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Abstract 
 

This thesis proposes a metaformal poetics in reading several of the disparate formal trends 

of the last thirty years in American poetry. Chapter One develops Stephen Cushman’s 

earlier consideration of metaformalism in the work of A. R. Ammons and situates the 

metaformal in the lineage of Charles Olson’s influential essay on “Projective Verse.” I 

connect Ammons to Lyn Hejinian and explore how both extend this lineage through three-

dimensional conceptions of poetic space and multi-directional syntax. Chapter Two 

connects metaformalism to the metamodern—a concept which Timotheus Vermeulen and 

Robin van den Akker (2010) propose as the successor to post-modernity—identifying three 

additional metaformal strategies in the poetry of Ben Lerner: the development of formal 

personae, shifting angles of lyric perspective, and the invocation of poetry’s ability to 

figure absence through presence. Chapter Three explores the innovative form-within-a-

form in the work of Greg Williamson and Fred Chappell; I consider the link between 

metaformalism and New Formalism in order to challenge some of the criticism that has 

recently been raised against contemporary formal verse, namely accusations of gimmickry 

and conservatism. I conclude with a brief discussion of Oni Buchanan’s 2009 collection 

Spring, which utilizes many of the methods examined in the previous chapters as well as 

visual and digital poetics. My goal in identifying these metaformal strategies collectively 

is to suggest that the contemporary moment is one of intersectionality, to challenge various 

binary categorizations, such as the “mainstream” and the avant-garde, and to suggest new 

possibilities for reading poetry in the 21st century.  
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This: A Preface 
 

As an undergraduate, I invented a poetic form I called the Motet. Based on medieval 

music, this form functioned both as a poem and a polyphonic score of simultaneous 

language. The stanza became a space of integration and separation as each line belonged 

to a different voice—stacked like harmonies in a choir. Each poem could be read in two 

different ways. 

 

My undergraduate thesis was a collection of these poems and others. As I took my work 

to various conferences, I would often hear the same question: Your form reminds me of 

So-And-So—are you familiar with his work? As many times as I heard this question, the 

name of the poet was always different. As many times as I heard the question, my answer 

remained the same: No.  

 

I began to feel as if these questions were to remind me that I hadn’t invented a form at 

all; I had only adapted one from some invisible tradition that seemed perpetually 

inaccessible to me. Moreover, the questions were often asked in such a way as to suggest 

that I should have read these poets—how could one not have read these poets? I felt 

incredibly naïve. 

 

Still, I was inspired by the idea that my interest in the mutability of poetic form was 

somehow part of a larger development in American poetry. I turned to The Norton 

Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry as one turns to the Bible, attempting to 

discern its lineages, its mythos—to comprehend its Greater Meaning.  

 

I was never able to find any of the poets who were recommended to me (of course, I 

promptly forgot every name). One day, in a poetry workshop, a classmate told me about 

Fred Chappell, but when she asked if I had read him, there was no condescension in her 

voice, only excitement: You’re interested in similar forms! And she went beyond giving 

me an unfamiliar name; she showed me, pulling his collection from her book bag and 

letting me flip through the pages.  

 

It took me far too long to actually read Chappell’s poetry, but I eventually did, and when 

I first began this project, Shadow Box was at the center. The embedded form was 

embedded in my brain, and although I knew my project would be different from the 

creative thesis I completed in undergrad, I felt an equally personal connection to it. I 

decided that one of my goals for the project would be to link (if only implicitly) my work 

to the work of others. 

 

In the fall of 2015, I learned that Chappell would be reading at the annual Bookmarks 

festival in Winston-Salem, and I planned to meet him. As I stood in line to get my book 

signed, I rehearsed what I was going to say. When it was my turn to approach the table, I 

quietly offered him a thin stack of my motets and told him that I was happy to find that 

we were interested in similar forms. Much to my surprise, he wrote down his address 

(explaining that he doesn’t “do” email) and encouraged me to keep in touch, to write if I 



vii 

 

had any questions. In that moment, I realized just how unformed my thesis was—I had so 

many questions, I was unsure where to start.   

 

Not long after meeting Chappell, however, I received a letter from him, complete with 

commentary on my motets. “I wish I had thought of the motet model!” he wrote, and he 

praised each of the poems except one (a poem I called “The Possum,” an ode to road 

kill). The notes he provided on my poems were unexpected and much appreciated, 

allowing me to see the familiar lines in unfamiliar ways. His advice was direct and 

honest, but often gentle: “I hope you can forgive my having taken the liberty of making 

impertinent notes on your pages. You are accomplished enough as a poet to know not to 

take anything I say seriously.” 

 

Occasionally, he would write a question mark next to a line that didn’t make sense to 

him. Motet 4 was one poem to receive such a marking: 

 

 Motet 4: 

 

 My faith that 

 In the beginning 

 There was the myth— 

 

 this will mean 

 there was 

 a molding of Man 

 

 as much as it means nothing: 

 The Word 

 in the shape of language. 

 

 

My faith that / this will mean / as much as it means nothing: 

 

In the beginning / there was / The Word 

 

There was the myth— / a molding of Man / in the shape of language. 

 

My use of the word this in the second stanza was the cause for confusion. Chappell was 

unsure of what it referred to. “Should be easy to clean up,” he assured me. “It may be that 

the very intent or thought could use further development.” 

 

I agreed with this point, of course. I had been aware of the problem when I first wrote the 

poem (having had a professor circle every vague use of this in my writing: “Only use this 

+ a noun!!) Moreover, as one of the earliest Motets, this poem was somewhat of a sketch, 

an exercise. But perhaps for this reason, I had unfixed the this in the first place. New to 

this form I feared was only a novelty, I made the decision consciously, hoping to 

represent the uncertainty of the form itself.  
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I would also like to think that this this was written in anticipation of this thesis. Indeed, as 

I finish it now, I am confident that it will ultimately mean as much as it means nothing. 

However, I am more interested in the foundation than the final product. This thesis is a 

theory. If nothing else, it’s been a reading list, an act of penance for my unfamiliarity of 

contemporary poetry, though I won’t pretend to understand it any more than I had before. 

 

Recently, someone asked me if my correspondence with Chappell had affected my ability 

to write objectively about his work. The question struck me, as it often does, because I 

continually forget that this is an expectation of certain authors. (It’s hardly an expectation 

I have of myself). Although I probably shrugged through my answer at the time, I offer 

this preface as an addendum now, an attempt to outline my subjective presence in this 

project, both as a poet and as a reader of poetry. 

 

So, no. I make no promise that the following pages will offer an objective reading, if such 

a thing is ever possible. Instead, I hope to have responded to this poetry as thoughtfully as 

Chappell took the time to respond to mine. His notes on my poems appear to me now as 

Reynolds Price’s comments must have appeared on his poems back when they met at 

Duke. In Plow Naked, Chappell describes these comments: “His point-sharp pencil over 

line and line, word and word. His queries and objections on the page were delicate little 

breathings of graphite. This is how Rilke must have read through manuscripts, I would 

have thought—if I’d known who Rilke was” (Plow Naked 23).  

 

I have to imagine that a poet often places him or herself in the world of poetry this way, 

in the chance encounters brought about through the writing of poetry. I come to see 

Chappell as he saw Price, as he imagines Rilke must have been, and so forth. As I began 

to develop this project, I realized that my selection of poets was informed by the living 

network of which I am a part. I have studied with Amy Catanzano, who studied with Lyn 

Hejinian at the Iowa Writer’s Workshop. Months after meeting Chappell, I met Ben 

Lerner when he came to campus to give a reading. Although I never knew A. R. 

Ammons, he remains a presence on Wake’s campus, particularly in the Ammons Lounge, 

the room I reserved for my defense of this thesis.   

 

This is all to say that I am grateful to have been molded in the shape of the language of 

these poets, a shape I have found to be accommodating to my own form—with enough 

room to move around in. 
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Introduction: Metaformalism and Meaning 
 

  

 

 

 

In 2009, Newsweek cited a report by the National Endowment for the Arts in 

which only 8.3 percent of the U.S. adult population claimed to have read any poetry in a 

12-month period. The number was half of what it was in 1992, and more recently, the 

percentage has fallen to 6.7 (NEA 69). Each year, an increasing amount of attention is 

devoted to the apparent decline of American poetry, paradoxically ensuring its 

perseveration. Newsweek acknowledged this fact, concluding (not with a bang but with a 

snicker): “despite rumors of its demise, poetry seems likely to persist, in one form or 

another” (“Poetry Readership”). The pun here is perhaps more evocative than it seems. 

Although fewer poets appear to be writing in traditional forms, the question of poetry’s 

persistence is, as it has always been, a formal one. 

This thesis seeks to connect these questions of form to an emerging trend of what 

I will call metaformalism. While I am not the first to apply the concept of metaformalism 

to American poetry, I am, to my knowledge, the first to develop its definition. The term 

can be found earlier in Stephen Cushman’s 1987 article, “Stanzas, Organic Myth, and the 

Metaformalism of A. R. Ammons.” However, it is a term he seems to have since 

abandoned. By the time he extended his article into a chapter for Fictions of Form in 

American Poetry (1993), his focus had shifted. While much of the original article stands 

verbatim, his brief attention to metaformalism is completely omitted. Instead, he extends 

his consideration of Ammons in connection to William Carlos Williams, Walt Whitman, 

“So, if we may not let the Muse be free, 

      She will be bound with garlands of her own” 

 —John Keats, “If By Dull Rhymes Our 

  English Must Be Chain’d” 
 

“I have always aspired to a more spacious form” 

 —Czeslaw Milosz, “Ars Poetica?” 
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and the American idiom, asking, “What does formalism found in American poetry mean? 

How can it mean anything?” (188). Cushman attributes these questions to the rise of 

poststructuralism, which questions “the power of anything to function as a sign of 

anything else in a fixed and stable system of reference” (188). At the same time, he notes 

a reinvigorated interest in the meaning of the poem, its social and political implications 

(188). More recently, Cushman has qualified his complicity with what he sees as the 

“lazy inaccuracy” of a so-called “middlebrow” formalism. When he admits his “guilt” for 

“making and passing along messes, both in the classroom and in print,” one must wonder 

if his earlier use of “metaformalism” was one such mess (508). What, then, can it mean? 

How can it mean anything?  

These questions of meaning have been a consistent problem for formalism. The 

discussion of poetic form invariably begins with the question of what is actually meant by 

the term, as if even the possibility of a contemporary concept of formalism must come 

with a disclaimer: Don’t Try This at Home. Although anyone who has ever read a poem 

is likely to propose form as the defining feature of poetry, few would be able to define the 

term itself. Criticism has only compounded this difficulty, as Caroline Levine notes, 

“Even within literary studies, the vocabulary of formalism has always been a surprising 

kind of hodge-podge, put together from rhetoric, prosody, genre theory, structural 

anthropology, philology, linguistics, folklore, narratology, and semiotics” (2). This cross-

pollination can be seen in the terminology of critical trends, allowing “New Criticism” to 

become easily conflated with “New Formalist Criticism,” and “New Formalist Criticism” 

with the “New Formalist Poets” of the 1980s. The possibility for confusing these 

overlapping formalisms is somewhat surprising, given that formalist writing is so 
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frequently concerned with precision, as Robert McPhillips argues: “There is no need to 

translate the lucidity of the critical and poetic literature of the New Formalism into the 

language of the theorists” (xv). Lucid or not, the critical affinity for continually renaming 

formalism as New poses an additional problem, as Fredric Bogel notes: “formalism has 

never been allowed to grow old” (3).  

Yet, the endless nativity of formalism seems to have ensured its survival, allowing 

the term to exist in its potentiality—to make ever more meaning. As Peter Steiner argues, 

“what makes established labels best suited to the act of referring is their vagueness. They 

become established not because they are more adequate to their objects than other signs 

but because of their semantic ‘elasticity’—their capacity to accommodate different, often 

contradictory usages” (40). In these contradictions, the problem of formalism become its 

power—the ability to rename, to remake. Caroline Levine is also interested in the 

contradictions of formalism, suggesting that “a form does its work only in contexts where 

other political and aesthetic forms also are operating. A variety of forms are in motion 

around us . . . in situated contexts where they constantly overlap other forms” (11). Form, 

then, is inevitably plural, simultaneous, becoming the “multiformalism” envisioned by 

the poet and critic Annie Finch, a formalism of intersectionality which “truly 

encompasses the many formal poetic traditions, including the experimental traditions, 

now native to the United States” (xi). Metaformalism exists in similar multiplicity, in 

similar contradiction, but it differs in its self-perpetuation. Such a distinction seems to 

suggest its primary use. As Anne Stevenson argues, “The trouble with a word like 

‘formalism’ is that it seems to impose restrictions on the making of poetry without taking 

into consideration the conditions a poem sets for itself” (219). Metaformalism is the 
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acknowledgment of these conditions—it is the poem acknowledging and enacting the 

limits it sets for itself. 

But here metaformalism may be confused with metapoetics. The terms are 

similar, of course, and I am hesitant to discount their potential interrelations. An initial 

distinction may be made, as it often is, between form and content: while metapoetry is 

often more interested in the latter, metaformalism is interested in the former. While 

metapoetry is ostensibly about poetry—that is, content about content—metaformalism is 

about the experience of poetry. Such a claim is, of course, difficult to make with any 

certainty. Perhaps for this reason, Cushman’s original argument marks the distinction 

without pursuing it: “In the same way that Stevens produced a metapoetry about poetry, 

Ammons has produced… poetic forms about themselves, their phenomological power, 

and their own ontological significance” (527). I would suggest that metaformal ontology 

is in itself significant. Metaformalism is interested in structural processes of becoming; it 

is an attempt to reveal the construction of structures as they are constructed. The poet 

Hayden Caruth playfully defines form as “a by-product of poetry” (498). Metaformalism, 

then, is the revelation of the process that begets this by-product.  

Phrased another way, metaformalism succeeds where metapoetry fails. As Fredric 

Bogel argues, metapoetry is limited in describing itself, inevitably becoming mute. While 

a line can comment on the line that precedes it, and another can comment on the relation 

between those lines, no line by itself can comment on the relation of all the lines in a 

poem at once.1 In this sense, Bogel suggests, “We are left then with a situation of 

                                                 
1 To illustrate this point, Bogel provides the following three-line stanza: 

 Clouds hang like gauze over the bright wound of sunset. 

 Is it possible to admire an image like that one? 

 (The second line takes the wind out of the first.) (28). 
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potentially infinite regress, in which the text tries hopelessly to encompass or stand 

outside itself but simply ends up gesturing toward a limitless verbal hypertrophy” (28). 

For Bogel, such a problem suggests the need for formalist criticism, which speaks for a 

poem that cannot speak for itself. Metaformalism, however, absorbs the process of 

formalist criticism, becoming self-explicating. Because the relation between one poetic 

line and another is its form, the metaformal poem evokes the experience of all 

interrelating parts at once. As an ordering process that acknowledges itself as such, 

metaformalism succeeds in both encompassing and standing outside itself. While form is 

often regarded as the frame of content, the metaform is the full window: frame, glass, 

reflection—the potential to be within and beyond. 

This dual function is further suggested by the prefix meta. Yet, this prefix poses 

an additional problem of meaning. Perhaps because of poststructuralism, we are now in 

an age that seems endlessly obsessed with developing meaningless metalanguage. To 

avoid this problem, I place my own use of the prefix in conversation with two theories of 

recent criticism, both of which connect the prefix to its classical usage. Boyan Manchev’s 

2015 article “The New Arachne: Toward a Poetics of Dynamic Forms” re-connects form 

to performance and transformation: “Poetics is impossible without the question of form; 

the question of form is impossible without the question of modality of form; the question 

of modality—without the question of activity of form” (18). He suggests that this activity 

occurs on a meta level, descending from the meta-myth of metamorphosis (22). A similar 

sense of performance is shared by Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker in 

their 2010 “Notes on Metamodernism.” Like others before them, they take the prefix 

meta from the Platonic metaxis, which functions in oscillation with its various 
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meanings—with, between, beyond. Accordingly, metamodernism is simultaneously with 

modernism, between the modern and the post-modern, and somehow beyond either. As 

an alternative to Derridean deconstruction, the metamodern offers a “formalist 

unstructuring,” which seeks to unfix form at the same moment it maintains its 

structure(s), its meaning (11).2 In an ongoing negotiation with past, present, and future, 

the metamodern is experimental, nostalgic, fragmented, and formal. 

