor an autonomous force ‘out there’ in the world” (102). As a technology 

“which both affirms and negates a sense of selfhood” (102), the voice is a necessary tool 

for the repetitive (i.e. affirmative) and recantatory (i.e. negative) functions of the 

palinode. Even before the advent of audio recording, the palinodic voice resonated 

“across a striated temporality” (102): denying the broadcasted pasts of myths and the 

projected futures of scorned women in order to resonate within the multiple present. Over 

the course of this chapter, I discuss the peculiar effects of the palinode: a poetic form that 

recants a previous performance by the same poet. The palinode employs the negative (“It 

was not I,” “No, it was not so”) in order to multiply possibility. It is due to its recantatory 

mode that the palinode is a tool capable of intervening literary archive: unweaving 

phallogocentric accounts of history and limited ways of knowing in order to reveal the 

excessive (i.e. feminine or obscene) bodies that have gone unseen or unheard.  

The archive is a term I use here to refer: first, to actual collections of literary 

materials housed by institutions; and secondly, to the archive as a newly mobilized 

theoretical concept, such that “archives are not just institutional sites, but also spatio-

temporal processes” and that archiving is “an historical, material, and ideological set of 

practices” (O’Driscoll and Bishop 3). The theory reaches out across time and place from 

the tangible collections; the archival site becomes mobilized and generative of new 
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theorizations.54 The recitation of the palinode affirms the existence of past performances 

— it is built upon their very trace — through repetition, but it also resolutely discards this 

past through recantation, in order to intervene in the present possibility of the poem. It is 

this double movement of affirmation and negation, by way of oratory practice, that makes 

the palinode of particular use to the poet and the reader looking to escape the archive.55 

The classical poet who invented the palinode, Stesichorus, relied on his voice as a 

compositional tool. These unrecorded and proliferative recitations simultaneously create 

and de-create the poetic subject, so that the item left for the archive is arguably more 

phantom than real. The subject of Stesichorus’ palinode, Helen of Troy, consequently 

becomes more phantom than real as well. The localities from which she recites her song 

are multiplied; she is in Egypt now. Her previous crimes are negated; she was never in 

Troy. The subject of Stesichorus’ palinode is a woman and the material effects, within the 

epic lyric’s immaterial archives, of her purported beauty; the subject of the palinode is the 

resounding material and immaterial effects of the poetic voice deployed in re-visioning 

women’s history.   

II. The Role of Composition and Performance  

 In an interview with Ben Lerner appearing in the Paris Review (Fall 2015), the 

American poet Eileen Myles describes a different view of the role of voice and 

performance in composition. Separating the utterance from the written word, Myles 

insists, “The most exciting thing is to read a poem out loud for the first time. There’s a 

whole kind of inside thing bursting out, and I’m always dying to hear it. I do hear it in my 

                                                        
54 This is a process I envision to be akin to H. D.’s erotic theorizing, explored in Chapter One, wherein the 
poet-theorist is described by Antoine Cazé as “reaching out into the mess of perception.”  
55 Similarly, it is by the contradictory operations of creation and destruction that the feminist poet escapes 
the phallogocentric strictures of the material page. 
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head, but I never read it out loud to myself until I’m in front of people” (47). In this 

schema, the literary event is the singular vehicle for voice, and the audience is a key 

factor of its emergence. Lerner, a poet himself, is surprised to hear that performance does 

not co-exist with composition for Myles, that she does not read the poem out loud when 

she is writing it. For Myles, the oral, performative practice he considers so tantamount to 

the act of composition she, in fact, considers “obscene” (47). It is my contention that her 

use of this word — obscene — relegates certain compositional practices to defeated 

zones of exciting possibility. After all, the proper subject of the palinode is certainly 

obscene: woman and her beauty. My concern in this chapter is not the sacred voice of 

Myles’ poetics, though that merits much exploration, but the alternate — and obscene — 

schema she invites: one existing beyond simple dichotomies such as inside and outside.  

 In her interview with Lerner, Myles fervently insists the poet’s role is one of 

medium: for a voice that emerges inside the writer from outside the self.  “It isn’t a literal 

voice — at all. But there is a murmuring” (47). Poetry, for Myles, is “this old thing 

mumbling inside” of her (47). The literary event is an instance of aftermath in the stead 

of the composition’s advent,56 and the moment that Myles does read her poem aloud is 

one she considers holy: “What is so great — I’ll even say holy — about reading a poem 

for the first time in front of people is that you’re sharing what you felt in the moment of 

composition, when you were allowing something. When I’m writing the poem, I feel like 

I have to close my eyes. I don’t mean literally, but you invite a kind of blindness and 

that’s the birth of the poem. Writing is all performance” (48). Yet there is not simply an 

advent and aftermath in Myles’ writing. If the event, the recitation, is accepted as a 

                                                        
56 I use these terms after Nathanaël, who interrogates the temporal nature of the catastrophal event (i.e. the 
photograph) in Sisyphus, Outdone. Theatres of the Catastrophal (2012). 
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sacred present in which the poem is uttered, the voice is a vehicle of perpetual becoming: 

the poem will be repeated in future presents, thus recanting the originary event. Myles 

does not clarify what ontological category the voice fulfills when between events, but it is 

implied that, through the voice, the poem enters into a differentiated becoming again and 

again.  

III. The Recitation/Repetition/Recantation of the Palinode  

 The poem’s capacity for perpetual becoming in the presence of receptive bodies 

especially intrigues me in the case of the palinode, a poetic form with the unique ability 

to prefigure its audience: a form Robertson approaches as “obscene” (“On Palinode” par. 

6)57 and a form historically associated with the blindness inherent to poetic recitation.58 

The palinode was invented as a response or, especially, a recantation. We know it was 

invented in the sixth century B. C. E. by Stesichorus. Of Stesichorus, we know little 

except that, prior to writing his palinode, he was blinded by Helen. In order to emphasize 

the radically negative construction of his palinode’s single surviving fragment, I will 

quote Anne Carson’s characteristically ex-centric translation: “No it is not the true story. / 

                                                        
57 Considering the role of recitation in the composition of the poem, one might assume that Myles would 
categorize the palinode within the obscene as well. 
58 Famously, of course, Stesichorus is himself blinded by Helen in response to an earlier verse which 
insulted the great beauty. Blindness was a common trope in the biographies of the poets, especially in 
Ancient Greece, a culture “obsessed with vision as the primary sensory means of accessing the world” (Coo 
237). Blindness, as well, “held a special fascination” for the Ancient Greeks, “providing a way to explore 
and define different forms of sight itself” (237). According to Lyndsay Coo, blindness is “a recurrent 
theme” in Greek literature, “most often associated with a significant change in some other ability, such as 
music, poetry, prophecy or true and insightful knowledge” (237). For more on blindness in poetry, see 
Bernidaki-Aldous (1990), who studies blindness in Greek literature, specifically in Sophocles; and Graziosi 
(2002), who studies the blindness of Homer. Alex Beecroft advocates for a critical examination into 
Homer’s blindness that moves beyond history and biography, and considers the poet’s blindness in 
connection with “claims of literacy” (1), reminding the reader “that, in the ancient world, a blind man will 
not be a literate man, and certainly will not use writing as the means of composing, remembering and 
transmitting his work” (2). Mark Paterson examines the critical fascination “with blindness, with its 
asymmetry of curiosity, the allure of articulations of blind experience by blind and sighted writers alike” 
(159). His study stretches from Homer, to Shakespeare (e.g. Gloucester in King Lear), to Freud, (e.g. on 
fear of blindness in “The Uncanny”), to Borges (on the experience of blindness in “Blindness”), to Helen 
Keller. 
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No you never went on the benched ships. / No you never came to the towers of Troy” 

(17). The palinode recants the insult Stesichorus had previously brought against Helen, 

and the form’s legacy unfolds from a miraculous restoration of sight, or (more likely) a 

performative recitation of insight. The palinode’s peculiar form of address, as apology for 

a previous poetic gesture, infers that the audience has previously engaged with the 

impoverished mirror image of the present recantation. In a displacement of the creative 

agency believed to exist between author and reader, the palinode obscures the author-

subject in order to foreground a complex ground of composition and performance. The 

palinode is a passive form, in that the text is non-resistant — that is, to having its original 

body de-created — and endlessly receptive. Meanwhile, the audience is active, in that 

they (pre-formed by the act of apology assured by the form of the poem) decide the 

degree to which the poem’s passive interior succeeds in its recantation of the past event 

and in fact supersedes the repetition of that event in all future recitations. 

In order to explore the relevance of this classic form to contemporary poetics and 

politics, I explore the many versions of Robertson’s “Palinode/” from 2010’s R’s Boat 

and map the trajectory of the poet’s voice through the material of palinodic time. 

Robertson’s many collections blur the distinction between visual art and literature, as 

well as the distinction between prose and poetry. R’s Boat continues the poet’s tendency 

to explore the sentence, in particular, as a unit capable of disrupting narrative and, more 

importantly, ideas of identity and subjectivity. This follows the experiments of the U. S. 

writers involved in L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry, as well as the grammatical disruptions 

of modernist writer Gertrude Stein. Through this vehicle of the sentence, R’s Boat 

examines the poet’s own archive, housed in Simon Fraser’s Special Collections.  



 MacEachern 60 

It is not the first time the poet has taken to the archive — The Weather (2001) 

fragments historical texts from the British Library — but the collection is notable for the 

unique, if “solipsistic” as Robertson admits (Interview 381), return to her own materials. 

The “Palinode/” that completes the book recants the possibility of unearthing a single 

author-subject from the materials upturned. This erasure presents a multiplied 

temporality: the defeated past, unbounded present, and differentiated future of the 

palinodic form. These are the temporal modes necessary for Stesichorus to soothe 

Helen’s ire, to become no longer blind. With unparalleled lines of relation and possible 

becoming between these multiple and multiplying temporal locations, Robertson’s 

palinodic text sounds the poetic voice in and beyond the various temporal modes 

proposed by Myles’ earlier schema: the voice that pre-exists the individual writer, the 

writer’s voice that emerges in the act of composition, and the physical utterance that 

unfolds before an audience. Due to its creative intervention in the archive, Robertson’s 

“Palinode/” recites, recants, and repeats within each of these temporal zones 

simultaneously. The “final” versions of the poem recant the originary event: the originary 

voice that pre-exists the other. Simultaneously, these ever-changing versions of the poem 

repeat the event of the earlier recitations: the un-weaving of the authorial figure.  Due to 

the record of her performative voice, the unbounded present of the disassembled literary 

archive hastens backward to reveal multiple advents in the material traces of previous 

drafts and scored-out lines, and forward to reveal multiple aftermaths in which the digital 

phantom of the poet recites, recants, and repeats these traces of a self under erasure. 

Accounting for these dizzying lines of temporal tracing are the many versions of 

Robertson’s “Palinode/.” It is absent from the early chapbook Rousseau’s Boat (2004), 
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though the surrounding material is intact and the initial poem “Passivity,” uncollected in 

future versions, foretells much about her use of the palinodic form; it first appears as 

“Palinodes,” with a companion essay, “On Palinode,” in the Chicago Review (Spring 

2006); and the final poem, “Palinode/,” appears in the final collection entitled R’s Boat. 

R’s Boat is an expanded and contracted version of the previous phantom-versions of the 

poem. This dual action, folding outward and inward simultaneously, is a quintessential 

element of the poet’s process: the writing has expanded in that several new poems appear, 

and contracted in that earlier lines have now been culled. To the latter point, even the title 

has been shortened from Rousseau’s Boat to R’s Boat. In this decision to provide the 

initial (the letter ‘R’) rather than the proper name, Robertson multiplies the identity of the 

individual who owns the boat (in which one thinks, reads, and/or writes): 

Rousseau/Robertson/Reader.59 To recant, in this instance, is to multiply; it is also to open 

onto the void, that abstract space of negation, and dare to allow “the very condition that 

permits transformation and radical change” (Fong 109). In the spirit of Elizabeth Grosz’s 

and Rosi Braidotti’s feminist appropriations of his proliferative theory, these series of 

expansions and contractions in the material of the poem will allow me to engage Gilles 

Deleuze’s multi-disciplinary concepts of the fold and the event. Alongside Robertson’s 

own aesthetic critique of radical materiality, we discover a use for Stesichorus’ 

fragmented form in unveiling political fictions and destabilizing hierarchical textual 

relations.  

                                                        
59 This polynymic gesture is repeated by the other poets under study in this dissertation: H. D. (whose 
initials already obscure the mechanism of nomination), Rachel Zolf (who takes on the guise of Janey or 
defeats her singular self in practices of collaboration), and especially Erín Moure/Erin Mouré/Eirin Moure.  
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Contrary to Myles’ schema of the holy voice that arrives only in the aftermath of 

composition, Robertson’s enunciated phonemes, typographical manipulations, and 

paratactic subversions resist rather than reaffirm the outer limits of language — in order 

to open onto something else, something beyond logos itself. In fact, Robertson suggests 

that the inside/outside of a text is a myth that prevents becoming-subjects from 

possessing agency on and off the page. In an earlier essay, “My Eighteenth Century: 

Draft towards a Cabinet” (2003), Robertson writes: “The suchness or quiddity of the print 

on the page, the phoneme on the air, the paratactic fragment, stand in current ‘innovative’ 

poetries as material metaphors for the radical outer limits of language as a social 

medium” (389). Rather than affirm the use of these “material metaphors,” Robertson’s 

objective is to critique and interrogate the ways in which this “radical materiality” 

sustains the “political fiction” of difference (389). Robertson does not dispute that 

difference operates as a constitutive factor in the life of many individuals, but she does 

upend the binary and hierarchical structure of difference. Like Braidotti in her re-

figurations of epistemology,60 Robertson refuses the philosophical and psychoanalytical 

notion of difference (i.e. sexual, racial, or class difference) as pejorative (i.e. female, 

black, or poor). Locating the spacious, even void-like, middle ground between 

male/female, white/black, and rich/poor as a “temporally striated” (Nilling 12) zone of 

potential becoming,61 Robertson suggests that, “the materially radical outer limit is a 

frontier myth” (“My Eighteenth Century” 389). In a page from “Palinodes,” which is 

                                                        
60 See in Metamorphoses: Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming and Transpositions: On Nomadic 
Ethics. 
61 In Robertson’s discussions of the fold, a key concept in my examination of both the feminist codex and 
the becoming possible within it, she describes the scene of reading as “a speculative, temporally striated 
polis” (Nilling 12). This material theorization of time within the object of the book is a useful one for the 
current speculations about the audible archive of the temporally excessive palinode. 
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absent from the final collection, she echoes this assertion in the line: “The space was not 

about its edges” (21). The result of blurring the distinction between the poem’s material 

and immaterial forms is that the audience must engage with its many phantom versions 

inside and outside the archive, as printed page and as spoken word. 

IV. Interventions in the Archive 

 Robertson’s R’s Boat is an explicit intervention by the poet within her archive. 

The book develops from a series of indices62 the poet created during the transfer of her 

personal materials — or “garbage” (Interview 381) — to Simon Fraser University. 

Robertson describes the motive behind creating these indices in an interview with Kate 

Eichhorn (2009): “I wanted to see if I could construct an autobiographical text which was 

indexical but not self-referential in a narrative sense. I wanted to see what linguistic 

subjectivity could become in relation to the pure exteriority of the archive” (382). This 

was pointedly not an attempt to find herself — that is, the poems do not reveal a solid 

author-subject — but rather, it was an attempt to “leave” the archive (382), even as her 

materials were entering it. “Palinode/” further allows this escape; its recantatory mode 

provides the means to create a rupture within the material traces: a phantom double or a 

material void. Robertson’s intervention in the archive is an intervention in the presumed 

solidity of the archive’s potential subject, a project “of taking that body apart, of 

                                                        
62 In recent innovative poetries, the index has been utilized as a tool of radical experimentation. To 
intervene in the index (as Robertson intervenes in the archive) is to irreparably alter the hierarchy of names 
and titles within the book. See, for example, the scrambled indices of the anthology The noulipian Analects. 
The “Contents” occur on page 47, the “Introduction” on page 103, and the “Footnotes” on page 75. On the 
front cover flap, the editors explain the odd format of the book: “As the entries are ordered alphabetically, 
rather than thematically or according to some supposed criteria of importance, readers may begin wherever 
their interest engages.” In Robertson’s own Occasional Work and Seven Walks from the Office for Soft 
Architecture, her oft-times collaborator Stacy Doris creates an unconventional index that includes such 
items as “Artifice is the disrespect of the propriety of borders” and “fountains that want us to act like 
knowledge.” More recently, M. NourbeSe Philip de-creates the index in her work of visual and literary art 
The Book of Un with Undex.  
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distributing it across a surface” (382). The final “Palinode/,” is composed of negatively 

constructed sentences selected from the sixty-nine notebooks housed in the special 

collection. Within its repeated refusals, the reader gleans a sense of the event of 

composition in the archive: “Though my object is history not neutrality, / I am prepared 

to adhere to neither extreme” (R’s Boat 71). Already, the intervention is suspect — 

neither historical, nor neutral; it is questioned whether the event of composition came to 

be at all: “Perhaps this did not occur in a material sense” (73). 

Of course, it would be beside the point to suggest there exists a coherent narrative 

from line to line; even a narrative that disputes its own composition is refused by the 

palinode’s recantatory mode. These sentences are not about the writing process any more 

than they are about the author-subject. However, the passivity of the form does not resist 

the reader’s interpellation of meaning and continuity, though it manages, by its recurrent 

recantation (“It was not I,” “No, it was not”), to avoid becoming a staid object of any 

singular description. Robertson, like Myles, requires the audience to create the event of 

the poem’s becoming. The difference for Robertson, however, is the admission that the 

performative is already always present in the compositional process; within palinodic 

time, the voice is perpetually involved in the recitation, recantation, and repetition.  

This complicated temporality — wherein the advent and aftermath of the poetry 

event are somehow simultaneous — carries across the entire book, embodied by the 

slanted line that follows the title of each of the six long poems: “Face/,” “Of Mechanics 

in Rousseau’s Thought/,” “The Present/,” “A Cuff/,” “Utopia/,” and “Palinode/.” This 

symbol of a break is also the symbol of the togetherness enacted by the poems: though 

these titles, these poems, are separate lines, they are also seemingly part of a larger 
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whole. Significantly, this relational mark is multiplied in “Palinode/”; unlike in the other 

poems of the book, it occurs at the beginning of each page. The forward slash, isolated to 

its own line, symbolizes the relationship between the text that came before and the text 

that follows. Subsequently, in our formulaic understanding of time in the codex, the 

typographical mark also symbolizes the relationship between the disputed voice that pre-

existed the poem and the presently multiplicitous voice that (re)reads the poem to an 

audience. In a page that does not appear in the final version of the poem, approaching the 

end of the earlier “Palinodes,” Robertson writes: “We cannot know a gesture, a page, 

speech” (21). In this line, she closely aligns the techniques of composition and 

performance; the page, with its mute words, is enveloped by both the embodied gesture 

and the sounded voice. All three of the aforementioned materials (gesture, page, speech) 

constitute an event, the purpose of which is to communicate. All three materials use 

voice, though not always literally. All three, in one way or another, might escape the 

scope of a material archive: the gesture if it has not been caught by photograph or video, 

the page if it deteriorates, the speech if it has not been recorded. In “Palinode/,” these 

gestural events unfold in absentia or, as previously said, as though they “did not occur in 

a material sense” (R’s Boat 73).63 Though this line about the unknowability of the event 

does not appear in the final poem, it continues to exist in the archive from which it has 

escaped. It is one of the “specific losses” (Fong 110) to which the researcher who seeks to 

undo the archive must be attuned. This persistent trace of the unknown further confirms 

                                                        
63 Consider the importance of the gesture to H. D.’s poetics. See Chapter One, “Warped Visions of Time 
and Place: H. D. Re-Visions Sensory History,” wherein I first discuss her “gestural narratives” (McCabe 
134). 
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the impossibility of forming a coherent account of the full life that accumulated among 

and beyond the spatially confined and temporally unbounded archival ephemera.  

The archive is the overarching constraint that enables the poet’s creative self-

intervention. I am tempted to phrase this a “self-erasure,” but the dynamics are far more 

complex than that. The negative space of the palinode does not simply negate the poet or 

the speaker, but extend her agency beyond the composition and performance of the poem. 

In her aforementioned interview with Eichhorn, Robertson describes the archive as “a 

tight frame — a bounded frame — in which anarchic variability appears” (380). Here, the 

poet differs with Eichhorn, whose research rather affirms the order found in the archive. 

Indeed, the subtitle of Eichhorn’s recent study of the archive’s place in feminist 

scholarship, The Archival Turn in Feminism: Outrage in Order (2013), insistently 

celebrates the work of the archivists and librarians who create indices and finding aids. 

Tracing activist histories, such as the Riot Grrl movement, Eichhorn “demonstrates the 

archive’s potential to be deployed as an apparatus through which one might retroactively 

take a position in the field of cultural production that was hitherto denied” (22). This 

potential is developed through the work of feminist archivists, who both “resituate” the 

movement in relation to feminist waves and art traditions and, subsequently, permit the 

researcher such “position-takings.” In her study of the Barnard Zine Library, Eichhorn 

proposes that the activist potential of the archive is within “the library catalog,” where the 

collection’s founder “creates points of access for the subjects and perspectives found in 

the zines” (22). It is the order of the library catalogue that is “altering the visibility of 

otherwise marginal knowers and knowledges” (22-23). In contrast to Eichhorn’s 

investigation into the radical potential of an archive’s order, Robertson, investigating the 
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self that persists in exteriority of the archive’s constraints, insists: “The order of the 

archive is a falsity ... It’s projected, not actual” (Interview 381). Similarly, the order of 

the poems in her autobiographical text is a falsity as well. There is no narrative 

progression in the six poems of her collection, from “Face/” to “Palinode/,” only a 

circuitous and excessive self-effacement that underscores the impossibility of fully 

knowing the author-subject.  

Eichhorn’s archival theory, however, does open up onto the potential disorder of 

imagined archives.64 Outside the actual archive and its catalogue of items exists “new and 

potentially productive proximities between social agents rarely imagined occupying the 

same space and time” (61). What Eichhorn achieves here is the description of a 

subversive force gained not by access to the archive but by simple, even imaginary, 

proximity to the archive. The archive becomes, briefly, a theory rather than a place: no 

longer a bounded space of unbounded temporal materials, but a concept deployed by 

feminist activists in the re-creation of history. Within this seizure of new meaning for the 

once dusty trope, is the possibility for creative interventions like Robertson’s, “the 

uncanny ability to occupy different temporalities and to occupy temporalities differently” 

(61). The story told by the poet writing, re-writing, and un-writing65 her autobiography, 

like the story told by the archivist ordering or disordering a special collection, need not 

conform to a singular or even an orderly truth. Finding aids and indices, rather than 

preserving any absolute identity, might instead be repositories for gaps and absences in 

                                                        
64 It is tempting to think of my larger framing of these feminist texts (out of time or chronological order) as 
a potential disorder as well. 
65 I utilize the “un” after the aforementioned Undex by Philip. I must thank Kate Siklosi, here, whose paper 
“Unbegin to Read: M. NourbeSe Philip’s The Book of Un with Undex” at Kanada Koncrete: Material 
Poetries in the Digital Age (May 2018) first introduced me to the poet’s incantatory conceptualization of 
the “un.”  
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knowledge66 — much in the way that the palinode contains (and repeats) what is no 

longer being said: what has been recited, what will be recanted.  

V. Time in the Archive  

 Even before the poem begins, from the facing inscription of Robertson’s 

“Palinode/,” as it appears in R’s Boat, the palinodic form is explicitly tied to material 

notions of time: “This Is the Beginning of Utopia / Its Material Is Time” (68).67 The 

difficulty with this description is the degree to which we, as beings in time, ever think of 

time as material. Grosz, in The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely 

(2004), confronts this problem by resituating the ontology of time as the ontology, like 

that of its frequent partner space, of a material. Thinking of time as a malleable substance 

further transforms the archive into a site for creative and critical intervention. The 

material traces are no longer simply spatially confined, but — as with the palinode — 

temporally unbounded,  “as continuous becoming” (Grosz 5). The archive’s proliferation 

of these ruptures, nicks, cuts aligns it with Grosz’s notions of the untimely, which “brings 

with it the difference that portends the future” (11). 

The first page of “Palinode/” is written in the present tense, and, in fact, the 

speaker is resolutely fixed to the present throughout the poem. The terms of this temporal 

reality, in which the speaker goes neither backward nor forward, are dependent on 

something exterior; so, too, is the form of the palinode (a response, a recantation, an 

apology) dependent on an audience exterior to itself. Robertson writes: “That which can 

no longer be assumed in consciousness becomes insolvent / Because it doesn’t finish I 

                                                        
66 This is the contention of Morra (2014), who in her examination of Canadian women writers’ archives 
investigates not only the materials in institutional archives but also the traces of what “institutions either 
refuse to preserve or mislay” (4). 
67 See my discussion of the material striations of time in H. D.’s Helen in Egypt in Chapter Three. 
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can be present” (R’s Boat 71). We may read in these lines a reference to the precipitating 

event of the palinode. In the history of the form, the mortal/goddess Helen has become 

unreal, has become a phantom, and exits the ontology of material beings, exits the 

ontology of whoredom; the poet (first, Homer; then, Stesichorus), for his insult against 

her (against Helen, against all women), is struck blind. The thing that can no longer be 

assumed in consciousness is “Helena, hated of all Greece” (H. D., Helen in Egypt 2). The 

lyric “I” that registers its presence is the speaker of the palinode, one whom recites and 

recants the material of the poem. In this performance is enacted a relationship between 

blindness and debt; the original recitation has indebted the poet to the goddess, the 

recantation seeks to undo this debt. The palinode is the form in which the poet reassesses 

their finances.68 The palinode unravels in a present apart from the mistaken past and the 

broke(n) future. In writing the palinode, Stesichorus’ credit rating is repaired. In 

archiving her collected papers, Robertson acquires the literal capital necessary to 

mobilize herself.69  

 Robertson recants her previous forays into the archive (into history, neutrality, 

and the past) and embraces the present economics of the archived (and subsequently un-

archived) page. Affirming this are the changes between the final version of the poem and 

the “Palinodes” that appears in the Chicago Review. For example, in the first page of the 

final “Palinode/,” there are two major omissions: first, two stanzas about the loss of “gods 

and goddesses” (“Palinodes” 8); second, a single line that begins in the past tense, “We 

                                                        
68 Robertson, as a poet who investigates the sociocultural reality of the urban center (see Occasional Work), 
has long been interested in the financial pressures exerted on the body in capitalism. As well, contemporary 
poetics in general continuously revisit the tangible financial rewards (or punishments) for the practice of 
writing. There is, for example, Josef Kaplan’s Kill List (2013) and, even more recently, Eileen Myles’ 
“Times I’ve Got Paid” (2016). 
69 In her interview with Eichhorn, Robertson reveals that the motive for depositing her papers is financial. 
She requires money for an international move, and creating an archive entails an enticing tax break. 
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were animals” (8). The loss here is the same: the gods and goddesses belong to a mythic 

past to which Robertson sends the stricken tense. Robertson’s urgent intervention in the 

present poses the question of whether or not the palinode, as poetic form, is capable of 

producing change. Stesichorus’s returned sight suggests, yes. Robertson’s own 

investment in the political economy, of the gender politic that has historically forbid 

women access to archives, of the racial politic that creates false and violent hierarchies, 

of the class politic that continues to forbid lower-class individuals access to the city-

state’s policed knowledges, further reaffirms that, yes, palinodic time unfolds as change: 

whether we mean this in the sense of development (i.e. adolescence) or coinage (i.e. the 

money clinking in one’s pocket).70 In locating the possibility for change in the form of the 

palinode, I am further interrogating the degree to which the form’s three resonances, as 

recitation/recantation/repetition, land as an event — in the Deleuzian sense of the term. 

Grosz, writing still of the untimely, explains: “Events are ruptures, nicks, which flow 

from causal connections in the past but which, in their unique combinations and 

consequences, generate unpredictability and effect sometimes subtle but wide-ranging, 

unforeseeable transformations in the present and future. Events erupt onto the systems 

which aim to contain them, inciting change, upheaval, and asystematicity into their order” 

(8). The eventful text that is the palinode upheaves the phallogocentric legacy inherent in 

letters in order that a singular woman, such as Helen, can figure herself in new ways. 

From Stesichorus, to H. D. (who writes Helen in Egypt), to Robertson (who reads H. D.’s 

re-visioned epic during her Kootenay years), a line of feminist poetics establishes itself 

                                                        
70 I am indebted to Caroline Whitbeck for illustrating the multivalence of this word in connection with the 
palinode. Her dissertation draws this connection in an analysis of the chapter titled “Changes” in Carson’s 
Autobiography of Red. 
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by recanting the previous forms of (masculine) knowledge and establishing new forms of 

(feminine or obscene) performance. 

VI. What is the Event? 

 For Deleuze, the event exists beyond tidy limits of epistemology. As he writes in 

The Fold, it “is at once public and private, potential and real, participating in the 

becoming of another event and the subject of its own becoming” (88). The event, like the 

compositional and performative practice enacted inside and outside Robertson’s archive, 

“does not end; it is incessant” (Lawlor 105). In Deleuze’s The Logic of Sense, there are 

two distinct types of events. Lawrence Lawlor describes these as the “event” (with a 

lowercase ‘e’) and the “pure Event” (with an uppercase ‘E’). The Event “is the surface” 

(113), but a surface that “ramifies into many dualities, more than the ones that we have 

seen, between bodies and incorporeals, between signifier and signified; there is always 

more than one surface” (113, emphasis mine). This multiplied surface “means that one 

and the same Event contains potentially a multiplicity of events (now with a lower-case 

‘e’)” (113). These events are “‘surface effects’ of the mixtures of bodies” (113), and they 

“are always events of language (or of expression)” (113). These events have the power to 

enter different temporalities and to exceed the singularity of any one surface. Due to this 

mixture of surface and surface-effect, “[t]he event is always said twice” (114). As a 

language-oriented object, and one that is always repeated, the event (or Event) is closely 

aligned with the temporal unboundedness of the palinode.  

Alain Badiou, in “The Nature of the Event in Deleuze,” further interrogates the 

identical nature of these distinct terms (“event” and “Event”) with a certain degree of 

scepticism. Deleuze’s ontology of the event, according to Badiou, seemingly aligns itself 
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with “the linguistic turn of the great contemporary sophists, much more than Deleuze 

would have wished” (40). For Badiou, difference rears its head as “a chimera” and the 

sense-event becomes, at best, “an inconsistent neologism” (40). Badiou proposes the 

event (with lowercase ‘e’) “can in no way be supported on the side of language” (41); and 

yet, poets, especially feminist and queer poets, have long been constructing their 

recitations and recantations on such fragmentary traces of becoming. It is the collision of 

the two terms, the near but incomplete sameness of event (with a lowercase ‘e’) and 

Event (with an uppercase ‘E’), which enables spoken or written expression to be a vehicle 

of becoming. Moreover, if the event rears from Deleuzian philosophy as a chimera, all 

the better for a theory of becoming-woman; our feminist theorists have long been 

fashioning a hybrid and monstrous feminine event capable of upheaving the 

phallogocentric flow of time.71 

 In her autobiographical text, Robertson sought to “construct a sense of continuous 

surface, then to shift the surface as minimally as possible so that it would become a 

gestural event” (“Lifted” 52). The Event is the continual surface; the event the nearly 

imperceptible (temporal, material) shifts. The result is a gesture, page, speech engaged in 

subtle acts of self-revision: recitation, repetition, and recantation. In “Palinode/,” wherein 

the sequence of recantations and repetitions folds time, the surface has become 

“omnidistant” (R’s Boat 74). If the project of the poem, in fact of the whole book, is to 

“make an autobiographical book that was not self-referential” (“All Sides Now”), this 

final poem, as the form suggests, is an admission of failure: “I had no alternative but to 

become a person” (R’s Boat 74). In the aftermath of the imaginary surface effects of 

                                                        
71 One pertinent example is, famously, Donna Haraway’s cyborg. 
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archival proximity, the poet begins anew someplace rooted deep in a simultaneous past, 

present, and future: “I’m not done with myth yet” (75). If there is a myth Robertson 

perpetuates, it is grammatical. Each page in this series is, according to the logic of end-

punctuation, a single sentence existing in a single temporal plane (i.e. the continuous 

present),72 though, the slash that appears at the beginning of each of these pages implies a 

connection between these, in actuality, grammatically and temporally excessive 

sentences.73 The connection between the surface and the surface effects of the poem thus 

enlivens the negative space of the palinode, ensuring the unfolding of an untimely event 

in the simultaneous advent and aftermath of a recantatory compositional and performative 

writing practice.  

