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Paul Kane

A lifetime of poetry separates these two books, with Barbara Guest’s
Miniatures and Other Poems arriving at an octogenarian moment and An-
drew Zawacki’s By Reason of Breakings announcing the advent of a new poet
upon the scene. But the half century that intervenes here connects as well
as separates the two, since Barbara Guest is one of the poets that has made
possible, if not the kind of poetry Zawacki writes exactly, then at least the
cultural atmosphere in which it breathes. Guest is well known for her early
affiliation with the New York School of Poets, though of late perhaps better
known for the way in which that connection has been oddly occluded by
literary historians of the movement. The fact that “affiliation” means “to
adopt like a son” might be said to say it all in her case. But questions of
gender aside, Guest is nonetheless part of how it came to be that readers of
poetry no longer expect poems to cohere around discursive sense. If Robert
Frost thought writing poems without rhyme and meter was like playing
tennis without a net, then we could say that poetry nowadays is often played
without a court. There are still lines, to be sure, but one doesn’t have to
abide by them. We can run around the lawn batting the ball however we
wish. There is a marvelous freedom in this, and a good deal of exercise as
well, though it can be wearing on the reader, who has to chase down errant
balls in the undergrowth. Still, we are happy with our liberties and it does
seem poetic licenses are more readily obtained. If the increased difficulty
of contemporary poetry is an unintended consequence—and it is by no
means clear that it is unintentional—it may be because readers are trying
too hard to make sense of it or because they don’t properly appreciate, in
Yeats’s phrase, “the fascination of what’s difficult.” Both Guest and Zawacki
are demanding poets, insisting on a high level of attentiveness and a sophis-
ticated intelligence, but the terms of those demands are rather different.
Guest asks us to look at what’s behind her poems, while Zawacki asks us to
see what's inside of his. In both cases, perception is the key.

Barbara Guest has often talked about the importance of painting to her
poetry. She is, in fact, a gifted collagist, as the cover of her new book at-
tests. And when she quotes Chekhov for an epigraph, “I, too, am an ardent
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defender of Miniature Pieces,” we might suppose she intends us to think
of miniature paintings. But Chekhov was himself a miniaturist, writing
little plays and pieces (indeed, by an odd coincidence, the smallest book in
the world is a 1996 edition of Chekhov’s story “The Chamelion”: 0.9mm
square, by a publisher in Siberia). But both applications of the miniature
can be invoked here, for not only are most of Guest’s poems, in the first
section of her book, quite brief, but they resemble miniature paintings when
we get up close to them and see how they break apart into brushstrokes
and bits of paint. Guest’s poems often have the feel of strangeness that
adheres in the fragment—that most romantic of forms (from Coleridge to
Schumann to the Schlegels). Here, for instance—in its entirety—is “Nega-
tive Possibility”:

It is not your physical appearance or hazelnut
hollowed out by sorrow,

or landslide of poetry.
Paying duty on one place,

language or tidal property.
Belonged to library of small estate,

Taxfree, built into house.

On a Google Print site for Wesleyan University Press there are some
excerpts from Guest’s book, including this poem, but the typist—perhaps in
a fit of pique—simply ran all the lines together to make three short sen-
tences of prose. The effect is startling because the poem depends upon our
understanding that this is poetry, in the disposition of the lines, and that
we are invited to enter the writing in an appropriate manner. The openness
of form here, and elsewhere in Guest’s work, is a signal that something is
going on behind the words on the page, that we are meant to see the blank
spaces—the negative space and possibility—as emblematic of the origin
of the poem. That origin, she says in an interview in APR (31:5), is an es-
sence, a “spiritual essence.” It is, she says, the “obscure essence that lies within
the poem that is not necessary to put into language, but that the poem must hint
at, must say ‘this is not all I can tell you. There is something more I do not say.”
Leave this little echo to haunt the poem, do not give it form, but let it assume its
own ghost-like shape.” The haunting and shimmering surface of Guest’s po-
ems can dazzle the reader with all sorts of “possibility,” though there is the
danger that the word’s etymology points to, that what dazzles can weary or
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stupefy. But one senses a generosity of spirit at work here, a generous giving
over to the reader of the means of discovery. These poems are not puzzles
to be worked out and neatly solved, but are rather instigations to percep-
tion, modes of awakening for the imagination. It’s as if the poem is part

of something much larger that we encounter in glimpses—or in miniature
visions—so that the poem, as she puts it, “appears to have no beginning and
no end, so that it overruns the boundaries of the poem on the page.” For all the
post-modern patina of form, these poems fall solidly within the romantic
ethos of imagination, though without the supposed encumbrances of the
“egotistical sublime.” It would be foolish to collapse literary history here
or ignore developments since modernism, but Guest’s statements about

her art remind us how continuities obtain in even the most experimental
poetry—perhaps most when experimental. “One must look for the vibrat-
ing imagination hid under those stones of form or style,” she writes, “How
empty is all their dazzle without imagination.” One might be tempted to
think of these poems as Eliotic “fragments I have shored against my ruin,”
especially given the panoply of cultural allusions Guest deploys in the first
half of the book. But there is an assuredness at work here, coordinate with
sharp-eyed vision, that allows for what, in the final poem, “Blurred Edge,”
she calls “word exchanged for meaning,/ moment of descriptiveness.” That
poem, despite its title, has a clarity of apprehension. It ends:

Sand blows away

the carapace,
in the distance,
figure passing,
unworded distance at edge.