I will conflate these various categorizations in proposing a timeline that moves 

circuitously through (or around) the 1970s and up through the first decade of the new 

millennium. In identifying a series of metaformal “trends,” I examine a group of 

contemporary poets who are conventionally disassociated, from the so-called “key 

figures” of A. R. Ammons and Lyn Hejinian, to the younger poet Ben Lerner, to more 

recent formalist work by Greg Williamson and Fred Chappell. In proposing some kind of 

formal unity among these poets, I challenge the superiority (and likewise the inferiority) 

of any number of contemporary trends in poetic form: organicism, the 

L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E movement, inherited “fixed” form, and “light verse.” Thus, I 

hope to extend the definition of metaformalism first presented by Cushman beyond 

“poetic forms about themselves”; the trends I identify are both self-reflexive and the self-

re-visioning, with forms both self-dislocating and self-embedded. 

 In Chapter One, I begin with Cushman’s initial definition of metaformalism by 

examining A. R. Ammons. While Cushman is primarily concerned with Ammons’s 

                                                 
2  Such a vision seems to complement Fredric Bogel’s “conscious, New Formalist fetishizing of parts—of 

textual elements—to a point at which the whole they constitute recedes almost to vanishing… bracketed 

almost to the point of annihilation” (12). As he suggests, “Such an effort does not represent an ultimate 

denigration of textual or other artistic wholes; instead, it enables a realization of individual elements that 

would otherwise be impossible” (12).  



xv 

 

“Essay on Poetics,” I will look at his Bollingen-prize-winning Sphere: The Form of a 

Motion (1974) and The Snow Poems (1977), which I will use to propose an alternative to 

Charles Olson’s influential “Projective Verse” (1950), as well as its later incarnation in 

Denise Levertov’s “Some Notes on Organic Form” (1965). As a contemporary of these 

poets, Ammons is easily aligned with either of them, just as he is easily subsumed (via 

Harold Bloom) in his debt to William Carlos Williams or Wallace Stevens. In Ammons’s 

invocation of constant forward momentum, he is projective; in his attention to the natural 

world, he is organic. Yet, as Cushman argues, Ammons’s formal patterns are equally 

“mechanical…arbitrary, and artificial” (517). To this end, I connect him to avant-garde 

“Language” poetry, a movement with which he is seldom associated, particularly with the 

arguments found in Charles Bernstein’s “Semblance” (1980) and Lyn Hejinian’s “The 

Rejection of Closure” (1983).  

 Both Ammons and Hejinian seem to suggest a multi-directionality. Aided by their 

characteristic syntactical styles, both poets develop forms that seem to function both 

forward and backward grammatically, leading to multiple possibilities of reading. In 

Ammons, the colon is similar Olson’s signature, open-end parenthesis of projective verse. 

But the colon in Ammons is different in its doubleness; it is the period projected out of 

itself, becoming both a definitive end-point and its negation, a mediating mark within, 

between, and beyond formal limits. In Hejinian, the very notion of a stable grammar is 

questioned, especially in poems such as “Constant Change Figures,” from the 2012 Book 

of a Thousand Eyes. In both poets, there is a sense of enormity, as if the form were three-

dimensional, mitigating the tension Hejinian sees as characteristic to poetry, the “conflict 

between a desire to satisfy a demand for boundedness, for containment and coherence, 
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and a simultaneous desire for free, unhampered access to the world prompting a 

correspondingly open response to it” (The Language of Inquiry 41). In working to evoke 

such a response, both poets develop a poetry which exceeds itself, its own forms, and 

even our reading of it. 

Chapter Two examines the poetry of Ben Lerner. While Lerner’s fiction has 

increasingly received the greater amount of critical attention, there is much to be gained 

from examining the distinctive formal techniques found in each collection of his poetry—

The Lichtenburg Figures (2004), Angle of Yaw (2006), and Mean Free Path (2010). 

While Ammons and Hejinian are interested in the multi-directional, Lerner emphasizes 

the multi-perspectival. In particular, I examine strategies of structural personae, shifting 

angles of perspective, and an invocation of poetry’s ability to represent absence. Often, 

Lerner operates in the space envisioned by Giorgio Agamben in his essay “The End of 

the Poem,” in “a necessary undecidability of prose and poetry” (112). At the same time 

Lerner reveals, like Ammons or Hejinian, the possibilities of reading, he is also interested 

in impossibility, the failure(s) of poetic form. 

Ultimately, I will situate Lerner’s metaformalism in the context of the metamodern. 

Since the publication of his first novel, Leaving the Atocha Station (2011), Lerner’s work 

has increasingly become invested in the sincerity Vermeulen and van den Akker propose 

as a return to the Romantic: “If these artists look back at the Romantic it is neither 

because they simply want to laugh at it (parody) nor because they wish to cry for it 

(nostalgia). They look back instead in order to perceive anew a future that was lost from 

sight” (12). Lerner’s 10:04 echoes a similar perception in its attention to time: the end of 

the world, the pre-historic past and an uncanny future—epitomized by the epigraph taken 
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from Agamben’s The Coming Community: “Everything will be the same, just a little bit 

different” (244). Lerner moves through these various temporalities in a continual 

meditation on the metaformal; he projects himself in order to “gaze back, an important 

trick because / the goal is to be on both sides of the poem, / shuttling between the you and 

the I” (10:04 193). 

Chapter Three explores the innovative form-within-a-form as it appears in the work 

of two poets: Greg Williamson’s Errors in the Script (2001) and Fred Chappell’s Shadow 

Box (2009). Although written independently of one another, these collections offer 

several similarities. Williamson draws inspiration from photography, developing a series 

of “Double Exposures” in which two poems have been spliced together into a cohesive 

unit. Chappell evokes depth, perspective, and echo in each of his embedded “shadow 

boxes.” Each poet uses typography to mark the text that can be read separate from the 

rest of the poem. Williamson shows the distinction by bolding every other line; Chappell 

italicizes his inner poems. Moreover, both poets temper their inventions against more 

traditional conventions of rhyme, meter, and other inherited forms.  

 Yet, despite the level of innovation and technical ability displayed in each 

collection, Williamson and Chappell inevitably face the question of gimmickry. To write 

contemporary formal poetry is to risk being dismissed as unconsciously comedic, 

conservative, or even archaic. In this chapter, I consider each of these accusations 

alongside examples that would seem to negate them. Admittedly, the poetry of 

Williamson is often humorous, just as the poetry of Chappell is often invested in the 

arcane and the archaic. However, both poets are self-conscious of these problems in 
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seeking to transcend them, raising questions of the aesthetics of artificiality, organicism 

and materiality, the fixed and the unfixed. 

 In an attempt to synthesize the disparate poetry presented in each chapter, I 

conclude with a brief consideration of Oni Buchanan’s 2009 collection Spring. Methods 

from previous chapters are present in Buchanan’s wildly eclectic style—the parallel 

stanzas of Ammons’s Snow Poems, Hejinian and Lerner’s palimpsestic fragmentation, 

and Chappell’s embedded form. Moreover, Buchanan utilizes several strategies I have 

overlooked up till now, particularly visual poetry (represented in photographs of poems 

folded into origami) and digital poetry (the final section of the collection, “The Mandrake 

Vehicles,” appears both in print and in a flash animation CD included in the back of the 

book). I will consider the connection between Buchanan’s work and other innovations 

that are increasingly non-print and technological—or even biological, as in the case of 

Christian Bök’s Xenotext, which seeks to write an unending poem on the genetic code of 

the bacterium Deinococcus radiodurans. Ultimately, Buchanan’s metaformalism is 

significant both for its innovation and its commitment to operate within, between, and 

beyond the textual and the technological.  

  Taken together, these poets evoke what Denise Levertov saw as “a form beyond 

forms” (1082). Although critics have occasionally challenged Levertov’s vision as too 

broad, too separate from any real meaning, the hope for poetry remains in its form. 

Likewise, contemporary poets frequently attribute the survival of their art to formal 

freedom, innovation, and plurality. In his introduction to the 2003 Norton Anthology 

American Hybrid, David St. John claims that poetry “is thriving on every front,” 

ultimately evoking a utopian realization of poetry through diversity: “We need all of our 



xix 

 

poets. Our poetry should be as various as the natural world, as rich and peculiar in its 

potential articulations… Let the gates of the Garden stand open; let the renaming of the 

world begin again” (xxviii). Even if this hope for American poetry is unwarranted, it is 

nevertheless significant in its sincerity. Such a vision suggests the end of post-modern 

irony; its call for renaming suggests an alternative to the modernist dictum make it new. 

The supposed end of poetry is perhaps only the end of an era, or else some transmutation 

of it, a movement beyond post-structuralist dislocation—perhaps, then, an end to ending. 
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The Sphere and the Cell: A. R. Ammons, Lyn Hejinian, and 

Conceptions of Three-Dimensional Form 
  

 

 

 

 

Stephen Cushman’s initial argument for metaformalism in the work of A. R. 

Ammons seems to mediate a dilemma of classification: “Ammons, then, cannot be 

considered a formalist, in the usual sense of the term, but neither can he be dismissed as 

an antiformalist. His need of some form of form remains too acute, his explicit 

considerations of form too insistent” (526–527). Published in 1987, Cushman’s statement 

seems to anticipate the current moment, when such oppositions seem continually less 

relevant. Given the general public’s disinterest in poetry, the mainstream, or even the 

traditional, may seem to be as revolutionary as the avant-garde. Yet, none of these terms 

seem fitting for perhaps another reason. For Ammons, theory is often inseparable from 

practice. Although he published few official prose statements during his lifetime, many of 

his long poems, particularly his “Essay on Poetics” (1970), illustrate his primary 

concerns. In this sense, he is similar to Lyn Hejinian, a poet whose work is often situated 

in philosophical questions of semantic identity: “I, a body, turning for speculation // So I 

will say ‘I’ and remain” (The Book of a Thousand Eyes 31). To call either poet formalist 

or antiformalist would be inaccurate because, for both, a formal identity is always in flux. 

Their poetic form is a continual poetics of form. 

While such a quality has often been called self-reflexive, I argue it is three-

dimensional. The former suggests the two-dimensional mirror; the latter, a greater depth. 

“I’ve often said a poem in becoming generates the laws of its 

own becoming . . .” 

 —A. R. Ammons, “Essay on Poetics” 
 

“Perhaps it is the role of art to put us in complicity with 

things as they happen” 

  —Lyn Hejinian, Happily 
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Cushman makes a similar argument for Ammons, suggesting that “‘form’ is far too large 

and suggestive a term to let itself be contained within the boundaries of a stanza shape” 

(524). This is not to say, of course, that Ammons, or Hejinian, are shapeless. Their logic 

often evokes a fluid rigidity, as language seems to swell in a grammar of movement. 

Works such as Ammons’s Sphere: The Form of a Motion (1974) develop a compelling 

metaphor for reading this movement. As the title suggests, the three-dimensional derives 

from a motion that is contained by form, a form that remains mutable in its motion. 

Ammons balances this duality by offering the colon as his primary punctuation, 

providing both momentum and cadence, much like the fermata in music. In The Snow 

Poems (1977), Ammons represents this duality somewhat differently, evoking 

simultaneous language in parallel stanzas. Reading these poems offers new possibilities 

for motion, as the eye attempts to read several lines at once, moving back and forth in an 

attempt to make meaning. In this experimentation, Ammons anticipates Hejinian’s 

interest in multi-directionality. In works such as Happily (2000) and The Book of a 

Thousand Eyes (2012), Hejinian develops a grammar that invites participation, in lines 

that occasionally read both forward and backward. Together, these strategies evoke a 

poetry that moves beyond itself, challenging our understanding of the two-dimensional 

page, as well the dimensions of form.  

Of course, Ammons and Hejinian are not unique in these concerns. Both poets 

belong to the broader lineage of contemporary formal experimentation traced by The 

Norton Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry, beginning with Charles Olson’s 

essay on “Projective Verse” (1950), and its later incarnations in Denise Levertov’s 

“Some Notes on Organic Form” (1965) and Charles Bernstein’s “Semblance” (1980). 
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Indeed, both poets are so closely connected in this tradition, it is surprising that their 

poetics should be excluded.3 Perhaps they would be too similar. Ammons and Olson are 

nearly interchangeable in their understanding of poetic motion; Hejinian and Bernstein 

both belong to the Language movement of the 1970s. Likewise, a statement such as 

Ammons’s brief “Note on Prosody” (1963) might offset the authority of Levertov’s 

“Notes,”4 just as Hejinian’s 1983 essay “The Rejection of Closure” would complicate—

through its surprising clarity—Bernstein’s deliberately bizarre prose.  

In any case, the inclusion of either poet would disrupt the neat balance the Norton 

strives to achieve between the poetic mainstream and the avant-garde, two poles to which 

Ammons and Hejinian have often been confined. Early in his career, Ammons became 

increasingly entrenched—most prominently by Harold Bloom—in the tradition of 

Wallace Stevens, Emerson, and Whitman. Alternatively, Hejinian’s categorization has 

often been reserved for the more local group of the experimental Bay Area poets with 

whom she often collaborates: Ron Silliman, Kit Robinson, Rae Armantrout, and others. 

While these associations are unavoidable, and often helpful, it is worthwhile to begin 

making more unexpected connections. As Hejinian suggests in an interview, “I think the 

history of the last thirty years in poetry has not even been touched. It’s really complicated 

and far richer than the abbreviated, reductive attempts at history have suggested” 

(Filreis). While my attention to this history cannot hope to fully correct these 

abbreviations, I hope to challenge the ways in which these poets have often been 

discussed. 

                                                 
3 The exclusion of their poetics is particularly surprising considering how many pages are devoted to their 

poetry. The section on Ammons spans 17 pages, compared to Olson’s 14. Similarly, Hejinian’s 9-page 

section outnumbers the 6 pages of Bernstein. 
4 Both essays originally appeared in Poetry two years apart. 
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 To begin, however, Olson’s “Projective Verse” provides an initial context for 

three-dimensional form. For Olson, poetry exists in the open through what he calls 

“COMPOSITION BY FIELD” (1054). There is the parallel field of the external world 

(the poet’s reality, environment, etc.) and the field of the poem, the openness of the page. 

In this space, poetry can move (as a result of the energy transferred via the poet), and the 

poetic field becomes concrete: “It is a matter, finally of OBJECTS… every element in an 

open poem (the syllable, the line, as well as the image, the sound, the sense) must be 

taken up as participants in the kinetic of the poem just as solidly as we are accustomed to 

take what we call the objects of reality” (1057). To compose solidly in this space, Olson 

suggests the typewriter as the ideal engine of poetry: “due to its rigidity and its space 

precisions, it can, for a poet, indicate exactly the breath, the pauses, the suspensions even 

of syllables, the juxtapositions even of parts of phrases, which he intends” (1058). Yet, in 

his claims on the ability to “indicate exactly,” he seems overly hopeful. When he suggests 

that “For the first time the poet has the stave and bar a musician has had,” his analogy 

falls flat (1058). The musical bar, unlike the typewritten page, is capable of indicating 

exactly how long each note should sound or how long a player should rest, in 

subdivisions of the 8th note, the 16th, the 32nd, and even smaller, infinitesimal grace notes. 

A blank space between words, even when marked by an ellipsis, is suggestive but 

imprecise.5 As Hejinian suggests in Happily, “Heroic ellipses are just things unsaid … if 

stopping happens it does so at length but it can’t be measured” (401). 

Thus, the space of Olson’s projective field is open, but ill-lit, and this imprecision 

ultimately permeates his argument for projective verse as a poetic form. His hope, then, 

                                                 
5 Ironically, in arguing for an alternative to inherited form, Olson is quick to dismiss traditional meter, 

which is perhaps a closer comparison to musical rhythmic notation. 
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of “bring[ing] into being an open verse as formal as the closed, with all its traditional 

advantages” is intriguing but impossible, in part because his use of the term “formal” is 

uncertain (1058). While “formal” at first seems analogous to precise, the mention of 

“traditional advantages” has only vague connotations. To have “traditional advantages” 

might describe an experimental “open” verse that would be as canonically acceptable as 

traditional forms. Perhaps on a smaller scale Olson is merely suggesting that any open 

form need only be recognizable as poetry—perhaps there is only the hope for projective 

verse to become as familiar as a sonnet would be. Such a longing for familiarity is 

present in Denise Levertov’s later “organic” extension of Olson’s argument, in which she 

envisions “a form beyond forms” (1082). Reading this statement in reverse, we see 

another essential paradox: whatever is “beyond forms” is still nevertheless “a form.” 

When Levertov opts to borrow the more comfortably Romantic term organic to describe 

her method of composition, rather than Olson’s futuristic projective, her definition of 

“form” becomes even more precarious, as critics such as Jonathan Holden have 

acknowledged: “The very term ‘form’…acquires such a range of reference that it 

becomes meaningless” (250).  Yet, Levertov concludes by naming organic poetry as “the 

poetry of linguistic impulse … the absorption in language itself, the awareness of the 

world of multiple meaning revealed in sound, word, syntax” (1085). 

