SUSAN HOWE
TOM TIT TOT
In 1961, when Susan Howe graduated from
the School of the Museum of Fine Arts Boston
with a degree in painting, the big news in art
was the imminent death of art, or at least the
death of painterly abstraction that had come
to preside. Howe had every intention of being
an artist. She moved to New York, touched the
tarbush of bohemia, read the whole fraternity
of artists’ writings—Ad Reinhardt, Donald
Judd, Robert Smithson, etc.—made books
of lists and images, and wall installations
with illustrations, photographs, found text,
and original verse. By the time her friend,
the poet Ted Greenwald visited her studio,
she was arranging only words on walls. At his
insistence—“You have a book on a wall, why
don’t you just put it into a book?”—Howe
dismantled and sequenced her pages as Hinge
Picture
and epigraph from Marcel Duchamp’s Green
Box
operates both “in the plane” and “in space.”
This exhibition is no different, really. It is
a hesitation toward the imminent fact of
publishing. The poem, TTT, was commissioned for our little way station, but with the
foregone conclusion that it would later be
paginated, printed, and published in quantity.
But enough with motives; I don’t favor the fullcontrol formula, and Howe is apprehensive
about the particular havoc a space on the game
board can cause a work of art. Her poem has
to defend its own ambiguity. “Perception of
an object,” as she writes, “means loosing and

losing it. Quests end in failure, no victory and
sham questor. One answer undoes another.”†
This is not a moment for making analogies—
Howe’s poems are like drawings are like
notations are like collages. No. They are poems.
But if you write poems that are structured the
way a piece of glass is when dropped from a
great height, you probably mean something
different by the word “poem” from what most
people mean. Whatever poetry may prove to
be, Howe’s is a material construction. And
whereas most poets deposit words with an
eyedropper, Howe cuts them out of other
people’s mouths with a pair of scissors. But
there is no sin about that. Poetry is innately
related to theft. The lyre was invented, the
Greeks tell us, by Hermes, who then gave the
instrument to Apollo as compensation for
stealing cattle.
“Archives, the material—the fragment, the
piece of paper—” Howe says, “is all we have to
connect with the dead.”‡ Howe, like all library
cormorants, carries within herself a world
made up of all that she has seen and read, and
it is to this world that she returns, incessantly.
She haunts archives, marginalia, manuscripts,
the paratextual particulars of print, and cuts
up her research, far too deliberate a term, in
such a way as to superimpose one part of the
pattern upon another. (Violence underwrites
her act.) Coleridge then Browning then
Yeats—a succession, orderly enough. Then a
slice of Spinoza, a folk tale, some children’s
eccentric punctuation. While writing with
other people’s words can be a glib game
that preempts feeling, Howe’s references,
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When asked what a canvas would look like
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responded: “blank. It would be blank. It would
be a white canvas. White.” As her answer
might hint, Howe’s visual prosody does in fact
retranslate Cage’s version of Rauschenberg’s
“audible silence”—although without the radical minimalism of either—into the terms of
textual language. That final translation answers
an emphatic “yes” to Cage’s query: “If sounds
are noises but not words are they meaningful?”
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Dear Susan, There is the
usual impossibility that I can’t
understand your Cabbage Gardens.
I know you are more or less
reconciled to this, and in any
case you are grown-up-enough not
to mind my lack of understanding.
It remains ridiculous that I enjoy
your letters so much, and when
it comes to your poems it is not
simply and straight forwardly that
I don’t “like” them; the fact is
that I am baffled by them as by
a completely foreign language;

“not liking” them would be a quite
different state of affairs. I am
very annoyed by this and feel that
we ought to do something together
one day, to make up for that
impasse—something with words. But
what?
[…]I dare say you could use
some appreciation. Forgive me. Or
don’t. But write back soon.
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“What matter who’s speaking?”

Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An
Archaeology of the Human Sciences.
Trans. Alan Sheridan. New York:
Vintage Books, 1970.
*Gollancz, Israel, ed. Death and Liffe:
A Medieval Alliterative Debate Poem
in a Seventeenth Century Version. In
Select Early English Poems, No. V. Ed.
Humphrey Milford. London: Oxford
University Press, 1930.
Hawthorn, Nathaniel. The Scarlet Letter and
Other Tales of the Puritans. Ed. Harry
Levin. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1961.
Howe, Susan. The Birth-mark: Unsettling the
Wilderness in American Literary History.
Middletown: Wesleyan University Press,
1993.
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poetry, I have enclosed them in an organization
although I know there are places no classificatory procedure can reach where connections