VII. Conclusion: Mobilizing the Archival Event 

Robertson’s archive continues to proliferate outside the Special Collections of 

Simon Fraser University, far beyond the print forms of her chapbooks, journal 

publications, and final collections. The persistence of literary events — that is, the staged 

reading of a poem by a performer — ensures that multiple versions of the poet’s 

intervention persist, if not materially, at least digitally. With the aid of online projects like 

PennSound, SpokenWeb, and Electronic Poetry Center (EPC), researchers have available 

at their fingertips catalogues of audio and visual recordings.74 Without a great deal of 

                                                        
72 Robertson appears to write the poem in the time-sense encouraged by Gertrude Stein’s “Composition as 
Explanation.” 
73 The form of Robertson’s “Palinode/” also suggests a connection to her modernist neighbour H. D.’s, 
whose own “Pallinode” is composed in the unit of the grammatically and temporally excessive sentence. 
74 Michael Nardone theorizes the time and space of these digital archives in “Poetics in a Networked Digital 
Milieu,” a text I first encountered as an audience member at a panel of Kanada Koncrete: Material Poetries 
in the Digital Age. Describing the experience of accessing the documents and media available on “the 
Electronic Poetry Center (EPC), UbuWeb, and Pennsound,” Nardone describes these digital repositories 
“as an archival genre” and further suggestions that their operations have “profoundly reconfigured the 
space and time of literary production.” 
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expense or effort on the researcher’s part, we are capable of travelling through the 

material of palinodic time in order to return to these phonic events. No longer must we 

rely on the presumed possibility that Stesichorus performed his recantation, repetition, 

and recitation. We may resolutely, by simply entering “Lisa Robertson” into a search 

engine and browsing the video results in reverse chronological order,75 find ourselves in 

August 2014 and the Audiatur Festival in Norway, when and where the palinodic event 

unfolds and Robertson reads aloud from R’s Boat.76 The woman who introduces her does 

so with a heavy Norwegian accent, pronouncing her first name as “Liza.” Like Lisa, and 

the woman who introduces her with a quote from the book’s poem, “Face/,” the 

following intervention outside the physical archive will let us “speak of what actually 

happens.” The palinodic event is repeated in phantom guise so that the material of the 

archive may begin to skirt the edges of the poem. The following account, in which I 

attend to one occurrence of the palinodic phonotext,77 occupies the “specific intersection 

of time and place” (Fong 100) of one palinodic event in order to draw attention to the 

subtractions inherent in the becoming of the reciting voice and to acquire from it the 

“something else” (Fong 101) capable of producing change.  

                                                        
75 If one does not begin within a digital repository of poetics, this is, in fact, untrue. Searches for “Lisa 
Robertson” are much more likely to produce results concerning the popular QVC host of the same name. 
The researcher must add the terms “poetry” and “reading” to her search procedure in order to ensure the 
correct creator and content is found. 
76 This video is hosted by Vimeo, under the Audiatur account, with the title “Audiatur 2014 Day 1 05: Lisa 
Robertson: From ‘R’s Boat’.” It runs a total time of 17m26s.   
77 I use this term, “phonotext,” after the emerging field of study staked out by critics such as Nardone 
(2015), Steve Evans (2013, 2012), and others. Nardone, in “Fugitive Sound: The Phonotext and Critical 
Practice, Part I,” calls for new “critical practices for engaging the sonic aspects of poetic works” that would 
involve a critic who “listens to the works.” Proposing an early model for this close listening, Evans, in “The 
Phonotextual Braid: First Reflections and Preliminary Definitions,” describes the “phonotextual braid” as 
an “intertwining of timbre, text, and technology that presents itself to us when we attend to recorded 
poetry.” 
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Robertson reads with the book in hand. And as she reads aloud the line, “A man’s 

muteness runs through this riot that is my sentence,” a woman with bobbed hair and a 

nearly full glass of water passes in front of the camera, obscuring the face of the poet. 

After the line “What can I escape?” the poet’s breath hits the microphone and overloads 

the signal resulting in a heavy thud. This is the antithesis of the rising inflection that 

usually indicates a question is being asked, and yet it indexes the same inquisitive 

function. As she finishes a line that ends on “cold clammy word,” an audience member 

with shoulder-length golden hair shifts uncomfortably in her seat. The camera then pans 

to a close-up of two women, one sitting back with a slight smile and one bent forward in 

deep concentration. Robertson reads, “I willed myself towards this neutrality. / I have not 

loved enough or worked.” The smiling woman looks down, and the other snaps her head 

up quickly. The camera pans back to the poet. There is an intake of breath. “What I want 

to do here is infiltrate sincerity.” The final syllables land like the earlier thud of the 

absent question mark. The line with which the poet was introduced is repeated, this time 

by the poet herself, “I must speak of what actually happens.”  

 To the respectful silence of her audience, the poet subtly shakes her head, as 

though apologizing for what actually happens, and reads, “I can only make a report.” The 

poet’s brow furrows and her voice catches; she reads, “Sometimes I’m just solid with 

anger and I am certain I will die from it.” The earlier smiling woman’s face has returned 

to the camera and her eyes seem to slide toward the present eye which gazes on this 

virtual reality, with acknowledgement, each time the poet performs a repetition: “I am 

satisfied with so little / I am satisfied with so little,” “I have not loved enough or worked / 

I have not loved enough or worked,” “Honeysuckle, elder, moss / Honeysuckle, elder, 
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moss,” “I made my way to London/ I made my way to London.” The poet says, “I can’t 

say any of these words.” Without glancing up, the poet reads, “I subsist by these 

glances.”  

 Robertson’s urgent tone is belied only by its consistency. Her volume remains 

level, except for the rare moment of a stray breath hitting the microphone and distorting 

the certain consonants. Only her S’s take any time on the tongue, and this seems 

supremely considered. The room of the reading does not appear in the poem, but the 

poet’s speaking voice resoundingly does: in the advent of composition, in the aftermath 

of performance. Robertson writes and reads, “In the strange shops and streets I produce 

this sign of spoken equilibrium.” The poet speaks to the gathered crowd and the digital 

voyeur, “I speak as if to you alone.” The poet recalls, aloud, “I let myself write these 

sentences.” A moment later, the poet recants, “I will not remember only transcribe.” The 

rising and polite clamour of applause finishes the poem, its compositional event, and its 

virtual replica, and the present intervention concludes, for this moment, the repetition of 

these archival poetics.  

This video and others continue the proliferation of the writer’s archival traces 

outside the closed constraint of its actual “house arrest” — the term used by Jacques 

Derrida to define the origins of the archive (2). Do these lines belong inside or outside the 

archive? Can their recitation, repetition, or recantation have a real effect on the amassed 

materials of the official institution? Will this phonic experience remain the same when 

next replayed? Will this phonic experience remain at all? Furthermore, it is necessary to 

ask what other phantom versions of this performance exist, on the individual recorders 

held in audience pockets (our phones that pulse in our palms) and within the pencil or pen 
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tracings of material edits (by the poet or the critic) in the advent and aftermath of the 

event. For those of us in the presence, or present, of these digital repositories or material 

traces, we wonder whether Helen has, in fact, restored our sight; coins dangle from above 

in representation of the change that has occurred. The palinode allows us to sense the 

phonic event through renewed eyes. The spatial and temporal zones of the archive, the 

sense-event in which perpetual becoming always already unfolds before and after the 

composition and performance, expand in creative ways through this untimely recantatory 

practice.  
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Chapter Three 

Feminist Time Travel as Translated by the “many, but one” Helens of Troy 
 
to break all barriers, to surpass myself 
with Helen and Achilles . . . 
 
an epic poem? unquestionably that 

— H. D., Vale Ave XLVII 
 

one helen’s enough trust me 
— Bernadette Mayer, Helens of Troy 

 

I. Introduction: The Palinodic Attitude 

The palinode is an inherently oral form, beginning with the recantatory recitation 

of Stesichorus. In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates bases the history of Stesichorus’s Palinode 

in a story of sight lost and insight regained: “After losing his sight as a result of 

slandering Helen, Stesichorus didn’t fail to recognize his fault, as Homer had. No, as a 

man of culture, he recognized how he had sinned. … And no sooner had he finished 

composing the entire Palinode, as it is called, than he regained his sight” (242e-243b). 

The palinode employs the negative in order not to erode the past, but to multiply future 

pasts through repetition: 

False was the tale I told. 

You did not travel on the fair-decked ship, 

Nor came to the citadel of Troy. (qtd. in Plato 243a-b) 

Stesichorus’s palinode recants the insult he had previously brought against Helen. Its 

peculiar form of address — as apologia78 — suggests that its audience has previously 

engaged with the material under repetition. Even as the palinode insists that the audience 

                                                        
78 An investigation into an apologia from a male poet to a renowned woman of pleasure seems especially 
pertinent in a time when an ever-growing number of men, in multiple industries, are issuing insufficient 
public apologies for their multiple assaults against female colleagues. 
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forget the initial insult, it also insists against complete erosion of memory; after all, its 

form is only made necessary by the originary insult. In the palinode, the borderline 

between forgetting and remembering is a porous one. The act of forgetting and the act of 

remembering are in tender opposition. The palinode is a passive form; the text does not 

resist having its original body de-created. Its audience is active; they maintain both 

originary past and re-visioned futures past. 

 For H. D.’s purposes, utilizing the ancient form in her late modernist epic Helen 

in Egypt (1961), the palinode’s passivity is one akin to the generative state of 

motherhood. The liminal community of women and others thrums according to a new 

order of maternal desire: one that is moored in the erotic potential of the body, but that 

also skirts the outer limit of spiritual possibility. The maternal reproductive process also 

forms the basis of H. D.’s theories in “Notes on Thought and Vision.” As in that early 

essay, the maternal drive (variously termed “womb-vision” and “love-vision”) exhibited 

by the poetic form is not necessarily gendered. Though H. D.’s poem investigates the 

feminine prototype of Helen’s beauty and the masculine prototype of Achille’s fury, its 

recantatory practice refuses to simply reassert gender binaries. H. D. sets her poem in a 

third space, like that described in Julia Kristeva’s “Women’s Time,” a critical sphere 

wherein one celebrates not oppositional spheres, but “the real fundamental difference” of 

the individual operating outside the symbolic order and thus “productive of surprises” 

(Kristeva 18). Subsequently, motherhood, in its specificity, stands for an appeal that the 

individual subject seeks the experience of “the radical ordeal of the splitting of the 

subject” and “the slow, difficult, and delightful apprenticeship in attentiveness, 

gentleness, forgetting oneself” (Kristeva 31). Pregnancy and motherhood, as an 
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embodiment of the “not one, but many” logic that dominates the poem, ensures that the 

poem’s central desire is the negative desire of forgetting: oneself, but never the other. 

Through metaphors of motherhood, including a radically split subjectivity, and 

the life-altering love encounter with “an other” (Kristeva 31), H. D.’s long poem, Helen 

in Egypt, continues the project of Stesichorus and, after him, Euripides in re-visioning the 

story of Helen of Troy. H. D. also expands their project: beyond recuperating woman’s 

reputation, to a project of finding a place for all women within — or, as it so happens, 

outside — the symbolic order. The first of three long books, “Pallinode,” recants the 

popular myth surrounding Helen (who stands for all women) in a complex pattern of 

negative affirmations about the space-time warp apparent in her transposition from Troy 

to Egypt. In her innovative ruptures of genre and gender, H. D. contributes to the 

development of Kristeva’s third signifying space, both corporeal and mental (i.e. material 

and metaphorical), wherein “the very notion of identity is challenged” (34). It is by this 

third attitude that H. D. aspires toward “the demassification of the problematic of 

difference79 … in order that the struggle, the implacable difference, the violence be 

conceived in the very place where it operates with the maximum intransigence, in other 

words, in person and sexual identity itself, so as to make it disintegrate in its very 

nucleus” (Kristeva 34). So, in the phantasmagoria of Troy as projected into Egypt, 

against the time of history and the space of myth, H. D. stages the struggle of difference 

in the terms of a highly-charged heterosexual romance, a drama of tender opposition, one 

interwoven with metaphors of maternal desire. The result is a nearly “insupportable 

                                                        
79 I choose to interrogate difference according to Julia Kristeva’s third attitude due to its uncanny 
connection with the third space in Helen’s Egypt. Elsewhere in this dissertation, my argument is inflected 
by Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of difference as a mobilizing concept for becoming-minortarian, 
as well as Irigaray’s generative writing about sexual difference. 
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situation of tension and explosive risk” that, in the end, designates the silencing of its 

female protagonist as the singular solution to regaining “equilibrium” (Kristeva 34).  

II. Transposition or Translation: The Ravelling and Unravelling of the Veil  

H. D.’s “Pallinode” is written in seven books of eight parts each — a form that 

will come to be reflected in the bodies and spirits of the speakers themselves. The eight 

poems are of various lengths and meters, though always written in tercets. The poems are 

preceded by an italicized prose caption.80 In the first prose block, H. D. writes: “Helen 

was never in Troy. She had been transposed or translated from Greece into Egypt” (1). 81 

Despite the straightforward wording, this explanation hinges on a central uncertainty. 

Helen “has been transposed or translated from Greece into Egypt.” In her dissertation, 

Caroline Whitbeck suggests that H. D.’s poetry — particularly her translations of Sappho 

— “offer not so much ‘translations,’ which would suggest merely an economy of 

linguistic exchange, but ‘transpositions,’ which suggests, in effect the ‘translation’ of 

translation itself, an ‘embedding of history’” (121-22). Rosi Braidotti, in Transpositions: 

On Nomadic Ethics, defines the cross-cultural exchange inherent in transposition: 

It indicates intertextual, cross-boundary or transversal transfer, in the sense of a 

leap from one code, field or axis into another, not merely in the quantitative mode 

of plural multiplications, but rather in the qualitative sense of complex 

multiplicities. It is not just a matter of weaving together different strands, 

variations on a theme (textual or musical), but rather of playing the positivity of 

difference as a specific theme of its own. (5) 

                                                        
80 I discuss the oral nature of these prose captions, first conceived as H. D. was recording the poems on 
audio reels, in Chapter Five, “Creative Resoundings with/in Time and Place: Helen in Egypt’s Haptic 
Phonotext.” 
81 The use of italics in the qutoations often (if not always) indicates a prose passage in H. D.’s long poem. 
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If there is an essential difference between these two re-visionary poses, why does our 

narrator not single out the method by which she has been brought here? H. D. sets her 

poem in the uncertain space between translation and transposition, encouraging us to ask: 

In what way is the uncertain operation of “or,” as a hinge in the poem, central to the 

ontology of Helen?  

The first word of “Pallinode” comes before this distinction between Helen in Troy 

and Helen in Egypt, between transposition and translation. The first word of H. D.’s 

palinode is “We,” and the first grain of knowledge it presents is presumed to be already 

shared by writer and reader: “We all know the story of Helen of Troy but few of us have 

followed her to Egypt” (1). The “few of us” (1) further demarcates a separate community, 

or an exclusive coterie. By the end of “Pallinode,” this coterie will become divine, but for 

now it consists of Stesichorus, Euripides, and now, many centuries later, H. D.; it also 

includes the reader who is now encircled in this communal “us.” In the caption, H. D. 

names this lineage of writers who have placed Helen in Egypt, who have “reinstated” 

and “restored” (1) her as Stesichorus and Euripides did. In doing so, H. D. places herself 

in the classical canon, among the Greeks she so admired; she also permits the reader of 

this modernist long poem to become an interpreter of this classical literature, one who 

disputes the canon in order to re-vision it. In these first lines of “Pallinode,” H. D. 

positions herself against the masculinist and exclusionary practices by which women, and 

so many “others,” are placed outside the sphere of myth and history.82 

H. D. describes the form that Stesichorus’s recantation took as “little 

understood”: “again, a Pallinode, a defence, explanation, or apology” (1). H. D. chooses 

                                                        
82 This is not unlike the move I describe in Chapter One. The modernist poetic-theorizing of H. D.’s “Notes 
on Thought and Vision” and Trilogy refuses the delimiting pose of the expert or the solitary male genius. 
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to write in this same, “little understood” mode, for it is not the light of clarity she wishes 

to shed on Helen’s being but a shadow of further complexity. Neither the Homeric 

version of woman’s betrayal, nor the ancient revised versions of her innocence are 

sufficient. Declaring the transposition of Helen “from Greece to Egypt” (1), H. D. writes: 

“Helen of Troy was a phantom, substituted for the real Helen, by jealous deities. The 

Greeks and Trojans alike fought for an illusion” (1). Here, in the prose, H. D. sets up a 

simple opposition between phantom and real, but this simple explanation (Helen of Troy 

was a phantom, Helen in Egypt is real) will be rapidly undone by the poetry. As the poem 

unfolds, no binary remains purely oppositional; this is because H. D. repeatedly 

introduces a third term into these dichotomies. For instance, the veil (demonstrative of 

this third term) with which Helen comes to be associated will destabilize the distinction 

between phantom and real, such that the third space of Egypt — as an alternative to 

Sparta or Troy, in which Helen is believed to belong — allows for a radical 

reconfiguration of further binaries: male/female, lyric/heroic, phantom/real, and so on. H. 

D.’s introduction of a third term dissolves the phallogocentric epistemological method of 

the classic story.  

The poem that follows the first lengthy prose introduction presents the 

quintessential negative construction of the poem: “Do not despair, the hosts / surging 

beneath the Walls, / (no more than I) are ghosts” (1). In what way does the double 

negative of the first triplet revise the story of Helen and construct an alternative history? I 

am interested in the dual operation of the refused affect (“Do not despair”) and the empty 

signifier (“no more than I”). What does the “no more than I” indicate? Depending on 

Helen’s disputed status as phantom or real, it may either undo or intensify the description 
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of the “hosts” as ghosts; for H. D.’s purposes, it may do both. The decision to describe 

the warring armies as “hosts” is rhythmical and spiritual: a perfect rhyme descends from 

line one to line three (hosts and ghosts) and the poetic ‘o’ (at first a muted not, and then 

insistent in its refusal as a no) allows an assonance to bookend each line as well. The 

body of the insurgent army, described as “the host,” ascends to the position of the body of 

Christ, taken into the mouth not as an illusion of flesh and blood but as the real thing. 

There is also the fact of the absent, guttural “g” from the army’s initial position. Like 

Helen, there is something of the phantom and the real about these Greek and Trojan 

g/hosts.  

The second tercet places our poem (and Helen) in Egypt, in the “Amen-temple” 

(1). Amen is an Egyptian god credited with creating the universe through an act of self-

satisfaction. In antiquity, an Egyptian woman in the role of God’s Wife would assist and 

bear witness to Amen’s life-giving spilling of seed each dawn.83 Does Helen now occupy 

the role of God’s Wife and serve the god of creation in order to give birth to all-life? Is 

she, as God’s Wife, herself divine? The maternal drive of the poem (forgetting oneself, 

never the other) transforms the masculine space of the temple, so that Helen 

reappropriates its reproductive implications in order to dispute her singular nature. This 

figure of the woman alone is never simply figured as one alone, but one among many: “I 

hear their voices, / there is no veil between us” (2). In this third space, a liminal 

community is formed between the host and woman. The pronoun “their” belongs to the 

host, firmly in place, surging beneath the walls in Troy. If Helen can indeed hear their 

voices, her displacement is not yet complete; she is not, in fact, alone. The voices of the 

                                                        
83 I am indebted to Kara Cooney’s biography of Hatshepsut, The Woman Who Would Be King: 
Hatshepsut’s Rise to Power in Ancient Egypt, for my knowledge of these rituals. 
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host are disquieting; their voices stage a noisy intervention in the writing-on-the-wall. 

She and the host are not separate, but one. Helen would forget herself in order to 

materially and metaphorically re-member their lost lives. 

Using the emblematic figure of the veil, Helen complicates the distinction 

between her phantom self and her real self. Helen in Egypt is “the real Helen” (1); she 

hears the host beneath the walls of Troy. Sound travels through the technology of the veil, 

signpost for the woman herself, as though on electronic or divine waves. Helen in Troy is 

“a phantom” (1), yet her presence in Troy is the medium through which Helen in Egypt 

warps the space and time of sensory-perception: “I hear their voices, / there is no veil 

between us.” This third term, the veil, appears in the negative; the veil between Helen and 

the host is absent, yet it is also the defining feature of their relationship. With no veil 

between Helen and the warring armies, there is: 

only space and leisure 

 

and long corridors of lotus-bud 

furled on the pillars, 

and the lotus-flower unfurled, 

 

with reed of the papyrus (2) 

This “space and leisure” evoke the insults flung at Helen by either army. As a “woman of 

pleasure,” she is privy to a sort of privacy and luxury that the injured and dying soldiers 

are not. The “long corridors” evoke the palace to which she warrants entrance by her 

infamous beauty and presumed sexual favours. In this space between the hosts and Helen, 
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a lotus bud furls and a lotus flower unfurls. These antagonistic actions are, in the universe 

of this poem, equal; the furling depends on the unfurling, in the same way the fury of the 

host depends on the beauty of Helen. Like Penelope who weaves and un-weaves her 

tapestry in wait for her husband’s return, herself an image of the passive and obscene 

form of the palinode recanting its originary recitation in perpetual repetition, H. D. relies 

on the radical potential of furling and un-furling through time. 

The second prose introduction places Helen in Lethe, but insists against 

forgetfulness. This double displacement is characteristic of the poem. Her desire, like her 

forgetfulness, is figured negatively: she “does not want to forget” (3). Once again, the 

word to describe Helen’s displacement is “transposed” (3). H. D. writes: “Helen, 

mysteriously transposed to Egypt, does not want to forget” (3). What relationship is there 

between forgetfulness and transposition? Forgetting, like transposition, is web-like, 

scattered, and poly-centred (Braidotti 5) — a state of de-creation that by its gaps, fissures, 

and lacks creates a new state of becoming. Helen’s status as “both phantom and real” (H. 

D., Helen in Egypt 3) ruptures the oppositional distinction between the two states, thus 

prompting a transpositional poetics of “weaving together different strands” and “playing 

the positivity of difference” (Braidotti 5).  

The second poem of the book, constituted by Helen’s forgetfulness, reinstates the 

inherently negative construction of its form, the palinode: “The potion is not poison” (H. 

D., Helen in Egypt 3). As with the “hosts” and “ghosts” of the first poem, H. D. relies on 

the sonic similarity of these two figures. Both the difference and similarity, 

simultaneously, of hosts/ghosts and potion/poison invites further ambiguity into the 

poem. Though the potion is not poison, the likeness of the words cannot be denied. The 



 MacEachern 87 

potion is not “Lethe and forgetfulness / but everlasting memory” (3). The objects that 

follow this promise are fixtures of said memory: “the beauty of the ships” (3) that operate 

as the classical synecdoche for Helen herself; the waves; the rocks; and, “the coast // 

drawn near, drawn far” (3). Interestingly, in a further reaffirmation of the poem’s furling 

and unfurling (i.e. the bitter poison’s presence and absence in this poem), those born 

forward seem never to arrive: “the helmsman’s bitter oath / to see the goal receding” (3). 

With this deferred arrival, the everlasting memory enters perpetual becoming; in the 

contradictory action of the poem, by which all is furled and unfurled, this becoming is 

simultaneously a perpetual un-doing: “everlasting, everlasting / nothingness and lethargy 

of waiting” (4). This supports Leah Culligan Flack’s assertion of “H. D.’s art as a form of 

Penelopean weaving and unweaving” (179-80). Flack aligns the poet’s contradictory and 

complementary impulses of creation and destruction, demonstrated by the negative hinge 

of the un-, with “the liminal space” or the third space that lies “between the sea as the site 

of masculine adventure and the home, the site of female domesticity” (174).  

 In the liminal space of Egypt, already engaged in the act of unweaving her own 

story, Helen is addressed directly by the host: 

O Helen, Helen, Daemon that thou art 

 

we will be done forever 

with this charra, this evil philtre, 

this curse of Aphrodite (H. D., Helen in Egypt 4) 

In addressing Helen, and figuring her as a daemon, the men are addressing women as a 

whole, as an amorphous collective. The final tercet of this poem describes the hosts who 
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“fought, forgetting women, / hero to hero, sworn brother and lover, / and cursing Helen 

through eternity” (4). Once again, the contradictory nature of the poem reoccurs, such 

that the men forget women even as they curse the symbol of all women. In this negative 

figuration, H. D. plants the ambiguous pairing of “brother and lover,” which foretells the 

strange conclusion this book makes in “Eidolon,” in which the arrow with which Paris 

defeats Achilles is cupid’s arrow; the arrow is eros. Reaffirming the world-making 

powers of sound itself, the poem operates by the sonic affinities between the worlds of 

Egypt and Greece: hosts/ghosts, potion/poison, arrow/eros.84  

III. Shadow Selves: Re-membering Defeat 

 Helen forgives those who imprecated her, while also suggesting their deaths were 

manufactured for the brief meeting between herself and Achilles. This likely does not 

mollify the insult to the soldiers already bemoaning a war waged over her rumoured 

infidelities. In the third prose caption of Book One, H. D. describes Helen’s admirable 

powers of perception, as well as her limited powers of articulation: “She may perceive the 

truth, but how explain it?” (5). How explain the present possibility of the poem without 

eroding the memory of these dead men, “the Greeks who perished in the long voyage 

out” (5)? The poem that follows begins by recanting the familiar story, as Helen 

addresses her revised tale to the warring factions: 

Alas, my brothers, 

Helen did not walk 

upon the ramparts, 

 

                                                        
84 I discuss the operation of sound — and, in particular, the operation of the sonic twin — in relation to the 
poem’s phonotext (i.e. the sound recordings H. D. produced for Norman Holmes Pearson) in Chapter Five. 
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she whom you cursed 

was but the phantom and the shadow thrown 

of a reflection (5) 

Helen levels their claims against her (that she is an enchantress) against them; this 

reversal is evident in the tell-tale use of the word “cursed.” Here, “cursed” means to take 

her name in vain, but also to ensnare her in the very evil and enchantment of which she 

has been accused. The image Helen invokes to recuse herself of blame is an interesting 

one: “the phantom and the shadow thrown / of a reflection” (5). First, there is the 

extraordinary length of the tercet’s second line, perhaps mimicking the shadowy figure 

which it describes. Second, there is the past participle “thrown,” baiting the reader to ask 

who threw the shadow, or even to imagine the entire myth of “Helena, hated of all 

Greece” as a story shaped on a potter’s wheel and thrown by the hands of a turner. Third, 

there is the assertion that the “shadow thrown” is of no real woman but “of a reflection,” 

further displacing the location of the real woman. In which space and time does the 

woman, to whom this reflection belongs, stand?  

 Just as this shadow of a woman’s reflection is thrown, the limping shadow of a 

masculine hero is drawn to Egypt. Helen pulls Achilles, who she figures as “a mountain 

and a grave” (6), to the liminal shore. H. D. constructs the man as a passive and receptive 

body, like the palinode itself, whom Helen, now in the role of the divine translator, 

transposes from Troy to Egypt. As a mountain, he towers over his enchantress; and, as a 

grave, he threatens to swallow her whole. And yet she is the active member of this 

partnership and evidently the most favoured by the gods, inspired with the godlike 

strength to draw him out of time. The Achilles who “met Helen / among the shades” (6) 
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is not among the living, for he already bears his “wounded heel” (6). Contesting the 

ontological status of her lover, however, Helen insists: “we were not, we are not 

shadows” (6). This negative declaration unites past (we were) and present (we are) and 

further displaces the figures from their status as forgetful and shadow selves along 

Lethe’s shores to semi-divine and real figures in Egypt.   

Achilles reveals that their encounter began prior to this place and time, or 

timeless-time; it began with a glance: “I have seen you upon the ramparts” (16). Achilles 

curses her: “for you were the ships burnt” (17). Helen pleads with him to believe her that 

“it was dream and a phantasy” (17). In a moment of shocking violence, Achilles steels his 

fingers around her throat. Strangely, inexplicably, Helen’s pleas change from let me 

forget to let me remember as she is held in his “remorseless” grip (17). What can Helen’s 

plea to let me remember possibly teach us about facing down the terrible behaviour of 

men? Achilles’ abuse of Helen — verbal, emotional, and physical — is an uneasy 

element of this poem, but if Helen herself chooses not to forget it, neither should we. 

Achilles the lover is extricable from Achilles the warrior.  

Book Two seeks to solve the “mystery” of why Achilles attacked Helen. Crucial 

to note is that it issues no blame to the aggressor: “Perhaps he was right / to call me 

Hecate and a witch” (18). Helen’s concern lies, we are told, “with the problem of why he 

had, in the first instance, attacked her” (18). Helen speaks of “his first / unforgettable 

anger” (18) — one she wishes not to recall. The adjective “unforgettable” given to his 

anger refutes Helen’s negative desire: I do not want to recall his first unforgettable anger. 

Helen may not wish to recall it, but she cannot forget it. This apparent contradiction is 
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somewhat resolved by a crucial difference between the articulated desires. The desire not 

to recall must be dissimilar from the desire not to forget. Helen declares: 

I do not want to forget his anger, 

not only because it brought Helen, 

to sleep in his arms, 

 

but because he was, in any case, 

defeated (19) 

The desire not to forget, in the above lines, is a reaffirmation of the intimate bonds 

between the lovers — a relationship modelled on the loving bonds between mother and 

child that involve “forgetting oneself” (31), but not forgetting the other whom you love as 

an other. The desire not to recall, in the earlier lines, is a refusal of “the implacable 

violence (separation, castration, etc.)” (Kristeva 28) that constitutes the phallogocentric 

male order. The terms she would not recall are terms of war (shield, helmet, greaves) and 

they represent the sacrifice (born on the shoulders of woman, later born out in this poem 

as the murder of a daughter) inherent in masculine society.  

Between these two negative desires, not to forget and not to recall, Helen attempts 

to situate the events that previously unfolded in the text. The moment Achilles “clutched 

[her] throat” (17) is restaged with the conditional if: “if he strangled her” (19). I am 

troubled by Helen’s re-visionary desire here, though I admit it is (temporally, spatially, 

and otherwise) a more complex issue than I presently understand. The man’s outsized 

anger — in fact, it seems, all men’s anger — is directed at this one woman, who alone is 

the embodiment of the danger all women represent to men. She does not fault him or his 
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host for this, nor does she wish to alter it, for fear of the change this would wreak on their 

current reprieve in timeless time. Does the mythic landscape elevate their story above one 

of simple domestic abuse or allegorical misogyny? What possibility does H. D. present 

for the woman and man locked in a violent and imbalanced struggle?  

 Their place in Egypt is an “out-of-time dimension” (20). Helen speaks now of 

what she does remember, which is “the burning ember / . . . heart of the fire, // consuming 

the Greek heroes” (20).  It is in re-membering the defeat of the Greeks that she fully 

reinstates their previous corporeality: “never, never do I forget the host, / the chosen, the 

flower // of all-time, of all-history” (20). The defeat is rendered through a double 

negative; the “never, never” acts as emphasis, further repeating and recanting the tragic 

myth. For what were these lost heroes chosen? In what way do they represent the curious 

concepts “of all-time, of all-history”? Though Helen and the host have previously been 

linked — “the hosts / . . . (no more than I) are ghosts” (1) — here they are separate and 

distinct. The hosts are in all-time, while Helen and Achilles are out-of-time. Again, like 

the desire not to recall and not to forget, these temporal modes need not be purely 

oppositional. What does it mean to be in all-time? Perhaps, as the line indicates, this is 

the time of history. What does it mean to be out-of-time? Perhaps, as Kristeva would 

have it, this is the signifying space of the third term, whereby identity itself becomes 

loosened. What relation do the two modes bear to one another? All-time, or all-history, is 

“time as project, teleology, linear and prospective unfolding; time as departure 

progression, and arrival” (Kristeva 17). Furthermore, all-time “renders explicit a rupture, 

an expectation, or an anguish” (Kristeva 17) that Helen, out-of-time, wishes to reconcile. 

She places a veil, or displaces the already, always present veil, between all-time and out-
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of-time in order to emphasize “the real fundamental difference” (Kristeva 18) between 

the violent operation of the phallogocentric symbolic order and the potentially generative, 

if painful, — “that is, productive of surprises and of symbolic life” (Kristeva 18) — 

liminal space of community built upon a new order of maternal desire. In this third space, 

“Helena, hated of all Greece” transposes war onto love, destruction onto creation. The 

obscene body of the multiplicitous woman unfolds the negative desire of the poem: 

forgetting oneself, never the other. 

IV. The Gift as Dream or Veil 

As the mystery of the phantom furls and un-furls, the prose works to redirect our 

attention to what has come before. The readers of H. D.’s Helen in Egypt cannot move 

consistently forward, but like the host must circle around the “timeless-time” of the 

poem. As the poem progresses, there is a constant sense of retreating from any singular 

truth. The prose re-visits and re-visions the lines that began the book: “we were not, we 

are not shadows” (6), “we were not, we are not shadows” (43); and “the hosts / surging 

beneath the Walls, / (no more than I) are ghosts” (1), “the hosts surging beneath the 

walls, (no more than I) are ghosts” (43). This backward-glancing prose block of Book 

Three concludes with a further negative, in triplicate, and a question: “They are not 

shadows, not shades, not ghosts. What are they?” (43). In striving to answer the question 

“What are they?” — that is, to decipher the ontological status of man and woman — the 

speaker discards the island imagery and reaches back into myth: 

Aphrodite sent, 

 

Love begotten of War 
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and the sea-enchantment together; 

the veil of Cytheraea? (43) 

The two gifts from Aphrodite, “Love begotten of War” and “sea-enchantment,” come 

together, seemingly, to create a third ambiguous figure: “the veil of Cytheraea.” In 

writing “it was they, the veil / that concealed yet revealed” (44), H. D. unites the single 

figure of the veil with the gifts from Aphrodite. The category of the gift is an important 

signpost in H. D.’s writing; it stands for a radical ethics of care. According to Adalaide 

Morris, in H. D.’s writing, the gift represents “a transfer of goods that creates and 

maintains connections among groups, a relay, as H. D. thought of it, of power and peace” 

(9).85 This category of relational activity and transformation “supports her intuitions of a 

projective universe and contributes to her effort to think her culture away from the codes 

of war toward more generative notions of community and collectivity” (121). In the 

opening prose passage of Book Six, for instance, it is as a gift “that enlightenment comes 

or does not come” (H. D., Helen in Egypt 78).  Enlightenment, or knowledge, does not 

operate by traditional patriarchal tropes in Helen’s Egypt; rather, it is bestowed on one 

“as a gift, a whim” (78).  Though The Gift is H. D.’s “primary text — her primer — of 

gift exchange” (Morris 138), it is to the text Tribute to Freud that both Morris and I turn 

to as exemplary of the way gifts operate in the poet’s ethos. This is because, as Morris 

reminds us, the text itself constitutes a gift. The gift operates within the poet’s world: 

between herself and Freud. The gift operates within the “real or phantom” activity of 

Helen’s world: in the guise of Achilles and the metallic glimmer, or the sea-enchantment, 

                                                        
85 Gift is one of the “mana-words” Morris observes in H. D.’s writing. The term “mana-word” is borrowed 
by Morris from Roland Barthes “for words that function in a writer’s vocabulary as nodes and relays of 
thought” (8). See Chapter One for my discussion of H. D.’s mana-words projection and science. 
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in his eyes, as well as in the veil that is both present and absent between Helen in Egypt 

and the host in Troy. 