Perhaps this range of reference is the freedom that Olson initially conceived; 

certainly, it is how his argument is extended through Charles Bernstein. In “Semblance,” 

Bernstein argues for a poetry of multi-directionality and unfixed referents. For him, and 

the larger group of language poets to which he belongs, language is inherently imprecise, 

or perhaps self-consciously drawn to scale. Bernstein cites Bruce Andrews’s suggestion 
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of poetry as a relief map, returning to Olson’s initial three-dimensional vision for the 

poetic field (1114). However, because Bernstein’s focus is on the level of syntactical 

organization, he begins to clarify Olson’s imprecision. The language of his argument is 

geometric, as he imagines himself “working at angles” in order to achieve “two vectors at 

once” (1114). The latter part of this statement is especially significant, considering how a 

vector is already double in itself, having both magnitude and direction. Olson’s field is no 

longer a parallel plane separate from our own; instead, Bernstein’s projections seek to 

exist between planes by coming off the page: “Rather than having a single form or shape 

or idea of the work pop out as you read, the structure itself is pulled into a moebius-like 

twisting momentum. In this process, the language takes on a centrifugal force that seems 

to trip it out of the poem, turn it out from itself, exteriorizing it” (1114). We may begin to 

connect Bernstein’s evocation of a three-dimensional poetic space to a conception of 

metaformalism. As a referent, form is, by now, irrecoverably multiple; when one reads it 

as a word, it exists, as Bernstein suggests, as both “the anticipated projection underneath 

and the actual wording above” (1114). Therefore, it must be read against itself. 

Here, however, as A. R. Ammons reminds us in Sphere, “it’s not now form 

against that form: / it’s motion” (45). While this statement would seem to circumnavigate 

backwards to Olson’s projective verse, it is essentially different. It is no surprise that 

Ammons is indebted to Olson. His career began in the wake of projective verse, with his 

first published book of poems appearing five years after Olson’s essay. Ammons would 

also echo Olson’s confidence in the typewriter, composing the bulk of his poetry on the 

same Underwood model for more than forty years, even into the 1990s when supplies 

such as ribbons became harder to find. When asked about his affinity for the device, 
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Ammons answers with the characteristic tropes of his poetics:  “I like the typewriter 

because it allows me to set up the shapes and control the space.… to lend a formal cast, at 

least, to the motions I so much love” (Lehman 88). Shapes, space, formal cast, and 

motions: to an extent, perhaps, the words Ammons often uses to describe his poetry are 

more or less the same, becoming inseparable as a “one:many mechanism” (itself another 

trope). The colon he often places between these two words is also significant, drawing 

them together as equal in the same moment it establishes their irreconcilable difference.  

Just as Olson’s unclosed parenthesis exemplifies his projective verse, Ammons 

uses the colon to indicate a three-dimensional motion. Olson’s punctuation connotes a 

forward-only momentum, which is present in both his poetry and prose—his lines veer 

and swell toward the right margin; he begins his essay, “(projectile          (percussive          

(prospective” (1053). For Ammons, the colon is reciprocal, facilitating both a backwards 

and forward motion in what Stephen Cushman has identified as a “speeding and slowing” 

of his stanzas (521). The colon is formal, then, becoming a synecdoche for the larger 

stanza structure, functioning as limit and opportunity. As such, the colon goes beyond 

Olson’s vision as the period that’s been projected out of itself and is able to look back on 

its separation. It exists as both a definitive end-point and its own negation, a mediating 

mark within, between, and beyond formal limits. Thus, it is also metaformal, acting as a 

sort of tattoo, the form of the poem imprinted onto itself. It is this sense of self-repetition, 

as James Hans has argued in a slightly different context, which reveals “the pattern of 

pattern, by imprinting on us the fact that the various modulations of energy in the 

universe are all reflections of the movement from manyness to oneness and back again” 

(292). 
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Nowhere, perhaps, is the colon given a higher function than in Sphere, in which it 

appears as a typographic representation of the titular image. The central sphere of the 

poem is, of course, the Earth, but it is the Earth photographed from outer space. Such a 

view seems to be an ideal for poetic composition: “(I see in one of the monthlies an 

astronaut / is writing poems—that’s what I mean, guys)” (66). The sphere, then, is 

metaformal, viewing its structure outside of itself, and in this doubleness, it becomes like 

the colon. Although the colon cannot become fully like the sphere (resisting the three-

dimensional almost stubbornly) Ammons plays with its tension. If the colon cannot be 

three-dimensional in actuality, it must be three-dimensional in its potential. In other 

words, it suggests, as a typographic mark, how a three-dimensional shape would exist in 

a two-dimensional plane, whether as radii, vertices, or any number of geometric points.   

As an abstraction, the colon remains mutable. Moving between various shapes, it 

is both one and many. Ammons draws attention to this fact in lines such as the following: 

“we are as in a / cone of ages: each of us stands in the peak and center / of perception” 

(31). Here, the colon appears immediately after the three-dimensional shape, the “cone of 

ages,” as if to indicate its two minimal points, “the peak and center.” Later, these points 

return to the shape of the sphere, or as before, the sphere beyond itself: 

…the outface of the 

sphere, the skinny seat on infinity, this holding, this 

gentle stay in the bosom of reconciling but progressing 

motions: …  (38) 

 

Here, the “cone of ages” is still present behind (or through) the sphere. As a whole, it has 

been elongated into “the skinny seat on infinity,” with its peak “the outface” and its 

center the “holding.” The colon, although it has been displaced until the final line, 

continues to function as a symbolic representation of the statement that precedes it. In its 
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doubleness, it suggests the breasts of the “bosom,” but, perhaps more accurately, it serves 

as the mediation between this doubleness, assisting in the movement of the “reconciling 

but progressing / motions.” As these lines suggest, the colon is both a means of sustaining 

a parallelism (a reconciling) while promoting its forward (progressing) continuation. 

 Ultimately, the colon seems to represent Ammons’s larger interest in parallelism. 

In his “Essay on Poetics” (1970), he writes, “Poetry, even in its / self-rationale aims two 

ways at once, polar ways sometimes // to heighten the crisis and pleasure of the 

reconciliation” (432). Yet, this reconciliation seems to occur beyond the poem itself, as 

he suggests in Sphere: the “poem wants every fragment clear but a fragment until… // the 

fragments will be apprehended / to declare a common reality past declaration” (63). 

Perhaps these lines foreshadow Ammons’s later experimentation in The Snow Poems 

(1977), in which he occasionally deploys two, and sometimes three, parallel columns of 

poetry on the page. Although the poems themselves occasionally offer various 

possibilities for why they are intermittently mirrored, their reasons are often as 

inconsistent and idiosyncratic as their parallel lines. Often there seems to be little 

correlation between the two columns, though occasionally one will comment on the 

other. Sometimes Ammons uses one column to continue the primary narrative of the 

poem while the other column makes an (often comically) independent statement. More 

often, the parallel columns read as simultaneous fragments (some cast lists of swear 

words against each other). In some of his most successful efforts, the parallel poems 

display a double fullness. 

 Consider the following example: 

I go back   odd that 

  over and often  death the evidence 
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  to repeat myself:  for which is 

  where repetition is  absolute 

  imperfect   is completely 

  possibility clears  incredible   (2) 

 

Moments such as this acknowledge the impossibility of reading the metaformal. The eye 

cannot read two poems at once; it is forced to “go back / over and often” in a repetition 

that is imperfect because it never apprehends the actual fullness of the fragments that 

remains “past declaration.” Yet, as the conclusion of the left column indicates, this 

repetition allows for further possibilities of reading. In addition to understanding the left-

only poem, “where repetition is / imperfect / possibility clears,” there is the possibility of 

reading into the right column at various points: “where repetition is / absolute / is 

completely / incredible,” or, “where repetition is / imperfect / is completely / incredible.” 

While many of Ammons’s parallel lines do not function this way, the occasional 

possibility of multiple readings seems significant enough to suggest that the parallel 

stanzas are actually one, the poem beyond itself, rather than two independent fragments.6  

Yet, it is also possible to read the parallel poems as a conception of three-

dimensional space. While Sphere evokes curvature, The Snow Poems is, at times, more 

rigid, creating cell-like structures. The poem beginning “My structure is…,” for example, 

contemplates the tension between these two poles: 

rubbing up against others, I  

acquire form: mingling 

my speech with that of others, 

I annex scaffolding: 

like a man in a well, I kick   

one wall, brace my back  

against the other, to work my way up:  

inside, I am too soft to point  

a piling, my hard walls  

                                                 
6 Indeed, the title of the collection seems to support such a claim; Ammons considered The Snow Poems a 

single book-length work, despite its name (Lehman 101).   
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wet sheets on a line  (255) 

Not only do these lines describe the acquisition of form, they also suggest a metaformal 

development in the scaffolding that is annexed as a supplement to the initial structure. 

Read this way, the walls of the well suggest both the form and the metaform, a 

doubleness evoking a three-dimensional space. Elsewhere in Ammons’s poetry a similar 

trick is achieved, as Stephen Cushman argues, through epanalepsis, beginning and ending 

a line with the same word, to create a “self-enclosing pattern” (514). Here, however, it is 

the movement outside of this self-enclosure that establishes the solidity of the three-

dimensional space. If inside the poet is “too soft to point / a piling,” then his movement to 

the outside, or even between the inside and outside, would seem to return the “wet 

sheets” to “hard walls.” Moreover, the double meaning of “sheets” and “line” constitute a 

parallelism in themselves, allowing the poet to move between the material (the laundry) 

and the figurative (the page or the poetic line) in a similar metaformal fluctuation.  

As a whole, The Snow Poems seems to function as a meditation on the 

relationship between fixture and fluidity, solidity and indeterminacy. More than simply a 

quotidian musing on weather reports and the winter holidays, The Snow Poems evokes an 

endless winter in which snow is continually coming and gone, falling, freezing, and 

melting, so that the eventual motion is one of a stream persisting beneath a sheet of ice. 

Perhaps this is how Ammons intends for his double poems to be read, one moving against 

the stillness of the other. Indeed, throughout his poetry, he evokes the image of running 

water to suggest a similar motion. In Sphere, he claims, “I don’t want shape: / I’ll have 

water muscles bending streams” (45). This image is echoed in his earlier “Note on 

Prosody,” in which he describes poetry moving down the page, rather than across, 
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“something like a waterfall glancing in turn off opposite sides of the canyon, something 

like the right and left turns of a river” (Set in Motion 7). These parallel tributaries, the 

“bending streams,” seem indicative of Ammons’s metaformalism. Yet, the image of 

tributaries is also suggestive of a return, whether to the main river or outward to the sea, 

ultimately suggesting Ammons’s metaformalism as motion returning to itself, as it is in 

Sphere, in the sea that “shows itself nowhere in a falling surf but if it does not / go on 

forever folds back into a further motion of itself” (77). As before with the colon, this 

further motion presents a double momentum, a conflicted reconciliation that pushes the 

poem through and back onto itself, in both its typographic and (extra)linguistic 

connotations, as it moves ever further, constructing its “common reality past declaration.” 

 Although Ammons’s interest in the sea seems almost Romantic, suggesting a 

parallel interest in the organicism of form, his poetry is equally concerned with the 

mechanical, anticipating the later experimentation of the language poets. Conversely, one 

cannot ignore the organic idiom in the work of Bernstein and Hejinian. While Bernstein’s 

language in “Semblance” is often mathematical, he also describes “the strong tidal pull of 

an expected sequence of a sentence,” which he hopes to manipulate so that “the poem 

goes off in another direction” (1114). Thus, his two “vectors” are much like Ammons’s 

“waterfall glancing in turn off opposite sides of the canyon.” Hejinian, too, can be traced 

back to Ammons. Only three years after the publication of Sphere, for instance, Hejinian 

echoed its subtitle, The Form of a Motion, in her second published work, A Mask of 

Motion (1977). The slight variation in these titles would seem to describe the 

fundamental difference between their poetics—Ammons is concerned with the formal 

while Hejinian is concerned with the artificial, the mask. While the title of Ammons’s 
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Sphere suggests the rotundity of his poetic language, a work such as Hejinian’s The Cell 

(1992) would seem to suggest a language isolated in its segmentation. Yet, the opposite is 

easily true for either poet. As Stephen Cushman argues, Ammons often “challenges the 

rhetoric of traditional organicism and flaunts the artificiality of his form” (518). Hejinian 

does not reject the formal; rather, she argues, like Ammons, for its abundance. 

 Like Ammons, Hejinian evokes poetry as a three-dimensional and metaformal 

space. In her essay “The Rejection of Closure,” she describes the need “to achieve 

maximum vertical intensity” and “horizontal extensivity” in her long-form work, such as 

My Life (1980) (44). In her poetry as a whole, she rallies against the so-called “closed 

texts,” preferring instead a poetry in which “all the elements of the work are maximally 

excited… because ideas and things exceed (without deserting) argument that they have 

taken into the dimension of the work” (43). While this statement is reminiscent of 

Olson’s claim that poetry “must, at all points, be a high energy construct and, at all 

points, an energy discharge” (1054), it distinguishes itself in its reasoning. Because 

Hejinian’s “Rejection of Closure” is not a rejection of form but of a poetry in which “all 

elements…are directed toward a single reading,” her goal to exceed without deserting 

would suggest a formalism of possibility (42). Of course to exceed without deserting is 

precisely the mission of Ammons’s use of the colon or his parallel arrangements in The 

Snow Poems; thus, we may think of such a balance as metaformal—the poem exceeding 

its form while being bound by it, continually looking back on itself. 

 For Lyn Hejinian, the metaformal open text also extends to the grammatical: if the 

form of the poem must allow for its openness, so must its grammar. Yet, as she notes in 

“The Rejection of Closure,” in order to keep the open poem from “disintegrating into its 
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separate parts,” one must develop an “interconnected” grammatical system. In this 

system, as in many of Hejinian’s poems, sentences become multi-directional while still 

retaining their logic. Hejinian describes one such syntactical structure in her preface to 

the poem Happily in The Language of Inquiry: “One grammatical device appearing in the 

work is the one producing ‘accordioning’ sentences, ones with solid handles (a clear 

beginning and a clear end) but with a middle that is pleated and flexible” (384). Poems in 

The Book of a Thousand Eyes perform similar gymnastics: “My sentence is garbling 

grammar to the inside as phenomena change concentration” (20). Strangely enough, this 

line enacts what it describes. As it progresses, it “garbles” its grammar into the unfamiliar 

series of words “to the inside as phenomena change.” The final “change” in this series 

mimics the flexible, accordioning space to which it belongs, in between the more solid 

ends of “My sentence” and “concentration.” Such familiar words are a welcome sight 

after the tension of the flux, yet they also connect the line to other tensions on either end, 

in the lines that precede and the lines that follow in the larger stanza. 

 The accordioning motion is evocative for additional possibilities of reading the 

poems in The Book of a Thousand Eyes. Because the poems are thematically concerned 

with sleep, the accordion seems to parody the body of the dreamer, inhaling and exhaling 

steadily, while also suggesting the uncanny carnivalesque. Yet, its motion seems further 

indicative of the metaformal: drawn into itself and outward. Magnified to this scale, the 

accordion motion may begin to represent poems from beginning to end, rather than only 

within the line. As an example, the following excerpt of a poem can be read either top to 

bottom or bottom to top: 

Bones having found their home      

Inside our flesh and trusting to our skin 
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And wisdom on the march and pleasure 

In our possessions as we puff and splurge, coming back 

Full to bursting 

We burst 

In silence, under a cloud, heads in the air  (212) 

 

(In silence, under a cloud, heads in the air 

We burst 

Full to bursting 

In our possessions as we puff and splurge, coming back 

And wisdom on the march and pleasure 

Inside our flesh and trusting to our skin 

Bones having found their home) 

 

While the poem, of course, gives no indication that it accommodates such a reading (and 

admittedly, it seems to do so begrudgingly), it further illustrates Hejinian’s method. Lines 

such as these work in both directions because of frequent grammatical footholds—in this 

case, the conjunctions and prepositions. Such features lend logic to the seemingly 

illogical, or at least make these moments less noticeable (“We burst / Full to bursting”). 

Likewise, the grammatical moments carry the momentum: “And wisdom on the march 

and pleasure / Inside our flesh and trusting to our skin” Moreover, this example is 

particularly suited to the accordion method. Words such as “Full” and “puff and splurge” 

suggest the expansion, while “coming back,” along with the repeated use of “in,” suggest 

the collapse. 