between words and things we thought existed
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For me, paradoxes and ironies of fragmentation are particularly compelling. Every statement is a product of collective desires and divisibilities. Knowledge, no matter how I get
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them. Ambulant vagrant bastardy comes looming through assurance and sanctification.
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ways of speaking and writing—a break which
sets it apart from all other forms of ideological
expression.”
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Edward Foster: Are there women whose work you
feel should particularly be added to the canon?
Susan Howe: I am suspicious of the idea of the
canon in the first place because to enter this
canon a violation has usually been done to your
work, no matter what your gender may be. And
besides, the more you go into something, the
more you see that the canon is only the surface
only the ghost’s helmet. Not the face underneath
the helmet. So why have I been complaining?
What is the answer? I wish I knew.
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Susan Howe: If a boat sails fast it usually
looks beautiful. As if the eye has some perfect knowledge that is feeling. Some enduring
value, some purpose is reflected in the material you use. The mysterious link between
beauty and utility is, for me, similar to the
tie between poetry and historical documents,
although it would take me years to explain
exactly what the connection actually is. […]
Lynn Keller: People objecting to experimental
writing sometimes complain that whatever
claims are made for its social engagement
or Marxist perspective or its changing “hegemonic structures of consciousness,” that,
in fact, the audience it reaches is a very narrow, highly educated one, that the reader has
to have tremendous intellectual confidence
even to grapple with these texts. What do you
think? Does that concern you?
Susan Howe: No. The objection offends me.
I think it is part of a really frightening antiintellectualism in our culture. Why should
things please a large audience? And isn’t
claiming that the work is too intellectually
demanding also saying a majority of people
are stupid? Different poets will always have
different audiences. Some poets appeal to
younger people, some to thousands, one or
two to millions, some to older people, etc. If
you have four readers who you truly touch and
maybe even influence, well then that’s fine.
Poetry is a calling. You are called to write and
you follow.

‡ ———. “An Interview with Susan Howe.”
With Maureen N. McLane. In The Paris
Review. No. 203 (2012): 145–169.
People often tell me my work is “difficult.” I
have the sinking feeling they mean “difficult” as
in “hopeless.”
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In a letter to me some months ago, Susan Howe
writes: “It strikes me as odd that your address is
Quarry Road and mine is New Quarry Road—
because that’s what we both do: quarry.”

pounded into my head by Edward Dahlberg):
ONE PERCEPTION MUST IMMEDIATELY
AND DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER
PERCEPTION. It means exactly what it says,
is a matter of, at all points (even, I should say,
of our management of daily reality as of the
daily work) get on with it, keep moving, keep in,
speed, the nerves, their speed, the perceptions,
theirs, the acts, the split second acts, the whole
business, keep it moving as fast as you can, citizen. And if you also set up as a poet, USE USE
USE the process at all points, in any given poem
always, always one perception must must must
MOVE, INSTANTER, ON ANOTHER!
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So there we are, fast, there’s the dogma. And its
excuse, its usableness, in practice. Which gets
us, it ought to get us, inside the machinery, now,
1950, of how projective verse is made.

invented a new grammar grounded in humility
and hesitation. HESITATE from the Latin,
meaning to stick. Stammer. To hold back in
doubt, have difficulty speaking.
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hot (lamp) side and one fan for the electronic
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onto the copyboard while protecting the art
object or manuscript from heat. This can be
replaced with white Plexiglass for three-dimensional art work. Black curtains surrounding the copy table protect the photographer’s
vision and at the same time prevent light intensity from bleeding. One or two stuffed
oblong cloth containers, known in the trade
as snakes, hold the volume up. Facing pages
are held down with transparent plastic straps.
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First, some simplicities that a man learns, if
he works in OPEN, or what can also be called
COMPOSITION BY FIELD, as opposed to
inherited line, stanza, over-all form, what is the
“old” base of the non-projective.
(1) the kinetics of the thing. A poem is energy
transferred from where the poet got it (he will
have some several causations), by way of the
poem itself to, all the way over to, the reader.
Okay. Then the poem itself must, at all points,
be a high-energy construct and, at all points,
an energy-discharge. So: how is the poet to accomplish same energy, how is he, what is the
process by which a poet gets in, at all points energy at least the equivalent of the energy which
propelled him in the first place, yet an energy
which is peculiar to verse alone and which will
be, obviously, also different from the energy
which the reader, because he is the third term,
will take away?
This is the problem which any poet who departs
from closed form is specially confronted by.
And it involves a whole series of new recognitions. From the moment he ventures into FIELD
COMPOSITION—puts himself in the open—he
can go by no track other than the one the poem
under hand declares, for itself. Thus he has to
behave, and be, instant by instant, aware of some
several forces just now beginning to be examined. (It is much more, for example, this push,
than simply such a one as Pound put, so wisely,
to get us started: “the musical phrase,” go by it,
boys, rather than by, the metronome.)
(2) is the principle, the law which presides
conspicuously over such composition, and,
when obeyed, is the reason why a projective
poem can come into being. It is this: FORM IS
NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF
CONTENT. (Or so it got phrased by one, R.
Creeley, and it makes absolute sense to me, with
this possible corollary, that right form, in any
given poem, is the only and exclusively possible
extension of content under hand.) There it is,
brothers, sitting there, for USE.
Now (3) the process of the thing, how the
principle can be made so to shape the energies that the form is accomplished. And I think
it can be boiled down to one statement (first
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“What does not change/is the will to change”
(Olson, “The Kingfishes”). For Howe this is not
a matter of will (save in that Nature might be
willful), but of necessity to which one must submit. And the impulse to disorder in the world
leaves its mark in the sheer isolation of Howe’s
poems on the page, surrounded by white: a