 Tribute to Freud begins with a gift; or, more accurately, it begins with a delayed 

gift. During their psychoanalytical sessions, flickering between the forgetting and 

remembering of the subject and the analyst’s past lives, Freud shares a memory of the 

wide availability of gardenias on the streets of Rome; H. D. decides to bestow the flowers 

on Freud as a birthday gift, but on two separate occasions she fails to do so. Finally, upon 

the occasion of his shipment of treasures — “the Professor’s famous collection of Greek 

and Egyptian antiquities and the various Chinese and other Oriental treasures” — arriving 

from Vienna to his office in London, H. D. sends him gardenias she finds “in a West End 

florist’s” and scribbles the accompanying note: “To greet the return of the Gods” (Tribute 

to Freud 11).  In response, the “professor” sends her the following note: 

Dear H. D., 

    I got today some flowers. By chance or intention they are my favourite flowers, 

those I most admire. Some words “to greet the return of the Gods” (other people 

read: Goods). No name. I suspect you to be responsible for the gift. If I have 

guessed right don’t answer but accept my hearty thanks for so charming a 

gesture. In any case, 

        affectionately yours, 

        Sigm. Freud (11) 

Freud simply and explicitly draws the thread between the spiritual and the secular, and 

thus demonstrates the tender opposition between divine giving and market exchange: 

Gods/Goods. These concepts are opposed in H. D.’s ethic of care, but their borderline is 
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one of tender oppositions: stretched thin by the ever-clashing disputes of eros and the 

arrow, love and war. These concepts are opposed but close, tenderly but violently 

wearing down the boundary between themselves. 

 The veil, as an object of the goddess Venus and a signpost of (mortal) femininity. 

is the gift that most permits the tender opposition between Helen and the host, the 

feminine and masculine spheres, love and war. The veil is, in its connection to the poem’s 

many signposts, inherently multiple: 

a cloud or a swirl of snow, 

a swarm, an infinite number, 

yet one whole, one cluster of bees, 

 

as a trail of a Galaxy 

of numberless stars, 

that seem one but are many (43) 

The veil, like Helen, is one, and also many. It is no longer figured in the abstract, but 

firmly rooted, in the imagist tradition, to objects of nature: cloud, snow, insect, or star. 

Each of these natural objects has the ability to be observed in the singular (a wisp of 

cloud, a flake of snow, a single bee, a shining star), and also to dissolve into the multitude 

(a sky covering, a flurry, a swarm, a constellation). As a figure for Helen’s multiple 

becomings, the veil is an especially enticing one: an object of clothing, intimately tied to 

the visible and invisible components of a woman’s body; a physical marker with the 

ability for multiple folds; a screen, a barrier, or even an opening. The veil is also, due to 

Achilles’s inciting question — “which was the dream, / which was the veil” — an 
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alternative to the unreality of dreaming.86 The veil marks the realm in which Helen 

moves, awake, similarly to “one in a dream” but differently as well. It is “no trance,” and 

it is no dream. What is it? 

In the penultimate prose block of Helen in Egypt’s Book Three, the caption asks: 

“Is the ‘veil of Cytheraea’ or of Love, Death? Is the disguise of Death or the ‘veil’ of 

Death, Love? This is too difficult a question to answer” (45). In the first question, 

Cytheraea and Love are seemingly paired, the veil belonging to either one and, perhaps, 

synonymous with Death. In the second question, by the logic that comes before, 

Cytheraea and Death are paired, the veil — or, now we receive a new figuration for the 

veil, the disguise — belonging to either one and synonymous with Love. What is 

accomplished here, beyond anything else, is the pairing of Love and Death. Their 

connection is a key aspect of the veil; through the technology of the veil these life-giving 

and life-annihilating gestures are tenderly opposed. Through the operation of sound (the 

voices of the host) and touch (the erotic reach between lovers), the borderline between 

these states is stretched thin. In the poem, H. D. repeats a line from Book One, “the 

harpers will sing forever / of how Achilles met Helen” (6), transposing the subject so that 

it is no longer the meeting of Achilles and Helen, but the beauty of Aphrodite: “The 

harpers will sing forever / of the unveiled Aphrodite, / a portent, an apparition” (45). In 

this figuration, the veil appears in its negative form — Aphrodite is unveiled. H. D.’s 

                                                        
86 See Chapter One, in which I describe H. D.’s distinction between “sleeping dreams” and “waking 
dreams” in “Notes on Thought and Vision.” Egypt is not “the world of sleeping dreams” and “physical 
lovers,” but insistently “the world of waking dreams and the world great lovers enter, spiritual lovers, but 
only the greatest” (49). The veil is, perhaps, a new figuration of H. D.’s over-conscious mind “at the 
moment of waking” (49). 
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“Pallinode,” as a whole, seeks to reconcile this mythic misstep: to replace (or, even, 

further displace) the veil in the realm of “timeless-time.” 

 The final prose block of Book Three negotiates Helen’s desire for “some simple 

answer” (47) and her abstract approach to the question. She multiplies herself, splitting 

herself between the known and the unknown: “She knows that her name was Helen, in 

Sparta, in Greece. But she wants to know of that other, ‘walking upon the ramparts’” 

(47). It is Achilles, in Egypt, speaking now in the first person, who will provide her with 

this knowledge of herself: “I can see you still, a mist / or a fountain87 of water // in that 

desert; we died of thirst” (48). Helen is reconfigured as a fluid body that does not give 

life, but takes life. In a rare move, the entire poem that follows consists of a back-and-

forth dialogue between Helen and Achilles. It is a relatively short exchange that appears 

to silence Helen, foretelling the conclusion of “Pallinode”; after Achilles’s final outburst, 

the poem abandons Helen as its lyric personage and dedicates itself to the warrior. In 

Book Four, Achilles recounts what he had seen in Troy. Though the poems are written in 

the guise of the lyric, so that Achilles speaks with “I,” the distinction between his part 

and Helen’s is marked by the dramatic convention of his name leading the lines: 

“Achilles: You say, I could not see, / but God had given to me, / the eyes of an eagle” 

(49). Such an operation was not required to introduce the speaking voice of Helen, and 

will not reappear again until the introduction of a choral voice into the poetry, thus 

establishing by its formal qualities a dominant perspective in favour of the feminine hero. 

The feminist codex of the poem dismantles the expectations of the Greek canon in order 

                                                        
87 I investigate the figure of the fountain in feminist poetics (in Lisa Robertson, Angela Carr, and Erín 
Moure) in greater detail in Chapter Six. 
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to present not the fragments of women’s writing, but the shattering force of 

phallogocentric narrative.  

V. Re-visioning a Men’s Epic: Achilles in Troy 

Book Four opens with a single sentence, which encompasses the entirety of this 

prose introduction, to announce the change in perspective: “So at last we see, with the 

eyes of Achilles, Helen upon the Walls” (49). The poem, as usual, begins with a 

recantation: “You say, I could not see” (49). In comparison to Helen’s epic, which begins 

with a declarative “Do not despair” (1), Achilles’s epic requires a certain repositioning. 

With two syllables — “You say” — Helen’s recitation of events is repeated and recanted. 

With this negative construction regarding Helen’s recitation of the events beneath the 

wall, Achilles affirms his own ability of sight: “but God had given to me, / the eyes of an 

eagle” (49). The negative construction, whereby Helen’s knowledge is refuted and 

Achilles’s ability is affirmed, returns in the first line of the second triplet: “you say, I 

could not know” (49).  

In Achilles’ telling, the description of the Spartan armies depends on simile: “they 

fell as the ears of wheat / when a reaper harvests grain” (49). The similarities between the 

two subjects (the army, the grain) depends on the sinister role of the deadly harvester. So, 

whose harvest is it? Who would purposefully harvest these young men? Who would court 

their fevered death? It is implied, by Achilles, that it is Helen who reaps the grain. The 

men believe they could only be saved by taking down this icon of beauty, as implied by 

Achilles’s “an arrow would settle it” (50). Yet despite this relatively simple solution, no 

man dares try: 

would an arrow pierce 
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a Daemon’s heart? a devil? 

had she enchanted us 

 

with a dream of daring, of peril, 

as yet un-writ in the scrolls of history, 

un-sung as yet by the poets? (50) 

In this construction, wherein Helen is “yet un-writ” and “un-sung,” Achilles transforms 

the previous three books of the palinode into a phantom text — one that has not yet 

occurred and one that, with the negative hinge of the un-, Achilles and the host feverishly 

hope to prevent.  

 Achilles describes himself and the host as a “purely masculine” (Friedman 171) 

iron-ring: “we were an iron-ring, unbreakable” (51). This iron-ring is, by virtue of 

Achilles’ own partial divinity, immortal. It is in this iron-ring that a dual promise is made. 

Achilles is told: “Helen will be your share / of the spoils of the war” and “you shall 

control the world” (52). What connection is there between possession of women and 

possession of the world? In particular, why is the whole of the world promised alongside 

possession of this woman (Helena, hated of all Greece)? The relationship between men 

and women in Achilles’s epic is not only one of possession, but of pure opposition — not 

the tender opposition by which the lovers are re-united, but the iron opposition by which 

worlds fall to ruin. In this characterization of the masculine epic, the historical model of 

Sparta and Troy becomes an allegory for H. D.’s contemporary moment; the shattering 

effect of the Trojan War is likened to that of the World Wars. Susan Stanford Friedman 

evidences as much by indicating just how many of the words of H. D.’s re-visioned epic 



 MacEachern 101 

“come directly out the wars in her own century”: “‘Dictator, ‘body-guards,’ ‘directives,’ 

‘campaign,’ ‘world leadership,’ ‘secret agreement,’ ‘allies,’ ‘Command,’ etc. are modern 

war words” (173). Moreover, Friedman’s reading allows us to appraise Achilles not as a 

war-hero, but a war-villain, one who “requires war and a dictator to fulfil the masculine 

mystique of total power and command” (173). His defeat and his transposition to the 

“timeless-time” of Egypt assures the world narrowly escapes fascist domination. And yet, 

despite the potential and chilling analogy between Achilles and Hitler, Helen loves this 

man. His violence becomes an even greater problem for the feminist critic, who must 

now associate his crimes against this one woman, whom he was promised, with his 

greater crimes against the world. 

 As these promises lapse, Achilles looks in an unexpected direction for guidance: 

Helen herself. She becomes “a new oracle” with which he plays a “game of prophecy”: 

“He will watch Helen, measure her paces, the direction she takes, how and where she 

looks. If she pauses here or there — yes. If she goes on there or here — no” (H. D., Helen 

in Egypt 53). Achilles soothes his ire and claims the power of a different kind of 

opposition: the tender opposition demonstrated by Helen’s movements on the wall. “I 

counted the fall of her feet / from turret to turret; / will the count even yesterday’s?” (53). 

It is in her role as oracle that Helen, in a gaze over the walls of Troy, prevents Achilles 

from securing a clasp of his armour:  

I stooped to fasten a greave 

that was loose at the ankle, 

 

when she turned; I stood 
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indifferent to the rasp of metal, 

and her eyes met mine (54) 

In line 25 — “when she turned; I stood” — Achilles signals the approaching shift in 

gendered spheres from masculine to feminine to something in-between. The grammar 

here presents their two acts as equal: “she turned; I stood.” In fact, given that Achilles 

responds to Helen’s gesture as though it is a command, the grammar temporarily situates 

Helen as the dominant one. Moreover, Achilles’s response to Helen’s gesture reveals an 

essential change in his character; when he stands, he is “indifferent.” Friedman suggests 

that, “[i]n this moment, Achilles turned his back forever on the masculine world of war to 

become absorbed into the power of the woman’s world view” (176). But H. D. does not 

maintain the polarization, nor simply inverse the hierarchy, of the sexual binary. Instead, 

she presents a third term, or even multiple terms, by which the “new world” may operate: 

host, cloud, veil. It is by Helen’s sustained gaze that Achilles’ masculine sphere is 

weakened, but when the two are transposed to Egypt, neither gaze is dominant.  

 Indicative of the non-gendered becoming into which the poem’s figures have 

entered, Achilles’s war strategy changes from the masculine iron-ring to a game of 

chance: 

what was the question  

to which she gave the answer 

with the measured fall of her feet, 

 

or her pause over the rampart 

that bridged the iron-gate? (54) 
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Unlike the Helen he will meet in Egypt, this Helen on the Walls of Troy is most 

forbearing in her answers — only Achilles does not yet know the question he should ask. 

Helen’s answers come through her movements or her pauses. These are figures of her 

invisible writing on the wall. The measurement of her feet is akin to the meter of the 

poem; the iron-pause is akin to the caesuras within lines and the gutters between stanzas; 

the figure she evokes in sight and sound is, most importantly, akin to the hieroglyphs, the 

invisible writing, Helen herself will attempt to puzzle out in Egypt. Of course, Helen is 

the writing herself; the poem affirms this connection multiple times: “she herself is the 

writing” (22, 91). In Achilles’s war-poem, we are given further clues as to the ontology 

of the phantom and the real. The phantom Helen is the writing or the oracle Achilles 

reads; writing is itself a phantom or, to accumulate the connections of the poem, the veil. 

Writing is that slightly unreal technology by which sound and touch intervene in history 

and myth. 

 Given that the war is now a game of chance, Achilles’ downfall is an accident, a 

chance event. The “rasp” to which he becomes indifferent — “when she turned; I stood / 

indifferent to the rasp of metal” (54) — has been invoked before. The rasp is what was 

heard “to ring in the dark” (39), by Helen, as she weighed what had come between them 

after Achilles’s attack on her. In Helen’s telling, the events of the Trojan War had never 

occurred, “had never been” (40). She had never been in Troy. In Helen’s telling, then, 

neither did the chance gestures of her and Achilles occur (“when she turned; I stood”). 

But, according to Achilles, it was the movements of Helen on the Wall that brought his 

end and, subsequently, the beginning of the story between him and Helen in Egypt: 

you say, I could not see her eyes 
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across the field of battle, 

I could not see their light 

 

shimmering as light on the changeable sea? 

all things would change but never 

the glance she exchanged with me. (54) 

These final two lines are some of H. D.’s most romantic. Within the glance exchanged is 

the temporally excessive space of the palinode — that is, the entirety of the relationship 

between Achilles and Helen. These two lines unfold in formal symmetry, repeating the 

seven bodies of the host in their seven syllables, with Achilles and Helen, as phantom 

lovers, the eighth un-writ and un-sung syllable. Within the glance exchanged are the 

seven books of eight parts that constitute H. D.’s “Pallinode.” The triplet’s end-rhyme of 

“sea” and “me” equates the body of the sea, a feminine maternal-force, with the body of 

Achilles, the masculine war-force, further entrenching the dissolution of the masculine 

under the gaze of the feminine before the entire binary’s transposition into the third 

space. 

It is the feminine signpost of the veil that un-does Achilles’s masculine power, the 

two gendered spheres, and the temporal structures of history and myth. In Achilles’ 

recollection of the moment that followed Helen’s glance, the poem unfolds in an 

uncertain tense: 

I seemed to know the whole, 

but as a story told long ago, 

forgotten and re-told; 
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… 

that had not yet happened, 

had happened long ago (55) 

“I seemed to know” occurs in an uncertain past, destabilized further by the decree that the 

events recollected are in the future. The events Achilles seemed to know “had not yet 

happened”; at the same time, they “had happened long ago.” The past and the future are 

both held, simultaneously, in this backward gaze. In the hold of Helen’s vision, Achilles 

occupies a spatial-temporal zone that is simultaneously in the advent and aftermath of all 

things. 

VI. Feminist Time Travel by the One and Many  

 As symbol of the communal female body they have forgotten, Helen is a 

translator for the men of the poem (the host, Achilles, and Paris) and the symbol she must 

translate is herself. Her “difficult task” is one of self-discovery; in the language of the 

prose introduction, her “difficult task” is the translation of “a symbol in time, into 

timeless-time or hieroglyph or ancient Egyptian time” (13). Resituating time as a 

concrete symbol, as writing on the wall,88 begs the reader to consider time as something 

molecular, something substantial, something that can be seen and even heard. For the 

divine translator over the feminist codex, time becomes material.89 In The Nick of Time: 

Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely, Elizabeth Grosz reveals why the hieroglyph may 

appeal to Helen as a possible transposition for time; reconstituting time as a malleable 

                                                        
88 I use this phrase to evoke the hieroglyph-like projections H. D. witnesses during her vision at Corfu, 
written about in Tribute to Freud. 
89 I discuss time as a material in Robertson’s “Palinode/” in Chapter Two. 
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substance allows one to think in utopic terms: “The more clearly we understand our 

temporal location as beings who straddle the past and the future without the security of a 

stable and abiding present, the more mobile our possibilities are, and the more 

transformation becomes conceivable” (14). Of course, it is my claim that the third space 

signified by Egypt is not simply a utopia but, in Kristeva’s terms, a flooded utopia. The 

feminine translator is “a fountain of water” (H. D., Helen in Egypt 48), weaving and un-

weaving a fluid body of multiplicitous meaning. If Helen the translator could transform 

their present into one in which the men forget not simply the collective body of women, 

but their vehement cursing of her name, she could quell her lover’s rage and perhaps even 

undo the shattering loss of the host. Helen in Egypt upheaves the phallogocentric legacy 

inherent in classical epics in order that a singular woman can figure herself in new ways. 

From Stesichorus, to H. D., to Lisa Robertson (who writes her own “Palinode/” as an 

even more explicit excavation of self), a genealogy of feminist poetics establishes itself 

by recanting the previous forms of (masculine) knowledge and establishing new forms of 

obscene performance. In H. D.’s long poem, Helen folds time, which in the mysterious 

realm of Egypt is a material capable of substantial reconfiguration, in order to transform 

her past, present, and future with Achilles.  

 To Achilles’s repeated question — “which was the dream, / which was the veil of 

Cytheraea” (63) — Helen issues a refusal: “No, I will not challenge / the ancient Mystery, 

the Oracle” (64). What follows this refusal is a series of counter-assertions: “I will walk // 

with measured step” (64), “I will count the tread of my feet” (64), and “I will go / from 

pillar to pillar” (64). Interestingly, these are the actions that Achilles reported performed 

by the Helen in Troy. The “I will” of these assertions disputes the element of chance 
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intuited by Achilles and further disquiets the temporal order of the hero’s fall and the 

couple’s Egyptian interlude. Helen’s refusal creates a suspended time, in which men’s 

concerns cease to dominate and women’s whims may flourish. The woman refuses the 

man and goes on reading. Her reading takes place on an inward line of flight. The 

writing-on-the-wall that is herself. The writing is not only the story of the woman, but it 

is the body of the woman; writing and woman are metaphorically and materially one and 

the same. The “graven line” on the wall is checked against a prior internally-held 

knowledge: “a fact, graven in memory” (66). In Egypt, out of time, there is no higher 

source of knowledge than Helen herself — the woman to whom Achilles looked as an 

oracle. 

 Memory transports Helen and the reader to a past time, “our first meeting of 

Helen” (68). If this first meeting is also the first poem of “Pallinode,” it is the poem 

wherein H. D. describes the family lines, so that Helen is known as the daughter of Zeus 

“twin-sister of twin-brothers / and Clytamnestra, shadow of us all” (2). This shadow 

returns as an absence in Book Five, wherein Helen confesses: “I am not happy without 

her, / Clytaemnestra, my sister” (68). Helen recalls her sister and her sister’s child, as she 

refuses Achilles and consults the writing on the wall. Even as she mourns her sister, 

“slain by her son, Orestes” (69), Helen doubts the veracity of her own memory and, 

relatedly, the history and myth surrounding her family: 

is it a story told, 

a shadow of a shadow, 

 

has it ever happened, 
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or is it yet to come? 

do I myself invent 

 

this tale of my sister’s fate? (69) 

Helen’s desire to stand in for her sister, to “change my place for hers” (68), culminates in 

the assertion that their two daughters are one and the same: “Hermione, my child, / and 

Iphigenia, her child, are one” (69). She allows that her family history may have happened 

differently, in part because of the peculiar and not entirely real or known space-time in 

which they occurred: “I do not know when or whether / in time or in timeless-time / 

Orestes married my daughter” (70). This disavowal of knowledge is repeated in 

connection with Clytaemnestra’s daughter: “I do not know when or whether / Plyades and 

Iphigenia // were bound with bridal wreaths” (70). Notably, H. D. constructs this re-

vision of family history through the palinode’s characteristic negative technique. In 

establishing what Helen knows, we are, as always, establishing what she does not know. 

Despite the uncertainty surrounding the truth of the recount, Helen is certain that these 

events are nevertheless told, and re-told, in the pictures on the wall — and that the 

pictures re-tell not only the fates of Hermione and Iphigenia, but of “Clytaemnestra and 

Helen, / Agamemnon and Menelaus” (70). In the re-telling, the myth and history of their 

family binds them “to another dynasty, / other than Trojans and Greeks” (71), such that 

Helen further asserts that it was Fate or Destiny that brought both herself and Achilles to 

the timeless-time of Egypt. Helen is “re-living her own story” (74) through the re-telling 

of her sister’s fate and the fate of her sister’s daughter. This re-telling is, as is the whole 

“Pallinode,” a recitation, a repetition, and a recantation. The poem calls into question the 
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identity of the mothers and their daughters and the fact of their presence at the sides of 

their husbands and/or lovers. In the restaging of her story as one between sisters, we can 

decipher a feminist hope that women’s stories may unfold without falling into masculine 

or heteronormative tropes of violence.  

 Helen refuses to depict her sister as sorrowful for or regretful of her infamous 

“murder of Agamemnon” (75). Helen, in fact, depicts Clytaemnestra as “glad / when she 

drew the glaive / from the heart of her first lover” (75). Helen even shares in the possible 

glee, or so the prose block intimates, referring as it does to the spirit of divine retribution: 

“Does she possibly feel that her desertion of Menelaus is comparable to her sister’s 

murder of Agamemnon? Do they share Nemesis together?” (75). The final poem of Book 

Five, and thus the final poem of her sister’s “palinode,” begins with another question: 

“Have you ever seen a swan, / when you threaten its nest —” (76). The dash that 

concludes the question on its incomplete note is echoed again before the final two 

stanzas, in a section break that precedes a series of recantations. But this time the dash 

has been elongated, and sits like some indecipherable hieroglyph between the ellipses 

belonging to Troy and Egypt: 

she must forget the past, 

and I must forget Achilles . . . 

 

 

——————— 

 

. . . but never the ember 
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born of his strange attack, 

never his anger, 

 

never the fire, 

never the brazier, 

never the Star in the night. (77) 

Though I refer to these as “recantations,” they are rather more affirmative than their 

negative construction would imply. These are assurances against forgetfulness. These are 

assurances that the ember, the fire, the brazier, and the Star will be recited and repeated 

again and again. This is the peculiar effect of those two oft-repeated words: “never 

forget.” In its essence, the central will of the poem is a double-negative. To never forget 

is, insistently, to always remember. But why does H. D. not present us, instead, the 

positive figure of remembrance? Because there is something necessary (something 

difficult) about the negative construction, the tender opposition, of the palinode. To chip 

away at masculinist history and myth with a refusal, again and again, is to dismantle the 

master’s house with new tools before re-building the new house of the goddess.90 

 I am reminded of Kristeva’s question for the “new generation” of feminists posed 

in “Women’s Time”: “What happens when women come into power and identify with it? 

What happens when, on the contrary, they refuse power and create a parallel society, a 

counterpower which then takes on aspects ranging from a club of ideas to a group of 

terrorist commandos?” (26). Before we sever the connection between Helen and her sister 

— that is, before we reach the silencing conclusion of “Pallinode” — it is worthwhile to 

                                                        
90 I employ this critical metaphor from Audre Lorde’s “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the 
Master’s House” as a re-visionary tool capable of world-shifting change. 
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consider the terror inherent in mythic women’s fury. In her story, Clytaemnestra operates 

by a feminine passion not ruled by progress or logic, nor by the intuitive cycles of 

motherhood and eternity. Instead Helen’s sister operates by “a paranoid type of 

counterinvestment” (Kristeva 26) into the symbolic order to which she, as a woman, is 

denied place. She takes revenge (with blood, with fury), and as a woman violently 

entering the symbolic order, she disrupts the linear time of history. This allows the 

rupture by which women’s time enters its third attitude, divorced from linear or 

monumental conceptions, but it is not yet a transformation of the violent domination 

inherent in the separate gendered spheres. In the timeless-time that Helen occupies, the 

woman as epic-hero attempts to break the curse of the phallogocentric hold on the women 

in her family line. 

VII. Conclusion: The Palinodic Swerve, or A Silencing Act  

Book Seven immediately departs from the previous books of “Pallinode” by 

introducing a choral voice into the poetry. H. D. returns to the dramatic convention used 

to introduce Achilles’ epic in Book Four. The indicated speaker is described as 

“Choragus: (Image or Eidolon of Thetis)” (93). The prose passage above it clarifies: “It is 

Thetis (Isis, Aphrodite) who tells us this, at last in complete harmony with Helen” (93). 

The indicated speaker is, despite the coterie of feminine goddesses, aligned with the 

masculine war-force rather than maternal life-force. As mother to Achilles, the sea-

goddess Thetis intends to redefine women’s power. This poem, like H. D.’s Trilogy, 

discusses the intimate connections between the divine body of woman and the maternal 

body of the sea. Hyphenated sea-creatures, here and elsewhere, are a favuorite metaphor 
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of the poet — for the complexity of the relations between immortals and mortals, life and 

death. In this poem, they are a testament to the power of women to re-vision the world: 

A woman’s wiles are a net; 

they would take the stars 

or a grasshopper in its mesh; 

 

they would sweep the sea 

for a bubble’s iridescence 

or a flying-fish; 

 

they would plunge beneath the surface, 

without fear of the treacherous deep 

or monstrous octopus (H. D., Helen in Egypt 93) 

Friedman believes that H. D.’s use of the word “wiles” is part of the poet’s expression of 

“a strongly pacifist view” in which she “rejects any idea that women should become like 

men or use the weapons of men in their fight against the death-cult” (179). This aligns H. 

D. with “an argument in the woman’s movement today which insists that women should 

not simply become ‘masculinized women,’ accepting and profiting from all the values of 

a competitive, hierarchical class society” (180). Significantly, however, neither does H. 

D. endorse a mode of being that profits from the values of a purely feminine sphere. 

Friedman’s article was first published in 1977, and “the woman’s movement today” is 

less quick to delimit the expression of gendered characteristics in man, woman, or non-

binary participant in the feminist pursuit of non-anthropocentric equality. H. D.’s re-
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vision of a woman’s quest within the depths of the ocean suggests a far less dichotomous 

view than Friedman supposes or Thetis endorses. H. D. makes a case for beauty, yes, and 

love, too, in the stead of war and death, but neither of these pursuits can be maligned to 

only the feminine or masculine sphere. The tender opposition of these forces ensures 

their borderline is a porous one, a borderline (like Helen herself) engaged in the process 

of ravelling and un-ravelling itself, a state of perpetual becoming. In the timeless-time of 

Egypt, a space removed from myth and history yet rife with both, the Grecian woman’s 

wiles capture beauty and death, creatures both iridescent and monstrous. 

 The chorus continues. Helen is, according to the prose caption, included in this 

“we” — the very coterie that begins the poem. Yet, it remains that Thetis is the dominant 

voice; she even claims not a “we” but an “I” in Parts Five and Six of the final book. In 

order to lull Helen into the (silent) chorus, the Grecian woman has been “deified,” so that 

she may “be worshiped, / be offered incense / upon the altars of Greece” (95). Helen’s 

name is transformed into “the chant, the rhythm, the metre, / the syllables H-E-L-E-N-A” 

(95). In a double negative figuration, Thetis refutes Helen’s recantation, so that Helen’s 

name is “the name of Love, / begot of the Ships and of War” (95-96). Hers is the “one 

indestructible name, / to inspire the Scribe and refute / the doubts of the dissolute” (96). 

As mother of the newly mortal warrior who limps to the shores of Egypt, Thetis weaves 

and un-weaves the maternal desire of the poem. Her words de-create the space in which 

Helen may forget herself, but never the other.The transformation of Helen into script — 

the very script she reads through Books One to Six — occurs because “Helena has 

withstood / the rancour of time and of hate” (96). Inasmuch as this image of Helen equips 

us with a figure of the feminist reading, it also prepares us to understand the trials of the 
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poet, who also must withstand “the rancour of time and of hate,” before having her name 

inscribed in the annals of literary history.  

Flack believes H. D.’s entire interest in Euripides, after whom she follows Helen 

to Egypt, is accompanied by a mutual sense that they had both, in ancient and modern 

times, felt “the rancor of time and of hate” as poets privy to a hostile reception: 

She imagines that Euripides was censured, surmises why this would have been so, 

and concludes that his lost plays were “anti-war,” voiced “anti-social protest,” and 

were thus infused with an “ultra-modern spirit.” By identifying with Euripides as 

an antagonized author with a lost archive at a relatively early moment in her 

career, H. D. discovered a classical template by which to prefigure her own 

hostile reception. (162) 

In Flack’s assessment, H. D. believes that both herself and Euripides have transformed 

that hostile reception into “a precondition to [their] creativity” (163). In Helen in Egypt, 

H. D. seeks to appropriate the male traditions so praised by literary society, and she 

enlists Euripides and Stesichorus (rather than Homer, emblem of the tradition that 

continues with Pound) “because they used the resources of the dramatic and lyric 

traditions to undermine the generic primacy of the epic tradition and also its authority to 

represent and account for war in human history” (164). It is in these classical texts that H. 

D. finds her form, the palinode, and its revisionary dynamic of recantation, “a form of 

Penelopean weaving and unweaving” (179-80).  

 Helen’s deification is itself a weaving and unweaving. In Book Seven, the threads 

of her story have unravelled — united as they were with her sister’s story, now resonating 

as a separate note in the goddess’s becoming-divine. The former inextricability of their 
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fates has been shattered: “Clytaemnestra? This is a different story” (97). The poem 

appears to caution us that no single woman’s transformation will change the course of 

myth and history for all women. As the long poem concludes, H. D. pins Clytaemnestra’s 

different fate on sexual difference: 

does it even the Balance 

if a wife repeats a husband’s folly? 

 

never; the law is different; 

if a woman fights, 

she must fight by stealth, 

 

with invisible gear; 

no sword, no dagger, no spear 

in a woman’s hands 

 

can make wrong, right (97) 

This reads like a warning from H. D. to herself, or to other women modernists, not to 

embark on the embittered battle of the sexes with the tools of their male peers. Helen, as a 

woman in the same condition as her sister — that is, as a woman who “feels her affective 

life as a woman or her condition as a social being too brutally ignored by existing 

discourse or power” (Kristeva 28) — desires not to recall her sister’s impulse to re-vision 

the masculine hold with her own cycles of violence and death.  
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Appropriately, then, in Helen’s re-vision of myth and history, it is not by the 

arrow alone that Achilles is defeated, but with “a flash in the heaven at noon / that blinds 

the sun” (100). This is the moment of “their Meeting” (100). It is that blinding flash 

wherein Helen and Achilles meet as lovers but, even more significantly, Paris pierces 

Achilles’s flesh with cupid’s arrow. It is that blinding flash that dictates the different fates 

of the twin-sisters: “That ‘flash in the heaven at noon that blinds the sun’ claims Helen, 

while Clytaemnestra is ‘called to another star’” (101). The one, Clytaemnestra, is 

“Mistress of Magic” (101). The other, Helen, is “Mistress of Fate” (101). The choral 

speaker, Thetis, directly addresses Helena, the new deity: 

I listened and heard you speak, 

and Achilles answer you; 

I could not follow your thoughts, 

 

but Proteus revealed to me 

your past, the tale of Troy, 

your legend, your history (10) 

Here, Proteus the sea-god, Homer’s “Old Man of the Sea,” is the male partner to Thetis. 

He has revealed Helen’s story to Thetis through the very “sea-enchantment” — the 

aftershocks of the blinding flash — in Achilles’ eyes: 

Proteus enchanted me, 

he disclosed the mystery; 

when they reach a certain degree, 
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they are one, alike utterly (101) 

The synthesis promised by these lines is echoed in the perfect end-rhymes of each line. 

This lulling rhythm, however, has not had its desired effect on Helen, who is straining 

against her new deification. As a deity, she has been separated from both her sister and 

her lover, though she has been declared one with both. Thetis must implore Helen: 

Be still, I say, strive not, 

yourself to annul the decree; 

you can not return to the past 

 

nor stay the sun in his course; 

be still, I say, why weep? (103) 

Thetis further implores that Helen not strive to upset the separate fates of herself and her 

sister. What Helen’s struggle reveals is that, for Helen, the “Pallinode” was not simply a 

story of heterosexual romance, but a story of the difficult bonds between women; now, 

struck silent by the goddess Thetis, it becomes a frozen affair between the new goddess 

(Helen) and the sea-goddess’s son (Achilles). Thetis seeks to silence the questioning that 

fed the entirety of the long poem: “asleep? awake? a phantom or a dream, / Helen, the 

sails are set” (106). How does the reader, who has fastidiously worked to unravel the 

mysteries of these last one hundred pages, react to this divine act of closure? 