 While Hejinian may not openly instruct this particular reading of her poem, she 

certainly endorses such a reading of her work as a whole. In “The Rejection of Closure,” 

she notes, “it is not hard to discover devices … that may serve to ‘open’ a poetic text. 

One set of such devices has to do with arrangement and, particularly, with rearrangement 

within a work. The ‘open text,’ by definition … invites participation” (43). As I have 

shown above, Hejinian crafts her work in such a way as to ensure there will be multiple 
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readings. Often, she anticipates where our participation may fail—where the rearranged 

grammar may fall completely apart. Because the open poem evokes a certain strangeness 

in its initial state (the Russian defamiliarization), any variation we might compose can 

only be just as strange: “More violently more persistently more tormentedly a flower is 

my tooth” (261). A similar strangeness exists in Hejinian’s decision to capitalize the first 

word of each line, which seems anachronistic in the contemporary context. While 

capitalization traditionally marks poetry—particularly rhymed or metrical poetry—from 

prose, Hejinian’s capitalization seems to suggest that each line is a new beginning, as if 

the poem could start from any moment and move in any direction the reader wishes to 

take it.  

 Often, Hejinian’s lines are movable because they appear as self-contained 

statements. Yet, this containment poses an additional problem: “it’s a pity / Completion is 

accomplished in spite of everything” (The Book of a Thousand Eyes 261). Hejinian often 

argues against completion, although she admits that she “would like each individual 

sentence to be as nearly a complete poem as possible” (46).7 Later in “The Rejection of 

Closure,” she suggests that the “(unimaginable) complete text, the text that contains 

everything, would in fact be a closed text. It would be insufferable” (56). Perhaps there is 

a distinction to be made between the “complete poem” of an individual sentence and the 

completion that risks “closing” a text as a whole. The fullness of each line distinguishes it 

within the larger context of the poem, which contributes to a deeper sense of possibility: 

“The undifferentiated is one mass; the differentiated is multiple” (56). In this 

differentiation, a poem marks its formal structure, making “variousness and multiplicity 

                                                 
7 Here, we may begin to conflate the line and the sentence, just as Hejinian seems to use structure to 

indicate both form and syntax 



17 

 

and possibility articulate and clear. While failing in the attempt to match the world, we 

discover structure, distinction, the integrity and separateness of things” (56). This 

multiplicity exists in simultaneity, as Hejinian suggests in The Cell: “The sentence is 

complete and / separate like a hedgehog” (8). It is not one or the other, but constantly 

beyond both, in between.  

The poem “constant change figures” provides an example of how completion and 

separation function simultaneously: 

constant change figures 

experience 

passing on its effect 

but what of what 

constant change figures 

since memory 

of many things is called 

the time we sense 

called nature's picture 

but what of what 

in the time we sense 

surpassing things we've known before 

passing on its effect 

is experience  (177) 

 

While many of these lines are fragments of larger phrases—“but what of what” or “since 

memory”—their fragmentation allows them to become concrete, like stones in a mosaic. 

In this sense, Hejinian seems to achieve Olson’s assertion that “every element in an open 

poem … must be taken up … just as solidly as we are accustomed to take what we call 

the objects of reality” (1057). The repetition of these phrases solidifies them into Olson’s 

objects at the same time it prevents the larger poem from reaching completion. As 

Hejinian notes in “The Rejection of Closure,” “Repetition, conventionally used to unify a 

text or harmonize its parts, … challenges our inclination to isolate, identify, and limit the 

burden of meaning given to an event (the sentence or line)” (44). Each fragment, then, 
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remains complete and separate. Furthermore, by using only nine phrases throughout its 

27 lines, the poem suggests that we read both “experience” and “memory” as hinges 

between the formal and the metaformal. We are fixed simultaneously in our present 

experience of reading the poem and in our memory of having read the line before. 

Metaformally, the poem reads itself alongside us, “passing on its effect” from one line to 

the next, continually “surpassing things we’ve known before.”   

As in The Snow Poems, the parallel suspension of “the integrity and separateness 

of things” contributes to Hejinian’s three-dimensionality. Poetic grammar becomes both 

adhesive and divisive; in participating with the poem, the reader inevitably navigates a 

pock-marked sentence structure:  

 To negotiate this disrupted terrain, the reader (and I can say also the writer) must 

 overleap the end stop, the period, and cover the distance to the next sentence. 

 Meanwhile, what stays in the gaps remains crucial and informative. Part of the 

 reading occurs as the recovery of that information (looking behind) and the 

 discovery of newly structured ideas (stepping forward). (46)  

As with Ammons’s sea that “folds back into a further motion of itself,” Hejinian’s 

description of reading evokes a Janus-faced progression. This multi-directionality is 

three-dimensional in conveying the sense that “the words and the ideas (thoughts, 

perceptions, etc.—the materials) continue beyond the work. One has simply stopped 

because one has run out of units or minutes, and not because a conclusion has been 

reached nor ‘everything’ said” (47). The unreachable conclusion is perhaps “what stays 

in the gaps,” allowing the reader to “overleap the end stop,” to move beyond the form 

itself.  
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 In evoking a multi-directional poetry, Hejinian and Ammons ultimately move 

beyond the dimensions of form. While their poetry often evokes a three-dimensionality—

of formal depth, of Olson’s “objects of reality”—it provides a metaformal motion within, 

between, and beyond the dimensional. Hejinian argues, “forms are not merely shapes but 

forces” (43). Yet, the metaformal conflates formal shape and force, as Ammons often 

does:  

 I do not, can not, will not 

 care for plain simple things 

 with straight forward fences around them: 

 I prefer lean, true 

 integrations of ongoing (Snow Poems 9) 

 

If we reject the two-dimensional as “plain simple things,” we must also reject the three-

dimensional, the “straight forward fences.” Still, we cannot reject some form of formal 

shape, because this shape provides the motion that Ammons finds in the “lean, true / 

integrations of ongoing.” Perhaps this integration is ongoing simultaneously, as it is in 

Hejinian:  

Making things unfold 

Not gradually but all at once like a letter 

Folded 

In thirds from an envelope and opened 

In two seconds  (235) 

 

In these units of measurements—“Folded / In thirds … opened / In two seconds”—we are 

reminded that this unfolding is formal, grammatical. As Hejinian writes elsewhere, 

“increments of our own (reasons) move us / They turn us away, return us / the horizons 

themselves are made of all such increments” (59). The metaformal act of poetry, then, in 

its attempts to figure these horizons of the three-dimensional world, must reveal these 
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increments and return them to invisibility, allowing the form to swell continually beyond 

itself into many-sided shapes, to disappear in the motion of its integrations. 

 Ammons has said that “The point of a poem is to become wordless, to find / the 

rounding out that assimilates reductiveness and /assertion to an unspeakable whole.”8 

Metaformalism is situated in a similar tension: the balance of becoming full, “rounding 

out,” and becoming wordless, “unspeakable.” Such a balance is not an act of negation—

in moving beyond itself, in looking back, the metaformal poem resists being 

deconstructed to the point of meaninglessness. Instead, it achieves the paradox of 

remaining whole—what I have called “three-dimensional”—and separate—multi-

directional. If it succeeds, the poem would seem to provide a self-explication, both of its 

sum and its parts. The “end of a poem,” Ammons adds, is to “lose itself / in itself,” 

providing a space where “the distinction / between meaning and being is erased into the 

meaning of / being.” Such a meaning would seem to be an unspeakable poetics of poetic 

form, provided not by the poet, or even the critic, but by the poem itself.  

  

                                                 
8 From the poem, “Saying Saying Away,” originally published in Poetry, June 1996. 
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On Both Sides of the Poem: Ben Lerner Between Poetry and 

Prose  
 

 

 

  

 

After publishing three books of poetry and two novels, Ben Lerner’s status as a 

poet seems to be placed consistently more in the past than the present, and its future 

seems uncertain. Shortly after the publication of Lerner’s first novel, Leaving the Atocha 

Station (2011), Tao Lin described him as “the author of three of my favorite poetry 

collections… and now, to my surprise and delight, one of my favorite novels.” Since the 

publication of his second novel, 10:04 (2014), the emphasis has rapidly shifted, with Karl 

Smith noting how Lerner is “already more widely known as a novelist than a poet.” On 

the MacArthur Foundation website, where Lerner is introduced as one of the 2015 

Fellows, there is also considerable attention given to his prose. The summary of 10:04 

spreads across two paragraphs while his poetry is only given a single, vague fragment: 

“His three volumes of verse capture the often elliptical drift of thought, appearing 

spontaneous even as they layer linguistic and conceptual complexity” (“MacArthur 

Fellows”). While the use of the word “verse,” with its implications of traditional, metrical 

poetry, exemplifies the awkwardness with which the general public often tries to 

understand contemporary poets, it correctly implies that Lerner is interested in some 

version of formalism, as “elliptical” as it may be. In the brief video interview that 

accompanies the MacArthur’s introduction, Lerner is somewhat more emphatic on his 

continued engagement with poetry: “I was kind of a poet first, and poetry remains the 

“True, a great work takes up the question of its origins 

and lets it drop. But this is no great work. This is a sketch 

sold on the strength of its signature, a sketch 

executed without a trial. Inappropriately formal” 

  —Ben Lerner, The Lichtenberg Figures 
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core for me” (0:21). In discussing his work as a whole, he suggests that his poetry and 

prose are “different formal experiments with the same goal, which is to capture the 

beauty and the insanity of the contemporary” (1:33).  

 In this chapter, I will examine this statement in its two parts. Beginning with a 

consideration of how Lerner distinguishes the “formal experiments” of his prose and 

poetry, I link him to the metaformal strategies discussed in the previous chapter, namely 

self-recognition and multi-directionality. Yet, while it is worthwhile to compare the 

symbiotic relationship of Lerner’s poetry and prose poetics to those I have noted in A. R. 

Ammons and Lyn Hejinian, I focus instead on Lerner’s interest in marking the points at 

which poetry fails to become prose. In order to contextualize this failure, I examine each 

of Lerner’s three collections of poetry—The Lichtenberg Figures (2004), Angle of Yaw 

(2006), and Mean Free Path (2010)—noting three additional metaformal methods 

distinct to Lerner’s style: structural personae, shifting angles of perspective, and an 

invocation of poetry’s ability to represent absence. Finally, in speculating what it means 

to “capture the beauty and the insanity of the contemporary,” I situate Lerner’s 

metaformalism in the larger context of the metamodern,9 which has been described by 

Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker as an “(often guarded) hopefulness and 

(at times feigned) sincerity” (2). As such, metamodernism is situated between a 

commitment to postmodern distrust and a sort of (neo)Romantic optimism. While 

Lerner’s early work employs characteristic postmodern irony and fragmentation, with 

Angle of Yaw suggesting that “Hope is the saddest of formalisms” (65), his recent work 

                                                 
9 cf. Introduction, x – xi  
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challenges these same methods, alongside a reinvigorated interest in the elegy and the 

possibilities of the love poem, in order to figure new forms of hope.  

 While Lerner’s prose is ostensibly about poetry, the relationship between the two 

is deeper than content. Lerner sees the novel form as a “framework for dramatizing a 

certain kind of engagement with poetry” (Smith). Yet, in its dramatization, this form 

becomes metaformal, engaging with itself, acknowledging its constructedness. In the 

experience of this engagement, reading also functions on a meta-level, as Lerner suggests 

it does in poetry, “in the sense that you think about the artwork not just as a description of 

an experience but as an object to be experienced” (Smith). Such is the ideal that Lerner 

finds in the work of John Ashbery: “Part of the bizarre power of Ashbery’s best poetry is 

that it seems to narrate what it’s like to read Ashbery’s best poetry” (“Future Continuous” 

203). In this context, the function of content itself begins to shift because the act of 

reading is no longer solely preoccupied with understanding meaning; rather, it becomes 

an experience of how that meaning is constructed. As Lerner says of Ashbery, “the 

content is pure form” (204). In using his prose to stage these concepts, Lerner is 

interested not only in outlining the possibilities for understanding the metaformalism of 

his poetry, but in marking the various points at which it fails: “The novel hurled to the 

ground breaks into verse” (Angle of Yaw 7). Indeed, both his poetry and his novels often 

present themselves as the accidental by-products of some other work he set out to write. 

His novels seem to emerge from what his poetry can only start to say. 

 Still, poetry remains important for Lerner precisely because of its ability to 

proclaim its own failures, its inability to communicate completely. As he suggests in an 

interview with Tao Lin, “Maybe poetry can fail better than other art forms, because 
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poems can point to what they can’t contain.” This ability is not necessarily one of meta-

poetics—the poem describing what it fails to contain—but one of metaformalism, the 

self-recognition of a structural problem. The structure of the poem acknowledges itself as 

structure and announces—through its structure—the failure of the structure. More 

precisely, the chief failure of poetic form is that it cannot contain prose. By definition, 

poetry distinguishes itself through its dependence on enjambment, or, as Lerner notes, 

“the failure of the poem to reach the objective right margin of the page” (Lin). The 

relationship between these two features, with the poem continually reaching for the full 

line of prose only to break itself in enjambment, is suggestive of the poem’s ability to 

“point,” as Lerner says, in a gesture beyond declaration. Through its form, the poem 

points to indicate what it cannot communicate by language alone; at the same time, it 

seems to wave its hand in dismissal, as if to say, “Oh, never mind.”  

While the poem dismisses itself in a recognition of its limits, its dismissal is also, 

as Giorgio Agamben has suggested, a means of suspending those limits. In his essay on 

“The End of the Poem,” Agamben suggests that “the last verse of the poem is not a 

verse,” with the final lines inevitably concluding the definitional possibility of 

enjambment and thereby creating a “necessary undecidability of prose and poetry” (112). 

The suspension occurs because the poem recognizes it is no longer fully a poem nor fully 

prose. Thus, for Agamben, “the poem looks for shelter in suspending its own end in a 

declaration, so to speak, of the poetic state of emergency” (113). While I am, of course, 

reading Agamben in translation, the “state of emergency” has a double connotation that, 

even if not present in the original Italian, seems to fit with the essay’s larger philosophy. 

Here, “emergency” suggests both a state of crisis and a state of being emergent—that is, 
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in an indeterminate becoming, a state between poetry and prose. There is, then, both the 

connotation of formal failure and formal hope. 

Phrased another way, Agamben’s “state of emergency” is the identity crisis at 

work throughout Lerner’s poetry. Despite its various moments of bravado—“My hybrid 

form has become a genre in its own right” (The Lichtenberg Figures 35)—Lerner’s 

poetry is often at a loss for what to call itself. Perhaps for this reason, Lerner’s titles 

consistently categorize themselves by what they are not, adopting a different scientific 

metaphor for each collection. The Lichtenberg Figures, as its synopsis notes, “takes its 

title from the fernlike patterns that sometimes appear (and quickly fade) in the aftermath 

of a lightning strike.” Similarly, Angle of Yaw refers to the twisting or oscillating motion 

of a ship or aircraft around its vertical axis, while Mean Free Path refers to the average 

distance traveled by a moving particle before its collision with other particles. An 

additional commonality among these titles is their suggestion of multi-directionality, a 

method also present in Lerner’s poetry. The language is often quick and branching, 

twisting in its collage and collision, continually changing course and/or disappearing. As 

I have suggested in the previous chapter, this multi-directionality is integral to 

metaformal poetics. Yet, while Ammons’s Snow Poems are often indifferent to the 

impossibility of reading two stanzas at once, Lerner forces our attention back to the 

recognition that simultaneity is Agamben’s undecidability, the potential to be many 

things and the failure to never only be one.  

Nevertheless, for Lerner, the beauty of poetry comes from both its formal 

possibility and the brokenness of that possibility. In Leaving the Atocha Station, Adam 

Gordon claims, “I tended to find lines of poetry beautiful only when I encountered them 
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quoted in prose, in the essays my professors had assigned in college, where the line 

breaks were replaced with slashes, so that what was communicated was less a particular 

poem than the echo of poetic possibility” (8–9). When read this way, poetry can be 

understood in a metaformal context—the slashes make an invisible structure visible and 

thus reveal its structural possibilities. However, in the larger context of Lerner’s work, 

the language in this passage also suggests a subtextual violence, with the slashes 

becoming the uncovered scars implicit in the broken poetic line. In this way, poetry 

quoted in prose is suggestive of the “negative formalism” Lerner describes in his 

“Didactic Elegy” in Angle of Yaw: “Formalism is the belief that the eye does violence to 

the object it apprehends. / All formalisms are therefore sad. / A negative formalism 

acknowledges the violence intrinsic to its method” (65).  