visible trope of Howe’s tough and difficult feminism. There are figurations in these figures
who are figured against no ground, who move
away from ground, who move without. Such a
movement, to be free of the burden of ground,
freed of definition by others, freed of singularity, freed of language, freed of the necessity to
be sane or to be mad, freed of history, is terrible
and is exhilaration. But it is impossible and
doomed. Howe knows that the primeval (that
“lost prelapsarian state”) “may have existed
only in the mind” (Armantrout 209) if it existed
at all; that we all suffer violent “primal exile
from the mother” (Howe, My Emily Dickinson,
107); and that we can never escape “That language outside language we are all entangled in”
(“Women” 610).
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*EN-CLOSE.* See INCLOSE.
*IN-CLOSE*, %v.t.% [fr. %enclos*;
Sp. It. %incluso%; L. %inclusus%,
%includo%; %in% and %claudo% or
%cludo%.]
1. To surround; to shut in;
to confine on all sides; as to
%inclose% a field with a fence; to
%inclose% a fort or an army with
troops; to %inclose% a town with
walls.
2. To separate from common grounds
by a fence; as, to %inclose% lands.
3. To include; to shut or confine;
as to %inclose% trinkets in a box.
4. To environ; to encompass.
5. To cover with a wrapper or
envelope; to cover under seal; as
to %inclose% a letter or a bank
note.
*IN-CLOS ER*, %n%. He or that which
encloses; one who separates land
from common grounds by a fence.

(Act III, Scene IV)
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Let
me out! (Well go) this rhetoric
is real!

O proper stuff!

They said they said./ They said they said when
they said men./ Many men many how many
many many many men men men said many here.

Stevens, Wallace. Notes Toward a Supreme
Fiction. Cummington, MA: Cummington
Press, 1943.
Is there a poem that never reaches words?
And one that chafes the time away?
Is the poem peculiar and general?
There’s a meditation there, in which there seems
To be an evasion, a thing not apprehended or
Not apprehended well. Does the poet
Evade us, as in a senseless element?
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occluded as they are, do not present themselves
simply for intellectual applause. What a low
and idle thing citation would be if it were to
lead us to negate mystery and art.

connotation? Whose order is shut inside the
structure of a sentence?”†

Howe’s work cannot be conditioned to
act by a cause other than itself. It remains
open. And, after all this time, I can still be
surprised by something new I find in it, or
I can be comforted by a familiar circuit of
thought. I am glad for this. But faced with the
unenviable task of introducing her to you, I
must stay close to Howe’s obsession—erasure,
and the way enclosures, be they archives,
books, methodologies, or forms of speech—
domesticate information and marginalize
voices as liminal and wild. It’s an issue that
covers a much wider range than gender or
medium. And Howe takes it up directly,
ignoring the divide between the makers of
things, and those who critique and historicize
that which is made. Her work does away with
the specious worm that criticism is inferior
to creation.

she is the author of two landmark books of
literary criticism, My Emily Dickinson and
The Birth-mark: Unsettling the Wilderness
in American Literary History, and three
records with David Grubbs. Howe received
the 2011 Bollingen Prize for American
Poetry and a Guggenheim Fellowship. She
has been a Stanford Institute for Humanities
Distinguished Fellow, as well as an AnnaMaria Kellen Fellow at the American Academy
in Berlin. She taught for many years at the
State University of New York-Buffalo. She
lives in Guilford, Connecticut.

I would be very disappointed in a future
which is going to tell us which things are
worth something and which aren’t, that
didn’t treat her considerably. But there isn’t
much to worry about, Howe’s work is its own
log book. The way we referee the past, the
way individuals read books, and events, and
people, not in the way they are intended, or in
the way of some distantly omniscient observer,
but in the idiosyncratic way that we must—this
is a basic point to which Howe returns. More
simply, historical records do not represent,
they arbitrate. “Who polices questions of
grammar, parts of speech, connection, and
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