 The poem’s final prose block attempts to simplify the mystery with an extreme 

understatement: “Obviously, Helen has walked through time into another dimension” 

(107). Does this statement resolve the complexities of the temporal location in which 

myth and history have become unfixed? Thetis reveals, indisputably, that the hieroglyphs 
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Helen has been attempting to decipher are, in fact, herself. Helen is the script, for these 

hieroglyphs — “a grasshopper, a flying fish, an octopus” — “are Greek symbols of a 

Greek sea-goddess” (107), and the goddess is Helen herself. The poem ends with the 

contradictory actions of the veil “that lifts and falls, / conceals, reveals” (108) and the 

final declaration from Thetis: “Helen — come home” (108). But has the reader any 

indication of which plane of existence, which space of time, is home for the new deity 

Helena? Is this, finally, the “a-topia, a place outside the law, utopia’s floodgate” 

envisioned by feminists who would form “as a sort of alter ego of the official society” 

(Kristeva 27) a countersociety? Certainly, it is someplace outside the symbolic contract, 

which Helen (like many feminists) has recognized to be a cycle of “implacable violence” 

(Kristeva 28). Is Helen’s silencing a sign of this escape from the symbolic order — 

specifically from the language that constitutes that order? We recite, repeat, recant, and 

subsequently re-vision the body of the woman, the body of the writing, in order to pose 

new alternatives for this unnameable third attitude of the mythic/historical, mortal/divine 

figure of becoming-woman. 
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Chapter Four 

The Feminist Poet Re-Creates the Soundscape, or the Excessive Noise of Lisa 

Robertson and Rachel Zolf91 

What does it mean to have recourse to materiality, since it is 
clear from the start that matter has a history (indeed, more than 
one) and that the history of matter is in part determined by the 
negotiation of sexual difference? 
 
— Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter 

 
The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar,’ to make 
forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of 
perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic 
end in itself and must be prolonged.  
 
— Viktor Shklovsky, “Art as Technique”  
 

 
I. Introduction: Digital Noise and the Printed Page 

In order to intervene in the accustomed relationship between the reader and the 

printed page, poets Lisa Robertson and Rachel Zolf modify their rhythm and meter with 

accompanying sound recordings. Robertson reproduces the act of perceiving in order to 

inscribe the city of Paris on the pages of “Disquiet.” In Janey’s Arcadia (2014), Zolf 

sonically tears apart documents of settler violence amidst musical strands of Indigenous 

survival. Inviting the pose of the listener, who leans forward to reread the text, these 

poets linger over the fold of the printed page in order to tease out digital noise, presenting 

the reader with the flickering “now-time” (Heller 211) of the feminist past, present, and 

future. Robertson and Zolf invite disquiet into the pages of their books in order to reveal 

the bodies at the margins of capitalist and colonial accounts. Their writing follows a 

feminist impulse, which is roughly equal to transforming the writing process into a 

                                                        
91 A version of this chapter appears in Studies in Canadian Literature, vol. 42, no. 2, 2017, pp. 281-98. 
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(re)reading process, one especially attentive to the gendered implications of the codex — 

that is, the bound book and its printed pages — as a tool of noisy discourse. 

This rereading is necessitated by the errors in the text: Robertson’s speaker rarely 

achieves what she sets out to accomplish (or, like Virginia Woolf’s streetwalker, in 

“Street Haunting,” setting out to purchase a pencil, she achieves much more, she accrues 

an excess), and Zolf’s speaker luxuriates in the repeated (wo)man- and machine-made 

errors of the text. For these two twenty-first-century experimental poets, rereading is 

attendant not simply to the visual sense but, in particular, demands use of the audible 

sense. Sound is key here. As Jonathan Sterne demonstrates in The Audible Past: Cultural 

Origins of Sound Reproduction, it is the auditory sense that is “central to the cultural life 

of modernity” (2). In both the historical period of modernity, wherein Robertson’s Paris 

flickers and Zolf’s settler-citizens stop their ears to Indigenous cultural life, and in the 

now-time of the feminist codex, “sound, hearing, and listening are foundational to 

modern modes of knowledge, culture, and social organization” (Sterne 2). Furthermore, 

in the “now-time” of the feminist codex, if reading is hearing, rereading is the 

concentrated act of listening. Rereading, like listening, is “a directed, learned activity” 

(Sterne 19). The excessive and vibratory noise inherent in their texts requires a close 

engagement from their readers, who must lean in and extend not only their eyes but also 

their ears to the multi-sensory poetry and prose. 

Feminism manifests itself in the text as a multiplicious force capable of disrupting 

the singular, phallocratic self so consistently celebrated in literary canons. This disruption 

occurs in a material sense: as a fold in the page, or soundwaves entering and leaving the 

body of the codex. In “Time in the Codex,” from her 2012 collection of philosophical 
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essays, Nilling, Robertson proposes that “the codex is a figure for the material history of 

thinking. And the particular liveliness, the gesture, the codex brings to thinking is the 

turn, or the fold — the inflection whose agency never does complete itself” (11). It is 

after Robertson that I deploy the term codex in order to demonstrate the material 

intervention enacted by the feminist poet within the printed page and, to a larger extent, 

within the delimited scope of literary studies. It is particularly its ability to fold — a word 

inflected by Deleuze’s baroque investigation into the term — that allows codex to remain 

a dynamic term in this contemporary moment, wherein the book is already an antiquated 

technology and the scroll has transfigured itself into the vertical and horizontal gesture of 

the digital page. The act of folding (multiplying one’s contact with the self and others, 

becoming pliable in an ungiving world) is a minoritarian behaviour of Deleuze and 

Guattari’s becoming-subjects. The physical folds in the printed book and the inventive 

folds in the sound recording are the “seeds, crystals of becoming whose value is to trigger 

uncontrollable movements and deterritorializations” (Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand 

Plateaus 106). These folds, these “lines of flight, movements of deterritorializaion and 

destratification” (3), prepare the rupture in the codex from which the author’s “I” may 

escape into a multiplicity. Women entering the literature of past and future canons require 

the codex’s flexibility in order to appropriate for themselves the technologies of writing. 

The feminist codex is never a static figure, but a figuring. It is not the inscription of 

history, but the pulsating re-visioning and dynamic embodiment of material history. The 

writing subject of the feminist codex is equipped with a technology erupting from past 

gestures and spiraling into future ones. 

II. The Noise of the Constraint-Based Flâneuse 
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 Like Virginia Woolf before her, in A Room of One’s Own, Robertson envisions 

her place within the page as a feminist incursion. Woolf begins her famous lecture by 

cautioning, “I need not say that what I am about to describe has no existence; Oxbridge is 

an invention; so is Fernham; ‘I’ is only a convenient term for somebody who has no real 

being” (5). Robertson’s “I” is similarly ambivalent: she sets out like a flâneur — despite 

the (linguistic and social) impossibility of the modern hero, according to Janet Wolff in 

“The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” ever being gendered 

female. In the modern city, particularly as described by Charles Baudelaire, permeated by 

the ideology of separate spheres, women are nearly invisible, or relegated to the marginal 

roles of “the prostitute, the widow, the old lady, the lesbian, the murder victim, and the 

passing unknown woman” (Wolff 41-42). Wolff’s essay aims for a “recovery of women’s 

experience,” yet in this pursuit, she warns: “There is no question of inventing the 

flâneuse” (45). 

 Wolff’s purpose is to challenge a discourse that centers the male experience at the 

expense of all others. There can be no flâneuse because women in public bear a status too 

contradictory, too ambiguous, and too unwieldy to be named. The lives of women, Wolff 

contends, are “not admitted to language and thought,” but instead they are consigned to a 

spectral “language of ghosts and haunting” (“Gender and the Haunting of Cities” 27). 

This entirely unreal marginal category is: “part of a critical strategy determined to show 

how our discourses and narratives illuminate, but also create, the object of study (the city, 

the public sphere), and also how those same discourses and narratives render invisible 

(make ghosts of) those practices and figures not given a name” (27). A study of the 

ghosts of the city street is literally concerned with the invisible. But invisibility is not the 
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same as exclusion and absence. Rather, in Wolff’s willful terms, it is a political category 

that simultaneously implies oppression and, importantly, resistance to that oppression.  

 As an early example of the spectral in the street, Wolff returns us to that other 

feminist in sheep’s clothing by the name of Virginia. Woolf’s 1930 essay, “Street 

Haunting,” is an excellent case in which flânerie proves itself to be an instable and 

inefficient model with which to discuss women in public. From the very first sentence, 

the woman’s street rambling is not the aimless peregrination of the flâneur. She is in 

pursuit of buying a pencil, thus “set upon having an object, an excuse for walking” 

(Woolf, “Street Haunting” 23). Furthermore, she goes out under the cover of evening, a 

time of day without brightness and sociability, so that the “irresponsibility” (23) of the 

woman’s being in public does not become spectacle. The woman on her street haunt 

guards herself against becoming an object in two ways: first, by ensuring there is an 

excuse for walking through the London streets; and second, by ensuring the location in 

space and time of her body is not conspicuous. These are not the concerns of the aimless 

and reflective flâneur in the streets of Paris. 

 The object-subject relations in Woolf’s essay illuminate the impulse behind the 

woman’s peregrinations. In reflecting on the escape from a room (itself an emblem of 

gender-implicated spatial politics), Woolf reveals that there has also been an escape from 

the myth of a singular and stable self: “We are no longer quite ourselves. As we step out 

of the house on a fine evening between four and six we shed the self our friends know us 

by and become part of that vast republican army of anonymous trampers, whose society 

is so agreeable after the solitude of one’s own room” (23). The objects in the furnished 

home are vibrating with memories of the past. They “perpetually express the oddity of 
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our own temperaments and enforce the memories of our own experience” (23). Their 

evocation of previous times and the others that occupied the subject’s visual field creates 

and reinforces the narrative of a singular and unchanging self, the occupant of the home. 

It is this myth of the whole subject that dissolves and leaves but a ghostly remnant to 

haunt the streets. For Woolf, the reality of the subject rapidly becomes fiction on the 

spatial field of the street. The freedom associated with this escape from the home 

becomes an out-of-body experience. Woolf’s narrative leaves behind the embodied 

poetics associated with much of women’s writing in order to become a ghostly subject 

who is in possession of the look rather than the object of the male subject’s gaze: “The 

shell-like covering which our souls excreted to house themselves, to make for themselves 

a shape distinct from others, is broken, and there is left of all these wrinkles and 

roughness a central oyster of perceptiveness, an enormous eye” (24). Despite this free-

floating subjectivity, the female street rambler is quite distinct from the masculine 

flâneur. She is perceptive, but not reflective. 

 Like Woolf’s “enormous eye,” Robertson’s “I” becomes disoriented against a 

dismantling of the figure/ground binary in which the self is no longer distinct from the 

crowd, in which noise overtakes the organizing principle of sound (i.e. sound thought, or 

organized thinking). Despite the questionable nature of the first-person pronoun for their 

purposes, both writers proceed to represent a first-person scene, “making use of all the 

liberties and licences of a novelist” (Woolf, A Room of One’s Own 5) or, in Robertson’s 

case, a documentary poet.92 The feminist thrust of either essai — Woolf’s incursion onto 

                                                        
92 Smaro Kamboureli’s On the Edge of Genre: The Contemporary Canadian Long Poem provides insight 
into Canada’s documentary poetics. Kamboureli reads the documentary elements of the long poems of 
Robert Kroetsch, Daphne Marlatt, bpNichol, George Bowering, and others. Importantly, the result of the 
documentary impulse is never an undisputed history, rather it is a renegotiation of the relationship between 
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the grass of the exclusively male campus in A Room of One’s Own, Robertson’s incursion 

into the streets of Paris in “Disquiet” — begins with a kernel of writerly thought. Both 

writers are preoccupied with reading or listening to their surroundings; Woolf has been 

tugged down by a mysterious flash in the Oxbridge riverbank and Robertson is being led 

by the disquieting ambience of a contemporary city. In Robertson’s text, feminist poetic 

theorizing transforms the writing process into one of special attunement, implicating the 

traditionally passive reader of her text as an agency-possessing creator, a model of 

interactivity influenced by Lyn Hejinian’s concept of the “open text” (43). Here, “all the 

elements of the work are maximally excited” so that they “exceed (without deserting) 

argument” (Hejinian 43). Just as Woolf’s originary thought exceeds her subject, women 

and fiction, Robertson’s being-subject exceeds the bounds of figure/ground and 

silence/sound. 

In the penultimate essay of Nilling, “Disquiet,” Robertson takes for her subject the 

act of perceiving in the city of Paris. Unlike the visual focus in the essay-poems collected 

in her earlier Occasional Work and Seven Walks from the Office of Soft Architecture 

(2003),93 here the auditory sense is the most crucial factor. In fact, her text is 

accompanied by several ambient soundscapes, to be accessed on the publisher’s website, 

that reinforce the vibrant noise in which women’s reading and writing persists.94 An 

introductory note to the essay invites the reader to take leave of the book in order to 

access this website, just as Robertson takes leave of the visual medium that inspires her 

                                                        
writer and reader, or the rereading dynamic inherent in the position of the writer as reader: “The 
cumulative effect of outside material in the long poem, be it generic, historical, or conceptual, shows the 
poet of long poems to be a reader” (98-99). 
93 Nearly every essay within the pocket-sized volume, with the exception of “Seven Walks,” begins with 
images of art installations, urban/suburban Vancouver landscapes, or archival photographs.  
94 There are seven recordings in all. They can be accessed at the following website: 
https://bookthug.ca/shop/books/nilling-prose-by-lisa-robertson/  
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essai in order to immerse herself and her reader in the practice of listening.95 With this 

directive, Robertson opens her text; that is, she “invites participation, rejects the authority 

of the writer over the reader and thus, by analogy, the authority implicit in other (social, 

economic, cultural) hierarchies” (Hejinian 43). The reader is encouraged to transpose 

their reading experience from the printed page to the flux of digital noise. The rereading 

or listening experience is necessarily “generative rather than directive” (43), for, in 

inviting the reader’s response to the soundscape within which the poet writes, the poet 

permits new relations between the sound and the text. Subsequently, Robertson’s open 

text “foregrounds process” (Hejinian 43) — both that “of the original composition” and 

“of subsequent compositions by readers” (43). Robertson is walking through Paris and 

visiting the sites of Eugène Atget’s documentary photographs, collecting sound wave 

“specimens” (Nilling 58) with an audio recorder. Atget is the flickering signifier of “old 

Paris” as it was in the midst of transforming, in the modern age, into the contemporary 

city through which the feminist poet roams. The thirty-second duration of Robertson’s 

sound clips is modeled after the length of time for which Atget’s photographic exposures 

were timed. In this way, Robertson writes, she was able to “make a constraint-based 

description of the present” (58).  

Robertson’s choice of the word “constraint” signals the conceptual nature of her 

poetic practice. With this word, she deliberately enters into the male-dominated field of 

conceptual poetics. In Robertson’s conceptual practice, the negation of the “I” is not a 

reaffirmation of the universal male subject but an insistence upon the multiple ways of 

gendering and sexing the body of becoming-subjects. Robertson’s constraint-based essais 

                                                        
95 Compare this to the instruction in Erín Moure’s O Cidadán to tear the page from the book. See Chapter 
Six. 
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are a mixture of image (the photograph) and sound (the recording), with insistent ties to 

the changing scene of modernity as documented by Atget. Robertson is rereading Atget’s 

photographs by complementing their visual focus with her aural one. It is within the 

historical duration of Atget’s photographs, that is, within the modern period, that “sound 

becomes a problem: an object to be contemplated, reconstructed, and manipulated, 

something that can be fragmented, industrialized, and bought and sold” (Sterne 9). 

Robertson attends to the historical dynamics of the photographed city by weaving it into 

the present’s contemporary noise and all its variety of bodied voices and crowded 

marketplaces. 

But, as Zoe Skoulding writes, the essay “gives no representation of Eugène 

Atget’s vanished surfaces; rather it places us as listeners within spaces, not the lost spaces 

of the past but those of the present” (173). In her genre-bending “prose essay,”96 

Robertson’s concern is “not only with language, with the worlds and power structures 

that language creates, but also with the material world” (Skoulding 154). It is in pursuit of 

the material of the present that Robertson walks and writes: “I habitually ventured out in 

early afternoon, in the full economy of day, so I would never hear a clarity; the sound 

would not become an image. No figure would emerge. The city became random 

soundfield, and I was not a figure either, not separate from field” (Nilling 59). This 

predilection for disorientation is the result of the historical and excessive desire for 

reflectiveness as a woman in public. From the present vantage of a woman in the city, the 

                                                        
96 The cover of Nilling advertises her texts as “Prose Essays on Noise, Pornography, The Codex, 
Melancholy, Lucretius, Folds, Cities and Related Aporias.” In her review of the book, Nausicaa Renner 
debates whether or not to call these texts “prose poems”: “what is particularly poetic, if the piece is in 
prose?” (135). Picking up the challenge of the “prose essay,” in particular, Renner continues: “Aren’t 
essays always in prose? Are these essays on prose? Is this tautology or paradox?” (135). 
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image can provide no satisfactory description of the self. Rather, at every point, the field 

is an ever-fluctuating acknowledgement and a disavowal of many (gendered) selves. 

Robertson’s feminist subject is the ever-changing and nomadic self as described in Rosi 

Braidotti’s figurations of the ethical subject: marked by “a systematic displacement of the 

boundaries of difference or structural ‘otherness’” and “the free-floating expansion of 

differences in the spinning machine of advanced capitalism” (Braidotti, Nomadic Theory 

55). Braidotti’s nomadic theory depends upon “the radical empiricism of the feminist 

politics of location” (58), a practice not dissimilar to Robertson’s notion of “framed 

chance,” wherein the “temporary viewpoint” of the subject “both contains and excludes, 

but in a way that is not final; what is outside the frame still exists and may impinge on 

what is inside” (Skoulding 157). Describing Robertson’s earlier collection, Debbie: An 

Epic, in terms that uncannily resonate with the project of “Disquiet,” Meredith 

Quartermain writes that Robertson “creates a mobile subjectivity … which expands the 

subject to a range of locations that seems to take in the whole age of modernism” (123). 

Robertson’s “I” contains the multiplicity of Braidotti’s feminist subject, a hybrid machine 

of “women, natives, animals, and earth others” (55), wherein “mind and body, reason and 

the imagination” form “a relationship of mutual receptivity that defies binary 

polarization” (56). A subject simultaneously “proud to be flesh” and possessing “the 

desire to be wired” (61), she is rendered an impossibility in the traditional visual field 

wherein the looks and gazes find sexually determined danger and unease. To render a 

flickering holograph of the contemporary body, the poet must de-create the conventions 

of the codex and re-create the soundscape.  

III. The Disorienting Soundscapes of Lisa Robertson’s “Disquiet” 
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Robertson’s soundscapes unfold in the agora: a marketplace, a container of 

multitudes (and, for the purposes of chronicling the fluctuating present, multiple times). 

In “Disquiet,” the commodity is a figure without which the being-citizen is incomplete; 

though capitalism is not a celebrated force in the feminist city, it is nevertheless an 

inescapable one. A population’s purchasing habits and the commodious objects available 

to their senses determine much of their subjectification in present time. Unsurprisingly, 

then, the first soundscape is titled “Callings and Market Stalls.” As accompaniment to the 

noise, Robertson writes, “I wanted the present to be an ideal library. Infinity, plenum, 

chaos, dust. I wanted it to be an agora — total availability of the entire thick history of 

linguistic conviviality and the potential to be completely lost in the strangeness of civic 

description” (57). In the sound clip, this ideal library is the desired marketplace of the 

title. One man shouts or sings rhythmically, “Hey! Hey! Hey!” while vendors and 

customers barter, exchange coins, and make small talk. Robertson’s “ideal library” is 

nothing like the silent and sterile institutions one usually imagines, nor the highly-

regulated reading rooms into which Woolf intrudes in order to make her study of women 

and literature. In the marketplace’s “linguistic conviviality” are the looping and insistent 

voices of buyers and sellers. 

The thirty-second soundscape ends long before the reader can close in on the 

essay’s full page of dense philosophical prose. If, as Robertson writes, it is true that 

“Noise gives the listener duration as an artifact” (57), what is the nature of the artifact her 

reader receives? What type of duration is possible in the doubled pose of reader and 

listener? Maurice Merleau-Ponty writes of duration as that which “separates the brute 

perception from the reflective examination” (38), but Robertson’s soundscapes and prose 
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refuse such a total separation of the brute from the reflective, the body from the mind. 

Moreover, as demonstrated above, the feminine/feminist subject is already always 

engaged in a struggle to reflect (to see herself in the exterior architecture of the city or to 

enter the masculine domain of thought). As a result, Robertson’s reader has reason to 

doubt the value of measuring duration. Her soundscapes insist that the noise intrude on 

the sense-making readership’s efforts to move through the physical page. Moreover, in 

order to accompany the page, they must repeat — nilling the aura of an originary 

recording as the cacophonous sounds form a non-sensical loop with the written prose. 

Robertson’s soundscapes insist, as Merleau-Ponty does, that in the body of the individual 

reader is implicated the embodiedness of a folded, repetitive multitude: “My access to a 

universal mind via reflection, far from finally discovering what I always was, is 

motivated by the intertwining of my life with the other lives, of my body with the visible 

things, by the intersection of my perceptual field with that of the others, by the blending 

of my duration with the other durations” (49). 

Robertson carves a space for her “mobile subjectivity” (Quarterman 123) into the 

noise of such a multitude: “the multiply layered sonic indeterminacy that is the average, 

fluctuating milieu of dailiness” (Robertson, Nilling 57). In this description of the 

everyday milieu, the indeterminacy of the poet’s experience is essential, for it is only in 

this “temporal indetermination” (57) that the self may escape the constraints of identity 

and ramble freely.97 This metaphor for the writing and reading practice, of rambling or 

walking, is integral to Robertson’s thinking. The peregrinating philosopher, such as a 

                                                        
97 Robertson invites a similar temporal indeterminacy in R’s Boat, wherein the time indicators of “Utopia/” 
refer not to the culled notebooks that constitute her recombined “autobiography,” but to an external set of 
novels. See Chapter Two for my discussion of Robertson’s failure to write an autobiography. 
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Rousseau, informs the poet-philosopher’s method for writing and recording: “So I have, 

in my walks in Paris, deferred to Rousseau, taking his Reveries of a Solitary Walker as 

Baedeker” (58). In walking as a solitary figure, as Rousseau does, Robertson, however, 

must confront the gendered nature of her retreat. Here, as elsewhere, she revives debate 

about the impossibility of the female flâneur. As a figure forbidden by the linguistic and 

social organization of cities, the woman who walks must walk differently: invisibly, 

perhaps, but noisily. This is the noise of the crash into material restrictions. This is the 

noise by which she causes disquiet in herself and in multiple others. The noise of this 

rambler does not level difference, but luxuriates in “the diffuse perceiving of a 

multiplicity” (58). Noise is a “non-knowledge” (57): de ce qu’on ne sait pas. 

In the soundscape titled “Transport,” soft music plays in the background and is 

interrupted by a constant clanking. The title suggests the writer and reader might be 

situated by rails. But neither the recording nor the accompanying prose provides any 

confirmation for this speculative reading. These are not the finely captioned documentary 

photographs of Atget. Robertson does not “rise at dawn” like Atget to “make [her] civil 

documents” (58). She does not seek to gather “an archive” (59) of the present, as Atget 

had. Robertson, instead, dismantles the notion of the archive: those historic institutions of 

silence and exclusion,98 and so her captions, or titles, operate differently than those by 

Atget, who “organized, captioned and composed his images by theme” (59). These titles 

and prose fragments do not reliably point the reader to the original photograph or 

contemporary site; nor do they satisfactorily describe the contents of the soundscape or its 

prose accompaniment. Since there is no faithful transfer from essai to recording, nor any 

                                                        
98 For more on Robertson’s interventions into the archive, see Chapter Two. 
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attempt to evade the noise of the city in favour of a clean sample of a single sound, it is 

impossible to determine the fidelity of Robertson’s sound recordings. The poet’s role as 

mediator is foregrounded, and if the result is a “loss of fidelity” or a “loss of being” 

(Sterne 218), so much the better for the disquieting project. The feminist poet does not 

“desire to capture the world and reproduce it ‘as it really is,’” but to discredit any “theory 

of correspondence between representation and that which is represented” (Sterne 218). In 

this way, Robertson is able to more vividly re-create the relations between the 

marketplace’s objects and its enfleshed body of consumers. For Robertson, the recordings 

she sets out to make come about due not simply to the available technology but to “a 

social process” (Sterne 219) inherent in the lines of relation among the bodies-in-time at 

the moment of her creative invention. Unloosening the pose of the artist who recreates the 

(urban) landscape, Robertson begins “to feel like a wandering perceiving organ that 

belongs to the city, rather than to any autobiography” (60). Her soundscapes have the 

effect of “loosening self-identity” (60) and of loosening the pose of the artist who records 

and re-creates the soundscape. 

Water running, birds chirping, children’s play echoing, a motor vehicle rapidly 

approaching and then fading away: these are the sounds of “City Walls.” In the prose’s 

opening statement, Robertson is concerned with dismantling the binary understanding of 

urban and rural: “As the city is not the opposite of the country, noise is not the opposite 

of silence” (61). The myth of their opposition refuses the porous ways of being in either 

space. For instance, the water heard running in this soundscape seemingly belongs in an 

idyllic countryside rather than beside the major thoroughfare also evident in the 

recording. In imagining this scene, the reader might conjure up the image of a wall: 
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separating the schoolchildren from the onslaught of traffic and protecting their young 

bodies from harm. Yet this barrier does not prevent the noise of the city from seeping into 

this charade of careful outdoor play. What does it mean to align these concepts of 

urban/rural with noise/silence? If the binaries are dismantled, what is the effect of their 

intermingling? Quoting Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City (1973), 

Robertson traces the division of city and country to “the separation between mental and 

manual labour, between administration and operation, between politics and social life” 

(62). The ruling binary here is “figure/ground” — that which noise “interrupts or effaces” 

(61) by disquieting the perceiver’s ability to distinguish between sound and field. Noise is 

the “confusion” of these two concepts: “It’s not silence’s opposite, but an outside, 

mutating term” (63). In setting out into the city with her recorder and writing the 

accompanying prose, Robertson does not seek to “preserve a pre-existing sonic event as it 

happens,” but to re-create the textured sensory landscape “for the possibility of 

preservation and repetition” (Sterne 332). 

Accompanying the mutation of the audible past into the pure “exteriority” (Sterne 

333) of the recording is the chatter of the contemporary agora, as in the soundscape 

“Decorative Work” wherein men shout, women converse, babies gurgle, and footsteps 

echo in the arcades. It is in its disruptive function, in its excessive accrual of the 

marketplace’s objects and subjects, that noise reveals its use for the feminist poet within 

the codex. Noise is an “auditory plenum” (64). “Noise,” writes Robertson, “does fold” 

(64). She explains: “The fold of noise is purely external, purely uncertain, and purely 

present, and it ripples through the listener. Noise is time’s excess. It indicates our own 

bodily opacity” (65). Noise is the means by which the disquieting figure’s body becomes 
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opaque: visible in the external, uncertain, and present ripples of the soundwave. 

Robertson leads the reader into the digital realm while intimately courting the 

obsolescence of the present page. Her fleeting soundscapes, played on a loop and 

accompanying an unruly duration of prose, refuse the “institutional norms and practices 

that not only shape literary careers but also preside over the formation of obedient, well-

disciplined neoliberal citizen-subjects” (Reed xii). Her texts are joyfully destructive — a 

phrase used by Brian M. Reed, in his exploration of twenty-first-century experimental 

poetics, to characterize the new, political texts after the avant-garde mode (xii). The 

feminist poet, such as Robertson and Zolf, gleefully destroys the page on which she 

writes and from the waste re-creates a disquieting new reality. 

IV. The Anarchic Genealogy of Noise 

 Zolf’s Human Resources (2007) is, as observed by Reed, an intervention into 

twenty-first century corporate culture through the printed codex. The obsolete medium 

(the book and its pages) is subversively utilized to preserve digital ephemera, and the 

result is an avant-garde hybrid of lyrical and digital free verse. The ephemeral, in the case 

of this earlier poetry collection, is a sample dataset of word use and frequency. Accessed 

online, the figures fluctuate rapidly. Preserved in the print codex, the figures are frozen: 

stripped of their ability to change. Except, this isn’t exactly true, as Zolf’s poetry 

demonstrates. Each word has the renewed ability to mutate according to its placement on 

the page by the author, its denotations as set by society, and its connotations as felt by the 

reader. It is, in particular, Zolf’s repeated use of the labels “Jew” and “lesbian” that 

render the print codex a dynamic, if obsolete, artifact. Reed writes, “To call somebody (or 

to call oneself) a ‘Jew’ (or ‘black’ or ‘queer’ or ‘disabled’) is to evoke connotations and 
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denotations, past and present. Such terms cannot be wholly neutralized. They contain 

residues of affect and bring to mind histories of inclusion and exclusion, hierarchy and 

dissent” (24). 

Identity markers remain a charged index of Zolf’s poetics and politics in her latest 

collection as well, where the labels cover far more than the author’s alter ego: “c@nt,” 

“father,” and “indign” (this last word a misprint carried through the book) describe a 

complicated web of relations between settler, land, and Indigenous peoples. This web, 

roughly representative of Canada’s colonial history, is critiqued and disassembled in  arch 

and parodic reproductions of documents, which are transfigured by Optical Character 

Recognition (OCR) and, later, rendered strange in performance and video. Whereas 

Human Resources mined digital texts and corporate speak, Janey’s Arcadia employs the 

machine as an intermediary. To invite visual error into the text, Zolf has the OCR 

transpose archival documents into digital text, which the poet then transposes into 

experimental verse. The volume is replete with the machine’s errors, which appear on the 

page as scrambled text and incomprehensible symbols. Alongside this computer error, in 

flagrant display, Zolf has preserved human error as well: in the colloquially intact survey 

responses to “The Indign Question” — “Never thiuk of them” (104) says Mrs. J. B. 

Cosgrove; “Han’ly ever seen” (105) says Mrs. Jas. Findlay; and in the racism that 

underlies the settler’s attitude to the Indigenous population whose land she occupies. In 

some cases, the errors are visual: they are the typographical representations of a 

computer’s misstep. In other cases, the errors are audible: they are the stutters and gasps 

of a subject in turmoil. 
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Like Robertson’s “Disquiet,” Zolf’s text is an anarchic take on the archive. The 

documents pertaining to Canada’s “origin” are faithfully reproduced, though the poet’s 

voice registers its guttural opposition to these mythic origin stories. Refusing nostalgia 

for the modernizing city in which women were not yet full citizens, Robertson’s essay 

dismantles the neat categorization of Atget’s archive in favour of a noisy poetics. 

Refusing nostalgia for an incomplete origin story, Zolf’s collection reconfigures portraits 

of the settlers as violent occupiers. Her reproductions of the national archives, in print 

and in sound, uproot the mistakenly perceived emptiness of the page in which white 

visitors planted themselves. Zolf obliquely declares her re-appropriative method in her 

epigraph: “Genealogy is grey, meticulous and patiently documentary. It operates on a 

field of entangled and confused parchments, on documents that have been scratched over 

and recopied many times. — Michel F@lkOde” (5). Not content with mere parody, Zolf 

shifts her methodological approach from archaeology to genealogy. The one holds tight 

to the myth of origin, while the other recognizes its impossibility. Ironically, the 

scrambled type of Michel Foucault’s name announces that Zolf, as intermediary between 

the original documents, the OCR, and the reader, acts as a faithful translator; meaning, for 

our purposes, she preserves the computer’s slippages and encourages further misreading. 

Zolf, now in the “perverse” role of the feminist translator (to borrow Sherry Simon’s 

figuration), mediates a disquieting relationship between citizen and history, for the 

genealogy of settler relations with Indigenous populations is indeed grey, entangled, and 

confused. The harms enacted in the type are visual representations of the violence 

experienced by Indigenous bodies. These visual representations are yet more concretely 

introduced in the pages of handwritten names of missing and murdered Indigenous 
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women interwoven between the individual poems. Here, the intermediary of the machine 

has exited. A new figure, other than the author and the reader, emerges; in fact, many 

ghostly figures now occupy the page: the women who are missing or murdered, and the 

host of living survivors who search for and, simultaneously, mourn these women. 

Furthering the parallel between computer error and human error, Zolf has 

indicated99 that the most important poem of the book is one without the expected screeds 

of margin-blurring text or scrambled type. “Janey’s Hospitality” reads as follows: 

‘Have you any Indigns round where you are?’ 

asked the realtor. 

‘No,’ 

replied the visitor. 

‘We have hardly any foreigners at all.’ (89) 

The “visitor” is the settler of so many of these poems, while the word “Indign” represents 

the forceful displacement of an entire people. Emphasized here is the audacity of the 

“visitor” to declare the Indigenous peoples “foreigners.” The visitor has made her home 

on land not her own and, in the incidental slippage of language in her response, she erases 

the identity of the Indigenous peoples who lived on the land before her and who continue 

in their struggle to survive at the margins of their oppressors’ “civilization.” Zolf, in her 

difficult appropriation of racist documents from her nation’s history of settler harms, does 

not deny the lines that have been drawn on the colonized soil; she performs them on and 

off the page. 

V. Resounding Human Error in Rachel Zolf’s Janey’s Arcadia 

                                                        
99 During a reading of select poems, hosted by fellow writer Gail Scott, at the Université de Montréal on 
November 14th, 2014. 
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Zolf’s poetry extends outward into a myriad of material and immaterial ephemera, 

from her stuttering live performances of the radically de-configured language to her 

filmic appropriations of National Film Board (NFB) archives. These off-the-page 

companions reinforce both the untranslatability of the political relationship between a 

nation and its citizens as well as the urgent need to perform a translation of that 

citizenship. In verbal performance, the text becomes an anarchic and otherworldly 

document. Faced with the task of pronouncing the errors in the text, lines such as “THE 

COPS- FIND- 2J3<3 / I H * ^ \ HN” (9) become a frightening and stuttering utterance. 