Lerner’s first collection, The Lichtenberg Figures, is perhaps the most emphatic 

acknowledgment of this violence. Moments of beauty or tenderness often appear in 

violent contexts: “The children make love ‘execution style,’ / then hold each other like 

moments of silence” (18). Categorized as a sonnet sequence, The Lichtenberg Figures 

suggests that its violence is formal. As Lerner explains in a video interview with The 

Paris Review, the “violence of the sonnet and the violence I did to the sonnet were 

supposed to be mimetic of the violence the poems were exploring” (4:26). Moreover, 

Lerner explains his decision to work within the sonnet form as wanting to “stabilize some 

rules… that I could kind of wrestle with” (1:54). His decision to “wrestle” is appropriate, 

as he uses the fourteen-line constraint to stage a sort of primetime title match. His 

opponent is often the volta of the sonnet form, which appears both in its traditional 

locations—between the octave and the sestet in the Petrarchan sonnet or before the final 
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couplet in the Shakespearean sonnet—and in more unexpected locations. In its perpetual 

shifting, Lerner’s sonnet form is punch-drunk, both dizzy and dizzying.  

In grappling with form, Lerner further translates violence into the various 

personae appearing throughout the sequence. The enigmatic “Orlando Duran” is 

constructed as a particular punching bag: “I beat Orlando Duran with a ratchet till he bled 

from his eye” (2), “I fuck his girlfriend and induce epistaxis in his homeboy” (36). 

Because of the absurdity of his sporadic appearances, Orlando Duran hardly functions as 

a character, or rather, any action he performs as a character is meaningless: “Tonight / 

Orlando Duran went crazy. He smeared every doorknob, / lock, and mirror in his 

apartment with spermicidal jelly” (14). Thus, he becomes a metaformal fiction. Because 

the name itself carries no precise referent,10 the identity becomes metonymic of the 

violated sonnet form. Orlando’s abuse at the hands of the lyric speaker suggests how both 

are figured by the other, with the violence occasionally becoming reciprocal: “Orlando 

imbued my body with erotic significance / by beating it with a pistol” (36). Violence, 

then, indicates both the poet’s struggle to overcome form and the attempt to make 

meaning with form. As Lerner’s faith in the failure of poetry suggests, this mutual 

attempt to make meaning is doomed, just as the resulting formal violence is inevitable. 

At the same time the form tries to solidify its identity—whether by gaining a sort 

of corporeality or imbuing itself with significance—it shatters the lyric I. Perhaps in this 

way, the poems mimic the patterns implied by the collection’s title, a treelike splintering 

                                                 
10 Several possibilities come to mind, however. Orlando is inevitably suggestive of the kitsch bacchanalia 

of Orlando, Florida, while the name Duran seems reminiscent of the professional boxer Roberto Durán. 

Perhaps there is also a connection to be made to Tyler Durden, the violent alter-ego of the anonymous 

narrator in Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club (1996). In this latter sense, there is the additional metaformal 

possibility that the violence at work in The Lichtenberg Figures is one of self-harm. 
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after an initial contact with a high-voltage force. Yet, as if to balance the violence, this 

dismemberment is often comedic: “The last census // counts several selves inhabiting this 

gaze, / mostly unemployed” (49). These selves appear in various guises, often in quick 

succession:  

…I am Diego Rodríguez Velázquez. I am a dry 

and eviscerated analysis of the Russian Revolution. 

I am line seven. And my memory, like a melon, 

contains many dark seeds. Already, this poem has achieved 

 

the status of lore amongst you little people of New England. Nevertheless, 

I, Dr. Samuel Johnson, experience moments of such profound alienation 

that I have surrendered my pistols to the care of my sister, Elisabeth Förster-

 Nietzsche. 

 

Forgive me. For I have taken things too far. And now your carpet is ruined. 

Forgive me. For I am not who you think I am. I am Charlie Chaplin 

 

playing a waiter embarrassed by his occupation. And when the rich woman I love 

enters this bistro, I must pretend that I’m only pretending to play a waiter for her 

 amusement. (16) 

 

As with Orlando Duran, the appearance of these names seems more or less 

meaningless,11 although there is no doubt meaning to be made, a fact which Lerner 

playfully acknowledges elsewhere: “Now, of my early work, a critic has said: // ‘It was 

open, so I let myself in’” (8). The reference to Chaplin in the final lines seems to 

contribute most to the meaning of the form, with Lerner casting the poem as situational 

comedy or a mad-lib literary exercise. In this latter sense, the content is randomized to fill 

perfunctory grammatical slots—noun, verb, adjective—becoming the content of “pure 

form” that Lerner notes in the work of Ashbery. As the final line suggests, this function is 

                                                 
11 A significant link between the names in this poem seems to come from the problem of mediating the real 

world through the aesthetic/linguistic. Velázquez is famous for his portraits; Johnson published a popular 

English dictionary in 1755; Förster-Nietzsche notoriously edited her brother’s manuscripts to fit nationalist 

ideology after his mental breakdown in 1889. The “profound alienation,” then, is perhaps the result when 

this mediation inevitably fails, as Lerner suggests it does in poetry. 
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meta-formal; the lyric persona must “pretend that I’m only pretending to play.” The 

sonnet form, then, is also pretending to pretend. If, in its metaformalism, the sonnet sees 

itself outside itself, it recognizes the fact that it is only wearing the sonnet’s mask. 

 Lerner continues to focus on rapidly shifting perspectives in Angle of Yaw; 

however, instead of focusing on constructions of the lyric persona, the poems explore 

formal depth and angles of perception. The vantage of the audience is under particular 

consideration: 

 Reading is important because it makes you look down, an 

 expression of shame. When the page is shifted to a vertical plane, it 

 becomes an advertisement, decree, and/or image of a missing pet or 

 child. We say that texts displayed vertically are addressed to the public, 

 while in fact, by failing to teach us the humility a common life requires, 

 they convene a narcissistic mass. When you window-shop, when you 

 shatter a store window, you see your own image in the glass. (39) 

 

This example is self-reflexive in a somewhat unexpected way. In the opening words, we 

realize we are meant to be conscious of our reading the poem itself, just as it considers 

the act of reading in general. How are we reading it, when the page can either be held 

down or up? Do we experience shame or the expectation of an advertisement, a decree? 

In its references to “the humility a common life requires,” we are arguably meant to, in 

the banal sense, look inside ourselves. Yet, it also joins these self-reflections—both our 

reading of our reading and our consideration of ourselves—into a more unexpected third 

perspective. We see the potential for the metaformal: we see ourselves outside ourselves, 

reading a poem that is projected out of itself. These projections occur, in part, because of 

the three-dimensionality the poem evokes. By looking down and up, we inevitably 

perceive a floor and a wall. In the final lines, we also see the window(s) that we look into 

(you see your own image in the glass), look through (When you window-shop), and/or 
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destroy entirely (when you / shatter a store window). These perceptions shift almost 

imperceptibly, undecidedly, so that by the time we read “the narcissistic mass,” it 

becomes unclear as to what the poem is referring—whether it is our humanity or the 

paragraph stanza of the poem itself.12 Reading the poem this way, the image we see in the 

final line is no longer our own but that of the poem itself. We see the “you” become the 

poem seeing itself. 

 Lerner’s reading about reading further suggests the ideal he finds in Ashbery: 

“when his work manages to describe the time of its own reading in the time of its own 

reading, we experience mediacy immediately” (“Future Continuous” 203). Yet, this 

statement in particular is self-consciously about Lerner’s poetry as well. Published 

several years after Angle of Yaw, Lerner’s essay on Ashbery borrows the phrase “mediacy 

immediately” from a poem in this collection.13 By using the (uncited) language of his 

poetry in prose, Lerner implicitly makes a parallel argument for himself. Elsewhere in 

Angle of Yaw, the poems are less concerned with reading than they are in navigating how 

to understand the metaformal poem. In these moments, Lerner’s interest in mediacy 

returns from a shifted perspective: 

 She has taped an aerial photograph of our neigh- 

 borhood to the ceiling. She looks up to see our house from above while 

 we’re in bed. This is but one example of her uncontrollable desire to look 

 down on the structures that she’s in. (105) 

 

The final line here expresses the characteristic quality of being mediate, with the “She” 

being both connected to and displaced from “the structures that she’s in.” As before, we 

                                                 
12 Indeed, it is at this point the poem draws attention to itself as a “poem,” becoming surprisingly iambic in 

the neat end-rhyme between “narcissistic mass” and “image in the glass.” Almost the inverse of Agamben’s 

argument, the poem presents an interruption of poetry rather than prose, becoming undecidable in whether 

it should be read as a poem or the prose paragraph it first appears to be. 
13 The poem beginning “To build the world’s biggest mirror…” (35). 



31 

 

are made to understand not only our reading of the poem, but the poem’s reading of itself, 

its own “structures.” We become indirectly intermediate with the poem’s metaformal 

mediacy. 

 Of course, to call such a technique “metaformal mediacy” is more or less 

redundant, a fact that many of the poems in Angle of Yaw seem to acknowledge: “It was 

when I tried to eat a straw through a straw that I learned my first important lesson about 

form” (92). Such redundancy is both the meaningless content of “pure form” from The 

Lichtenberg Figures and a new mode of formal fanaticism: 

The man observes the action on the field with 

 the tiny television he brought to the stadium. He is topless, painted gold, 

 bewigged. His exaggerated foam index finger indicates the giant screen 

 upon which his own image is now displayed, a model of fanaticism. He 

 watches the image of his watching the image on his portable TV on his 

 portable TV. He suddenly stands with arms upraised and initiates the 

 wave that will consume him. (99) 

 

While the violence of Lerner’s first collection has been mediated into the more publicly 

digestible form of the football stadium, it nevertheless suggests how to read the 

metaformal poem. Here, the previous example of “the narcissistic mass” is more clearly 

represented in the figure of the man who “watches the image of his watching the image 

on his portable TV on his / portable TV.” Moreover, the “wave that will consume him” is 

the wave-like motion of reading, as Lerner notes in the opening poem of the collection, in 

“a wave // which I will here attempt to situate / in the broader cognitive process / of 

turning the page” (3). In this action, our reading of the poem “consumes” it, just as the 

poem consumes itself, so to speak, as well as its lyric subject—whether the I, the “you,” 

the fanatic “Him,” or the “She” who looks “down on the structures that she’s in.” The 

consuming wave is suggestive of both the poem’s formal failure and its suspension, as it 
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is in A. R. Ammons’s Sphere, in the sea that “shows itself nowhere in a falling surf but if 

it does not / go on forever folds back into a further motion of itself” (77). 

 If, in exploring depth and angles of perception, Angle of Yaw evokes the “further 

motion of itself,” then Mean Free Path is the sea that “shows itself nowhere.” In this 

third collection, Lerner is primarily interested in exploring how the poem figures absence 

in its presence, often in its “patterns of disappearance” (11). As before, such an interest 

remains formal. Lerner has suggested in an interview that the collection “can be read as 

seeking out a form that never quite becomes actual” (Lin). In seeking their actuality, 

these poems dwell in their potential, splintering endlessly into new combinations from 

their own language. One line in particular suggests there are “Eight hundred and eighty 

ways to read each stanza” (43). Elsewhere, a poem argues, “There is no way to read this / 

Once… or aloud” (51). Even in this line, there are multiple possibilities of reading:  

1. There is no way to read.  

2. There is no way to read this once.  

3. There is no way to read this aloud. 

4. There is no way to read this once or aloud.14 

 

If the poem “shows itself nowhere,” it is because it is almost everywhere, as the book’s 

synopsis notes: “Lines are often out of order or belong to several possible orders 

simultaneously, inviting the reader to collaborate with the poem.” 

 Such collaboration holds the possibility of challenging the conventions of reading 

poetry. Because lines may belong to “several order simultaneously,” poems may be read 

from bottom to top, or even from left to right across the gutter of the book:  

Damaged by flashes, the canvas begins [.] I decided to work against my fluency 

To enlist the participation of the viewer [.] I was tired of my voice, how it stressed 

                                                 
14 Additional possibilities exist when this excerpt is read in the stranger context in which it appears: “As 

such. There is no way to read this / Once, and that’s love, or aloud, and that’s / Breakwaters echo long lines 

of cloud” 
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To resemble the sitter. Looming sheets [.] Its quality as object with transparent  

  darks 

Work mirror flake into the surface [.] This is a recording. This living hand 

Of curved steel create spaces we can’t enter [.] Reached in error. I hold it toward  

  you [.] 

In that sense is it public sculpture [?] […]  (44, 45) 

 

With the suggested punctuation, this “poem” from two separate pages works surprisingly 

well. There are, of course, inevitable disagreements, such as the lines “Its quality … / 

Work mirror flake” or “This living hand / Of curved steel create…” Still, the 

juxtaposition of the two poems creates an intriguing motion between the various artistic 

media it describes, with references to photography, painting, drawing, sculpture, and 

song. The intention to work against “fluency,” then, functions both in the sense that a 

poet works against the conventions of his art and the reader works against the 

conventions of reading.  

Because of the consistent shapes of the poems throughout the collection, there is 

the additional possibility of reading through the page. When held up to light, the poem is 

supplemented by the faint lines of another poem on the opposite side of the page (Fig. 1). 

If this method of reading seems at first accidental, it is quickly validated: 

I planned a work that could describe itself  

Into existence, then back out again  

until description yielded to experience  

Yielded an experience of structure  

Collapsing under its own weight. (49)  

 

In “collapsing” or yielding to “an experience of structure,” the new “poem” created from 

the transparency of the page remains partially inaccessible—half the language is seen in 

reverse. Nevertheless, the typographic creation is a significant representation of poetry’s 

ability to figure absence in its presence. What we see is “less a particular poem than the 

echo of poetic possibility,” the poem becoming almost fully prose and inevitably failing. 
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Yet, there is an also a formal hope in the transparency of the poem: “I want the paper to 

have poor / opacity, the verso just visible beneath // The ode just visible beneath the 

elegy” (42). While each Lerner is consistently interested in elegy throughout his poetry, 

Mean Free Path is the most radical use of the form. Evoking the elegy’s ability to figure 

a lost subject, the poem seeks to represent both the absence and the presence of this 

absence, the loss and the hope for return.  

 
Figure 1: A transparent poem in Mean Free Path: the top of page 45/46 when held up to light.  

 

 In its present absence, Lerner’s transparent poem further suggests a return to the 

Romantic through the uncanny; the familiarity of the poem is made unfamiliar. For 

Lerner, however, the uncanny functions as it does for Giorgio Agamben in his work The 

Coming Community.15 Indeed, Lerner borrows Agamben’s quotation of Walter Benjamin 

as an epigraph and a refrain throughout his novel 10:04: “Everything will be as it is now, 

just a little different” (Agamben 53). In the context of Lerner’s novel, the uncanny is a 

                                                 
15 It should be noted that the term uncanny does not appear in The Coming Community; however, Agamben 

discusses the concept elsewhere, in works such as The Man Without Content (originally published 1994 and 

translated in the U.S. by Stanford University Press in 1999). 
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Brooklyn rapidly undergoing gentrification and facing environmental crisis.16 Yet, as 

Agamben clarifies, “The tiny displacement does not refer to the state of things, but to 

their sense and their limits. It does not take place in things, but at their periphery” (54). In 

other words, the uncanny is formal; in terms of poetry, it is the poem seeing itself from 

any unfamiliar angle. In the context of Agamben’s argument, this experience of periphery 

is epitomized by the figure of the saint represented in art, a singularity marked by the 

supplemental halo, which Agamben describes as “supplement added to perfection—

something like the vibration of that which is perfect, the glow at its edges” (55). 

Agamben situates the halo in the paradox of actuality and potentiality, in being both a 

state where “everything is perfect… finished forever” (54) and an “unraveling or an 

indetermination of... limits” (56). 

 If Lerner’s poetry alternates between states of failure and being “finished 

forever,” it seems not only metaformal but metamodern. As Timotheus Vermeulen and 

Robin van den Akker argue, “Metamodernism moves for the sake of moving, attempts in 

spite of its inevitable failure; it seeks forever for a truth that it never expects to find” (8). 

Because of its distrust for this truth, the metamodern can only attempt to possess 

sincerity, a trend which seems to be emerging in Lerner’s work. Because Leaving the 

Atocha Station is a novel largely concerned with fraudulence, it also considers its inverse, 

an attempt at truth. In Mean Free Path, the violence of Lerner’s earlier work is perhaps 

less prominent beneath the hope for writing a love poem,17 a means of repairing the 

                                                 
16 Consider the additional example of Lerner’s interest in the uncanny vanishing of Marty McFly from Back 

to the Future, depicted as an image in 10:04 (10). 
17 Lerner uses his own wife, Ariana, as a recurring figure throughout Mean Free Path, both in the 

traditional role of the lyric beloved and, at times, the lost subject of the elegy. The “love poem” of Mean 

Free Path often reads a sort of apology moving between these two modes. 
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meaninglessness of “pure form”: “There is no such thing as non sequitur / When you’re 

in love” (16). Lerner develops these concerns most emphatically in 10:04; yet, aside from 

the novel’s musings on art and the socio-political, its most endearing attempt at sincerity 

is the book the narrator self-publishes with a child he tutors at a dual-language school. 