Not many poets would invoke the “unworded” in passing out of a book.
What Andrew Zawacki shares with Barbara Guest is distance—that
condition Paul Celan says all art produces: “a distance from the I.” By
Reason of Breakings, Zawacki’s first collection of poems, enacts this distanc-
ing by breaking up what reason so often presupposes: the transparency and
coherence of language. But this does not mean that his poetry is thereby
opaque and incoherent. When we first encounter it, we see that Zawacki’s
verse is subtly sophisticated in its use of form: rather than splay across
the page, his words rein themselves in, forming conventional stanzas and
patterns that allow for a deepening of meaning. Its as if the energy of the
poetry is not allowed to dissipate or leak away, or that the poem is not
permitted to be self-regarding and jejune. These poems focus their primary
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energies on language, not form. The result is a heightening of effect, a quiet
insistence on the seriousness of the endeavor. And because Zawacki resists
dramatized self-involvement, the “distance from the I” allows for an opening
to the reader, a space in which the language of the poems can operate more
freely because the poems themselves do not coalesce around personal self-ex-
pression—"as if to escape were part of what it meant to strip to nothing,” as
he puts it in “From the Book of Divine Consolation.” This, I take it, is what
he is talking about in the first stanza of “Velocity among the Ruins of Angel
Republic”:

In that gesture toward signing the stages to fullness,
even if nothing went without saying, or everything stayed
despite what's been said, distance would have to be structured with all the rest.

Distance is structured by the poem, by the poem’s distance from the I
of the poet and—equally important—from the reader. The reader is not
appropriated as an audience, in the way confessional poets seem to do in
craving attention and approbation. The reader here is free to interact with
these poems in a process of reading. Meaning is not the product of the poem
but an integral part of its onwardness. Meaning is local, rather than global;
it unfolds as we go along but rarely folds back upon itself as a complete or
final whole. That is why we might be puzzled by a poem such as “Argument
for an Elemental Aesthetic,” which opens:

—deficiency implies

local forecast & fruition
& the climate of a country
without which it wavers:

discretion & exposure,
say, or uncompromising
intimacy of snow

“What does it mean?” is not the most interesting question to ask. “How
does it mean?” is more fruitful. We understand the words, but they puzzle
us, even as we are taken by the clarity of the diction, the assuredness of the
tone, and the beauty of the final image. We experience it as poetry, but not
in an easy or comfortable sense. “People wish to be settled,” says Emerson
in “Circles”; “only as far as they are unsettled, is there any hope for them.”
Zawacki’s poems unsettle us in this Emersonian heuristic sense, provoking
the reader into a “self-reliance” that has nothing to do with oneself in the
ordinary sense, but rather with that “distance from the I.” These poems are
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full of questions, put to us directly and indirectly, troubling our certainties
and presuppositions, as in “The Hour between Midnight and Midnight”:

Wias it the radical insufficiency, the snow in the rooms and walking
from one to the other? Was it the iced-over pantomime of sleeping

under a false set of stars, interrogating angels and getting nowhere?

The poem goes on in this manner and ends with an interrogative that
doesn’t settle the question but rather further unsettles:

What else could it have been if not the hour
between midnight and midnight, a meridian of suspended acoustics and torque,

when you turned to me and, living it over, said these were the orchestrations

of two glaciers fretting, but it would take more than that to see in the dark.

This notion of seeing in the dark is a trope for vision, a recognition
that we see now as through a glass darkly, but leaving open the question of
whether we might later see “face to face.” In this context it is interesting to
note that Zawacki’s book opens with an epigraph from Augustine, “yet not
so broken and cut off from,” and it is worthwhile noting the passage from

which he takes it (from On the Trinity 4.1.2):

But since we are exiled from the unchangeable joy, yet neither cut off nor torn
away from it so that we should not seek eternity, truth, blessedness, even in
those changeable and temporal things (for we wish neither to die, nor to be de-
ceived, nor to be troubled); visions have been sent to us from heaven suitable to
our state of pilgrimage, in order to remind us that what we seck is not here, but
that from this pilgrimage we must return thither, whence unless we originated
we should not here seek these things.

Despite the allusion, we should hesitate to ascribe any specific beliefs to Za-
wacki; he is too much the seeker, too distant from certainty. But Zawacki’s
poetry—"“suitable to our state of pilgrimage”—moves by implication in a
world saturated with meaning, a world made all the more meaningful by his
poems.
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