The film is yet another version of this, described by Zolf on the Vimeo page as a video 

translation. It transposes the poetic text into a collection of inter-spliced and stolen 

videos from the NFB. Zolf and her collaborators did not receive permission from the film 

board to use the historical footage, so the NFB logo is burned into every frame. This has 

the effect of making strange the collected videos. “Making strange” is one possible 

translation of the term ostraneie — the function of the image according to the tenets of 

Russian Formalism, also known as “estrangement” (Erlich 26). For the Russian Formalist 

Viktor Shklovsky, ostraneie was an essential literary effect and a defining feature of the 

poetic. In “Art as Technique” (1917), he posits that writing — like the accompanying acts 

of reading, thinking, and theorizing — is a matter of perception. William James, the 

psychologist and philosopher under whom Gertrude Stein studied at Radcliffe, also 

insisted there was a relationship between language and perception, a relationship Stein 

exploited via her “radical challenge to the primacy and centrality of the noun” (Hejinian 

93). Shklovsky’s concern with perception is not dissimilar to the project of Stein — or, 
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after her, Zolf — which is to wrest it from the habitual and the automatic. He advances 

the theory that poetry exists to disrupt habitualization: 

[A]rt exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel 

things, to make the stone stony. The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of 

things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The technique of art is to 

make objects ‘unfamiliar,’ to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and 

length of perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself 

and must be prolonged. (16) 

Hejinian proposes Shklovsky’s “make a stone stony” is a more self-reflexive version of 

Ezra Pound and the modernist poet’s “make it new” (343). For Shklovsky, newness is not 

an end in itself but a strategy for “the enhancement of experience” (Hejinian 343). In her 

own process of prolonging and defamiliarizing the process of perception, Zolf heightens 

the description of colonial violence by demonstrating the canniness of the uncanny stolen 

footage. The videos of wheat fields, beavers, riverbanks, and train platforms are the 

exclusive property of the government; and, it is implied, so too are the placid smile of 

Miss Iroquois and the naked body of the Indigenous man riding a horse among false 

clouds. The distorted music and sound cues that accompany these disquieting 

performances reveal the otherworldly nature of the white immigrants who descend from 

boats and trains to claim this land as their own. The close-ups on their alien faces (a 

mouth chewing a white bread sandwich, a severe housewife standing between a portrait 

of her husband and a crucifix) suggest something violent and perverse has taken place. 

This is the estranging effect of the video clips placed as they are: a spring landscape split 
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open by a winter horizon, a beauty pageant interrupted by a cowboy chasing cattle over 

western plains. 

The video begins with not a visual glitch but an audio one. Pressing play, the 

reader is met with audio feedback. This is the aural translation of the visible mistakes in 

Zolf’s text: the unreadable symbols that the OCR has substituted for what once were 

recognizable human words. In the various transpositions from human hand to machine 

and back again, there is the potential for registering the original human error. Here, Zolf 

refuses the temptation of a mythic account, like that of earlier — that is, original — 

sound’s aura: 

Before the invention of sound-reproduction technologies, we are told, sound 

withered away. It existed only as it went out of existence. Once telephones, 

phonographs, and radios populated our world, sound had lost a little of its 

ephemeral character. The voice became a little more unmoored from the body, 

and people’s ears could take them into the past or across vast distances. (Sterne 1) 

It is useful here to refer to Sterne’s project in The Audible Past: to dispute this mythic 

account, as well as the very notion of original. Elaborating on Benjamin’s infamous 

explication of aura, Sterne writes, “the very concept of aura is, by and large, retroactive, 

something that is an artefact of reproducibility, rather than a side effect or an inherent 

quality of self-presence” (220).100 The sound-recording techniques in Zolf’s video 

passionately resist notions of fidelity in order to reveal the struggle that has made the 

poem. The sounds in the video do not “hold faith,” nor do they attempt to “be faithful” 

(Sterne 282). The task of fidelity — a charged word in the context of this poem, wherein 

                                                        
100 See my discussion of the aura in Chapter One. 



 MacEachern 141 

one’s god is alternately that of religion, capital, or sex — falls not only to the writer, but 

to the reader, to both the “listeners and performers” (Sterne 282). 

Before the first NFB footage plays, a string instrument enters the composition and 

the strange sound lodges itself into the listener’s body. What’s expected in the presence 

of this distortion is violence. The first image to accompany this sound is of the ocean. 

The horizon is dipping and a fin is jutting through the water. Suddenly, there is a boat in 

the picture. The vantage point shifts from the forward bow of the ship to a starboard 

view, as though the reader is standing on the ship deck and facing out. As the camera 

faces forward again, waves break over the bow. A new video clips plays. In this scene, 

men walk across the deck of a much calmer ship. It is, in fact, in port. The settlers, we 

realize, have arrived. Two of these men are assisting a priest in carrying a wooden cross. 

They lower it onto one shoulder of the priest’s dark robes and walk forward as Zolf 

begins to read the first of three poems included in the video. This is “Janey’s Hospitality” 

and these men are the visitors who will deign to call the Indigenous peoples — onto 

whose land they bring their religious artifacts and civilizing notions — foreigners. In her 

performance of the text, Zolf prolongs her pronunciation of the word “Indigns” so that the 

mistake weighs heavily on the poet’s tongue. 

The next poem is preceded by a low recording of Zolf’s stuttering. She is 

purposely prolonging the word “foreigners” now, beneath the video footage of a beauty 

pageant. Women are standing in several rows and grinning, wearing sashes that read 

“Miss Sweden,” “Miss China,” “Miss Greenland,” and “Miss Scotland.” Zolf begins to 

read “Janey’s Pastoral Oasis”: “It is true Canada is not exactly a Utopia, Ltd.” (17). The 

video switches to a close-up of the man’s smiling face. Like so many of the scenes in this 
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video translation, this one has a Lynchian quality.101 These people do not realize the full 

extent to which they are involved in an abysmal charade of civility. From this close-up, 

the video returns to the smiling faces of the beauty contestants, landing finally on “Miss 

Iroquois.” Her smile is more subdued than those of the others. She wears a feather in her 

hair and has berries embroidered on either shoulder of her fringed dress. The video 

changes and a high-pitched tone begins to play. Zolf is reading, “I used to have a lot of 

idyl / fantasies inwrought with Indign traits” (17). A white woman and a white man sit in 

a parlour room. They cast uncomfortable glances around the room and at one another 

until the video changes again. In a new video clip, an Indigenous man is riding, nearly 

naked, on the bare back of a pale horse. The man and his horse appear to be standing on a 

cloud. The viewer cannot determine what reality or fantasy this strange scene seeks to 

represent. As the video returns to black, Zolf finishes the poem’s first stanza: “Smacks 

not this one-acted poem of the great / national prosaic life of Arcady?” (17). 

Zolf continues to read while on the screen a young Indigenous girl nuzzles her 

face into the face of a beaver: “The cursings and obscenities that taint the air / and 

brutalize life elsewhere are in this quaint old / settlement unknown” (17). The girl kisses 

the beaver’s snout from where she lies, stomach down, on the ground before it. The 

beaver rises onto its hind legs and the girl must come to her knees in an awkward dance 

with the creature. While she is moving away from the animal’s advances, her head 

swivels this way and that so that her blunt haircut is in full view. She has been given a 

                                                        
101 Think, for instance, of the grotesquely stretched grin of Killer Bob in David Lynch’s Twin Peaks. 
Describing the “idiotic, gleefully grinning father” in Eraserhead, the comingling of “sexuality with 
brutality” in the smile of Blue Velvet’s Frank Booth, and the unsettling grins of the old couple in 
Mulholland Drive, Clayton Purdom writes: “the smiles seemed to become the terror; the Lynchian smile 
becomes something almost structural, around which the rest of the movie pivots. The smile becomes 
conflated with the act of violence.”  
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bowl cut, the hair falling choppily across her forehead and around her jaw. As the child 

and the beaver play, Zolf reads: “His hand brought my mouth / to his mouth. Sweet 

thought, pure speech, go hind in / hind” (17). The video changes and now it is no longer a 

child and an animal dancing, but a white woman and a white man. The video begins to 

skip as Zolf’s smooth reading voice mutates into an alien stutter: “his mouth was f□cking 

my mouth” (17). The obscenity in this line becomes a guttural punch. The poet goes deep 

inside herself before completing the harsh sounds. 

The video changes again and white men naked from the waist up are swinging 

their fists at punching bags that hang from the rafters of a barn. These sacks swing wildly 

as Zolf stutters “Indign tongues” (17). Nowhere else is the juxtaposition of video and 

poem quite so startling. As the recording of the poet’s stutter plays, the white men 

continue to batter these imitation torsos on Indigenous land. In a new video, a piece of 

farm equipment drills into unbroken soil. A white man in coveralls inserts his hoe into the 

tilled-up land as Zolf reads: “You’d. Verb. Me.” (17). Following this insistent 

declaration, which has been slowed down in its pronunciation so that each word is a 

complete sentence of its own, is the further insistence, “It was a fountain” (17).102 This, 

too, presents an odd juxtaposition against the close-up of the fresh, dark soil. 

Now, Zolf’s voice encounters harsh consonant sounds. These retain the affect of 

words referring to male and female genitalia and her guttural stutter translates for the 

listener the relationship between these sexual figures: “No / costly manures, the only 

image your cuck filled / with novocaine in my c@nt red ugh” (17). The relationship 

between the sexualized individuals of these lines is intermittently violent and passionate, 

                                                        
102 See my discussion of this figure of the fountain in Chapter Six. 
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just as the music playing in the video is intermittently melodic and discordant. The errors 

in the text could be read as mere Freudian slippages: “cuck” suggesting a man is being 

deceived, and “c@nt” a suggestion of refusal on a woman’s part. But in the poet’s voice, 

these errors take on graver meaning. The “u” (or you) inside the phallic word comes from 

a deep and guttural place, as if emerging from the body with immense resistance. The 

locative symbol interrupting the woman’s cunt prolongs this word too, and the 

individual’s body is suddenly unrecognizable. The final “ugh” at the end of the line is a 

short, barely audible shudder in reaction to this mutation. 

Continuing to read, Zolf juxtaposes the poem’s next sexually explicit lines against 

video footage of a monk shaving a fellow monk’s head, a rabbi placing a kippah on the 

head of a young man, and young women with their heads bent over scripture: “not giving 

up my life for a one-night / f$ck” (17). When the individuals on the screen do not react to 

the content of the poet’s text or to her performative struggle to read it, the reader senses 

in this land a lurid integration of sex, capital, and religion. Zolf’s vocal tick here is short, 

less pronounced than the others; this incestuous trinity (sex, capital, and religion) has 

long been dominant in this nation, and the inclusion of the dollar symbol inside the sexual 

thrust is no surprise. But the poet’s ease is lost when it comes to a fourth bed partner: that 

unavoidable and shadowy onslaught, death. John Durham Peters prepares the reader for 

this difficulty, predicting that the twenty-first-century poet would find renewed reason for 

struggle here: “what sex was to the Victorians, death is to us: the ultimate but inescapable 

taboo” (qtd. in Sterne 291). Peters continues to indicate that, while the contemporary 

audience is “congratulating ourselves on our liberalism on topics sexual,” it remains true 

that “nothing is so veiled to us as death, so cloaked in euphemisms — or as pervasive in 
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popular culture” (qtd. in Sterne 291). Thus, as death makes itself known in the poem, 

there is an increase in vocal ticks and video distortion: 

my father 

isdead my father is blue, this isnmy father. SEC. rmy body! my 

body is life. nmy body is hot. this is nnny body. c■nt 

PUKE (J S H 0 H T house. (17) 

The first revelation “my father / isdead” (17) is paired with video footage of a white hand 

passing over Hebrew script, as though someone is bent in study. The poet and the viewer 

are joined in this act of discovery, wrenching apart the verb and the state of being or non-

being that fuse in the neologism “isdead” (17). The difficulty the poet faces in claiming 

this dead father, “isnmy father” (17), is paired with the difficulty the poet faces in 

claiming her own body: “rmy body!” (17).  

 The video flickers from black to white. An electric guitar, or a distorted recording 

of fiddling, plays. The music picks out a new mood to introduce the third and final poem, 

“Face to Face to Face.” The first vocal tick is a hiccup. Zolf reads “a walk through a 

hospi-tal” (97) and opens a gap between the final syllables of the word. Inside this gap, 

the video frame shifts from a picture of flame to a picture of smoke. Partway through the 

first stanza of this poem, the recording changes. The sound quality signals that the 

listener is now privy to a recording of a recording. “‘An Indjan!’ hot geshriehen a / 

tsveyte, un b’shahos mayseeh” (97) is read by an echo of the poet, so that the new 

language erupts into the text differently than the English poetry. The music increases 

ominously in volume as Zolf completes the first stanza: “The beaver was taking a shower 

upstairs” (97). The camera pans over the passengers of a train car, closing in on an empty 
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pair of seats. The movement of the camera and the high drama of the music lodge fear 

into the reader’s body. As elsewhere in the text, there is the inescapable sense that 

something is very wrong here.  

 The second stanza begins over the sped-up footage of one of the neon-lit women 

in her street-facing window. Her room is red. With jerking movements, she slides 

backward onto a high stool and Zolf chokes over the line “It is not necessary to go out of 

your own country to visit ch%/3” (97). In the pause between the second and the third 

stanza, a sound like that of water streaming gently along a river plays — softly at first, 

but ever more insistently as the video pans over the debris of an empty wooden cabin. A 

large empty kettle sits abandoned on a small wooden tabletop. When Zolf begins to read 

again, the lines are nearly doubled. The poet’s voice is once again accompanied by an 

echo, this time barely perceptible and playing at a slightly lagging speed, as she reads: 

“No English (like vultures) made jokes at the expense of the two / foreigners who 

represented two ancient kultur-felker” (97). The echo dissipates by the next line, and 

Zolf’s stutter returns to perform “in some Sst settlers ^^^ sense” (97). These symbols pull 

guttural gasps from the poet. The reader envisions her physical body doubled over.  

 Between the fourth and fifth stanzas, the soundscape once more displaces the 

listener’s sense of background and foreground. The discordant static and intermittent high 

tones become louder and fill the audio landscape as small individual grains fill the screen. 

The resulting affect is an inescapable claustrophobia. The sound remains loud and 

discordant as Zolf begins the fifth stanza: “We may succeed for a time in excluding these 

outlying breedze” (98). The video changes from a close-up shot of swaying stalks in a 

wheat field to footage of ice skaters weaving in and out of a crowd heading directly for 
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the camera. But the background audio fades entirely so that there is only the poet’s voice 

against a video of clouds passing over a high sun when Zolf reads: “White devils like you 

and me prolly / have no souls anyway, and certainly no ancestors” (98). Music splices in 

once again to accompany a narrow vertical strip of waterfall footage. The screen goes 

black, before the static audio returns, as does the vertical shot of the waterfall, and Zolf 

encounters a long line of error: “knouo Janey tohot ^ooVe, te.arn&drr6 S sin that will 

make / for a universal:he hottt ^^ ^^X xa citizenship” (98). The poet’s mouth transforms 

into a machine churning out the same logs that flow down the river now in the video 

footage being displayed. The mouth faces the difficulty by rolling the letter “R” and 

erupts into spasm around the occurrences of the unreadable.  

 The poet’s echo returns again as the video turns to close-up footage of a white 

man eating a white bread sandwich. The camera is trained on the lower half of his face. 

The listener’s eyes are trained on the single crumb that dots the left corner of his thin 

bottom lip. The recording of a recording reads:  

Oh don’t write that down now, you.  

Let us exclude them from our country if our policy so impels, but   

let us refrain from forging eternal scrapgoats from the people what 

lives close along the river, for the sens of ourselves and of children. (98) 

As Zolf finishes, so too does the man, employing pinched forefinger and thumb to plop 

the remaining crumbs of the thin, crustless sandwich into his small mouth. The white 

bread slithers into his dark mouth as the video returns to the neon-lit women in the street-

facing windows. The movements yet again play at an unnatural speed. The recording of a 

recording completes the stanza: “It is not / the Saxon way” (98).  
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As Zolf begins to read the final stanza of “Face to Face to Face,” yet another 

white woman turns and begins to implore the camera. We cannot hear what she is saying, 

but Zolf’s voice leaks out as a credible substitution. The video translation comes to an 

end as the footage changes to the horizon of a plain, against which horses are trotting and 

pulling covered wagons. A mechanically manipulated version of the poet is repeating 

“Verb. Me.” in an insistent stutter. For the first time in the video translation, a second 

voice enters. “So it doesn’t matter what time,” this voice insists. The video shifts to the 

empty horizon and the mechanically manipulated poet’s voice re-enters. “It was a 

fountain,” she stutters. The credits begin to play and the second voice repeats, for a final 

time, “So it doesn’t matter what time.” In the moments before the video ends, the listener 

receives a final two lines of text: “Honour the treaties and territories. It doesn’t matter 

what time.” This final digital flash seeks to subvert the order of events, the totality of 

forgetting that our colonial nation has undertaken. 

Zolf’s video translation “thrives on the forgotten, on a past that recedes and 

retreats” (Sterne 319) in order to recreate, through aesthetic experimentation, a social 

recognition of the historical and present conditions of being a settler on colonized lands. 

In anthropological accounts, Sterne writes, it is common to witness “the marbling or 

bronzing of Native Americans — freezing a dynamic native culture at a single moment in 

time for future study” (319). In order to credibly deny that the new settler-citizens were 

stealing land, were committing genocide against the peoples of that land, ethnographers 

preferred to ignore that white and Native cultures “existed in the same space” and instead 

used time as “a measure of cultural difference” (Sterne 312). Zolf refuses this marbling or 

bronzing of Indigenous cultures. In fact, she inverts this process; instead, she freezes 
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white culture, and she freezes it in the form of a violent settler-citizen. She refuses any 

nostalgia for this time of land theft and genocide. In this way, her poetry occupies a 

“temporal orientation” that is, as Reed writes, “prospective instead of retrospective” (20). 

The contaminated language (and land) refuses to birth the fantasy of any single peaceful 

origin. 

VI. Conclusion: Destabilizing the Codex with Feminist Noise 

 Responding to phallocentric history, literary and colonial, with the disruptive 

spatial dynamics and disquieting soundscapes of the public protest, Robertson and Zolf 

trouble the line between the somewhere and nowhere of the page. In order to explode the 

hierarchies of literary value, disrupting the traditional codex is both a necessary and a 

joyfully destructive task. The feminist poet encounters a problem: to dismantle the page 

completely would be to become accomplice to the historical (and contemporary) 

silencing of women and others in letters; yet the page is a signifier of patriarchal and 

colonial rule and cannot be approached without hesitancy. The page, its partial objects of 

lines and margins, and its place in the book, the anthology, and the library must be 

radically transformed into the space of “the elsewhere” (Robertson, “Time in the Codex” 

12). This elsewhere is not specific to any time or space, and it is this inherent alterity that 

allows it to become an accurate metaphor for the codex and its collection of printed pages 

— with its folds and turns, radical citationality, and plurality of voices. 

Both Robertson’s and Zolf’s sound recordings are insistently moored to the body. 

Their soundscapes perform a reproduction of the perceiving act. Its time is doubled, 

between writer and reader, and its spatial lodgings are newly material. The city of Paris, 

as the feminist poet hears it, is inscribed in the physical page. The colonial violence of 
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settler citizens, as the feminist poet pronounces it, cuts into the reader’s hands and rings 

in the listener’s ears. Both writers embrace the “obsolescence,” as Reed calls it, of the 

print codex in order to preserve what might otherwise be mistaken for “flickering 

immaterial signifiers” (24). In reproducing the archival documents of modernity, a period 

wherein the auditory sense was central, a period wherein Atget photographed Paris and 

new settler-citizens had comfortably erased evidence of the Indigenous populations 

whose land they had stolen, Robertson and Zolf seek to recreate the pose of the listener. 

The readers who are willing to take book in hand and invite in digital noise to accompany 

the print moor their own bodies to the physical page, to the perceiving act of one who 

disassembles mythic accounts of “knowledge, culture, and social organization” (Sterne 2) 

in order to let in the lived accounts of women and Indigenous peoples at the margins. 

Those on the listening end incite the possibilities of feminist noise in order to reinforce 

that aesthetic creation is equal to reality, that new (social, political, erotic) relationships 

are available within the print codex.  
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Chapter Five 

Creative Resoundings with/in Time and Place: Helen in Egypt’s Haptic Phonotext 
 

Reading does change the world, but usually not in the way one might 
wish it to, and perhaps not visibly. Its acts are clandestine. 
 

— Lisa Robertson, “Lastingness, Réage, Lucrèce, Arendt” 
 

I. Introduction: The Phonotext 

In H. D.’s Helen in Egypt, the poet provides a dizzying mix of genre. Each poem (all 160, 

with the exception of the final “Eidolon”) is preceded by an italicized block of prose. As 

one reads, the relationship between the poetry and the prose is a difficult one to parse: do 

the captions clarify the operation of the poetry, or do they obfuscate its meaning? 

According to Susan Barbour, previous critics “have either ignored the prose segments 

altogether or interpreted them through psychoanalytic, feminist and post-modernist 

perspectives” (466). The crucial element missing from these critical lenses is attention to 

the “spontaneous” oral quality of the prose captions. Following Barbour in describing 

the prose segments as “phonotext conceived in oral consciousness” (466), I attend to the 

resounding qualities of sound in the recordings and the text.  

It was in preparing the reels for her editor and friend, Norman Holmes Pearson, 

that H. D. found it necessary to accompany the poetry with explanatory prose. However, 

that adjective, “explanatory,” is not quite right. Rather than illuminate or clarify the 

content of the poetry, the prose complicates and obfuscates, so that the book-length poem 

operates in what Al Filreis and his podcast guests, Julia Bloch, Adalaide Morris, and 

Annette Debo, describe as a “hieroglyphic mode.” This collapse of the audible (i.e. the 

audio recordings) and the oracular (i.e. the visual symbol of the hieroglyph) is a 

significant aspect of the poem itself. Helen in Egypt operates by a “whirr on the wind” 
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and by an “invisible writing” not read, but seen. The long poem begins with “Pallinode,” 

and it is the complex nature of the palinodic form (as a recantation of an earlier 

recitation) that allows for the contradictory ontology that unfolds. Elsewhere103, I have 

defined these aspects of the palinodic form by the following terms: recitation, repetition, 

and recantation. In her oral recitation of the poem for the recording device, H. D. altered 

the form of her writing. In the dual act of repetition and recantation, she devised the 

prose that doubles the action of the new story of Helen in Egypt, while at the same time 

negating the known story of Helen in Troy.  

Below, I attend to the recordings as a phonotext: a term I employ after Steve 

Evans and Michael Nardone. A reader who attends to the audio recording is a reader who 

“listens to the works” (Nardone, “Fugitive Sound) in order to unveil their “intertwining of 

timbre, text, and technology” (Evans, “Phonotextual Braid”). The task of the critic who 

listens to the phonotext is not unlike the task of Helen who puzzles out the invisible script 

in the Amen temple; it is, as described by Evans, “the Penelope-like task of weaving and 

unweaving.”  The voice heard in the recording is “a sign that indexes — before, alongside 

of, and beyond other meaning-making — the condition and situation of the body that 

produces it,” such that we are hearing “the noise emitted by the human animal situated 

somewhere along its trajectory toward death, in a condition of finitude shared out along 

the (by tendency asynchronic) spectra of physical dis/ability and social 

dis/enfranchisement.” The danger is that the subject — the voice, the body on the 

trajectory toward finitude — central to the recording or the hieroglyph will, through 

repetition and recantation, be undone. This very danger — the promise of nilling — is 

                                                        
103 See my discussion of Robertson’s “Palinode/” in Chapter Two and my extended discussion of H. D.’s 
“Pallinode” in Chapter Three. 
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eagerly received in the alternately passive and willful, invisible and noisy pose of the 

palinodic phonotext. 

II. The Audio Event  

H. D. appends her explanation to the text only while producing the reels on which the 

poetry is recorded. On these reels, we can hear H. D. revise her poem alongside the 

mythic re-visioning performed by the alternatingly phantom and real Helen of the poem. 

 In the first recording, Commentary 1, H. D. speaks: “Helen is of course that Helen 

of Sparta, Helen of Troy, Helena, hated of Greece. In a dream or drought, she left Troy. 

She finds herself in Egypt. How? Why? She does not know. Until the image of a lost and 

ship-wrecked Achilles appears.”104 Barbour transcribes the above “drought” as “drugs,” 

and this certainly tracks with the content of the poem. However, H. D.’s own voice 

sounds uncertain as she ascends the vowel of this word.105 She resists the hard “g” and its 

attendant “s,” so that the image is instead one of water receding. In this drought, Helen 

fashions the little island of timeless-time on which she receives Achilles. The drift in this 

sentence — drought? drugs? — reflects the uncertain reality of this departure. Helen is 

hesitant to explicitly align the departure with mere dream or intoxication. The reality or 

unreality of Egypt is under dispute. Here, H. D.’s tremulous voice preserves the necessary 

spark of uncertainty found in the finished text. 

                                                        
104 The audio recordings can be found in the digital repository made available by PennSound: 
http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/HD.php. The transcriptions are my own, though I cross-referenced 
them with the transcriptions available in Barbour (2011). 
105 In the following account, following Nardone’s methodology, I employ a method “not invested in 
possession or clarification,” but one that  

listens for tones and textures, for the breath or underlying hum or grunt of a speaker, for the non-
lexical acknowledgment from an audience, for their participation or lack thereof within the space 
of a work, for the architectural acoustics of a space, for the grain, glitch, or hiss of machinic sound 
that becomes a part of the work by the various technologies involved in its reproduction. 
(“Fugitive Sound”) 
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I like the “of course” with which H. D. precedes her introduction. It contains the 

element of knowingness (attributed to the prose narrator, but also to the audience, who 

has, of course, heard this story before, in a different form) elsewhere implied in the final 

prose captions. This knowingness of the narrator and the audience contrasts sharply with 

the persona Helen is given, for even here in H. D.’s commentary: “She does not know.” 

The “of course” is, furthermore, a short hand for the entirety of the myth. The voice 

assures us we know the story. We are, in fact, part of the “we” who have heard this story, 

recounted this story, judged this story. In the recording, when H. D. lists the names by 

which our heroine is known, she gives ceremonious pause between each: “Helen of 

Sparta. Helen of Troy. Helena, hated of Greece.” In the time and space between these 

epithets, the well-known stories unfold. As she announces that final damning name, 

“Helena, hated of Greece,” H. D. extends the final consonant and vowel. It washes like a 

wave over the Egyptian shores, chasing Helen through timeless-time and non-manifest 

space. 

As with the names by which Helen is known, H. D. issues a pause in space and 

time between the questions “How?” and “Why?”. The effect is to have the entirety of the 

poem fold in on itself as it attempts, in our future reading and listening, to settle these 

unanswerable questions. But are they unanswerable? That Helen “does not know” is only 

temporary. The “until” that follows this statement of uncertainty tells us that with 

Achilles arrives an answer. He is both the “How?” and the “Why?”. 

III. Forgotten Forgetting  



 MacEachern 155 

The final version of the poem haunts the audio event. As H. D. reads, the listener reads 

along with a re-vised version of the text. The result is a suspension in time between 

composition and publication, between the writing and the (re)reading of the text.  

 The second recording, and the first poem H. D. reads aloud, is in fact Part Three 

of Book One. In this early version of the poem’s unfolding, H. D. presents a version of 

her text without the characteristic negation (and uncertain haunting) inherent in the final 

version of Book One, Part One: “Do not despair, the hosts / surging beneath the Walls, / 

(no more than I) are ghosts” (1). As the first poem of the recording, Pallinode 1.3 

bypasses the placement of Helen in the Amen-temple (1) and the introduction of her 

twinned genealogy: “twin-sister of twin-brothers / and Clytaemnestra, shadow of us all” 

(2). As the first poem of the recording, Pallinode 1.3 undoes Book One’s immediate 

emphasis on forgetfulness and remembrance: “The potion is not poison, / it is not Lethe 

and forgetfulness / but everlasting memory” (3). 

 The phonotext of Pallinode 1.3 is a significantly condensed version of the final 

poem. The recording begins on line 16 of the text included in the book. Once again, the 

recording has undone some of the palinode’s characteristic negative figuration. In the 

final version, H. D. begins: “Alas, my brothers, / Helen did not walk / upon the ramparts” 

(5). It is two lines later, in the final text, that Helen is for the first time (outside the final 

prose captions) described as a “phantom” (5). In the audio event, this negation (of Helen 

in Troy, of Helen as real) does not occur. What does occur in the audio? In the recording, 

H. D. begins her long poem with the line: “Few were the words said.” This is evidently 

true of the words exchanged between Helen and Achilles, even in the final version of the 

long poem’s three books (“Pallinode,” “Léuke,” “Eiodolon”); however, in a collection 
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spanning over 300 pages, it still smacks deliciously of irony. More than this, attendant to 

H. D.’s long poem is an even longer history (i.e. that written by Stesichorus and 

Euripides); it is, in fact, the case that many are the words that have been said about Helen 

of Sparta, Helen of Troy, Helena, hated of Greece. 

In the recording, the emphasis is on the questions not asked, as well as on the 

lightly manifest qualities of the bodies in meeting. Helen and Achilles are emphatically 

“not shadows,” but their tread on the sand is light; they may not be shadows, but rather 

projections of some kind. We must ask ourselves: what sort of bodies are these that walk 

so lightly across the sand of Egypt? Elsewhere in the recording, the litany of unasked 

questions run into one another. There is a momentous pause between each stanza, 

especially before the voice insists of Helen and Achilles’ shadow selves: “but we were 

not.” H. D. prolongs this line’s caesura, so that the negative construction (we were not) is 

nearly completed without its object (shadows). For a moment in time, Helen and Achilles 

are simply not, before they become not-shadows. The recorded poem and the final poem 

end on the same image of Helen’s purple sandals. This signpost of femininity appears 

again and again in Helen in Egypt (as well as elsewhere in H. D.’s poems). It is the way 

by which we recognize Helen of Sparta and Helen of Troy in the timeless-time of Egypt. 

It is on this final image of “the purple sandals” that H. D.’s voice gathers the most 

gravitas. She pronounces each syllable of this line and imparts to the listener that this 

signpost is an ominous one. 

Next, the third recording includes one brief stanza, the final stanza, from a poem 

that appears as Book One, Part 1 in the final version: “The old enchantment holds, / here 

there is peace / for Helena, Helen hated of all Greece.” The quality of H. D.’s voice in the 
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first line suggests the poet speaks with a sparkle in her eye. While I admit this equation of 

the audible and the (in)visible is somewhat unfounded, it feels necessary to impart the 

sensation of hearing and seeing this line read in whatever imagery possible. What I mean 

to suggest is that, by the playful tone in her voice, H. D. could be reading us a bedtime 

story here; the story would be a fairy-tale, but a fairy-tale of the ancient variety in which 

the tale’s many incidences of great violence have not yet been censured. The tenor of the 

voice becomes more reflective, almost wistful, as she reads: “here there is peace.” We 

can hear the poet still traumatized by her experience of the world wars of decades before, 

as she reads her poem about a time and space removed from armed conflict. “Here there 

is peace,” H. D. reads, and then with a short pause, “for Helena.” The final half of this 

line nearly undoes that peace, the damning epithet returned with finality: “Helen hated of 

all Greece.” 

IV. Sonic Aftershocks: Eros and Eris 

H. D.’s poem interweaves the concepts of creation and destruction, love and death. This 

relational operation occurs according to the sonic echoes recurrent throughout the long 

poem: hosts, ghosts; poison, potion; eros, arrow. 

In the fourth recording, H. D. reads Pallinode 1.4, wherein the poet evokes Thetis, 

sea-goddess and sea-mother. In the aforementioned Jacket2 podcast, Morris provides 

further affirmation of the sonic significance in H. D.’s coinages — especially her 

hyphenations106 — with the salient observation that this epitaph, “sea-mother,” is sonic 

twin to “seem-other.” This sonic echo allows a second, related accusation against the 

child of the sea-mother, Achilles; it is he who is other than he seems, who is the phantom 

                                                        
106 See Antoine Cazé, who describes the hyphen as the key gesture to H. D.’s poetics: a “reaching out into 
the mess or perception” or “a haptic optics.” 
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or shadow on whom the confusion of their current predicament (which time? which 

place?) can be blamed. What lies behind Achilles’ potential otherness is not the loving 

bind between Achilles and Helen, but is the one between Achilles and Paris. In a self-

contained tercet, ending on a near-rhyme uniting the war god (Apollo) and the weapon of 

love (arrow), Helen foretells the conclusion in “Eidolon” that unites her separate lovers as 

lovers themselves: “some said a bowman from the Walls / let fly the dart, some said it 

was Apollo, / but I, Helena, know it was Love’s arrow” (9). This is a strange kind of 

foreshadowing, wherein the past tense (it was) implies killing blow and loving embrace 

have already occurred. The operation of sound continues its circuitous meaning-making 

into the second and third books of the long poem, “Leuké” and “Eidolon.” The arrow 

with which Paris defeats Achilles is Cupid’s arrow, so that the arrow is always already 

eros. The entire long poem operates according to the recantatory logic of these sonic 

affinities: hosts/ghosts, potion/poison, arrow/eros. The arrow by which Achilles is 

defeated is the sonic twin to eros (love), the affect that — along with eris (death) — rules 

the poem. 

This moment in which the arrow becomes eros is further explained in the long 

poem’s second book, “Leuké,” wherein the prose introduction to Book One, Part 3 reads: 

“It is true that Love ‘let fly the dart’ that had sent Achilles to her, but it was Paris who 

was the agent, medium or intermediary of Love and of Troy’s great patron, Apollo, the 

god of Song” (112). The poetry is even less ambiguous than the prose caption about the 

connection between Paris and Achilles: “it was Love, it was Apollo, it was Paris” (113). 

Elsewhere, as Helen recounts the efforts of Paris to lure her from Sparta, H. D. writes: 

“so it was his arrow that had given me Achilles — / it was his arrow that set me free” 
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(117). These lines further emphasize that Paris wielded not only Apollo’s arrow, but also 

Cupid’s arrow — not only eris, but also eros. In this latter configuration, it is Helen who 

is Love’s medium, standing in for the passion shared between the warring masculine 

factions. Thus, Achilles’ death by love’s blow achieves the power of an erotic scene: 

“what beauty, what rapture, what danger, / too great a suspense to endure, // too high the 

arrow, too taut the bow” (161). The negative logic of the poem accumulates throughout 

“Leuké,” drawing Paris and Achilles further apart before ultimately drawing them 

together. In “Leuké,” H. D. is working to “reconcile the opposites” (184): eros and eris, 

Love and Death, and ultimately Paris and Achilles. 