While only several pages in length, the book corrects the mistake of the Apatosaurus, 

which was incorrectly conflated with the “brontosaurus” until 1903. Titled To the Future, 

this book within the novel projects itself beyond the novel, suggesting that the young boy 

finds hope in what the narrator finds precarious: the future itself.  

Ultimately, Lerner’s concern with the future is the metamodern goal, as 

Vermeulen and van den Akker argue, “to pursue a horizon that is forever receding” (12). 

As before, such a goal is Romantic: “If these artists look back at the Romantic it is 

neither because they simply want to laugh at it (parody) nor because they wish to cry for 

it (nostalgia). They look back instead in order to perceive anew a future that was lost 

from sight” (12). Yet, their definition of the Romantic is one of its formal qualities: 

“Romanticism is about the attempt to turn the finite into the infinite, while recognizing 

that it can never be realized” (8). Such a quality is one that Lerner appreciates in the work 

of the poet and critic Allen Grossman, particularly his collection of essays The Long 

Schoolroom and his conception of the “virtual poem.” In his essay “On Disliking Poetry” 

in The London Review of Books,18 Lerner explains that the virtual poem is “what we 

might call poetry with a capital ‘P,’ the abstract potentiality of the medium as felt by the 

poet when called on to write.” For Grossman, Lerner notes, the impulse to write a poem 

                                                 
18 This work has since been elongated into a monograph, The Hatred of Poetry (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 

2016). Lerner gives a similar account of Grossman’s argument in the interview with Tao Lin, referenced 

throughout this chapter.  
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is eclipsed because “the song of the infinite is compromised by the finitude of its terms, 

so the poem is always a record of failure.” Yet again, Lerner finds a similar quality in 

Ashbery, “as if the poem we have describes a poem for which we’ve always arrived too 

late” (“Future Continuous” 207). The temporal awareness that results from arriving too 

late to the poem is the same as recognizing the limits of the poem itself. In both of these 

moments, we glimpse the future of the poem as it recedes.  

Regardless of the extent to which metamodernism may become a veritable stage 

in cultural periodicity, my use of the term is intended to emphasize the prefix it shares 

with metaformalism. Of course, a similar attention is given to the prefix in Vermeulen 

and van den Akker’s conception of the term. Rather than standing for what is vaguely 

over or beyond, the prefix meta has its root in the Platonic metaxis, what can be 

understood as being here, there, and nowhere, or as the continual oscillation with, 

beyond, and between (Vermeulen and van den Akker 2). This triple quality is present 

throughout Lerner’s poetry, both in its mediacy and its metaformalism. In his most recent 

published poem The Dark Threw Patches Down Upon Me Also,19 Lerner adopts the 

Whitmanic idiom as his own: “Tonight I… project myself / and then gaze back, an 

important trick because / the goal is to be on both sides of the poem, / shuttling between 

the you and I” (237). This shuttling is the oscillation of metaxis, or, as Agamben suggests 

in The Coming Community, the movement between potentiality and actuality, which 

“comes about every time as a shuttling in both directions along a line of sparkling 

alternation” (20). In this movement, the metaformal incorporates both the postmodern 

                                                 
19 My citation of the poem is from its excerpts in 10:04. The poem can be found in full on the website for 

Lana Turner: A Journal of Poetry and Opinion (Issue 6). A physical edition of the poem was printed in 

2011 in a limited run of 90 copies, as the second in a series edited by Don Share. 



38 

 

trick and the transcendent ideal, a hopelessly fragmented I and the hopeful possibility in 

reaching toward the you. The song of the infinite is not totally lost, but remains at the 

threshold as a halo, the glow at the poem’s edge. 

  



39 

 

Never a Single Thing:  Unfixing Fixed Forms in Greg 

Williamson and Fred Chappell  
 

 

As often as poets and critics profess to have tired of debating the virtues of so-

called “fixed” forms, their argument is endlessly reinvigorated. As Greg Williamson 

writes in his short essay “Forms of Disguise,” there have been at least “a hundred years 

of bickering about free verse and form, the open and closed, the raw and the cooked, the 

naked and the clothed (What would Saran-Wrap be?).” While critics would often agree 

with Williamson that this sort of “binary nomenclature is pretty unwieldy,” they often 

exacerbate the problem by replacing old binaries with new ones. Hayden Caruth, for 

example, in his essay on “The Question of Poetic Form,” challenges the terms “organic” 

and “fixed” when proposing his own conception of an “inner” and “outer” form. Lyn 

Hejinian rejects the “closed” for the “open,” a classification which is easily mistaken for 

the “expansive” poetry defended by Kevin Waltzer. Of course, Waltzer’s term is quite 

different, known to others as “New Formalism,” and this particular possibility of 

conflation is unintentional, considering how Waltzer criticizes Hejinian for being 

inaccessible, for favoring obscure theorists, and for becoming the poster-child of the post-

modern academic palate. “In fact,” as Waltzer notes, “Expansive poetry emerged in direct 

reaction against the entire academic culture that has been poetry’s sole patron for half a 

century” (176). Yet, Waltzer’s chosen term, which seems “Expansive” only in imagining 

a larger readership for poetry, is as imprecise as any jargon.20 And New Formalism? Even 

worse. And Metaformalism?  

                                                 
20 In the Preface to The New Formalism: A Critical Introduction, Robert McPhillips implies that expansive 

may also apply to poets’ tendency to “talk in broad generalizations about what they perceived to be the 

strengths and weaknesses inherent in each poetic aesthetic” (xii). 
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By now, I hope that my own term suggests, if nothing else, a self-consciousness 

of these problems, but also a self-questioning, a recognition that its function as a term is 

never fully fixed. Lyn Hejinian has said that “Form is not a fixture but an activity” 

(“Rejection of Closure” 47). Metaformalism is precisely the same: an ongoing attempt to 

place a name on forms that are, themselves, endlessly changing. While Waltzer and 

others seem to mistake Hejinian’s rejection of “closure” for a rejection of “fixed” form, 

they miss the element of her argument that is more concerned with the reading of poetry 

than its composition. Her critique is not of closed form but of a closed text, in which “all 

elements of the work are directed toward a single reading of it” (“Rejection of Closure” 

42). The closed text has less to do with the formalist poet than the formalist critic, 

particularly the variety envisioned by Cleanth Brooks: “the formalist critic assumes an 

ideal reader: that is, instead of focusing on the varying spectrum of possible readings, he 

attempts to find a central point of reference” (75). Metaformalism, then, may be 

described as the vision David Caplan notes in his Questions of Possibility, the tendency 

“to place different traditions in dialogue, not pit them in competition” (136). There is no 

longer a need for the struggle of primacy in any reading of a poem; there is no need for 

dominance of any formal strategy over another.  

In an affirmation of this point, I will consider two collections that have been, until 

now, unexamined: Greg Williamson’s Errors in the Script (2001) and Fred Chappell’s 

Shadow Box (2009). While in earlier chapters I have arguably favored the meta qualities 

of metaformalism—whether in the multi-directional or the multi-perspectival—I will 
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now focus on the formal. Williamson and Chappell have, independent of one another,21 

created forms-within-forms, with poems that can be read in two, and sometimes three, 

different ways. Williamson takes his inspiration from photography, developing a series of 

26 “Double Exposures.” Chappell chooses various models for his poems, including film 

close-ups and musical counterpoint, in a technique he describes as “(enclosed, inlaid, 

embedded, double, nested)” (1). Both poets temper their inventions against more 

traditional conventions of rhyme, meter, and other inherited forms. Chappell, for 

instance, categorizes some of his poems as “curtal sonnets in which sestets are embedded 

in octaves” (1). Yet, both Williamson and Chappell run up against a challenge that 

Ammons, Hejinian, and Lerner arguably have not. Although Ammons may be considered 

too inconsistent,22 or Hejinian too opaque, or Lerner (in his early work) too precocious, 

only Williamson and Chappell can, for no reason other than writing overtly formal 

poetry, be accused of gimmickry. As proponents of New Formalism often acknowledge, 

to write contemporary formal poetry is to risk being dismissed as unconsciously comedic, 

conservative, or even archaic. The poetry of Williamson and Chappell acknowledges 

each of these problems in seeking to transcend them, challenging the binary 

understanding of contemporary formal experimentation by simultaneously fixing and 

unfixing form. 

Such a dual gesture is present in the typographical arrangements of the poems. 

Whereas other experiments in simultaneity—particularly the parallel stanzas of 

                                                 
21 In my personal correspondence with Chappell, he admitted to being unaware of Williamson’s work: “How did I miss 

Mr. Williamson’s collection? Sheer ignorance on my part. If I had known of it, I would never have included Part Four 

in Shadow Box. Much too similar in form and approach.” (11/4/15). 
22 In reviewing The Really Short Poems of A. R. Ammons for The Georgia Review, Chappell described 

Ammons’s style as “a longing for precision but an untidy talent; a high regard for patience is rendered in a 

nervous impulsive style; his gift for close observation is sometimes distracted by the urge to meta-physical 

exhibitionism” (A Way of Happening 71). 
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Ammons’s Snow Poems—are often unclear as to how they should be read, the poems in 

Williamson and Chappell’s collections indicate precisely. Williamson’s “Double 

Exposures” are presented as two interlocking verses; one is written in a bold font while 

the other is in the regular roman style. Similarly, Chappell italicizes his “embedded” 

poems. Both methods allow the reader to clearly discern the simultaneity at play, as the 

eye perceives both unity and separation at once. This representational clarity is a 

characteristic quality that critics have often marked in New Formalist poetry. Robert 

McPhillips praises Williamson’s clarity in his brief consideration of his first collection, 

The Silent Partner, alongside other, young New Formalists (87–88). Chappell identifies 

clarity as one of his critical “prejudices” in many of his essay-reviews collected in A Way 

of Happening: “It turns out that I prefer a clarity of intention in a poem; I like to think I 

know where, as a piece of speech, it is supposed to be pointing” (9).   

However, I am more interested in how these same methods of clarity contribute to 

the difficulty of reading these poems. Even positive reviews of Chappell’s work have 

acknowledged such a fact. Judith Kitchen concedes the “possibility that, intent on 

watching the device play out, a reader might end up paying more attention… to the 

poems’ stratagems than to their meanings or their musics” (155). While suggesting that it 

“is the reader’s fault entirely if he or she perceives the skill in these poems as gimmicky,” 

Susan O’Dell Underwood notes a similar problem:  

The danger is that readers will admire too much the lesson of the forms… Or 

being too proud of their own appreciation of Chappell’s technical mastery and 

prowess, there probably are those readers who will spend all their time and effort 

trying to unravel the forms, as if the poems are silly Sudoku puzzles. (300) 
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Whether a reader is proud, enamored, or indifferent, the ways in which these poems come 

together is often dizzying. Although it is clear to see how these poems should be read, it 

is sometimes a different matter to read them. In Chappell, the italics of the embedded text 

often emphasize its difference within the larger poem—no doubt because italics are 

conventionally meant to indicate emphasis—drawing one’s eye to the parts rather than 

their sum. When reading Williamson’s “Double Exposures,” it is likewise difficult for 

one’s eye to integrate the bold and roman fonts into a single poem. The difference in 

fonts, augmented by the typographic placement of the alternating lines on the page,23 

seems to force the poem into separate halves. We are left, sometimes, with a poem that 

negates itself: “Look, don’t just take my word for it. You can’t. / Believe me. 

Everything I say is true” (54). 

 This self-effacing tone is both characteristic and problematic for contemporary 

formal verse. Because fixed forms are increasingly viewed as the “silly” puzzles 

described by Underwood, the contemporary poet is, to an extent, forced to undercut any 

puzzling aspects with a dismissal of the effort it takes to read the poem. Williamson, 

perhaps as the younger poet, faces this problem more directly. When Kitchen reviews 

Chappell, she cites a list of literary prizes24 garnered by the virtues of his earlier work and 

praises his recent experimentation as “a daring departure at this stage of his career” (152). 

Although Williamson has already achieved similar prestige, some of his most adamant 

acclaim reveals the central problem of his reception. In an otherwise beautiful appraisal 

                                                 
23 The bold lines are indented at varying lengths through the “Double Exposures” while the roman lines are 

flush left. It should be noted that my reproductions of these indentations in this chapter are approximate, 

though they vary only slightly from how they are appear in Williamson’s original text. 
24 The most notable of these is the Yale Bollingen Prize, which Chappell won, along with John Ashbery, in 

1985. A.R. Ammons had won the award for Sphere a decade earlier. 
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of Williamson’s third collection, A Most Marvelous Piece of Luck, in The New York 

Review of Books, Brad Leithauser indicates such a problem: “To say that Williamson is 

one of the three or four contemporary American masters of light verse may be a less 

grand pronouncement than it sounds, given how few serious poets these days would 

aspire to the title.” Indeed, too few would aspire because too many of the major literary 

journals actively discourage such efforts, often barring the submission of “light verse” to 

their hallowed pages. Even the Sewanee Review, which co-published Williamson’s 

Errors in the Script as part of the Sewanee Writers’ Series, includes a similar statement 

on its website: “The Sewanee Review is America's oldest continuously published literary 

quarterly. Only erudite work representing depth of knowledge and skill of expression is 

published here” (“Submission Guidelines”).  

 The problem runs deep because of the wild inconsistency with which “light verse” 

is both lauded and condemned, no doubt because the term itself is inconsistently applied. 

At times, it is indulged as a welcome reprieve from the lyricism of “high art”; more often, 

it is denounced as inspirational, silly, or eve trite. Of course, many celebrated poets, 

particularly Auden and Cummings, wrote a great deal of light verse. Ammons is praised 

by Helen Vendler for some of the silliest lines in The Snow Poems: “poet friend of mine’s 

/ dick’s so short / he can’t pull it long enough / to pee straight with” (30). Lyn Hejinian, 

when she uses rhyme, is not seen as condescending to “light verse,” but instead 

appropriating the Absurd: “I thought I saw a tender child eating a warm waffle. Then I 

saw it was a rat shitting something awful” (Filreis). Fred Chappell, too, has shown 

ambivalence. In a 1992 interview, he admits that his lighter verse is some of his favorite 

to write: “I like shorter rhymed poems for purposes of humor. They’re not easy but I 
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enjoy very much filing and polishing those little poems” (Plow Naked 134). When 

considering “The Function of the Poet,” he envisions a more refined voice: “The 

difference between the poet and the rest of us is that he must say something more 

eloquent than ‘Hot dog!’ when he feels good and ‘Oh phooey!’ when he feels bad” (Plow 

Naked 27).  

 Williamson, however, uses these words unabashedly. The second poem in the 

“Double Exposures” series begins, “Phooey. I guess I’m no photographer” (34). 

Although the line dismisses itself, it is hardly dismissible. Instead, it establishes a motif 

of the larger collection. As its title suggests, Errors in the Script is about reconciling the 

botched against the beautiful, with the “Double Exposures” evoking a roll of film that has 

been spliced in the development process. Yet, rather than merely affirming a banal win-

some-lose-some logic, these poems are often more existentially ambivalent, as in the final 

poem of the series, “Half Border Collie, Half Black Strip”: 

Ruined. That’s it. That makes the whole damn roll.  

It’s a sunset. In warm, declining light, 

I tried for an extra print; got a black hole: 

The dog is leaping for, poised in midflight, 

An emblematic darkness swelling 

A Frisbee. There he stays, suspended in 

The present tense, where night keeps following 
A setting sun, as if he’s always been 

The final frame. Tomorrow, I pretend, 

In hot pursuit, graceful as one can be, 

I’ll start anew. Today, I’ve come to an end.  
Chasing after something I can’t see. (58)  

 

Here, the typographic competition of the two font styles mimics the collision of the 

central images. The bold lines indicate the darkness they describe as they swell toward 

the right margin in a nihilistic effort: “Today, I’ve come to an end.” The roman lines 

present a much lighter tone, an almost awkward hopefulness which is echoed in the 
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occasional syntactical and metrical inversions: “The dog is leaping for, poised in 

midflight, / A Frisbee.” This same awkwardness is present when reading between the two 

fonts: “Tomorrow, I pretend, / In hot pursuit, graceful as one can be, / I’ll start anew.” 