 Achilles and Paris, or the images of Achilles and Paris, speak to Helen in 

“Eidolon.” Helen, starting awake, speaks: “I do not see Achilles, / Paris is far, far —" 

(220). In being absent from Helen, the two lovers are present together. And in the final 

book of “Eidolon,” the arrow’s true path is revealed: 

Paris before Egypt, Paris after, 

is Eros, even as Thetis, 

the sea-mother, is Paphos; 

 

so the dart of Love 

is the dart of Death, 

and the secret is no secret (303) 

The final poem of the book, “Eidolon,” which stands in place of the expected seventh 

book that would conclude the structure of the trilogy, figures Paris and Achilles in no 
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uncertain terms as lovers: “only Achilles could break his heart / and the world for a 

token,107 / a memory forgotten” (304). 

V. The Drift of the Unsaid 

The negative desire to forget unfolds as a scored-out name, a passive impulse to drift, 

and the repeated invocation of an uncertain past.  

There are a few significant changes between the fourth recording and the final 

version of this poem in Book One, Part Four. The full length of Pallinode 1.4 is intact, but 

in two places the intonation has changed and in one place a proper name has been 

replaced with a general noun. In the final version, the following stanza appears like so: 

“for that was victory / and Troy-gates broken / in memory of the Body” (7). In the 

recording, however, H. D. clearly asks “what was victory?” The sentiment is all the more 

damning as H. D.’s voice ascends the height of the question. Both the nature of victory 

and the reward supposedly won are in question here. Like all questions in this long poem, 

it is never satisfactorily answered. And this is a tragic fact in the shadow of “the legions 

lost.” One of those legions was Patroclus, favoured companion of Achilles, whom H. D. 

names in this early recorded version of the poem: “to memory of Patroclus.” But in the 

final version, as quoted above, he is replaced simply with “in memory of the Body” (7). 

The name, however, gives the line much more allusive power. Patroclus, in Homer’s 

Iliad, went into battle disguised as Achilles; upon his death, he was not buried but had to 

return as a ghost and beg his dear friend, likely lover, and commander, Achilles, for his 

last rite. This spectre of the false double, as well as the phantom who haunts the war-

                                                        
107 Is Helen, or the world, both of which Achilles is promised by Odysseus, the token? 
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machine, prepares the reader for many of the complex machinations of the poems that 

follow. 

There is a final small change in a line that comes later. In the final version it is 

punctuated: “the Furies taunt?” (8). In this way, the taunt is called into question. But in 

the recording, H. D.’s voice is definite when she reads “taunt.” The word itself, in its 

sounding, is a taunt, and when H. D. reads there can be no question about the devastating 

effects of the Furies’ twist of fate. The word is low and the syllables hit the recording as 

though a drumbeat has been played. As she reads the taunt itself — “take heart Achilles, 

for you may not die, / immortal and invincible” — her voice is quieter, and it contains 

something of the fairy-tale sparkle with which she read the first line of Pallinode 1.1. 

These Furies know the damage Achilles’ unproven fate has wreaked upon his mind and 

his body. 

The fifth recording provides the following commentary: “In the sanctuary of the 

great Amen-temple, Helen recalls her first meeting with Achilles and her invocation or 

prayer to his mother, Thetis, a sea-goddess, a Greek incarnation of the Egyptian Isis.” 

This early version of a prose caption accomplishes something significant that is otherwise 

absent from the final version of the captions and the poems. In explicit terms, the Amen-

temple is described as a “sanctuary.” However, compared to the final version of the 

poem, we now appear to have been placed out of sequence. The previous poems have 

only just described Achilles arriving in Egypt. Have the two of them, Helen and Achilles, 

tread (lightly) together into the Amen-temple? Or does Helen, as the reader was led to 

believe before the audio event, visit the temple alone? The final version of the poem 

relates this second possibility, that Helen visits the temple alone: “the scene is empty and 
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I am alone” (1). Does the fifth recording precede Achilles’ arrival, occur in the midst of 

their time together, or follow his disappearance or departure? 

In the sixth recording. H. D. presents a version of Pallinode 1.6 that is nearly 

identical to the final version. The differences are subtle. As in Pallinode 1.4, a “what” has 

been, in the final version, replaced with a “that”: “I do not know what memory calls him” 

becomes “I do not know that memory calls him” (11, emphasis mine). In the recording, 

“what memory calls him” has a potential double-meaning: which memory is it Achilles 

recalls? or what is Achilles called — what is his name? Greek or Egyptian? — in 

memory? This second question casts doubt on the identity of Achilles, in a way not 

dissimilar to the doubt cast upon the reality or unreality of Helen. The final version, “I do 

not know that memory calls him” (11), strikes a note of even sharper uncertainty. Helen 

is not convinced that Achilles is partaking in any recollection at all; it is Helen, rather 

than Achilles, who is fixated on never forgetting. 

There is also the change from “driftwood” in the recording to “brushwood” in the 

final version: “he, Achilles, piling driftwood” becomes “he, Achilles, piling brushwood” 

(12). No matter how small this difference, the potential significance of “drift,” 108 

continues to resonate in this line. Drift, in fact, describes the experience of the reader 

caught between H. D.’s phantom phonotext and palimpsestic poem. In “Lastingness, 

Réage, Lucrèce, Arendt,” an essay appearing in Nilling, Lisa Robertson describes the 

experience of reading as the experience of being caught adrift: 

                                                        
108 Drift is also the major source of change when Jennifer Varney compares H. D.’s translation of Iphigenia 
in Aulis to the scholarly translation of E. P. Coleridge (1981). H. D. begins her translation with “I crossed 
sand-hills. / I stand among the sea-drift before Aulis” (71). Varney writes: “The ‘sandy beach of sea-coast 
Aulis’ in H. D.’s hands becomes an emblem of the in-between space she sees herself as inhabiting: the sea-
drift in which the choral I stands is neither strictly land nor sea, but is an ambivalent bi-focal image 
encompassing both elements” (14-15).  
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Rupture or detour is the felicity of reading; the text is all divergence. As I attend 

to this system of marks in the yellow or yellowing book, […] it twists away from 

me; I wander away from it. […] The progress is more sideways than forwards, it 

constantly falls through the page into reverie, then brings reverie forward to fard 

the text, complicate its limits. I fall into the vellum’s ornamental ellipsis. (26) 

Robertson describes reading as “a willed reception” and goes on to say: “it feels like a 

text’s strange will desires me. It’s up to me to receive, to be inhabited by this alterity” 

(26). To read in this way is to “fall into alignment with the minor time of a nilling” (33). 

This term, nilling, for our purposes, describes the recantatory aspects of the palinode — 

establishing Helen in Troy, Helen in Egypt as a repeated figured, a recited figure, and a 

recanted figure. The negative drift of H. D.’s phonotext operates according to a negative 

desire, one that lands alternately on the shores of Greece and Egypt, forgetting and re-

membering, writing and recording. 

In Tribute to Freud, the section titled “Writing on the Wall,” H. D. describes her 

own experience of drifting: 

There was something that was beating in my brain; I do not say my heart — my 

brain. I wanted it to be let out. I wanted to free myself of repetitive thoughts and 

experiences — my own and those of many of my contemporaries. I did not 

specifically realize just what it was I wanted, but I knew that I, like most of the 

people I knew, in England and America, and on the Continent of Europe, was 

drifting. We were drifting. Where? I did not know but at least I accepted the fact 

we were drifting. At least I knew this — I would (before the current of inevitable 
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events swept me right into the main stream and so on to the cataract) stand aside, 

if I could (if it were not already too late), and take stock of my possessions. (13) 

H. D. names this sensation — of drifting — as the reason for her second series of sessions 

with Freud. She had come to “ask the old Hermit who lived on the edge of this vast 

domain to talk to me, to tell me, if he would, how best to steer my course” (13-14). If she 

receives an answer, it is a circuitous one that involves rereading, rewriting, and re-vising 

the scenes of her own life. Freud’s psychoanalytic method, coupled with H. D.’s mystical 

departures from the science, in no small part informs the deliberate questioning and 

repetitive practice of the “Pallinode.” Helen, too, would like to know how best to steer 

her course between the re-visionary streams of history and myth. 

After plundering the absence of drift for significance, what is left to discover 

about its replacement “brushwood”? The Oxford English Dictionary defines the term as 

follows: “Cut or broken twigs or branches; small wood” or “Small growing trees and 

shrubs; thicket, underwood.” Interestingly (and this is, perhaps, the only interesting thing 

about the word), one of its earliest figurative uses compares brushwood to wit, timber to 

judgement: “the one giues the greatest flame, the other yeelds the durablest heat” (T. 

Overbury et al., His Wife, with New Elegies, 1616). My interest here corresponds to “the 

Body” of Pallinode 1.4. In Homer’s Iliad, it was wit that was taken from Patroclus by 

Apollo during battle. Now, in Helen’s Egypt, Achilles lights fire to this symbol of his 

friend’s lost life. 

In the seventh recording, the poem, like the previous one, is rather unchanged. 

The only difference is the order by which “Thetis” appears. In the recorded version, the 

two words of this line are inverted: “remembering, recalling” becomes “recalling, 
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remembering” (14). Due to this placement, when H. D. reads the poem, it is an embodied 

experience of memory (re-membering) with which Helen initially calls Thetis. The most 

memorable part of this recording, however, is a line delivered by Achilles: “what—.” It’s 

a tender touch of befuddlement by the poet, who otherwise gives very “few words” to her 

masculine war-hero. The “what” in H. D.’s mouth is soft and stunted. There is a pause 

before she reads the words of the parentheses, a sincere prayer: “dear God, let him 

forget.” 

VI. The Blackened Phantasmagoria 

Helen disguises herself within the phonotext, but the effect is unsatisfactory. The audio 

event and the prose captions make spectacular turmoil of the veiled attempt to re-create 

herself for Achilles.  

 In the eighth recording, we receive the following commentary: “Then Helen tries 

to disguise herself, to hide from Achilles, but she does not succeed. He recognizes her.” 

This recorded passage loosely corresponds to the page-long prose caption that precedes 

Pallinode 1.8 in the final version, but the audio commentary is far more condensed. In the 

final text, H. D. also writes of the attempted disguise: “She will blacken her face like the 

prophetic femme noire of antiquity. But it does not work. Achilles is here to impeach her. 

Why? We must blame someone, Hecate — a witch — a vulture, and finally, as if he had 

run out of common invective, he taunts her — a hieroglyph” (15). What has occurred in 

the transposition from audio event to prose caption? No longer does the prose serve 

simply to explain the content of the poems; the prose now augments the poetry, it 

provides us historical and contemporary analogies by which to understand the poetry (i.e. 

Helen as femme noire), and it insistently undermines the poetry. As the prose caption 
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concludes, H. D. writes: “This is almost funny” and “This is quite enough. Can you 

throttle a phantom? He tries. The end is inevitable” (15). 

 In the ninth recording, H. D. speaks the lines in the recording almost exactly as 

they appear in the final text. There is, however, the tempting possibility to hear her ask in 

the second line, “how could I veil my fate?” rather than “how could I veil my face?” (16). 

There are, after all, sonic-twins throughout this poem, wherein words take on the 

meaning of the other term in their pairing (e.g. sea-mother, seem-other; arrow, eros; 

hosts, ghosts; potion, poison). If we insist on this mistake, fate for face, we would see a 

swerve of destiny in each instance of the face in H. D.’s long poem. H. D. whispers 

Helen’s plea — “let me go out, let me forget, / let me be lost” — ever so faintly, her voice 

trailing off. Her prayer to Thetis — “let me remember, let me remember” — is said with 

more gravitas, is said with a loving note. The woman who reads this is one who has been, 

perhaps, mistreated by violent lovers; the woman who reads this is, after all that, 

remembering them fondly. 

 In the tenth recording, H. D. speaks: “Helena has spoken of the unreality of war. 

This phantasmagoria of Troy as she calls it. But through her contact with Achilles she 

finds reality. Achilles himself, and the host of spirits who rescue her from him, and in the 

end reconcile her to him.” After this commentary, only two poems from “Pallinode” 

follow. Thus, this commentary must, in part, stand in for much of what is missing from 

the remaining parts. To cover such ground H. D. enlists two key phrases: “the unreality of 

war” and, once again, “phantasmagoria.” With these phrases, the poem (and the entire 

history of Helen of Sparta, Helen of Troy, Helena, hated of Greece) plays out as an 
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illusion, a bizarre effect of space and time. In his introduction to Ghostlier Demarcations: 

Modern Poetry and the Material Word, Michael Davidson writes of the phantasmagoria: 

The term “phantasmagoria” evokes the nightmarish quality of Helen’s 

imagination as she attempts to measure her lived experience against her 

textualized version in heroic poems from Homer to Pound. Is she, as Achilles 

accuses, a vulture or a hieroglyph, a carrion creature that feeds on the dead or a 

prophetic sign by which the living may interpret their fate? In a metaphor by 

which H. D. often figured her own life, Helen is a palimpsest, a page on which 

prior writings remain visible. If her life is a dream of the gods, it is also a text 

written upon by men. (1-2) 

Davidson goes on to reveal the material, rather than the spiritual, history of this word, for 

“phantasmagoria” alludes to public lantern shows — optical illusions “in which figures 

seem to float in space or suddenly change size and position” (2) — popular in nineteenth-

century London.109 Is Helen in Egypt, or was Helen in Troy, simply an optical illusion 

such as this? 

VII. A Muted “Whisper on the Air” 

H. D. continues to emphasize the audible sense as it unfolds in the “timeless time” of 

Egypt. How does sound behave in this dreamlike space that is so resoundingly real for 

Helen? 

One imagines they hear “the whirr of wings” in the recording of Pallinode 3.3. 

Perhaps it is the turning of the reels of tape, which is a sort of metonym for these wings, 

that one hears behind these lines of the poem. The quality of H. D.’s voice changes 

                                                        
109 The word leads Davidson’s entire exploration of modernism’s ghosts; see the full introduction, 
“Phantasmagorias of Modern Writing,” for more. 
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partway through the second stanza. Helen’s recollection of her time with Achilles begins 

in a muted, nearly flippant tone. But when “the rasp of a severed wheel” arrives, H. D.’s 

voice grows tremulous and serious. This litany of images, or recollections, is uttered as 

though by a trauma victim recounting her fragmented narrative of re-membering. These 

are like the collection of thoughts H. D. parades for Freud in their sessions: “Thoughts 

were things, to be collected, collated, analyzed, shelved, or resolved. Fragmentary ideas, 

apparently unrelated, were often found to be part of a special layer or stratum of thought 

and memory, therefore to belong together […]. The dead were living so far as they lived 

in memory or were recalled in dream” (Tribute 14). The muted, flippant tone returns to 

the recording: “but that had never been.” With this simple phrase, this single line, the 

tragedy of Achilles and the legions of his lost men is undone. Helen dismisses this history 

of violence in the prolonged moment “while his fingers tightened their grip.” This line is 

the longest of the poem and, both in the text and in the recording, it takes up the greatest 

amount of time and space, mimicking the seemingly infinite moment in which Achilles 

strangles Helen. 

The poem corresponding to Book Two, Part Four is the final recording from 

“Pallinode.” In returning to Book Two, after the previous recording of Pallinode 3.3, the 

recording of Pallinode 2.4 once again places us out of time with the final text. Its 

placement here produces a stunning finish to H. D.’s recantation. After all we know about 

Helen of Sparta, Helen of Troy, Helena, hated of Greece is undone, we have left only 

what is Helen’s: “the thousand-and-one, mine.” The fates of the host are not so important 

in this re-visioning, though it is moving to hear Helen/H. D. offer the possibility of their 

survival: “whether they rallied and came home again.” This possibility, however, is 
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undone; for when the poet cries “no,” it is with unusual force. The word is a refusal. It is 

a swerve, or a hinge, in the text. In the recording, the voice issues the anaphora “mine” 

with barely supressed joy, so that the recording ends on a note of near ecstasy. 

Ending the poem here, we do not receive Achilles’s account of seeing Helen on 

the ramparts of Troy in Book Four: “when she turned; I stood /indifferent to the rasp of 

metal / and her eyes met mine” (54). We do not receive Helen’s intensive examination of 

her genealogy, most notably her relationship to her twin-sister: “I am not happy without 

her, / Clytaemnestra, my sister” (68). We do not receive Helen’s initiation into the 

mysteries of the Egyptian script; the narrator does not tell us: “she herself is the writing” 

(91). And we do not receive an account of Helen, silent, captive of the chorus of 

goddesses Thetis/Isis/Aphrodite. 

VIII. Conclusion: The Haptic Phonotext 

We must further investigate the nilling subjectivity of Helen in Egypt’s heroine. If we 

connect the enlightened initiate of the poem to the pursuit of Eleusinian constatation 

elucidated in “Notes on Thought and Vision,” what is the significance of Helen’s 

invisible and non-manifest thinking and reading? 

But in the final version of Helen in Egypt, the “Pallinode” does not end there. In 

the final stanza of a poem from Book Six, which follows Helen’s re-vision of 

enlightenment as “a gift, a whim,” H. D. clarifies that the gift is not one shared with every 

“initiate”: 

you may ask forever, you may penetrate 

every shrine, an initiate, 

and remain unenlightened at last. (79) 
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The syntax of the final line is somewhat puzzling and, as do many of H. D.’s lines, 

encourages multiple interpretations. The initiate may “remain unenlightened at last” (79), 

which suggests a state of stasis reached after some time. The “remain” is indicative of 

lost momentum; the initiate moves forward in neither time nor space. The “at last,” 

however, indicates a progression; the current position (unenlightened) has been reached 

after some anticipation. This is inextricably linked to H. D.’s choice of the word 

“penetrate” for the failed quest. The word is undeniably phallic and, thus, indicates a 

masculine pursuit, rather than the pose of feminine receptiveness encouraged by Helen’s 

Egypt. 

 Initiate is a word reminiscent of H. D.’s “Notes on Thought and Vision,” in which 

“the Eleusinian initiate” (52) is the model for harmonious living and artistic appreciation. 

The strange text is an attempt by the poet to reconcile the ethereal qualities of the mind 

and the physical qualities of the body. Her solution is the manifestation of the jelly-fish 

over-mind: “like water, transparent, fluid yet with definite body, contained in a definite 

space” (18-19). The “long feelers” (19) that extend from the over-mind are insistently 

material, part of the mind as well as the body — particularly “the love-region of the 

body” (19). H. D.’s placement of the over-mind “in the womb or corresponding love-

region of a man’s body” (20) is part and parcel of the significance she places on “certain 

definite physical relationships” (17). H. D. insists a life without such relationships is a life 

unlived: “Not to desire and make every effort to develop along these natural physical 

lines, cripples and dwarfs the being. To shun, deny and belittle such experiences is to 

bury one’s talent carefully in a napkin” (17). Perhaps it is a sign of the times that the poet 

must proffer these euphemisms. For much of the essay, sexual relations are quaintly 
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discussed as though they simply a kind of calisthenics recommended for the health of the 

body. Eventually, H. D. does pointedly introduce the explicit subject at hand: “The first 

step in the Eleusinian mysteries had to do with sex” (29). H. D. describes the candidates 

for initiation being shown through this first room, “as the crowd walks through the 

pornographic chamber at the museum in Naples” (29), before arriving to the second room 

“different, more sensitive, more fastidious” (29-30). After the “animal stage,” and the 

“intellectual stage,” the initiate “would be left in a small room by himself to make his 

constatation” (Burnett, H.D. between Image and Epic 30). Gary Burnett has evidenced 

that H. D. saw this third stage, the Eleusinian constatation, to be “a structural paradigm 

for a modern prophetic art” (“The Mysteries between Image and Epic” iv). Significantly, 

“such an art requires a conception of creative power untainted by the destructive powers 

of war” (“The Mysteries between Image and Epic” iv). The “constatation” and the 

creative powers it would unleash is the third stage, after the animal and the intellectual, 

that remains most elusive to ancient and modern persons alike. 

Socrates said, “There are many wand-bearers but few inspired.” He meant, 

by wand-bearers, people who had passed the first two stages of the Eleusinian 

mysteries. We mean by wand-bearers today, intelligent people of normal 

development, who have looked into matters of life scientifically and with a certain 

amount of artistic appreciation. 

 Today there are many wand-bearers but few inspired. (H. D., “Notes” 31) 

H. D. remains most concerned, throughout the early pages of the essay, in convincing her 

audience to walk through the animal room with an open mind. It appears modern persons 

need assistance in passing through this first stage. H. D. suggests the reading of 
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pornographic literature: “Boccaccio, Rabelais, Montaigne, Sterne, Middleton, de 

Gourmont and de Régnier” (30). This is a tactic that, in the twenty-first century, Lisa 

Robertson takes quite literally. In her own book of essays, Robertson includes a manual 

for the appreciation of pornographic literature in “Lastingness: Réage, Lucrèce, Arendt.” 

The epigraph Robertson chose for this essay, from Pauline Réage’s Histoire d’O, 

describes much of the startling new possibilities both poets, modernist and contemporary, 

find in this literature: “She felt herself to be literally the receptacle of impurity, the gutter 

in which writing speaks” (qtd. on Robertson 20, emphasis mine). It is becoming clear 

why Helen, symbol of woman’s infidelity and impurity, might be the optimal vehicle for 

an artistic project of “constatation.” As the obscene object of recantation, as the writing 

itself, Helen is quite literally the gutter in which writing speaks. Helen in Egypt develops 

an element of the Eleusinian initiation that is not yet entirely elucidated in “Notes on 

Thought and Vision”: the relationship of the body to reading, of eros to the act of 

interpreting signs.  

Robertson, too, is intimately aware of this relationship. Nilling, the book of essays 

in which “Lastingness” appears, is an extended prose duration of luxuriating in the codex: 

“I read in early morning, preferably in bed. Or I read afternoons, seated in the anonymity 

of rustling” (21). From the beginning, Robertson’s activity is one done with an insistently 

material body seeking optimal position in relation to its partner the text. Entering the 

British Library, it is the door handles “wrapped in soft-grained black leather” (21) that 

first draw the reader’s attention; a promising, perhaps ominous, texture precedes her 

research. Her first encounter with the pornographic is accidental — a chance event like 

the first meeting between Achilles and Helen. In the margin of a facsimile codex, 
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Robertson spots a hole in the margin of the page: “Bordering this ellipse, I saw a faint 

drawing that added a labial ornamental border around the shape” (21). This “mildly and 

endearingly erotic doodle” (22) captures its reader, allows a material space for reverie 

about “the invisible place of reading” (22).110 With Hannah Arendt, Robertson illuminates 

the potentiality of this space of invisibility: 

The Epicurean lathe biosas, “live in hiding,” may have been a counsel of 

prudence; it is also an at least negatively exact description of the topos, the 

locality of the man who thinks; in fact, it is the very opposite of John Adam’s 

“spectemur agendo” (let us be seen in action). In other words, the invisible that 

manifests itself to thinking there corresponds a human faculty that is not only, like 

other faculties, invisible so long as it is latent, a mere potentiality, but remains 

non-manifest in full actuality. (qtd. on 22) 

So, we receive further detail of the separate spheres described in Helen and Egypt: 

feminine and masculine, invisible and visible, thought and action, non-manifest and 

manifest. The heroine’s invisibility and suspect corporeality further align her in 

opposition to the masculinist preoccupation of war and jealousy. 

 In Robertson and H. D., reading and thinking are radical alternatives to the 

activity of the capitalist or the war-monger: 

Arendt says thinking is the propensity to “ask unanswerable questions.” She 

defends the necessary inconspicuousness of the person who thinks. What she is 

forming is an alternative, and I believe a dissident one, to the implementation of 

thinking as an instrumental practice, an activity that exerts quantifiable, agreed 

                                                        
110 The invisible is a key element of Helen’s reading, rereading, and misreading.  
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upon appearances and influences and effects in the public sphere. She is saying 

that the activity of thinking is an unanswerable one, that is lack of appearance is 

its resource. (23) 

I follow in Robertson’s steps by conflating thinking and reading “because, for me, the 

two activities are completely implicated, folded into one another. I am only certain that I 

think insofar as I read” (23). For many readers of Helen in Egypt, the invisibility of the 

writing on the wall and the unanswerable nature of Helen’s questions are frustrating 

problems, even blockages of thinking — that insurmountable impasse characteristic of a 

poetics of refusal — within H. D.’s text. Equipped with Arendt’s thinking about thinking, 

however, we can begin to identify these problems as the signposts of H. D.’s 

sophisticated re-vision of poetry, history, and myth. 

 Robertson’s reprieve with pornographic literature — Réage’s Hisotire d’O — 

“took place during a necessary pause between Arendt’s sections on Thinking and 

Willing” (24), coincident also with her perusal of Lucretius, so that erotic descriptions of 

the body become intertwined with the rife potential of thinking/reading elsewhere, the 

invisible and non-manifest characteristics of this alternative to action. Both Réage and 

Arendt “speak to an occult texture in the inner structure of willing in the person” (27). 

Arendt describes the will in a way not unlike H. D.’s descriptions of the over-mind in its 

progress from sub-conscious to over-conscious: 

The will as the commander of the body is no more than an executive organ of the 

mind and as such quite unproblematic. The body obeys the mind because it is 

possessed of no organ that would make disobedience possible. The will, 

addressing itself to itself, arouses the counter-will because the exchange is 
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entirely mental; a contest is possible only between equals. A will that would be 

“entire,” without a counter-will, could no longer be a will properly speaking. (qtd. 

on Robertson 28) 

The will is material in the same way H. D.’s over-mind is material, “like water, 

transparent, fluid yet with definite body, contained in a definite space” (“Notes” 18-19); 

the long feelers of the jelly-fish or the will an extension — or organ — of both body and 

mind. The drama of the will and counter-will as it plays out internally is a version of the 

erotic love exchange between equals. It is, perhaps, this love exchange that represents 

“how the will, divided against itself, finally reaches the moment when it becomes 

‘entire,’” which for Arendt “remains a mystery” (qtd. on Robertson 28):  

We must be “in love” before we can understand the mysteries of vision. 

A lover must choose one of the same type of mind as himself, a musician, 

a musician, a scientist, a scientist, a general, a young man also interested in the 

theory and practice of arms and armies. 

We begin with sympathy of thought. 

The minds of the two lovers merge, interact in sympathy of thought. 

The brain, inflamed and excited by this interchange of ideas, takes on its 

character of over-mind, becomes (as I have visualised in my own case) a jelly-

fish, placed over and about the brain. 

The love-region is excited by the appearance or beauty of the loved one, 

its energy not dissipated in physical relation, takes on its character of mind, 

becomes this womb-brain or love-brain that I have visualised as a jelly-fish in the 

body. 
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The love-brain and over-brain are both capable of thought. This thought is 

vision. (H. D., “Notes” 22) 

This dizzying orientation of the process of thought and vision is, perhaps, what we need 

to further understand the relationship between Helen and Achilles in Helen in Egypt. 

Their love is not the love of equals, in that Helen wishes desperately for peace while 

Achilles, war-machine, is destined for conflict. In this equation, Helen is rather the 

thought or vision shared by the true lovers of the text. For it is Paris and Achilles who are 

paired as equals in this long poem, and their union (however fleeting a meeting is 

constituted by an arrow in the heel, by eros flung from one man to another) is possible 

only in the sustained thinking and reading constituted by the non-manifest body of Helen. 

Helen is the writing, after all; she is the pornography being read by the male lovers and 

being read by the divine version of herself.  

In the reading, Helen is undone: “The undoing animates passivity, all that negates 

and resists rather than insists” (Robertson 28). To achieve her quest of self-knowledge, 

Helen must be engaged in this “complicitous nilling” (28), so that she can be made anew. 

This explains, in part, the somewhat unsatisfying ending to Helen in Egypt, wherein our 

heroine is removed as presence, silenced as voice: “There is the ultimate experience, La 

Mort, L’Amour. But Helen ‘in the new light of a new day,’ fully realizes the price of that 

ultimate. Is the price too great?” (H. D., Helen in Egypt 288). Helen has finally read the 

writing on the wall, recognized herself as the writing, and been undone. She has receded 

in the “posed receiving” necessary for her ascent: “It feels like a text’s strange will 

desires me. It’s up to me to receive, to be inhabited by this alterity” (Robertson 26). Helen 

has become one of the “receiving centres for dots and dashes” (H. D., “Notes on Thought 
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and Vision” 26), of which the modern world is woefully in need, that contains equal parts 

“passivity and will” (Robertson 26). The space of Egypt, for Helen, is “the invisible place 

of reading” (22) wherein the Greek heroine makes a concerted effort to complete her 

Eleusinian constatation and, in her success, ultimately undoes herself. The palinode in its 

negative construction is complete; the passive and willing subject has been recited, 

repeated, and, ultimately, recanted.111 

  

                                                        
111 This is where Robertson’s reading practice becomes the reading practice of the initiate, of Helen in 
Egypt; Histoire d’O holds a lesson for the reader of H. D. Writing about Dominique Aury, for whom 
Pauline Reagé was a pseudonym, Robertson remarks on the “journalist amazement” (30) that the author of 
O appears to be a woman with “impeccable credentials” (29): “Aury’s proclivity for dissemblance seems 
inordinately fascinating to her critics, as if it were not a commonplace, and I would venture to say, a 
historical necessity, for women seeking the agency of a writerly life within a society eager to guard and 
protect the existent gendering of power and literary institutions” (30). Helen’s same “proclivity for 
dissemblance” has assured her the space and time necessary to escape the power dynamics of her Grecian 
myth. In Egypt, accompanied by writing on the wall, she becomes the text she is reading; in Egypt, 
accompanied by divine figures themselves dissembled between cultural myths of similarities and 
differences, she is finally undone — by her own thought and vision. H. D. “is radically opening identity as 
a non-teleological, inconspicuous work of abnegation, of nilling as agency” (Robertson 32-33). Robertson, 
in her description of O, provides a thrilling description of Helen in Egypt: “a story about how being born, 
writing, reading, and loving as a female is a fall into alignment with the minor time of a nilling” (33). 



 MacEachern 178 

Chapter Six 

Mobilizing Affect and Intellect in Erotic Citizenship, or The Becoming Lover of 

Erín Moure’s Citizen Trilogy 

It is in this way that we can understand the warnings against the recent 
invasion of the women’s movements by paranoia, as in Lacan’s 
scandalous sentence, ‘There is no such thing as Woman.’ Indeed, she 
does not exist with a capital ‘W,’ possessor of some mythical unity — a 
supreme power, on which is based the terror of power and terrorism as 
the desire for power. But what an unbelievable force for subversion in 
the modern world! And, at the same time, what playing with fire!  
 
— Julia Kristeva, “Women’s Time”  
 

I. Introduction: Civic and Erotic Being 

 In her citizen trilogy, a project spanning seven years and three books, the poet 

Erín Moure transforms the practice of reading into an urgent theorization of the erotic and 

political potential of being-citizen. The poet-theorist builds a body of writing that 

foretells critical theory’s affective turn, such that love poems and intellectual documents 

both rewrite the borders that constitute identity. The first book of the series, Search 

Procedures (1996), is described by Moure, in “Person, Citizen: Some Cues from a Poetic 

Practice,” as an investigation into “what it is for a human being to be a person” (My 

Beloved Wager 157). The second book of the series, A Frame of the Book/The Frame of a 

Book (1999) unfurls this investigation in order to explore “the constitution of human 

responsibility: act and consequence, judgement and circumstance, ardour and grief, the 

mechanisms of all these forces and how they operate in their sensory aggregate” (157). 

Significantly, this second collection is also hyper-attentive to the unit of the word, in 

particular to “the word as material, subject to abrasion, erasure” (157). Maintaining this 

language inquiry (to borrow a phrase from Lyn Hejinian), the third book of the series, O 

Cidadán (2002), further puzzles out “what it is for a person (a human being-in-society) to 
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be a citizen (standing not just in societal relation to the Other but in historical relation) in 

an age where virtual connections alter notions of physical place, and underlie as well a 

globalization of culture an economy” (158). The degree to which the personal and 

political, local and global, are interlocking and contaminating features of one another 

becomes ever increasingly the focus of the page, the phrase, and the syllable — “word as 

material” (On ‘A Frame of the Book’ 29).  

 The project’s transformative potential is apparent in the organizing principles of 

the trilogy. In Search Procedures and Frame, the table of contents delivers us a list of 

titles; but in O Cidadán, we receive a series of “documents” or “papers” (yorkshire, 

montréal, calendrome, fleuve portal, etc.), as well as explicit catalogues of stasis and 

change: “Georgette” persists throughout the entire book, but the numbers of the 

documents pile up until being completely undone (document00) and the “Catalogue of 

the Harms” become nearly unrecognizable (Twentieth Century of the Festering of the 

Harms). Most notably, the writer of the book herself undergoes a change: in the 

publication of O Cidadán, Erin Mouré becomes Erín Moure. Rachel Zolf teasingly 

addresses Moure’s accumulation of “associates, avatars, heteronyms,” discussing the 

problem of what to call this “sensory-poetic aggregate,” who she briefly introduces as 

“E(i)r(i)n” and who has published under the names “Erin Moure, Eirin Moure, Elisa 

Sampedrin, EM, ‘Erin Mouré’ and ‘Erín Moure.’” In her introduction to the selected 

poems of Moure, Shannon Maguire describes Moure’s many names as polynyms: 

“heteronymns, part-heteronyms, and escaped heteronyms, including those indicated by 

the altered spelling of her own name” (xviii).  Maguire further theorizes that these 

polynyms can be considered “sonic masks,” that is “as language sounding through the 
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writer’s body” (xix). Whether we read Erin, Eirin, or Erín, Mouré or Moure, EM or Elisa 

Sampedrin, the sonic change on the molecular level of letter or syllable affects how one 

holds the name of the writer in her mouth.  

 In an exploration of the three books of Moure’s citizen series, this chapter 

explores the “bursting” dynamic of the relationship between the theorist’s intellectual 

documents and the poet’s affective love poems. This dynamic is founded, in part, on the 

crucial image of the fountain: signpost of the architectural erotics by which the feminist 

poet constructs her fluid feminine subjects. Akin to the fountain Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

encounters in the fourth volume of A la recherche du temps perdu, the feminist poet’s 

fountain “offers an emblem for the possibility of non-oppositional relations of many 

important kinds: between pattern and contingency; the eternal and the ephemeral; the 

universal soul and the soul of the individual” (2). In “the narrator’s repeated emphasis on 

the state-changes of condensation and cloud formation,” the fountain proposes a model of 

“physical metamorphoses” (2) that is, for our purposes, a model of the feminist codex as 

it mutates under the noisy and haptic gaze — the “femur gaze” (Frame 8) — of Moure’s 

poetic-theorizing. 

II. Reading O Cidadán: Language as Inquiry or Passport 

 For the final book of the trilogy, O Cidadán, Moure has chosen a historically 

dangerous field of inquiry: nations and their borders. Throughout the book, she cites 

several incidents of the bodies destroyed by forbidden border crossings. In particular, she 

begins the book in homage “to two young Africans who tried to call out to Europe, with 

the body (mortos) of writing (excrita nos sues petos): Yaguine Koita and Fodé Tounkara” 

(1). In 2002, The New Internationalist published an issue of their magazine calling for 
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open borders in which they included a quotation from the letter that was found on the 

bodies of Koita and Tounkara, the teenage boys from Guinea who were found dead on a 

plane in Brussels in 1999 in their attempt to call out to Europe: “Excellencies, gentlemen 

– members and those responsible in Europe, it is to your solidarity and generosity that we 

appeal for your help in Africa. If you see that we have sacrificed ourselves and lost our 

lives, it is because we suffer too much in Africa and need your help to struggle against 

poverty and war... Please excuse us very much for daring to write this letter” (“Please 

Excuse Us Very Much For Daring”). It is in the spirit of daring that Moure writes her 

book, though the gesture may seem woefully inadequate. No amount of daring, for 

instance, could ensure the safe passage of Koita and Tounkara. In an article for The 

Guardian, Stephen Bates writes of the ceremonial departure arranged for the two 

deceased boys: “Had they arrived alive, the Belgian press has noted, they would never 

have received such honoured treatment.” When Bates describes the “note” found on the 

bodies, he uses the term “moving” —an apt choice since the text reached Europe only 

through border-crossing, a form of deviant movement. The note has since been read by 

many outraged citizens of the world, but this circulation seems to have necessitated the 

death of the boys. Bates writes: “Had the boys arrived alive in Brussels, they would 

almost certainly have been hustled straight into a detention centre, pending deportation 

and, said a press columnist, 'their letter would have been read only by an immigration 

official or police officer before being tossed straight in the bin'.” 

 The dual connotations (travelling, affecting) of the word moving are thoroughly 

explored in Moure’s O Cidadán. The poetic speaker is, insistently, a woman and a 

lesbian, and, as the feminist text demonstrates, such a position comes with great risk. 
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Nonetheless, the speaker is also a woman “who carries a passport” (94) and who is, thus, 

able to move freely. In her theorization of the ways in which the poetry enacts 

citizenship, Lianne Moyes writes: “Mouré’s text seems to take for granted access to 

travel, ease of border crossing, and the possibility of transcending national ties, all of 

which have been associated with the privilege of the cosmopolitan subject” (“Acts of 

Citizenship” 121). This privilege simultaneously enables Moure to write the book, to 

respond to the call of Koita and Tounkara and register it in further circulations of print, as 

well as bars her poetic subject from the material reality of the dangerous border-crossings 

that affect, and effectively destroy, these lives. Knowing this, Moure does not call out for 

a borderless world — such a vision is, as Moyes points out, “the illusion sustained by 

discourses of cosmopolitan privilege” — but for a “making visible of borders and the 

lives at stake at borders” (121).  

Against this register of harms, Moure suggests that the love poem, in its repeated 

textual performance as “Georgette,” is a crucial agent of potential change. This poem 

reoccurs with the same unchanged title across the entirety of the collection, weaving in 

between the intellectual documents. Though its name registers as same across the entire 

collection, its movement alters the other documents in the book and has, in turn, its 

textual body altered. In its crucial relationship to the other and to others, the love poem is 

a model of the affective ways we may respond to the world. Primarily, as Moure indicates 

in an interview with Dawn McCance, in the love poem, as conventional generic 

qualifications would dictate, the speaker’s relation is to le autre, the (singular) other. 

However, Moure hedges against this singular qualification and insists these poems are 

also “inflected incredibly by the reverberations of other = autrui; they are not shut away 
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from the civic thinking but are wound through it. For even as citizens we are sexual 

beings.” These (multiple) others represent the many ways of being-citizen made visible 

for the reader. Their border-crossings are, importantly, an aspect not only of civic being 

but erotic being, for in Moure’s writing practice the libidinal economy (à la Jean-François 

Lyotard who she cites in the documents) is inextricable from the political economy.  

 In the aforementioned interview with McCance, Moure defines autrui as “those-

others-outside-me-whom-I-do-not-know-but-in-whose-company-I-am-alive.” The autrui 

is not the other encountered in a face-to-face meeting or in a love exchange; this autre is 

the (singular) other, with whom the self builds a relation Moure terms, following 

Emmanuel Levinas, as “being-with.” The autrui is a multiplicity of others with whom the 

self builds a relation Moure and Levinas term as “being-among.” Significantly, Moure 

demonstrates that the self cannot exist without the autrui, without the dynamic of “being-

among.” There is a radical contingency between the self and these others.  

 The first instance of autrui in O Cidadán is in “document 13 (porous to capital)”: 

“That one’s own emergence as a subject is a turning in language or social discourse. 

Requiring not only autrui but autrui as metaphoric investment: let’s call it the social. As 

if sociality’s power comes from a turning back upon a self who already emerges only in 

the face of another, of others, emerges as ‘turn’” (37). Here Moure transforms the concept 

of “being-among” into a “metaphoric investment” (37), one that transforms every 

occurrence of “face” within the poems and documents into something other than a 

signifier for a single identity. The face of the lover is, for Moure, always already a “turn” 
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toward one’s own selfhood. Given Julia Kristeva’s declaration112 that the “foreigner” or 

“stranger” is always already within us, this “turn” is a double enactment of otherness; the 

“foreigner” or “stranger” is the autrui on which our selfhood is contingent. In “being-

among,” the self becomes strange and is made anew. This transformative process begins 

with the face of the lover.  

In “document28 (lectora-leitora),” Moure locates this possibility for becoming 

within the material body of the book itself: “As if ‘being-among’ is a kind of reading — 

for not everyone is ‘now present’ sur place in this ‘among,’ just as people in a book are 

not present. In ‘being-with’ [relation of amor] the other is present. In French this is 

marked as autrui (every other) and as autre (the other)” (72). In further demonstrating the 

limits of “every other” and “other,” Moure draws a distinction between the acts of loving 

and of reading. This is not the first instance in which Moure compares these enactments. 

The book’s first love poem ends: 

folio 

::::::::: 

adore (3) 

Here, the arrangement of colons would seem to signify that reading and loving are equal, 

but by the time we reach “a chapter on reading,” the writer and reader’s understanding of 

these two ways of being have changed. “document28 (lectora-leitora)” relegates adore to 

the category of “being-with,” while folio has transcended to the category of “being-

among.” However, as soon as this distinction is made, Moure irreparably blurs the lines 

                                                        
112 “Strangely, the foreigner lives within us: he is the hidden face of our identity, the space that wrecks our 
abode, the time in which understanding and affinity founder. By recognizing him within ourselves, we are 
spared detesting him in himself” (Strangers to Ourselves 1). 
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between these categories. In the arrangement of arrows and text on the pages of “a 

chapter on reading” (67-73), Moure transforms the face of the lover so that the 

lover/reader is no longer merely a passive receptacle but a subversive agent within the 

text. Neighbor and stranger, lover and reader, are united in civic space. Moure is invested 

in the mobilization of affect along with intellect, and from this point the book progresses 

to disperse the radical contingency of “being-among” into the love-relation as well.  

III. Architectural Erotics and Public Fountains  

 The body, as an instrument of touch, is never outside Moure’s theorization of 

citizenship. In the love poem occurring after “document28,” the poet writes: “to become 

architect endeavour’s touch / is possible’s fond connect” (92). The body, through 

incorporating what is considered “outside” into the “inside,” performs the “turn” on 

which recognition of self and of other — never a separate or merely sequential process, 

but a simultaneous one — is made possible. In “Person, Citizen: Some Cues from a 

Poetic Practice,” Moure writes of her own body, the writer’s body, “the organism holding 

the words” (Wager 153). Word, body, and world are deeply intertwined, “for to strike 

word upon word gives a shock to the body, to the ropes of its nerves that carry pulses and 

that are the brain’s extension throughout the corpus which, though personal, is also the 

corpus, or touches the corpus, of the world” (153). The love poem forms an intimate but 

also a world-spanning “we” of reader and lover, text and body, passing into a spatial and 

temporal field of self/other in which “we” are the “architects” of becoming and our tools 

for creation are instruments of touch: caressing the page, sexing the body. 

 Poet and citizen as architect is a concept used here by Moure to emphasize the 

potentiality of being-subject in time and space. Angela Carr similarly exploits this 
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architectural event in The Rose Concordance, wherein the book itself has been conceived 

as an unconventional structure (the mall) built by and housing the poet. Carr reveals this 

conceit in the book’s first appendix, “Gloss,” writing: “Amid mass-produced goods and 

consumers, perched on the brim of the central fountain, sits the poet, otherwise known as 

Poverty, dipping her hand into the water to retrieve coins” (72). The fountain is central to 

Carr’s poetic project, being the site from which the events of the thinking narrative 

unfold. It is also the site from which we witness “green money exchanging hands across 

counters” (72), such that the liquid stream of a fountain’s circuitous folds comes to 

represent the marketplace in which becoming-subjects fight for survival and poets 

advertise their wares. The change (economic, enfleshed) moves as a contagion through 

the site of reading. For both Moure and Carr, the fountain is the space from which the 

poet’s desire activates this change, which is both an external event and an internal 

mutation. 

I see it, strokes of your hair upward in wind 

 

fountains 

(we put “fountains” here, unable to relax) 

what if 

 

A contagion* (Moure, O Cidadán 74) 

The lover’s body is touched by the exterior world in the simultaneous event of being 

touched by the speaker’s language. The love poem, like a contagion itself, is a process of 

relating, an instance of touch that spreads. 
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 Lisa Robertson has the item “fountains that want us to act like knowledge” 

indexed in her book Occasional Work and Seven Walks from the Office for Soft 

Architecture, a collection of poetic prose mediations on the city, its architecture, and its 

fashion, in which these exterior forces are felt by and enacted upon by the body of the 

feminist poet. The indexed item is found inside “The Fountain Transcript,” in which 

Robertson praises fountains for their “rising jets, downward falls, combinations, an oddly 

issuing spray, divert attention from the great constant impersonal desires so that we may 

notice and enjoy the supple nap and receptivity of human thought” (54). Eva Darias-

Beautell describes these fountains as texts themselves: “countertexts to the corporate 

fantasies of the private enterprises that have donated them” (64). Their productive 

counteractions are made possible by Robertson’s “rhetoric in excess” (64), a textual 

strategy that ensures identity always overflows its container of self and/or corporation. 

Darias-Beautell describes the affective register of these fountains as that of a “minor 

happiness” (65), thus invoking the becoming-minor of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. 

It is through becoming-minor that new subjectification — of woman, of lesbian, of an 

alternative to capital — is possible. The fountain, as conceived by Moure, Carr, and 

Robertson, is the object whereby the citizen can escape the oppressive structures of a 

capitalist society and phallic economy. Its value is in its repeated and ungraspable 

redirections of fluid.  

 In The Sex Which Is Not One, Luce Irigaray conceives of the unrepresented 

feminine subject as no longer “not-one” but more-than-one, a being that cannot be said to 

be singular and solid but must be conceived of as multiple and fluid. In her chapter, “The 

‘Mechanics’ of Fluids,” Irigaray extends her feminist investment in the multiplicity of 
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being into a call for redressing science’s “historical lag in elaborating a ‘theory’ of fluids” 

(106). Irigaray contends that fluids are not only absent from scientific conversations but 

that their metonymic investments are absent from language itself. In the “structuration of 

(the) language” (107), Irigaray finds “a complicity of long standing between rationality 

and a mechanics of solids alone” (107). Woman, who has been historically described as 

having a “fluid” character, is deprived “of all possibility of identity with herself in such a 

logic” (Irigaray 109). In “Pronom ‘She’: Luce Irigaray’s Fluid Dynamics,” James Robert 

Quick insists that Irigrary moves us “beyond the simplistic declaration of the death of the 

subject or its radical reinscription as a feminine subject over against a masculine subject,” 

and rather “invites us to think a deconstruction of the subject: its fluid displacement by an 

other” (199). Irigaray’s central question of how to “speak (as) woman” is redefined as a 

question of how to speak in a fluid manner. The feminist poet must seek the solution to 

this question of being-woman (and, in the case of Moure’s cidadán, being-lesbian) 

outside this solid, impenetrable structuration of language. In order to construct their own 

subversive speaking subjects, Robertson, Carr and Moure go to the fountain, wherein 

liquidity is ever the reigning force. 

IV. The Lover is Becoming 

 The first line of the book, “Georgette thou burstest my deafness” (3), names the 

loved woman as the agent of change. It is this bursting that prompts the alternating 

documents and harms. It is its sonic quality that enables the poet to write subversion from 

within the historically oppressive discourse on citizenship. In her editor’s introduction to 

Moure’s selected poetry, Maguire confirms that sound — or, more accurately, noise — is 

one of the key guiding forces in Moure’s poetry. The book is curated according to 
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Moure’s “poetic trajectories and shifting use of noise as a poetic medium and tool of 

perception” (xiii). Maguire insists that “Moure re(con)figures what counts as noise and 

what counts as signal” (xi), insomuch as her poetry “takes noise as an object of attention, 

even desire: noise acts as a threshold of relationality” (xii). The selected poems take their 

name, Planetary Noise, from a poem in O Cidadán: “When ‘my language fails, only then 

can we detect signals that harken to a porosity of borders or lability of zones … (across 

the entire electromagnetic spectrum, not just the visual. as in planetary noise)” (79). 

Reading noise becomes an opportunity to read the bodies of women: as deterritorialized, 

eroticized, and always-already-becoming. This enables Moure to profess her love not 

only to the woman but to language — to noise — itself: “To solidify lyric flow / Those 

portable madnesses syllables I loved them / (how I loved them)” (13). Most tellingly, the 

poet professes her love not for complete documents, phrases, or words, but for syllables. 

These sonic building blocks are interchangeable across the many languages of the book, 

accented differently but performing the same dynamic of libidinal and intellectual desire.  

The final love poem of the book furthers this attention to the molecular level of 

the word: 

 she arrests light to double ‘r’ 

 to quake her 

 your mimesis, L, alight 

 whereas 

  mimesial (136) 

Moure has transformed the reading practice into an intimate and affective relation 

between writer, reader, and the syllables touching both textual bodies. The word “arrests” 



 MacEachern 190 

is employed not to diminish the light but to double the “R.” The word “mimesis” 

embodies its mimicry by taking the “L” of the light inside itself. But it is with the elusive 

and elliptical turn of this poem’s final lines, “laugh” and “neigé” (136) written in 

parentheses and set in light grey, that Moure transforms English into a minor language 

“in the Deleuzian sense” (Wager 164). In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari 

speak of “becoming,” which they align with creation, as a minoritarian process. Women 

speak in a minor language; the major language is the phallic, visual, and fetishizing 

discourse from which Irigaray problematizes “speaking (as) woman.” Between two 

women, libidinal expressions become “potential agents of the major language’s entering 

into a becoming” (Deleuze and Guattari 106). The “Georgette” poems are minor in the 

sense that they are “seeds, crystals of becoming whose value is to trigger uncontrollable 

moments and deterritorializations of the mean or majority” (106).  

 So, what becoming is signaled by the final occurrence of “laugh” and “neigé” 

(Moure, O Cidadán 136)? The first of these two parentheticals is recognizable as the 

subversive feminist strategy of Hélène Cixous, who writes of the laugh as a disruption in 

the phallic economy. The laugh is a political strategy that halts the flow of the major 

language and provides an opening through which woman’s voice can be heard. The 

French that follows this laugh works to implement Moure’s insistence that her speaking 

“is not a territorialization but a localization without territory” (Wager 152). The girl 

cidadán is energized by laughter and within a field of neige mid-way between solidity 

and liquidity. The snow does not cover the field but makes it strange. The self and its 

siting (as well as its citing of others) are in a continuous process of being radically 

transformed in the “mid-way” covered field. Insistent not on static notions of belonging 
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but of recreation and movement, Moure’s moving love poetry enters the lover’s body and 

from within that body discovers for itself the civic responsibility of “being-among.” 

V. Reading Search Procedures: Recombinatory Procedures on the Main 

 The process of becoming-lover amidst the autrui of citizenship had begun seven 

years prior in the first collection of the series, Search Procedures, in which the question 

of being, and of being-with an other, is teased out in an early version of the documents 

and the love poems. “The Life of St. Teresa” is both the title of a poem and the title of a 

series of poems, consisting of: “The Life of St. Teresa,” “Weather,” “Loons,” 

“Wingtips,” “Wetlands,” “Devonian,” and “Migratory Path, or Monarch Butterflies.” 

This final poem, “Migratory Path, or Monarch Butterflies,” recombines the lines of the 

first five poems in the series, presenting them in inverted order. Though Moure doesn’t 

clarify the scene or the “meaning” of the poem with this recombinatory exercise, she does 

equip the reader with some techniques for retrieving possibility from the poem: first, the 

quotation marks declare her conceptual restriction —these are lines from previous poems; 

second, the title provides a guiding image — we are the monarch butterflies tracing our 

way back over the landscapes of these poems; and, third, through repetition, certain 

elements of the poem are emphasized — longing, landscape, and light. 

 The first borrowed line of “Migratory Path, or Monarch Butterflies” is the first 

line of “Wetlands” (the fifth in the series): “If we live an empire of longing what then” (7, 

9). In this poem, the landscape to which we return is “thick green cool” (7). This is a 

departure from previous descriptions; perhaps the seasons have changed: “What we know 

of the word ‘yellow’ trembles” (7). This word, yellow, has been used in the poem to 

describe the landscape, the body of a woman, and light. In “Wetlands,” the quality of 
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yellow is not yet, or is no longer, present and it is knowledge of the word only that 

“trembles.” The wetlands themselves are “long grass memory” (7), a swampy metaphor 

for our ways of remembrance.  

 The second borrowed line is the second line of “Wingtips” (the fourth in the 

series): “A yellow dawn opening up the street leaves & bricks make / themselves know to 

us, scriptural” (6, 9). At this point, we are still privy to “yellow dawn” (6) and the 

landscapes over which the lines cross do not simply belong to the earth below but to the 

body of a woman: “of your shoulder beside your hair matted down by sleep you are still 

sleeping” (6). The third borrowed line is the third line of “Loons” (the third in the series): 

“Shorts & soft t-shirts pasted now damp against us, our ribs, the / curve of these bones” 

(5, 9). Here all is wet, for we are “just after the storm” (5): Moure’s attention to the body 

is unmistakably erotic, but so too is her attention to the asphalt, “the trees still raining 

over us quietly” (or still reigning over the lovers), the “leaves torn down,” and the “new 

bark wet” (5). 

 The fourth borrowed line is the fourth line from “Weather” (the second in the 

series): “What we invent, our phrastic expressiveness, drinking thermos tea 

on a log above Canmore Alberta the wind we are shouting” (4, 9). Here the equivalent 

textures of body and landscape are unmistakable: “the internal body a prairie the grasses 

flat where we lay you & I / your head close to my” (4). Moure’s use of pronouns is 

dizzying; they are like so many trees visible in a landscape, each one distinct and yet not 

clearly defined. Within this forest of eroticized women, misrecognition occurs: “A 

mistaken impression a woman with your walk last week on the / Main my gaze intensity 

cognizant O” (4). It is difficult for a reader familiar with Anglo-Québécois literature, and 
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one who has read the inside inscription of the book (“This book is for Gail Scott”), not to 

associate this speaker with Lydia of Gail Scott’s Main Brides, the narrator who spends 

countless hours in a café-bar on the Main, inquisitively tracing the lives of women with 

her gaze. Misrecognition is a key aspect of Lydia’s gaze; in one chapter, a Marilyn 

Monroe lookalike with the keenly coincidental name Norma-jean appears in multiple, at 

different times, inside the café and across the city. Scott’s hallucinatory novel blurs 

reality and dream, honesty and imagination, and (most importantly) the self and the other, 

until Lydia’s identity is inextricable from the identity of the women — or brides, 

imagined to populate the Victorian roofs across the street from the café, waiting for their 

lovers or waiting for the streets below them to be welcoming to women (who love 

women, who dare to walk alone at night) — whom she watches, of whom she lovingly 

creates her collection of (auto)biographies or portraits. These same blurred boundaries 

(reality/dream, honesty/imagination, self/other) are the subject of Moure’s entire trilogy, 

and this book’s dedication names the influence of the friend and colleague alongside 

whom her writing flourished in Montreal.  

 The fifth, and final, borrowed line is the fifth line from “The Life of St. Teresa” 

(the first in the series): “Your light my light the way we lit each other’s heads saint never 

/ sleeping remember (this wheat” (3. 9). This poem opens the book with the startling line: 

“Starting anew, are the landscapes of poems intentional, the grass blades out of, light” 

(3). Though it is difficult to engage in a project of sense-making here, it is possible to 

determine the concerns that will dominate the remaining poems. The poems describe a 

landscape; the poems themselves are landscapes to be traversed. The field of her poetics 
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is one insistent upon (differently) gendered bodies, which constitute the landscape from 

which the mystic woman/poetic speaker constitutes her (yellow) scripture of erotic love.  

VI. Material Ganglia 

 The poem that follows the trilogy’s first recombinatory practices utilizes a 

conceptual procedure far more alienating than the easily (or visibly) sited/cited quotations 

of “Migratory Path, or Monarch Butterlies.” “Memory Penitence / C o n t a m i n a t i o n 

É g l i s e” consists of five pages. Each page has three stanzas; the first and last stanzas 

contain lines of Moure’s characteristic parataxis; the second stanza is, on the first four 

pages, a block of what appears to be random text. This is, one conjectures, the result of 

arbitrarily smashing the computer keys. 

jkl ;laksdf l k aklg kas ;i;o aei ;lksd hp` 8i94jklsd; j `;la d àsdj 

;o`lk;dsdirowpeo;skf; o ; aodsu eç ç dk`; ;`soe ri`k;;seo l;l 

o`;`esòu;l ;slkdf”sao;eù so;d;jv;jf”` ;l ;ls g`mosdi`r;si `; vsd;I;slkir`; 

a` ;`sir ;ir;I ` ;aesri ;dlsoewuier;klstu;erips; ;ld ` woe `tuwa `tus;ldrol 

f eo; à (10)113 

A version of this text reoccurs four times in the poem. The fourth and last time it appears, 

there is the brief promise of sense-making: “Readability a context raises leaf a clear 

holographiea impedi / ment holyoke, a crie donc aimable etruscan hole emmedial / 

,imtrespt , obligate , perflux creede lff;wejk fea tueauoriu`l a” (13).Teasingly, Moure 

literally begins with the readable. The first line stumbles only with “holographiea,” but 

the generous reader might be willing to suppose this is a concept Moure is inventing. The 

                                                        
113 In reproducing this on a keyboard for the purposes of the above quotation, the critic imagines she will 
intuit a rhyme or reason in this mad verse, but the only semblance of a recognizable word that appears is 
the apt “woe” in the penultimate line. 
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enjambment that impedes “impedi/ment” is cutely met, a literalization of the word’s 

denotation, before the line drifts first into French and then into unrecognizable territory. 

Lori Emerson provides the suggestion that this poem, particularly in “the empty spaces 

between the letters” of the title, “C o n t a m i n a t i o n É g l i s e,” directs “attention to 

the page as a plane of inscription rather than a transparent backdrop for meaning” (59). If 

so, the emphasis has shifted from the materiality of the single letter or word, to the 

materiality of the page, the book in the reader’s hand.  

 In the fifth and final impediment in the text of “Memory Penitence / C o n t a m i 

n a t i o n É g l i s e,” instead of the previous flurry of graphic marks, Moure has placed a 

light grey block on the page. Below this “unsettlingly incongruous grey rectangle” 

(Emerson 59) is the following stanza:  

For gestures words are 

a birch path here 

à 

So suture an “alum gown” 

ààààà (Moure, Search Procedures 14) 

Emerson writes that this “materialist emphasis” on the page and the word “reminds us 

that the subject (reader or author) unavoidably stands between the word-as-thing and its 

representation” (59). The grey block and the reproduction of the “à” reminds us “that a 

text’s physical features are as important as its author’s intentions” (59). The lines that 

precede the obstruction are: “If I stand before you, snow light / My shoulder tired, 

averting my gaze” (Moure, Search Procedures 14). The averted gaze precedes the visual 

obstruction, so that the material page becomes the sensory-aggregate of 
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writer/read/subject blinded by a field of snow and light, figures that make up the 

landscape as well as the woman. These are figures from the final love poem of O 

Cidadán, in which a laughing girl enters into being-with in mid-way covered landscape 

of neige. Search Procedures proposes one possible identity for this laughing girl, to 

whom the entire book has been dedicated. 

 The first section of Search Procedures ends with the six-part poem “Amygdala,” 

subtitled “for Gail.” Below the dedication, against the right margin, is the italicized 

phrase: “To say what I am thinking . . .” (15). On the final page of the poem, against the 

same margin, Moure concludes with: “(yours truly, Erin)” (18). Between these two lines, 

within the thrum of the brain, the poem unfolds as a letter between lovers, friends, and/or 

colleagues. The titular cerebral structure is the “beautiful almond in the brain” (15), or 

“the almond light inside the brain” (18), with which Moure begins and ends the poem. 

This structure of the brain is central to “being a person” (15) in a general sense, but it is 

also unique to the subject of the poem (Gail) from whom the almond light rises: “It is 

purpose. / It is beautiful” (18). Despite the presence of the other woman, the poem is 

largely a meditation on the memories the speaker possesses. Or, because of the presence 

of the other woman, the poem is largely a meditation on the porous borders of individual 

memory. As is the case in Scott’s Main Brides, here memory is not the possession of any 

singular subject. Does the memory of the father belong to the woman with the “beautiful 

almond in the brain” or to the speaker of the poem? Does it belong to anyone at all? 

In my childhood, blue smoke rises slowly off of my father. 

Those days I wanted him to come home & be 
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in the air force again, wearing the colour of smoke 

that rose from him. (15) 

These lines about childhood are strikingly straight-forward in content and syntax. The 

memory is from childhood; it is of her father; and there are two instances of blue, in the 

smoke rising off him and the air force uniform he once wore. Difficulty enters the 

remembrance, however, as the childhood-self wrenches physical absence into being. A 

tooth is pulled from her mouth by “untying the rowboat of truth from the door knob / & 

closing the door” (15). The result is “a trajectory of absence / the space between us 

increasing / a parabolic splendour” (15). 

 As the poem continues, the difficulty of transposing memory to poetry is 

described as the tricky boundary between what is true and what is imaginary: “All this is 

true, / ‘imaginary’” (16). The poet is suddenly figured as one of a pair of women in the 

garden “weeding a rough patch” (16). The previous imagery — the lyrical description of 

the father, a memory that may be “true” or “imaginary” — may be the obstruction against 

which their shovels are “yammering”: 

Smoke rises off the fathers but they never do burn, do they. 

Smoke rises into the drapes. 

Smoke curls. 

 

Attend to this. (16) 

Now the fathers are plural; the memory is, perhaps, a collective one. The final line quoted 

above reads as a directive to the writing subject herself, to sort out the exact trajectory of 

the smoke, to register its significance in the memory and in the text. As the poem 
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continues, the speaker retreats to the familiar space of inside, in the oft-depicted scene 

wherein a writer works by a window with coffee: 

Coffee stains my cheek, my jaw 

An age creeps up on me thru the window 

 

I am trying to draw the line between cruelty & gentleness 

What is inflicted on the self by the self 

 

personhood 

 

Where are we, the coves here are full of panicked horses (17) 

The poet is no longer a gardener but a panicked horse, a sidelong metaphor for the 

subject’s fearful place in the world. This nervous image recalls an admission that will end 

the next section of the book: “I am a person, & I am afraid” (30) — a line smacking of 

vulnerability. But for now, the poet is simply adjacent to the panicked horses and 

(seemingly) infatuated with the subject of her poem: “Your head & shoulders in the taxi 

at 6 a.m., the dome light / shining down on you” (18). In “Amygdala,” from memories of 

childhood and scenes of life with a friend, lover, or colleague, Moure fashions a portrait 

of a contemporary saint — a mystic woman or an innovative prose writer. 

VII. Reading A Frame of the Book/The Frame of a Book: The Ontology of 

Human Responsibility 

 In Leeds, England, in 1997, Moure was working through these ideas in “a talk on 

a work-progress” titled “On A Frame of the Book.” She begins by situating her thinking 
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in the ontological: “In my body of work over the years, I’ve pursued a kind of 

questioning: what does it mean to love, to exist, to communicate? How does the social 

framework influence us? Limit us? What are the limits of ‘the person,’ of tenderness, of 

grace, of honesty, of speech? How do we situate ourselves as beings in civil society?” 

(25). This concern with ontology places Moure directly at the front of the pack of 

theorists pursuing the affective turn. In her entry on “Affect” for The Oxford History of 

Feminist Theory, Marianne Liligestrom defines this turn as a resurgence of “discussions 

and reading of affect as emotive intensities, emotional affections, intuitive reactions, and 

life forces” (16) which led to new thinking about “the dualism between body and mind” 

and the “critique of identity politics,” and thus a rekindled interest in “questions of 

ontology” (16). A Frame of the Book/The Frame of a Book is published in 1997, just two 

years after Wendy Brown publishes “Resisting Left Melancholy” — an early marker of 

the turn to toward affect. According to the editors of The Affect Theory Reader, Melissa 

Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, these years in the 1990s mark a “water shed moment for 

the most recent resurgence of interest and intrigue regarding affect and theories of affect” 

(qtd. in Liligestrom 25-26). Moreover, in A Frame of the Book/The Frame of a Book, 

ontology appears in the poem as a subversive subject, as in “Astro’s House of Ripey 

Lyrick, or the Features”: “Ontology’s gesture oh sensation she is / wearing that strap 

again” (15). This manifestation of knowledge is insistently female and equipped with a 

false phallus.  

Equipped with the strap, the speaker sets her sights on that external organ that 

constitutes so many of our loving or violent interactions with the self and others: the skin. 

Moure asks:  
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what is the place/role of the skin? Does the skin mark the body’s limit? How can 

one rethink the skin? Does the skin still demarcate the borders of identity when 

we work with a computer, when we no longer see our interlocuters? What is the 

effect of the distance on the human body, on a woman’s body, on relations 

between women? Is distance also an ‘inevitable effect,’ thus a ‘fact’ of the text? 

Does the text act like a skin? Like a libidinal band (after J.-F. Lyotard)? (“On ‘A 

Frame of the Book’” 26) 

Is Moure’s interest in affects, emotions, and feelings a matter of feminist affect theory or 

a psychoanalytic discussion of drives? Liligestrom writes that these two ways of thinking 

need not be opposed. Though psychoanalysis has been superseded by “Deleuzian 

understanding of affect,” it would be a great disservice to discount “the long history of 

feminist engagement with psychoanalysis” which is, quite explicitly, itself a matter of 

“working with affects” (Liligestrom 30). By investing in Lytoard’s libidinal economy, 

Moure not only takes part in the onrush of critics following the affective turn but 

continues the charged body of work that makes space in psychoanalytic theory for the 

woman.  

In Lyotard’s rereading of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, he “emphasizes the 

notion of a libidinal economy as a flow of force and affects within a human body, 

between bodies, and between objects and bodies” (Turim 97). Here we begin to 

understand the extent of Moure’s interest in Lyotard. The body is both active and passive 

in the theorist and the poet’s formation, exerting force and receptive to force from both 

the inside and the outside. And, as the name “libidinal economy” implies, these forces are 
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inextricable from the larger force of desire. In “On ‘A Frame of the Book,’” the poet 

names desire as the driving impulse of the project:  

This project is traversed by the urgency of desire. Because the skin in itself is a 

‘desiring integument,’ and even the cartography of the skin in the cortex alters in 

response to tactile stimulation. But the ‘libidinal economy’ delineated in my work 

is always traced as well by political economy, by the economic forces that hold us 

in a present. (26) 

This insistence upon a meaningful relationship between the libidinal and political 

economies is rooted within Lyotard’s own theory, as Maureen Turim explains: 

Fundamental to the notion of libidinal economy is the premise that individuals are 

interconnected by libidinal drives, not only to each other, but to objects and to 

structures of political power. Libidinal theory aims to speculate not from a 

viewpoint of, or on, the individual, the organic body, but rather by mobilizing an 

abstraction, a metaphor, of a continuous flow of libidinal drives. It provides a 

critique of the ways these drives are channeled within capitalism for profit, 

enforcing myths of individuality and organic unity. (99) 

Lyotard’s emphasis on the interconnectedness of individuals “not only to each other, but 

to objects and to structures of political powers” forms the basis of Moure’s exuberant 

insistence that we — as subjects, especially as female and/or lesbian subjects — are 

“shimmers, coalescences, coalition” (“On ‘A Frame of the Book’” 27). She explains: 

The creation of ourselves as subjects is done continually, is part of a continual 

actactact. When what was known as a ‘fragment’ turns out to have no whole to 

compare it to, no ‘idealized’ whole that is not exclusionary or corrupted, the word 
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‘fragment’ itself ceases to bear meaning. What ‘was’ a ‘fragment’ may prove to 

be sufficient to open us up to another space, an altered coalition of conditions. 