By elongating the sentence through appositive statements, the poem’s voice is 

somewhere between verse and vernacular, creating the effect that the poem itself is the 

primary speaker, or, perhaps, that the poem’s form is speaking. Like the dog it describes, 

the poem seems to be in pursuit of the proper formal shape in which it might settle down; 

it suspends itself “in midflight,” as if to see beyond the end described in the penultimate 

line. In a form far from fixed, the poem envisions a frame beyond “The final frame,” 

continuing to chase after the “after.”  

 Williamson’s self-effacement, then, is more than comedic effect. While the 

“Double Exposures” are ontologically playful in their Etch-a-Sketch motion of line and 

erasure, they also offer a metaformal momento mori. Two poems in the series conflate a 

medical school skeleton with a Domino’s pizza delivery man, a “working stiff, like you 

or me,” set against the jaunty backdrop of a Superbowl party (46). Other poems are less 

playful. “Nervous Systems,” for example, is one of the collection’s earliest indications 

that something more ominous looms beneath the surface: “There’s something going on 

between the lines, / Below our feet, baring along their routes / Whatever’s buried with the 

bitter roots” (24). The poem self-consciously puns on the image of the poetic line, but the 

focus is on fragility rather than intricacy: “Bearing in mind the origin of ‘routes,’ / Is 

rumpere, ‘to rupture.’” The title, then, suggests both connotations of nervous: “nervous 

systems tingling behind the eyes, / Conveying a threat, or something, along those lines.” 

Although this conclusion would seem at first to glibly negate the threat it describes, it 
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offers, instead, an affirmation. The poem acknowledges its ability to convey a threat as 

well as its ability to enact it. The metaformal line is conscious of its ability to create and 

destroy. 

 Such an acknowledgment is, perhaps, political. Williamson follows “Nervous 

Systems” with the sequence “The Dark Days,” which begins with a poem titled “The 

Cold War” and carries the haunting refrain, “We should have seen it coming back” (30). 

Published in 2001, Errors in the Script seems almost an implicit memorial of the 

September 11th attacks, a foreshadowing of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan. The 

nineteenth of the “Double Exposures,” “Plumber in Crawl Space Under New York City 

Skyline” seems almost elegiac, with the form of the poem evoking the disappearance of 

the Twin Towers from the city’s skyline. The poem seems to envision various modes of 

rebuilding, from the revenue of tourism—“Chelsea, Soho, the hot spots” and “I  

NY”—or the blue-collar efforts of New York citizens—“sweating with the solder and 

flux” (51). Moreover, the poem’s speaker seems to offer an assertion of poetry’s political 

efficacy, presenting himself as a sort of plumber-poet, crawling through the city’s inner 

structure, which is, of course, the form of the poem itself, “With a blowtorch, and a 

pencil in my teeth.”  These poems, then, do not ignore questions of the political—nor do 

they try to escape them through aesthetic forms. Rather, in their metaformalism, they 

reveal how the political and the aesthetic are inextricably linked. In “The Dark Days” 

wartime anxiety becomes aesthetic anxiety, as “the cold war” (27) modulates into “the 

cold word” (30), as contemporary violence is figured poetically, often in Romantic and 

pastoral modes: “The green, spring-loaded days were packing heat” (28). The “Double 

Exposures” suggest a similar relationship, connoting both the poetic revelation of their 
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formal intricacies as well as the paparazzi’s exposé, the side-effect of living in a 

surveillance state.  

Chappell, too, is not without political statement. The first section of Shadow Box 

concludes with “Bolus,” a poem that seems self-conscious of both the problem of “light 

verse” and the accusation of political escapism: 

“This pill is good for you,” the President said. 

“It sweats the body and it warms the head. 

We take old shredded documents and add 

Numbing phrases without sense, combine 

With expensive neo-imperial hubris, refine 

Our normal self-satisfied b.s., knead in 

A dram of childish arrogance, and blend 

Ice-cold stiff-necked petulance, begin 

A quack invasion enterprise we fed 

With fear compacted all of lies and spread 

Foot-thick with unmitigated gall then boiled 

All down with spirits of ideals fallen spoiled. 

It stiffens the prick and resurrects the dead. 

This pill is good for you,” the President said. (26) 

 

If the outer voice seems at first too whimsical, with modifiers such as “Ice-cold” and 

“foot-thick,” the embedded poem offers a more vitriolic tone. Likewise, considering the 

book’s 2009 publication date shifts the benevolent satire of an anonymous President into 

a more overt condemnation of the Bush administration and the “quack invasion 

enterprise” of “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” The politics of “Bolus” are further 

complicated by the poem preceding it in the collection. This poem, entitled “AWOL,” 

begins with the claim “The sonnet ‘Bolus’ is missing from this book / for timorous 

reasons of propriety” (25). The rest of the poem describes these reasons, which are 

summarized in the embedded poem: “it recalled the perfidies / evasions and outright 

lies.” With its somewhat stilted mention of “propriety,” “AWOL” acknowledges and 

attempts to overcome the risk of conservatism. Rather than succumb to its fear that a 



49 

 

political statement might offend the mannerly reader, the poem considers whether or not 

its efforts would make any difference: “I’d write and fill a thousand pages with names / 

and facts no one would give a second look.” Ultimately, of course, the poem is saved, a 

decision Chappell attributes to the intervention of his wife, Susan, who argues, “A poet 

must do right, be ever free / To speak his piece by day with liberty / And speak again at 

night though none will see.” By including both poems, Chappell’s commentary is offered 

against its metacommentary, a necessary reciprocity that makes an ultimate statement 

about the ethics of poetic representation, the struggle of using an aesthetic form to 

interpret organic life. 

Such a vision is further reflects Chappell’s attempts to reconcile an arcane 

consciousness with a critical correlative. This concern seems fundamental for Chappell, 

as his critical writing is often a critique of criticism.25 In his essay “The Function of the 

Poet,” Chappell notes how the “poet himself is perforce a scholar—of literature, of 

science, of politics, of any number of specialties—and he thinks with dismay of the kind 

of operation contemporary scholarship may perform upon his verses” (Plow Naked 31). 

Indeed, the poet must be dismayed because, despite any scholarly sensibilities, his 

primary concerns are aesthetic. Thus, Chappell asks, “Is there any subject besides himself 

and the art of poetry that the poet is qualified in this day and age to teach?” (Plow Naked 

33). These two statements, taken together, suggest that while a poem may be scientific, 

historic, or political, it is essentially poetic. As such, it may teach us about any number of 

                                                 
25 Chappell’s introduction to A Way of Happening, “Thanks but No Thanks,” outlines this criticism more 

clearly, as does the conclusion to the book’s Afterword: 

 “If the poet makes mistakes, how many more must the critic commit! The poet gets off easy by 

 comparison; his blundered poems are soon forgotten. The critic’s inept judgments show him a fool 

 for as long as the poems he has wronged may live. Because I have tried my best to do right, I am 

 willing to live with this prospect. 

  But I don’t look forward to it” (313). 
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things, but its primary lesson resides in its revelation of how it might be read, in the 

myriad possibilities the act of reading allows—the overall aesthetic experience. 

As with “AWOL” and “Bolus,” Chappell’s primary political statement is one of 

aesthetics. In another poem, “A Conceit,” Chappell playfully sets his criticism of critics 

against an affirmation of poetry’s metaformal potential:   

Bring on the scholars and long may they furnish new textual 

     Glosses, all adding baroque decoration with spades, 

Burying the poem under a mountain of well-meaning, dull apparatus: 

     Still will it flame out, its light a red ember of ice. (43)  

 

Here, the poem persists in spite of the critical attention it receives. In its full context, the 

poem describes how “a fragment of Sappho is seen as a relic,” deriding the critical efforts 

of those who would supplement the missing pieces of the poem:  

 Through the millennia, scholars and critics have commented freely, 

      Babbling with passions romantic, pedantic, and droll,  

Heaping up footnotes, grammatical challenge in essays aggressive, 

     Avid as silverfish feasting on raggedy scrolls. (42) 

 

The poem is, of course, self-conscious of its own critical aim, which it postpones halfway 

through, offering four of Sappho’s stanzas as an embedded centerpiece. While this 

quotation is rhetorically placed to illustrate the poem’s argument, it remains separate. 

Even as a fragment, it is full; Sappho’s lines, which evoke an ominous eroticism, are a 

complete experience unto themselves. While they illustrate the poem’s assertion that 

“Sappho will shine through, even in limp paraphrase,” they remain indifferent to 

everything but their own verse. Chappell’s use of the poem, then, fixes Sappho’s lines 

within his embedded form while allowing for the possibility that they will unfix 

themselves.  
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 Aside from its aesthetic politics, Chappell’s invocation of Sappho is further 

significant in relation to the final problem the contemporary formal poet faces: a 

reckoning with the archaic. “A Conceit” appears in the third section of Shadow Box, in 

which Chappell models his embedded form on the medieval reliquary, the (often ornate) 

receptacle containing sacred objects, particularly the supposed shards of bone from 

various saints and martyrs in the Church. In his introduction to the section, Chappell 

suggests that this practice exists in a somewhat altered form: “If you have kept a ticket 

stub from an Elvis concert in a drawer as a remembrance, the drawer has become a 

reliquary” (37). While Chappell primarily uses his reliquary poems to encase the 

translations of various poets, Williamson seems to use the reliquary in a different sense. 

For Williamson, the reliquary is the self-encasing and self-proclamation of a poem’s 

artifice: “Art turns to mere truth, what it represents, // Then, proven to be true, it turns 

fictitious” (79). To illustrate this point, he offers Loony Tunes as a metaphor: the 

roadrunner is able to travel through the tunnel the coyote has painted on a rock, a feat the 

coyote is never able to follow, as the tunnel disappears and he crashes into the hard 

surface. This metaphor is also, perhaps, descriptive of the contemporary poet’s 

engagement with poetic tradition; he cannot mistake the painted surface for a path he can 

follow. 

 Williamson illustrates this point more precisely elsewhere. The longer poem 

“[from] In Search of The Forgotten Woman” (Fig. 2) describes a family’s trip to a 

shopping mall where they encounter a woman so beautiful they believe her to be a 

mannequin. While various family members offer their interpretations—“She’s awkward, 

mannered, definitely fake” (74) and “I’ll bet she’s not a real blonde” (76)—the father 
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concludes that she’s “A perfect figure. She’s a cynosure, / This artful, working model of 

perfection, / As we stand here objectifying her” (75). While this central tension of the 

poem says enough about contemporary culture, gender, and consumerism, the poem’s 

presentation makes a metaformal statement about the poem itself. The contemporary tale 

Figure 2: The first page 

of “[from] In Search of 

The Forgotten Woman” 
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is set as though it’s been collected in some anthology of the distant future (or would it be, 

somehow, the past?). Displaying concerns similar to Chappell’s “Conceit,” the text of 

Williamson’s poem is framed by baroque glosses (“The Poet-Quester goeth to a 

fantastical land”) and academic footnotes (“The title suggested by previous editors has 

been adopted here”). As if in acknowledgment of critics who would question 

Williamson’s formalism, the notes identify the poem as a “Romantic Epic.” Yet, in its 

anachronism, it seems to be the most precise description we have of Williamson reading 

himself. The marginalia seem to be the actual poem he presents; the text they analyze is 

presented as an unfinished manuscript (perhaps one with which Williamson himself was 

never satisfied). The archaic quality, then, is both self-conscious and self-employed; it is 

an artificiality that announces itself as such.  

 The exploration of artifice is found throughout Williamson’s Errors in the Script, 

especially in his “Double Exposures,” which are, of course, synthetic constructs. The 

synthetic form these poems enact seems almost the opposite of “organic” form. The poem 

“White on White” describes this distinction: 

 Overexposed. It’s just a plain white square. 

 In chemical emulsion, on a white sheet, 

 It isn’t steam or snow. But one’s aware 

 I have produced pure art and the defeat 

Of its relation to the breath-fogged lens 

 Of representational nature. It’s the end 

 Of windows, winter skies, the socked-in fens 

 Of mediated feeling, and the end 

 Of the Old World, the drapes, scarves, shrouds, and all 

 Of shopworn art. We can decertify 

 Those classical illusions which enthrall. 

 The nineteenth-century, Romantic “I.” (53) 

 

Based on Kazimir Malevich’s famous 1918 painting of the same name, this poem 

presents a similar goal: to defeat “representational nature” and “mediated feeling.” 
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Arguably, both are meant to evoke some purer experience of the aesthetic object. Just as 

the lightness of Malevich’s painting is transposed to the viewer, Williamson’s poem 

transposes the experience of its form. We are reminded of its synthetic nature, its 

“chemical emulsion,” the fact that “It isn’t steam or snow.” The poem is separate from 

the organic world, but not entirely: “one’s aware / Of its relation to the breath-fogged 

lens / Of windows, winter skies.” Reading one set of lines against the other gives the 

reader the same “breath-fogged” feeling the poem describes, as the syntax becomes both 

translucent and transparent at varying points. In this sense, we are reminded that even the 

end of mediated feeling is mediated by metaphor. The “classical illusions which 

enthrall” are connected to “drapes, scarves, shrouds,” which are connected to the 

earlier image of the windows. Working backward in this way, one perceives the various 

levels of mediation: the window, its drapery, the metaphor itself. The poem’s ekphrasis 

offers an additional level of meaning. The eye that would view the painting is decertified 

by the “Romantic ‘I.’” Ultimately, there is a sense of absorption. The title of the piece, 

“White on White,” contradicts the form of the poem itself, which can only function in its 

revelation of differences, the light and the dark. 

 A similar technique is present in the concluding section of Shadow Box, “Two 

Latin Hymns.” For each verse of these hymns, Chappell presents a quotation of the 

original Latin, an elaboration in English, and then a direct translation. These poems are 

perhaps the most frustrating of the entire collection, not for their difficulty, but by their 

very presence. Such a seemingly sincere display of faith is uncommon in an age where 

almost any religious statement requires the counterweight of skepticism. These poems are 
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further disarming because they 

appear at first to be the least 

ambitious of Chappell’s efforts. 

Although Chappell uses italics to 

mark the distinction between the 

frame and the embedded poem, the 

method is no longer as prominently 

experimental. In these poems, the 

italics are given to the outer stanzas, 

the Latin and its translation, making 

them appear less of a frame and 

more of an epigraph, a footnote. In 

their final lines, the hymns seem to 

apologize for the vanity of the 

experimentation itself: “lead Your 

petulant children from cold pride / 

To the humbling, enheartening 

fireside” (79).  

However, the method at work in these poems is more subtle. In an earlier version 

of the poem’s first section,26 Chappell uses bold letters to show how the words in the 

commentary come directly from the original Latin (Fig. 3). The phrase “Veni, creator,” 

for example, is broken across three lines in the words “venial,” “acre,” and “Cratered.” 

                                                 
26 Originally published as “The Hymn Enclosed” (Fig. 3) in the Anglican Theological Review 90.1 (2008): 

135. 

Figure 3: Earlier version of the beginning of  

"Two Latin Hymns" 
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Although Chappell changes the formatting in the later version, his method remains the 

same, as he explains in his introduction to the section: “A Latin stanza is quoted and its 

syllables disposed in order throughout the English-language stanzas of commentary” 

(71). With the bold lettering removed from the poem, the reader must intuit where these 

syllables have been placed; it requires them to take Chappell’s statement on faith. While 

his use of the bold letters is perhaps more conducive to understanding the function of his 

poem, his decision to remove them seems more illustrative of the larger concept 

presented in his introduction: “Any Western language we choose to speak and read 

enfolds the prayers of our past ages” (71). These hymns, then, are just as metaformal as 

any of the other poems in Shadow Box. Their self-swallowing act is, perhaps, the ultimate 

unfixing of their form. 