(28) 

In Moure’s poetry and Lyotard’s theory, the body of the (writing) subject is propelled by 

desire — by “a continual actactact.”  

VIII. The Noisy Gaze 

In O Cidadán, Moure suggests that Lyotard’s libidinal band may be “a twist of 

surfaces and not simply a ‘turn’” (37). Such a twisting — a contortion of “strict identity” 

(37) — is already evident in A Frame of the Book/The Frame of the Book. The first series 

of the book engages with this problematic, the porousness and flexibility of one’s skin, in 

its title: “The abrasion Series.” What follows is an investigation into the effect on the 

human body of: letters, syllables, and words; as well as the territories, melodies, and 

blunders this vocabulary skirts over. In the first poem, “Thrum,” Moure asks what it 

would be like to be without skin: “the dreamed dog soft in my arms / skinless red, a meat 

curmudgeon” (4). This nightmare image is strikingly vivid; the skinless dog is unable to 

feel the possible compassion of the dreamer; the skinless dog is merely “meat 

curmudgeon.” This ghastly vision is immediately contrasted with a desirous one:  

To dream a face is to 

mesmerize infinitely 

Whose curious soft eyes everywhere 

 

thrum (4) 
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The “soft eyes” of the face are curious; they “thrum” as though emitting noise, so that the 

“sensory aggregate” (Wager 157) of the human body is variously interconnected. The 

dream’s dead animal and many-eyed lover are the embodiments of a vulnerable and 

porous skin open to the excessive noise of a shimmering world-in-becoming. These frail 

bodies and the excess relationality inherent in their porous beings are the reason that at 

the end of Search Procedures, and in the pages of Frame and O Cidadán, Moure ends up 

with “a sound, a particular set of letters” (Wager 157). 

 In Mouré’s ontological inquiries, the heart “has been dispensed with” (5) — “or 

not,” she teases us a line later, reminding us that both blood and affect circulate in these 

poems. The speaker is attempting to undercover the fact of the body. In “Gust,” the poet 

writes: 

After the fins were eaten or laid down, the tablecloth gently 

 

billowing 

 

& our knees beneath that 

 

was serenity a 

 

vocabulary or doubt (7) 

Moure’s choice to describe the dinner as “fins” further underscores the physicality of the 

subjects in the poem: the fish and the diners. As the scene is surveyed, the speaker 

considers the comparative status of “the tablecloth gently / billowing” and the diners’ 
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“knees beneath that.” Do these physical objects — the fins, the tablecloth, the knees — 

constitute a vocabulary? How would that vocabulary appear on the page? How would it 

sound? Would it thrum? Or do these physical objects instead constitute doubt? Is this an 

honest — a real — portrayal of a dining scene? Should the reality of the scene be a 

concern of the poet’s?  

 As the poem continues, the speaker enacts a “femur gaze” (8). This construction 

appears twice as an alternative possibility marked by the hinge “or”: “a silence wept here 

/ it was so tentative / or femur gaze” and “or femur gaze a lamp above my hair does shine 

/ would that its treble named me” (8). How does the femur gaze? Must the thigh bone be 

in motion in order to enact its vision? Does it touch the objects on which in gazes? Or 

does it speak to them?  

where I touched yr shoulder spoke into the bone 

 

A ship rose there 

We steered by it (8) 

Moure builds a new body in these poems — one capable of aligning its senses beyond 

their ordinary organs. “As if ontology could be let to wonder & would not reach / beyond, 

to disobey” (59). Being, in the text, is bound to mutate; feminist and lesbian being will 

land on uncertain ground and enter the closed borders in order to “reach / beyond.” 

IX. Conclusion: Rereading the Civic Trilogy, or A Daring Ontology 

 Both Shannon Maguire and Jamie Dopp, poets and critics, insist that a generous 

reading of Erín Moure’s work would treat it as theory in practice. This is nowhere more 

evident than in her civic trilogy, wherein she demonstrates her keen attention to the swift 
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movements of critical fields of affect and psychoanalytical theory. The timeline of her 

citizen trilogy (1992, 1997, 2002) corresponds with the exact timeline of the affective 

turn. Both Moure and the host of affect theorists understand affects “as formative for 

subjects, social relations, politics, and political mobilization” (Liligestrom 18). Arguably, 

Moure’s mix of love poems and intellectual documents is far more suited to the practice 

of discerning the “deeply embedded moments” (Liligestrom 18) that constitute the 

affective subject than any major critical text in the field. Her combination of modes of 

writing (lyric, conceptual, transelative) relies both on textual metaphor as well as frictive 

material (body, landscape, artifact). In the erotic reach of her citizen trilogy, with its fluid 

appropriations of intellect and affect, Moure demonstrates that the body of the book is 

(like) the body of the woman. Both touch the surrounding world, are touched by its forces 

and drives. 

 Search Procedures throws light on the place of woman in writing in its very first 

poem, “The Life of St. Teresa,” by foregrounding two affective drives: spiritual and 

erotic. The “other” woman in this poem decreates the landscape — as “seen/scene” 

(Search Procedures 3) — in order to celebrate the lesbian love circulating between the 

women. The lines of flight by which the loons of the poem circle are the concretized 

relations of spiritual- and erotic-becoming courted by the parataxis. In these first gestures 

of the trilogy’s first poem, the seen/scene lifts off the ground and into the air where the 

boundaries of self/other and the borders between nations are always at risk of wisping 

away. Moure’s striking deterritorializations of language and being demonstrate the 

radical pleasure inherent in this dare to decreate here and discover elsewhere. 
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 Moure’s elsewheres are partly constituted by her irregular experimentation with 

syntax and grammar. Her strangely punctuated lines “demand a special kind of readerly 

attention, one that seeks not so much to decipher the absent connections but to inhabit the 

productive confusion that the lack of connectives invites” (Dopp). How do what Dopp 

describes as the “apparent politics” of Moure’s poetics interact with the subject of this 

first poem? To what degree does Moure critically engage with the productive myth of St. 

Teresa, and to what degree does it orient the becoming-minortarian of the trilogy that 

follows? Is the poem a transelation or Teresa Ávila’s autobiography, bearing the same 

title as Moure’s poem: The Life of St. Teresa? Is the poem a transposition of the woman 

and saint herself, from the scene of prayerful penance to the yellow landscape of a love 

poem? The answer is unclear, but this uncertainty is (as always) the most productive 

possible place from which to examine our understanding of spiritual and/or worldly life. 

 A Frame of the Book/The Frame of the Book maintains Moure’s circuitous 

examination of saintly life. An essay on the book before it became a book appears in 

Tessera vol. 27 (1999) alongside an essay by Méira Cook on Lacan. Within the feminist 

journal, these two essays had opportunity to touch and, evidently, the effect was a 

movement from indefinite mysticism to definite jouissance. In “The Missionary Position: 

A Reading of the Mystic Woman in Lacan’s Seminar XX,” Cook examines Lacan’s 

“notorious statement” that The woman does not exist, as demonstrative in the crossed-out 

article in the title of his seminar “God and the Jouissance of The Woman.” Cook explains 

that “this less than/more than woman who both lacks yet exists in excess of any lack is in 

fact the mystic woman, St. Teresa” (83). For Cook, the problem with Lacan’s seminar is 

the absence of the mystic woman’s body: the face is the corporeal object representative of 
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St. Teresa’s “unrepresentable pleasures” to the point that “we are denied the body” (87). 

In This Sex Which Is Not One, Luce Irigaray also takes up the problem of the feminine 

mystic, in order to dispute the psychoanalytic discourse that prescribes “the feminine 

occurs only within models and laws devised by male subjects” (86). Such a logic of truth 

“implies that there are not really two sexes, but only one” (86). Woman becomes not-

Woman. For Irigaray, the problem with Lacan’s seminar is the absence of the mystic 

woman’s writing: “For where the pleasure of the Theresa in question is concerned, her 

own writings are perhaps more telling” (This Sex Which Is Not One 91). Body and 

writing are inextricable in the theory of Irigaray and the poetics of Moure; to “get rid of 

the body” (90) is also to imply female sexuality is “incapable of articulation” (91).  

What psychoanalytic discourse suggests is this: “The geography of feminine pleasure is 

not worth listening to” (90). As becomes evident in the title of the second collection of 

the trilogy, A Frame of the Book/The Frame of the Book, the poet-theorist no longer 

crosses out The when it comes to interrogating women’s sexuality, but doubles it, pushes 

the definite to its limits against the indefinite article A. What Moure’s poetic theorizing 

unveils is that the writing and the body of woman’s love is in fact too noisy to ignore. 

 In the final collection of the trilogy, O Cidadán, Moure provides the reader with a 

map of the scene/seen from the noise of queer love is generated. This is not the heart, but 

the lung. The organ is central to Moure’s conceptualization of the subject and the citizen. 

The lung is demonstrative of the moving borders between self and other, inside and 

outside: “One’s emergence as a subject is itself a fraught porosity” (O Cidadán 60). The 

lung’s fraught porosity ensures the organ is a border not interested in keeping persons out 

but in letting persons in. It is constitutive of the person as being-in-the-world: breathing 
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in oxygen, breathing out carbon dioxide. The lung is a precious object in Moure’s poetic 

investigation. It occupies as much, if not more, space as the heart. This would be an 

unusual occurrence for poetry that takes (romantic, erotic) love as at least once of its 

subjects, but it is reconciled by Moure’s extension of the libidinal economy to zones 

beyond the scope of traditional lyric anatomy: to the haptic centers of the hand, the 

intellectual fervor of the brain, as well as the noisy expansions of the lung. 

 The body’s porosity becomes the writing’s porosity, such that the erotic impulses 

of the loving writer become the materialist obstructions within the page. Consider, for 

instance, Moure’s instruction in O Cidadán to take up joyful destruction,114 to “fold here, 

tear along seam, and remove from book” (85). Ryan Fitzpatrick and Susan Rudy write of 

the effect on the book of following this instruction: “It has gained a roaming page, which, 

though still numbered, can move to different locations in the book or to a different book 

altogether. It can also disappear completely, be excised form the book as waste, relegated 

to the trash or recycled.” Moure’s “daring invitation” is one to test the limits of the 

borders governing the body of writing, to move inside and outside the fraught porosity of 

our relationship with the love poems and intellectual documents of the book. The 

materialist impulse of the book has reached beyond the body and the writing both in order 

to envision new ways of becoming: queer, noisy, and feminist. 

  

                                                        
114 Brian M. Reed uses the phrase joyfully destructive in his exploration of twenty-first-century 
experimental poetics. See Chapter Four for my account of this impulse in the poetry of Lisa Robertson and 
Rachel Zolf. 
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Conclusion 

Without Togetherness: The Intimate Impasse of Feminist Poetics 
 

This is the age of the new dimension, 
dare, seek, seek further, dare more. 
 
— H. D., “The Walls Do Not Fall” 

 
I. Introduction: The Togetherness Project 

 In June 2009, Rachel Zolf set out to complete an MFA in creative writing in New 

York’s The New School. The premise of a writer seeking accreditation for their practice 

is not so unusual, but Zolf’s project certainly was. At the time of her admission into the 

program, Zolf had already published four collections of poetry — Her Absence, this 

Wanderer (1999), Masque (2004), Human Resources (2007), and Shoot & Weep (2008) 

— and would soon be releasing her fifth, Neighbour Procedure (2010).115 Of course, this 

is not what makes the pursuit strange (in the sense of Viktor Shklovsky’s estranging 

technique, which seeks to make the stone stony); what makes the pursuit strange is that 

Zolf approaches the graduate degree as a collaborative project. The Tolerance Project 

blog, which served as document of Zolf’s progress from June 2009 until her graduation in 

May 2011, offers this explanation under “How the Tolerance Project Works”:  

Eighty-six writers, artists and thinkers have donated their poetic traces to The 

Tolerance Project, a collaborative MFA in Creative Writing. Each piece of poetic 

DNA in The Tolerance Project Archive has been assigned its own barcode. Each 

poem written for the MFA will employ traces from the donated traces. The MFA 

poems are restricted to The Tolerance Project Archive for their content.  

                                                        
115 Despite this, as Zolf documents in “The Tolerance Project: Projection of the Intimate into the 
Historical,” Zolf had difficult being admitted into the program. 
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MFA poems written for class will be posted on this blog. Poetic DNA barcodes 

for the traces used in each poem appear at the end of each MFA poem post. Click 

on the barcodes to reveal the donor identities and poetic DNA traces.  

 

This collaboration includes you. The online public is welcome to use the 

comments field to give constructive feedback on The Tolerance Project poems. 

You are also very welcome to browse The Tolerance Project Archive and create 

your own MFA poems. Post them on the Archive site and if we like them, we may 

even bring them to class for feedback.  

This description serves to explain the basic premise: Zolf’s writing thesis would be 

composed of work donated by other living writers and would be figured as a living text 

according to the feedback of the online public. The tolerance project is a togetherness 

project. Yet these paragraphs also already alert the blog visitor of the possible 

controversy attendant to such a project. Who is it that owns the individual poems donated 

to the project? Who is it that owns the final writing thesis that consists of these various 

parts? Zolf’s blog treats the source poems as commerce; each poetic trace has a barcode. 

Zolf’s blog treats the source poems as biodata; each poetic trace is a strand of DNA. 

According to this vocabulary, in assembling the collaborative MFA writing thesis, Zolf is 

assembling a living thing that can be bought and sold. Strikingly, in bold letters, the blog 

visitor is implicated in this process: This collaboration includes you. 

 I introduce this project at the end of my own thesis because I think both its 

impetus and, most importantly, its failure are indicative of the relationship between page 

and writer, codex and noise, repetition and recantation that I trace in the feminist poetics 
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under study. Zolf’s project fails in a number of astonishing ways from the very 

beginning. As Zolf herself documents, the initial call for poetic traces was itself 

something of an impasse.116 It proved difficult to compile a plea that did not “sound too 

‘smug’ or too ‘negative’ or unwilling to engage in ‘community’ with my fellow students” 

(“The Tolerance Project”). Zolf acknowledges that these are “affects that, as Derksen 

would later astutely notice, [she] was deliberately trying to circumscribe in order to place 

[herself] ‘outside of the feelings of the workshop’ while being ensconced within it.” The 

feminist poet places herself inside while remaining firmly outside. She is a participant in 

the polis; she is excluded from the operative affects of the polis. Jeff Derksen’s writing 

about Zolf’s circumscription of affect originate in response to anonymous117 comments 

decrying the project as one that “violates the privacy” and “sanctity” of the MFA 

workshop.  

 Derksen combats these anonymous comments with the following description of 

Zolf’s project: 

The project struck me, to use a phrase from Walter Benjamin as an investigation 

of “the projection of the historical into the intimate” and also a critique based on a 

reversal, of a projection of the intimate into the historical and structural (from the 

state to the university to an MFA program to everyday life). These aspects seem 

to solidly put the project within the history of conceptual art and its two strongest 

tendencies: institutional critique and the reconfiguration of artist as producer. So 

                                                        
116 For more on the impasse, see Schultz (2005). 
117 Lisa Robertson asks, “What’s with all the anonymity here in the comment polis? Do I sense fear? I think 
so” (November 1, 2009 at 1:44 PM). The anonymous comments, along with those by Robertson and 
Dersken, can be read underneath the following blog post: 
http://thetoleranceproject.blogspot.com/2009/10/statement-to-mfa-workshop-october-13.html  
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the roots of this project can be traced from Walter Benjamin, through the 

institutional critique phase of conceptual art up to the type of art as commodity 

critique that Andrea Fraser has spectacularly engaged in. Given this, it would 

seem like an ideal project for a research university with a radical heritage. 

(November 1, 2009 at 2:47 PM) 

It is Howard Elland and Kevin McLaughlin, in their foreword to Benjamin’s The Arcades 

Project, who provide this descriptor for the investigation: “the projection of the historical 

into the intimate” (xii). In Charles Rice’s description of Benjamin’s Arcades, the 

project’s intimate spaces are those of the “bourgeois interior,” which in turn “constitutes 

a fragment of this historical project made up entirely of fragments” (283). In Derksen’s 

application of Benjamin’s impulse to Zolf’s project, the MFA workshop becomes the 

“bourgeois interior,” the poetic traces the “fragments” of a historical project. Rice further 

attests that “the interior provided the bourgeoisie with a space of refuge from the city and 

its annihilation of experience, and in doing so, supported them in their illusions about 

how a connection to tradition, and personal and familial identity, might be maintained” 

(283). As is demonstrated by the negative reactions to Zolf’s violation of the “privacy” 

and “sanctity” of the space, the MFA workshop is treated similarly: “a space of refuge” 

wherein one may maintain illusions of “tradition” and “identity.” According to Benjamin, 

the bourgeois space is itself the “the projection of the historical into the intimate,” in such 

that its inhabitant “delights in evoking … a world in which, to be sure, human beings are 

no better provided with what they need than in the real world, but in which things are 

freed from the drudgery of being useful” (qtd. on Rice 283). The project of dismantling 

the bourgeois space — and the MFA workshop — is a project in which the inhabitants 
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immerse themselves “into a dreamworld […] for the purpose of reawakening from it, and 

thus from the illusory dreams of his present time” (Rice 283). Both Benjamin and Zolf 

present “an argument for the necessity to ‘trade in’ this desire to leave traces of one’s 

existence in order to embrace a new poverty of experience in the modernity of the 

twentieth” — and the twenty-first — “century” (Rice 283). It is the failure of Zolf’s 

project to bring together her colleagues and professors — that is, to succeed in 

establishing an outside from inside the MFA workshop — that, conversely, procures its 

success. In resisting “tradition” and “identity,” Zolf meets resistance from the inhabitant 

of the cozy MFA interior; this resistance, in turn, is the impasse against which builds “the 

dialectic of possibility and restriction, of forms and scales of ‘freedom’” (Derksen, 

November 1, 2009).   

II. The Emphatic Contagion 

 This is where I reveal that my critical thesis has also been a collaborative project. 

Of course, that much has been evident as you listened along to these various feminist 

codices. My words appear upon a palimpsest of previous writing, reading, and criticism 

that — in the material folds of a page, the digital reverberations of an online recording, 

the affective discomfort of leaning into difficult edges — could not exist without the 

intimate relations of reader and writer, of barcode and DNA, of myth and history. I have 

not performed an analysis of the ways one writer (i.e. H. D., early and late modernist, 

praised and ignored) has influenced others (i.e. Robertson, Zolf, and Moure); rather, I 

have attempted to demonstrate the ways these multiple writings have themselves touched 

a variety of texts, unfolding in distant pasts and encroaching futures, and in this intimate 

pose spread “an emphatic contagion” (Cooper, “Towards a Poetics of the NFL”). From 
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the very beginning, however, I have also demonstrated that these texts often fail to 

cohere. I do not claim Helen in Egypt for a feminist project; its heroine, after all, is 

silenced in the end. Neither do I suggest that the difficult writing of this project’s coterie 

of contemporary innovative poets is the necessary way forward for literature and/or 

politics. Instead I demonstrate the success of their failures to cohere.118  

 H. D. failed to become a part of the literary institutional machine as it regularly 

functioned in the early and late modernist period. Her writing, especially of the middle 

period between her Imagist stardom and the constellation of her postwar works, circulates 

as a gift: never simply outside the system of commerce, but participating in a strange new 

mode of refusal. In “Giving in Turn: H. D. and the Spirit of the Gift,” Adalaide Morris 

transforms the manaword gift into an entire ethos. As with all things attendant to the 

modernist poet-theorist, the notion of the gift seemingly “runs counter to what appears to 

be a withholding, even in some instances, a stinginess, in H. D.’s actions” (Morris 120). 

Morris situates H. D. outside the literary institution dominated by public careers, “an 

economy of scarcity that canonizes the work of a few and relegates the rest to oblivion” 

(121). While Morris assents that it was, in part, Bryher’s immense fortune — “a bank 

account that easily sustained H. D., her daughter Perdita, Kenneth Macpherson, 

Kenneth’s troupe of douracoulis monkeys, and the multiple enterprises of POOL 

Productions throughout the early thirties in a Swiss villa designed for them by the Berlin 

architect Hermann Henselmann” (123) — that permitted H. D. to remain, voluntarily, 

outside the market exchange of the literary institution, she also insists that “well before 

H. D. met Bryher, she took pains to avoid establishing and consolidating a public identity 

                                                        
118 See Joel Fisher, “The Success of Failure” in M/E/A/N/I/N/G: An Anthology of Artists’ Writings, Theory, 
and Criticism (Duke University Press, 2000). 
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for herself” (123). This is evident in her choice of the initials H. D., as well as her use of 

a series of polynyms119: J. Beran, Edith Gray, Helga Dart, Helga Doorn, Rhoda Peter, D. 

A. Hill, John Helforth, and Delia Alton (123). Morris writes: “A name is a stamp of 

property or ownership. Because the benefits of labor accrue to the signature that over 

time becomes one’s record and reputation, to ‘make a name for oneself’ is an author’s 

equivalent to building capital” (123-24). In her choice of “abbreviated signature” (124) 

and various polynyms, H. D. fails to make a name a name for herself, but succeeds in 

dispersing the boundaries of her intimate and historical identities. In “The Success of 

Failure,” Joel Fisher coins “a neologism to encompass a theoretical concept of failure, an 

analysis of its mechanism, and its consequences in guilt or shame” (156). His proposal is 

“anaprokopology, from ano, not, and prokopi, success” (156). To Fisher, H. D.’s failure 

to “make a name for herself” is not a true failure: “A genuine failure cannot be 

intentional. An intentional failure is no such thing, but an unwholesome, nihilistic form of 

success” (158). Fisher relies here on binary notions of genuine and false that he elsewhere 

disputes, but I nonetheless think his distinction has some merit. In setting out to fail — at 

least in the market exchange of writerly names — H. D. intends to unfold perhaps not 

nihilism, nor something unwholesome (a morally tinged word that is not useful for our 

analyses), but a poetics of refusal. Her failure to cohere to readerly expectations forms an 

impasse. Her choice of the palinode, foremost a recantation of a previous (failed) 

                                                        
119 As I will discuss below, this technique of dispersing one’s writerly identity outside the market-bound 
exchange of a single authorial name is equally exercised to its phenomenal limits by Moure. 
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recitation, in her re-vision of women’s place in myth and history is demonstrative of this 

negative desire.120 

 Fisher writes: “Where failure occurs, there is the frontier. It marks the edge of the 

acceptable or possible, a boundary fraught with possibilities” (158). This is the frontier 

over which the flâneuse of Lisa Robertson’s poems rambles, as evidenced in Ryan 

Fitzpatrick and Susan Rudy’s “‘If everything is moving where is here?’ Lisa Robertson’s 

Occasional Work on Cities, Space, and Impermanence,” in which failure is characteristic 

of the city. They cite the work of the architect Rem Koolhaas, who “suggests that there 

ought to at least be an attempt to engage with the accidental designs of the city on a larger 

scale that admits chance, chaos, failure, and uncertainty” (179). It is in the spirit of 

accident or chance, courting the chaotic nature of the city, that Robertson forms the 

feminist noise of “Disquiet,” allowing her recording device to sense the chance vibrations 

of nature and architecture. It is by failing to write an autobiography that Robertson 

demonstrates the material nature of time in the codex as she recants the self in 

“Palinode/.” As Fitzpatrick and Rudy write, Robertson’s city — and, subsequently, the 

page on which she writes — is “a site under repeated revision, a site that admits change 

and admits impermanence” (179). 

 If, as I suggest above, the contemporary city is somehow a frontier of failure, it is 

a failure to fulfill the “wish images” projected by “the surfaces of modernity” (Davidson 

749). In “On the Outskirts of Form: Cosmopoetics in the Shadow of NAFTA 1,” Michael 

Davidson returns us to Benjamin’s Arcades Project, wherein the theorist finds “in the 

                                                        
120 See Chapter One,”Warped Visions of Time and Place: H.D. Re-Visions Sensory History,” wherein I 
outline that is it is Mary Magdalene’s failure to procure the myrrh that in fact, paradoxically, ensures its 
presence before the miracle of Christ’s rebirth. 
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intractable steel and glass of modern buildings the expression of the collective wish to 

transcend the social order of production” (749). Davidson describes Robertson’s 

Occasional Work and Seven Walks from the Office of Soft Architecture as a “peripatetic 

narrative” and the speaker as a “collective entity” who sets out to discover the “soft 

interior” of the contemporary city (749). Davidson aligns Robertson with Benjamin due 

to their tendencies for “seeing natural science and vernacular architecture as a filter 

through which to view the crasser intentions of modernity” (750). Just “as Benjamin 

focuses on art nouveau’s use of organic shapes to naturalize modern metro stops and train 

stations,” Robertson focuses on “phenomena that blur fixed boundaries” — “gardens, 

parks, alleyways, fountains, weeds, wild plants, shacks, scaffolding, curtains” (750). 

These are the boundaries “fraught with possibilities” (Fisher 158) of the contemporary 

city, which has failed to form an urban utopia wholly distinct from “natural” disruption. 

 In the poetics of Erín Moure, the book is often built upon failure: of a body to 

sustain its presumed functions (i.e. breathing), of the state to ensure the safety of its 

citizens, of the book to hold together. In the curious title of the second collection in her 

civic trilogy, A Frame of the Book/The Frame of the Book, it is evident that no frame can 

successfully hold the unruly language within and beyond the pages of emphatic 

contagion. In “Letters on the Move; Erín Moure and Chus Pato’s Secession/Insecession 

and Nathanaël (Nathalie Stephen)’s Absence Where As (Claude Cahun and the Unopened 

Book),” Geneviève Robichaud describes failure as “a fortuitous mutation” (19). Though 

Robichaud hesitates to use “failure” to describe the moment of slippage in the text under 

consideration (Nathanaël’s Absence Where As) — subscribing, perhaps, to Fisher’s belief 

that failure is “never planned” (158) — she does, nonetheless, demonstrate the radical 
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openness of a gesture that encourages the writer/reader  “to engage counter-steps, to 

deviate, to accept l’errance” (Robichaud 19). Later, Robichaud contends that it is more 

precisely “in the failure of reciprocity” that this openness gathers, where “the literary 

word flickers in the place of the exception, the remainder: where the absence — carried, 

emptied — gives way” (20). Moure shares Nathanaël’s concern with reciprocity: between 

writer and reader, between lover and beloved, between state and citizen. Each book of her 

civic trilogy documents the affective disruptions of strained reciprocity — demonstrative, 

especially, in the “Catalogue of Harms” that itself mutates throughout the final book, O 

Cidadán.  

III. Conclusion: The Generative Restrictions of Feminist Thinkerships  

 The poets under discussion go by many names, or refuse to go by a singular name. 

H. D.’s initials are a constant sign of this swerve away from the pose of solitary genius 

that so often dominates literary careers; Moure’s many polynyms send her publications 

across the bookshelf in disarray. In this divergence from the self and from the others with 

whom she might otherwise be grouped, the feminist poet courts a continuous undoing of 

the proposed genealogy under study. But this undoing is always already a becoming as 

well: one that occurs in the disassembled archives of Robertson and Zolf, as well as in the 

in-between zones (brain to lungs, hands to feet, personal to political) of the libidinal 

economy into which H. D.’s mechanical whirr and Moure’s queer laughter noisily enter. 

By this undoing and becoming, the Penelopean pose of weaving and unweaving, a warp 

of space and time occurs in the material folds of the syllable, the word, the page, and the 

book. 



 MacEachern 219 

 H. D. makes her influence known not as a domineering or originary source of the 

contemporary poetics, but as a neighbour to the difficult and dissimilar thinking of the 

more recent women writers in this dissertation. This multi-directional concept of 

influence operates as light: touching the modernist h/edges of H. D.’s early imagist 

poems, spreading across the affective body of Moure’s citizen trilogy, and co-mingling 

with the projective streams of theory’s many forms (Deleuze and Guattari’s becoming-

minortarian, Braidotti’s materialist feminisms, the laughing women of écriture feminine). 

Feminism circulates here as a toolkit for appreciating these works; the toolkit is partly 

that joyful object of survival outlined by queer theorist Sara Ahmed, the appreciation of 

the critical mode advocated by Nicole Brossard. Feminism circulates here as a 

precondition to the formation of any “readership or thinkership” (Fitterman 12).  

 In the feminist poetics of Robertson, Zolf, and Moure, restrictive and 

recombinatory procedures transform the lyric figure into a noisy figuring. This becoming-

subject is always-already the projected holograph of H. D.’s timeless woman, whose 

sense of past and future as simultaneous, of the gendered spheres as limiting, permits a 

phantom and real “New Woman” to claim a radically dissimilar “we” across modernist 

and contemporary practices. Theirs is a writing, like Luce Irigaray’s textual body, that 

insistently “touches (upon)” (This Sex Which Is Not One 29) the words, subjects, codices 

themselves. The feminist body which the writing of H. D., Robertson, Zolf, and Moure 

touches (upon) is a “body in disequilibrium” (Cixous, The Third Body 19). Without 

imposing further axioms on the writing subject, the excessive bodies figured by the text 

refuse the repressive dialectic of identities available to them in phallocentric discourse 

and instead wander freely and noisily. “I was reading and my body followed, we walked 
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one behind the other, along the narrow, nameless edge that has neither name nor 

necessity, and which flows between one (masculine, indefinite, unique, chosen, singular, 

unknowable) and the other (masculine-feminine-neuter, dependent, attractive, disturbing, 

desirable)” (Cixous 18).  

 Like the “queer-in-more-ways-than-one” collaborative thesis on which Zolf 

embarked, these feminist codices are “not simply a set of poetic gestures,” but 

demonstrations of border-crossing with “daily real-world implications” (Zolf, “The 

Tolerance Project”). The intimate and historical situation in which the feminist poet finds 

herself may be one as specific as Zolf’s — requiring a visa to follow her lesbian partner 

to the US and, subsequently, entering the MFA as “an award-winning mid-career poet 

with four books published by established literary presses” — or as unanchored (to time 

and place) as H. D.’s phantom/real Helen. Neither situation, in which the writing subject 

finds herself forced to use a (legal, mythic) language unsuited to her “messy, aging and 

gendered body” (Viegener and Wertheim 1), is unique, and yet each one is radically 

dissimilar. 

 The irony of describing Zolf’s Tolerance Project, poised as it is against the 

institution of the university, in the concluding pages of the dissertation that is meant to 

secure me a doctoral degree — an authoritative stamp of expertise in the very poetics I 

suggest disrupt the possibility for expertise — is not lost on me. The constellation of 

poets whose writing practices I unveil as noisy, re-visionary, and disruptive set for the 

scholar many such ironic impasses. Yet, as I have demonstrated, it is exactly at the point 

of these impasses that rupture — that opening onto a new aesthetic, a new reality — 

becomes possible. One such impasse is the appropriative nature of the feminist codex: 
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here, H. D. recites, repeats, and recants classical epics; Robertson reassembles the lines of 

her own archive; and Moure lays bare her reading practices in her civic trilogy’s mobile 

documents. Zolf, too, practices appropriation — as evident in her translation of colonial 

archives in Janey’s Arcadia. She describes this to the MFA workshop as “the use of 

investigative documentary sources and practices” that allows her to avoid having “Just 

one voice and stance in [her] poems.” In the difficult coterie I’ve assembled — and 

disassembled — in these pages, I present you a multitude of voices in the ever-persistent 

hope that new ways of (feminist) being will continue to unfold joyfully and noisily into 

the future pasts of material and digital codices. 

Coda 

In the beginning, you are offered a drink. Barred from entrance until the muffled 

rituals cycle back to their beginning, you consider the offer and, most likely, invite the 

taste of absinthe into your mouth. The scent of wormwood suffuses the various chambers 

you are about to pass through. Soon you will be becoming an initiate in the cult of night. 

You will learn to trail your finger pads along the theatre partitions. Shyly at first, and then 

with gleeful aplomb, you will rifle through the strewn signposts of an excessive 

femininity: boas, lingerie, sentimental poetry. Hushed whispers become a whirr in the air; 

an amateur songstress becomes a barking animal. You watch the fits and contortions of 

the night’s devotees. 

You are participating in immersive theatre. In October 2018, Cabal Theatre 

mounted a production of La Somnambule. The play’s many parts occur simultaneously 

within the multiple rooms of a dimly lit loft. Actors circulate in the same open rooms as 

the audience. All are encouraged to participate in the action and to taste or touch the 
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circulating props. For the immersive production, the playwrights, Rhiannon Collett and 

Joseph Shragge, adapted Djuna Barnes’ novel Nightwood into what the dramaturg, Kyle 

Croutch, describes as a “monstrous piece” (CABAL). The modernist prose becomes a 

now-time unfolding of the mysteries of becoming-woman, becoming-animal, and 

becoming-night. In building the ever-shifting and always-repeating structure of the play, 

Croutch discovered: “It is something other than these parts.” 

I, too, have built a monstrous piece that is something more than its parts. In my 

dissertation, the light is not cast on the actors but by them. The texts under analysis cast a 

multi-directional light that warps space and time: Lisa Robertson, Rachel Zolf, and Erín 

Moure change our response to the modernist poetics of H. D., just as H. D.’s poetic-

theorizing alters our approach to the contemporary prose and poetry. In the textual rooms 

of this production, the modernist and the contemporary poets are neighbours. For this 

reason, we do not follow a linear, nor a chronological order; we circle back on past, 

present, and future. We fold time. All the scenes, or parts, are played at once. No 

component is a singular part; each one is more than one, each one a multiplicitous fold. 

This metaphor (dissertation as a “monstrous” stage production) allows us to theorize time 

in a material sense: “the matter-fold is a matter-time” (Deleuze 7). Within this multi-

sensory theatre, neither reader nor writer can fail to see, hear, smell, touch, and even taste 

the difference these texts make. 
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