Of course, the majority of Chappell’s poems seem to suggest a movement 

between fixing and unfixing; the form is not one or the other. Consider, as a final 

example, “Anecdote of the Ironweed”: 

 Shrunken and ragged, it leans slantwise to all 

 amid the jumble of the marshy, disused field 

 where touch-me-not, Budweiser cans, Joe Pye, 

 and gnarly tumble of honeysuckle vine, 

 of willow-clot and plastic grocery bags, 

 compound a jagged puzzle of the light, 

 background impure, all entangling with each— 

 the ironweed, never a single thing, 

 dies to manure the wilderness, the mess, 

 the industrious rot that feeds the moss and sludge 

 with mortal seed that mingles with other seed 

 to display a hardier sensibility 

 than that prissy, imperious jar in Tennessee. (36) 

 

As with Williamson’s “White on White,” this poem is ekphrastic, referencing Wallace 

Stevens’ famous “Anecdote of the Jar,” which begins, “I placed a jar in Tennessee / And 
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round it was, upon a hill.” In the original poem, the placement of the jar disrupts the 

“wilderness” around it, drawing chaos into order: “The wilderness rose up to it, / And 

sprawled around, no longer wild.” Chappell finds the model of “that prissy, imperious jar 

in Tennessee” too high-minded and unnecessarily obscure. His own model does not wish 

to tame the wilderness, but to compound its “jagged puzzle of the light,” with the organic 

relationship of the “mortal seed that mingles with other seed.” As before, we see a similar 

formal absorption, as “the ironweed, / dies to manure / the industrious rot.” Yet, 

Chappell’s metaphor is not entirely organic. Similar to Stevens’ jar, Chappell’s ironweed 

presents an ars poetica of its synthetic form. Whereas Stevens is interested in abstracting 

the various energies of the imagination, Chappell evokes the experience of the poem’s 

metaformalism. The image in the first line, “slantwise to all,” suggests the italic font 

while the later “jagged / background impure” suggests the juxtaposition between the 

embedded poem and its wider frame. The ironweed, as its name suggests, is the product 

of synthesis, but the synthetic elements of the poem—the Budweiser can and plastic 

grocery bags—are inseparable from the organic setting, “all entangling with each.” The 

ironweed, because it is “never a single thing,” promotes a complex relationship—as does 

Chappell’s embedded form—between the synthetic and the organic, the fixed and the 

unfixed, or any other number of binaries time will construct.  

 Ultimately, this plurality of form provides a means of connecting Williamson and 

Chappell to the larger context of contemporary formal experimentation. While it is 

unlikely, perhaps, that either poet will be seriously considered alongside the avant-garde 

aesthetics of poets such as Lyn Hejinian and Ben Lerner, the differences between them 

do not seem so great. As Hejinian suggests in her essay on “The Rejection of Closure,” 
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“Form does not necessarily achieve closure, nor does raw materiality provide openness” 

(42). While contemporary poetry has often been understood in tropes of opposing 

qualities—formalism, constructivism, proceduralism, organicism—it is the movement 

between these poles that has created the most important poetry, as well as our most 

important understandings of poetry. Williamson and Chappell, despite their association 

with New Formalism, may be equally aligned with any number of traditions. In their 

unfixing of fixed form, they belong as much to the post-structural as to the Romantic, to 

the pastoral, the satirical, and the metaphysical, achieving the vision Ben Lerner suggests 

in The Lichtenberg Figures: “Perhaps what remains of innovation / is a conservatism at 

peace with contradiction” (22).   

 When Ariel Dawson coined the term “New Formalism” in 1985, she linked it to 

the “adamant conservatism” of contemporary poetry’s desire to “shape the poem into an 

acceptable product” (qtd. in McPhillips 5). However, formal poets are no less interested 

in the process that generates the product—often they are more interested in contradiction 

than acceptability. Fred Chappell has called the process of writing a poem the true reward 

of poetry: “Not the finished product, which is inevitably and always a disappointment, 

but the process of creating that product. The delicate and furious search from noun to 

noun, from comma to comma. The virtuous agony, the saintly tedium” (142). Regardless 

of the problems critics may attach to poetry, the poet is left with whatever virtues remain 

in his craft. Often, these virtues are not the poem itself, but whatever comes before, exists 

between. In an interview, Greg Williamson notes both “the estuary” and “the zipper” as 

two ways of conceptualizing how his “Double Exposures” come together (Yoo). While 

the former works well for A. R. Ammons in his “Note on Prosody,” the latter seems more 
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suitable for Williamson.27 The zipper is both fluid and jagged. When it works, it serves 

essentially the same role as poetry: an invention of genius that often goes unappreciated 

by the general public. When it fails—when it gets caught, for instance—it serves only as 

a testament to its uselessness, its awkwardness. Yet, such an awareness illustrates the 

position of metaformalism: it is the half-zipped, the two pleated tracks that promise to 

come together, to come undone.  

  

                                                 
27 For Ammons’s estuary, see Chapter One, 12 
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Coda: Oni Buchanan and the “residue of meaning”  

  

 

 

At the end of a project such as this, I make no claim to have developed what 

Hayden Caruth calls a “real theory of art.” And yet, I hope that these metaformal trends I 

have identified still maintain some of their mystery. They are, undoubtedly, incomplete. 

Although the poets I have selected were attractive for the spectrum they represent in 

contemporary poetry—ranging from tradition to experimentation and often existing in 

between—they are, of course, only a fraction of the broader landscape of American 

poetry. Still, many of the formal methods I have noted in previous chapters are brought 

together in the work of an additional poet, Oni Buchanan’s 2009 collection Spring. 

Adopting the parallel stanzas of Ammons’s Snow Poems and Chappell’s embedded 

poem-within-a-poem form,28 Buchanan also utilizes visual and digital poetics. From her 

photographs and origami (Fig. 4) appearing throughout the collection, to her “kinetic” 

series, “The Mandrake Vehicles,” which appears both in print and in a flash animation 

CD included in the back of the book,29 Buchanan offers the hybridization of her disparate 

poetic practices as the ultimate model for contemporary metaformalism. 

Perhaps more significantly, the publication of Spring seems to signal a growing 

appreciation of formal hybridity. The collection was selected by Mark Doty as part of the 

National Poetry Series. Doty, arguably a poet of the “mainstream,” known for his 

                                                 
28 In my personal correspondence with Chappell, he explained that the concept of the embedded poem 

“occurred simultaneously and independently” with Buchanan. While both Shadow Box and Spring were 

published in 2009, Chappell preceded Buchanan, and his name appears in her Acknowledgments.    
29 This animation can be found online as part of MIT’s Electronic Literature Collection: 

http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/buchanan_mandrake_vehicles.html 

“A real theory of art begins with process and accepts the inevitability 

of mystery; it rests content with its own incompleteness. A spurious 

theory of art begins somewhere else and tries to explain everything.” 

  —Hayden Caruth, “The Question of Poetic Form” 

 

http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/buchanan_mandrake_vehicles.html
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narrative, post-confessional poetry, praises Buchanan for being “wildly inventive.” In 

addition to the variety of visual configurations I have noted above, Buchanan presents her 

poems in a broad choir of voices, ranging from the abstract and the lyrical—“a decay we 

can shape” (5)—to comical and confessional—“Dear Lonely Animal, // I’m writing to 

you from the loneliest, most / secluded island in the world” (60). While the overall 

eclecticism of Buchanan’s style still risks being perceived as a gimmick, or even novelty-

for-novelty’s-sake, Doty affirms her experimentation within the perimeters of the literary 

canon: “her playful improvisations travel… back to the Metaphysicals, Dickinson, and 

Cummings, and forward into 

uncharted territory.”30 While 

this description is certainly 

fitting, it is somewhat strange 

in the larger context of the 

collection, which often seems 

to challenge both the canon 

and the contemporary mainstream: “They ask me if I read / Billy Collins. NO I DO NOT 

// READ BILLY COLLINS” (59). Nevertheless, Doty permits this dismissal—perhaps he 

embraces it—suggesting that “the dazzling mathematics of her forms reach for sounds 

we’ve not yet heard.”   

The most dazzling of these forms may be found in the mathematical arrangement 

of “The Mandrake Vehicles,” which appears as the final section of Spring. In her 

prefatory “Note on the Mandrake Form,” Buchanan explains her decision to model her 

                                                 
30 From the back cover 

Figure 4: Poem folded into a crane (35). 
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poems on the biological “rhizomatous root structure” of the Mandrake plant, through 

which “the plants themselves are all connected underground by horizontal subterranean 

stems shooting off from the vertical root of each individual plant” (85). To mimic this 

network, each poem (referred to as a “vehicle”) undergoes a complex process. An initial 

block of prose is erased into a “liquid layer” of fragmentary language that then condenses 

to form a new poem. The beginning of the first vehicle moves in the following 

progression: 

 (original prose)  not knowing enough to shriek  

 (liquid layer)    not knowing enough to shriek 

 (new line)   Towing no ghost 

 

During the liquid layer, Buchanan also provides a list of “detritus words” at the bottom of 

the page. Made from the various palimpsestic fragments, the detritus words are “are the 

trash cast off by the process, and are never used anywhere in any of the three vehicles. 

They … create ‘could-have-been’ words which exist only as unselected entities, and they 

evaporate from the vehicle during the next page turn” (86). The animated version of the 

poems depicts this transformation precisely (Fig. 5), as letters in the liquid layer swell 

and fade, and detritus words travel down the page in rivulets. In this movement, the 

animated version captures the three-dimensional multi-directionality I attribute to 

Ammons and Hejinian in Chapter One, with the animation of the poem dissolving the 

reader’s perception of the depth of the page/screen. The poem moves beyond itself.31 

                                                 
31 For more on this point, see Michelle Niemann’s extensive analysis of “The Mandrake Vehicles,” in 

which she suggests, “It is by exceeding itself that the organism survives” (112). 
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Figure 5: Two stills from the 

animated “Mandrake 

Vehicles.” Above: words are 

erased in the “liquid layer.” 

Below: “detritus words” form 

and gather at the bottom of the 

page 
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 While “The Mandrake Vehicles” can be read as metaformal exploration of the 

form itself, Buchanan provides an additional social dimension to the poem, concluding 

her introduction to the form by connecting the metaphor of the mandrake to the violence 

of contemporary warfare:  

The American mandrake plant is one of the first plants to come up in spring, 

transforming the barren destruction of winter on the forest landscape into a broad 

cloth of thriving green. March 20, the usual date of the vernal equinox in the 

Northern Hemisphere, also marks the beginning of the Iraq War. Early in the 

morning on March 20, 2003, the first U.S. cruise missiles hit Baghdad. (87) 

With this social implication, the violence in “The Mandrake Vehicles” is similar to the 

violence I note in Lerner in Chapter Two. The violence described by the poem mimics 

the violence enacted by the form itself. The erasure becomes the earth cratered by bombs; 

the swelling letters of the animation suggests the explosion. Likewise, the heap of detritus 

words becomes the remnants of civilization, its myths, its language, and its mass culture: 

“Grendel tufa integer damned EZ cheese sewer dressage thrawn estuary” (100). Yet, at 

the same time, there is perhaps an equal amount of hope in the promise that the mandrake 

will transform “the barren destruction of winter … into a broad cloth of thriving green.” 

The imminent spring provides an affirmation: “agree that a / martyr stoned / seeds tombs, 

altars” (94). 

 Beyond “The Mandrake Vehicles,” the poems of Spring ask what it means to 

hope, as well as what it means to render this hope through the aesthetic medium of 

poetry. The short poem preceding the first section of the volume, “The Smallest Plant,” 

asks, “And what strength precedes the sun / rising, makes the desire to rise / master the 
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beaten down?” In the lighter letters, an embedded poem asks an alternative question: 

“What makes the beauty of a shattered thing?” Because the embedded form enacts a 

similar shattering, the poem’s question becomes one of its own origins—the answer to 

the poem’s what is the poem itself. Other poems pursue the question of what happens 

after the shattering, of what meaning may be recovered in the detritus of language. The 

poem “(A) Version” offers a metacommentary on the act of poetic composition, 

suggesting that, in attempting to make meaning from the abundance of poetic language, 

the poet inevitably constructs a fragmentary collage. In selecting a version, there is an 

aversion—choosing the One excludes the Many. The conclusion of the poem seeks to 

return to some originary state of holistic integration:   

Must we endure confessions from such molding mouths, 

Parade of variations, garish apparitions—or can I 

know you again, lynx-eyed oracle; will you speak 

to me, strange beast, beginning, beaten thing 

in the language, in the constellation of languages I’ve forgotten? (13) 

 

The embedded poem here suggests that whatever singular meaning may be derived from 

the “constellation of languages” is only a “garish apparition”: “What survives is best at 

survival not necessarily best” (13). 

 Ultimately, Buchanan suggests that hope can be found not in the meaning of a 

poem, but what she calls the “residue of meaning,” the promise that the process of the 

poem will persist beyond the poem itself (85). For this reason, she acknowledges the 

shortcomings of her digital experimentation. Despite the clarity with which the animation 

of “The Mandrake Vehicles” reveals the formal process, it remains inferior to the reader’s 

imagination: “No two people will replicate … the exact manner or the exact order in 

which … the liquid layer puffs off or possibly oozes or accidentally drops a scale of 
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itself, or the manner in which that scale tumbles down the page and collides with other 

scales in its descent” (87). The residue of meaning is the possibility that letters may 

belong to several different words simultaneously, as if invisibly interconnected along 

some deeper root structure. The various forms presented throughout Spring belong to a 

similar system. They fall into each other, leaving traces behind, culminating in an 

amalgam of detritus. In this sense, they seem to achieve Hayden Caruth’s suggestion that 

form is “a by-product of poetry” (498). Their metaformalism, then, is not only form 

within form, or form against form, but form from form, the residue of meaning created as 

one form moves toward another. 

 In Buchanan’s poetry we find that the most striking experimentation seems to 

come from the hybridization of the digital and the organic, the attempts to achieve textual 

materiality in an increasingly non-print culture. Other poets have made similar 

contributions. Amaranth Borsuk and Brad Bouse have developed “augmented-reality” 

poetry in their Between Page and Screen project (2012), a book that must be read 

alongside a webcam in order to “conjure the written word” (“Between Page and Screen”). 

The book itself contains only black and white hieroglyphs that remain unreadable until 

translated by the software and projected onto a computer screen (Fig 6). The equally 

extraordinary Xenotext project by Christian Bök attempts to “create an example of ‘living 

poetry’” (Bök). Bök has created a poem to be translated into the “chemical alphabet” of 

DNA sequencing and implanted into the genome of the bacterium Deinococcus 

radiodurans. According to Bök, this organism will then be able to transpose the original 

poem into a new protein in the same chemical alphabet, creating a self-perpetuating poem 

that will be “capable of surviving, without mutation, in even the most hostile milieus, 



67 

 

including the vacuum of outer space” (Bök). While the innovation of both projects is 

significant, what is even more important, perhaps, is the hybridity of each project. Bök 

explores the connection between organic form with organic life; Between Page and 

Screen affirms the value and interrelation of text and technology.32 The ultimate 

metaformal experimentation is not the exploration of one method over another, but many 

methods at once.  

  

For a similar reason, I have attempted to bring together poets who have been 

conventionally disassociated. In identifying each of their disparate practices as 

metaformal trends, I have tried to avoid suggesting the primacy of any singular method. 

Conversely, I hope I have not limited any poet in my reading of their work—particularly 

in Chapter Three, where I note the various problems associated with New Formalist 

poetry. My selection of Ammons, Hejinian, Lerner, Williamson, Chappell, and Buchanan 

suggests my mutual appreciation—if not an understanding—of their styles. Moreover, in 

                                                 
32 The book was originally produced in a limited, letterpress edition of 12 copies before it was picked up by 

the independent press Siglio 

Figure 6: Amaranth Borsuk demonstrating how to read Between Page and Screen 
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my decision to arrange these chapters as I have, I do not intend to show how 

contemporary American poetry is moving in some sort of linear trajectory of constant 

improvement. In other words, although I have concluded with these notes on visual and 

digital poetics, I do not see them as the ultimate goal of the contemporary moment. 

Again, it is not the technology that is important, but the poets’ decision to revise the 

tradition without abandoning it, to offer new possibilities of hybrid forms.  

In a 1993 essay theorizing the future of postmodern poetic form, Jonathan Holden 

argued that contemporary poets were “[d]eprived by the modernist revolution of any sure 

sense of what poetic form should be,” suggesting that poetry would increasingly seek 

“non-literary analogues … as substitutes for the ousted ‘fixed forms’” (245). With regard 

to technology, he wrote,  

It is no accident that the metaphor at the heart of Eliot’s ‘Tradition and the 

Individual Talent’ is drawn from chemistry: it requires ‘scientists’ to synthesize 

the new compounds … that would replace the old. But the resulting loss … has 

left the poet in America a bureaucratic specialist isolated in a university as in a 

laboratory, conducting endless experiments with poetic form, and in an adversary 

relation to the general culture. (248) 

These comments seem especially true for the contemporary moment, an age driven by the 

professionalization of the poet in academia, the business model of the MFA program, and 

the increasingly insular readership of American poetry. Yet, perhaps poetry has always 

existed “in an adversary relation to the general culture,” going as far back as Plato’s 

critique in The Republic. My argument is not a defense of poetry, but of poetic form. 

While I am wary of becoming the “bureaucratic specialist … conducting endless 
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experiments with poetic form,” metaformalism must be traced across the broad range of 

American experimentation. Perhaps there is no “resulting loss” if we only look within, 

between and beyond the formal strategies of the contemporary moment, looking not for 

meaning but for a residue of meaning, for forms that continue to exceed the meaning they 

would seem to construct. 
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