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ABSTRACT 

Framing the Sacred revisits the significance of ekphrasis, the verbal rendering of 

a visual representation, in modern and contemporary American poetics. Although a 

seemingly marginal strain of lyric poetry, ekphrasis is a literary crucible in which the 

problems of representation converge, catalyzing a unique process of enchantment and 

disenchantment. Through an examination of a number of twentieth- and twenty-first-

century poems, I argue that this enchantment has bearing on how we envision the import 

of religion in twentieth- and twenty-first-century America and its literature. On account 

of its liminal status—a text that is “betwixt and between” the verbal and visual—

ekphrasis does not need to meditate explicitly on spiritual, sacred, or religious objects to 

undermine and destabilize our definitions of such terms. Each chapter in Framing the 

Sacred examines the manifestation of a single trope of containment—the figure of the 

frame, the genre of still life, the genre of the self-portrait, and the acts of collection and 

curation—and discovers the various ways the ekphrastic work of William Carlos 

Williams, Wallace Stevens, Marianne Moore, Elizabeth Bishop, Charles Wright, A.E. 

Stallings, and Jorie Graham constructs and deconstructs such tropes. The pattern that 

emerges from a number of dramatically different ekphrases reveals the generative value 

of loosening the frames through which we consider the sacred in the study of literature 

and the visual arts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The past twenty years have seen a rise in scholarship that attempts to address 

twentieth-century American literature's relationship to concepts like the sacred, belief, 

and religion. Perhaps the most acclaimed is Amy Hungerford's Postmodern Belief: 

American Literature and Religion Since 1960 (2010), an argument for the significance of 

"belief without content" or "belief in meaninglessness" as it appears in novels and poetry 

of the second half of the twentieth century. Important additions to the list of recent 

criticism interested in the study of American literature's relation to the sacred include the 

poetry-specific work that appears in Jeanne Foster's A Music of Grace: The Sacred in 

Contemporary American Poetry (1995), Peter Sharpe's The Ground of Our Beseeching: 

Metaphor and the Poetics of Meditation (2004), and Norman Finkelstein's On Mount 

Vision: Forms of the Sacred in Contemporary American Poetry (2010). There is as yet, 

however, no work of criticism that attempts to tell of the story modern and contemporary 

ekphrastic poetry's contribution to the continuing presence of the sacred in American 

literature. My work in Framing the Sacred in Twentieth- and Twenty-First-Century 

American Ekphrasis attempts to tell one version of a story that engages our definitions of 

the sacred as well as the methods with which poetry addresses the force or potency that 

those definitions name. 

At the site of ekphrasis visual and verbal representational practices converge. 

Readers of ekphrasis are acutely aware of the tension that results from such convergence. 

Although figured in a variety of ways across periods, authors, genres, and languages, the 

contest between the visual and verbal is persistent in ekphrastic criticism.  And although 



9 
 

Leonardo da Vinci's famous treatise, "Paragone," is specifically concerned with settling 

the score between painting and poetry, the Italian term from whence the treatise takes its 

title has become common parlance in more generalized discourse about the visual and 

verbal. Loosely translated "paragone" means "comparison." In the hands of da Vinci, this 

comparison reads more like a contest or struggle with a clear and unsurprising victor, 

painting. The etymology of paragone, however, potentially reveals a more nuanced set of 

relations at work specifically between painting and poetry and more generally visual and 

verbal representation. Paragone is also "a kind of Italian black marble" that was used as a 

touchstone. As a noun it designates an object used to test precious metals. Gold leaves a 

visible trace upon the touchstone and subsequently reveals the purity of the metal's 

composition. One of the term's earliest variations, paragonare in ancient Greek, is a verb 

and references the act of sharpening or wheting of a knife against a stone. Its 

contemporary use in English, paragon, denotes a person or object "of outstanding quality 

or value" who or which "serves as a model of some quality" ("paragon, n.").  The 

paragone as touchstone is evocative as it places value upon an object comparatively less 

precious than the gold it tests. The paragone as the active meeting of knife to stone is 

highly enigmatic in its refusal to securely value one object over the other. Both uses are 

confounding and begin to illuminate the value of what transpires at the meeting of stone 

and metal.  

The seminal work of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing in Laocoön (1766) recognizes the 

significance of this ekphrastic point of contact and anxiously calls for the strict legislation 

of the boundaries between these two art forms. That is, there is more at stake in this 

contest between the visual and the verbal; Lessing considers their meeting in highly 
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moralististic and even political terms. The twentieth century has witnessed a significant 

shift away from Lessing's binaristic assertions. According to contemporary critic and 

theorist W.J.T. Mitchell, a discourse firmly grounded in Lessing's laws can only produce 

relatively flat comparisons incapable of addressing the plural set of relations that not only 

have always existed between the arts, but that are placed into dramatic relief in the 

twentieth century. In Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology, Mitchell notes, "The subtitle of 

Laocoön is generally translated as 'An Essay upon the Limits of Painting and Poetry,' but 

the word which is translated as 'limits' (Grenzen) would be rendered more accurate as 

'borders'" (105). Mitchell goes on to quote from Lessing: 

Painting and poetry should be like two just and friendly neighbors, neither of 

whom indeed is allowed to take unseemly liberties in the heart of the other's 

domain, but who exercise mutual forbearance on the borders, and effect a 

peaceful settlement for all the petty encroachments which circumstance may 

compel either to make in haste on the rights of the other. (110) 

The potentially "peaceful settlement" afforded by the neighbors' construction, 

maintenance, and observance of borders recalls the speaker's neighbor in Frost's 

"Mending Wall," who contends, "Good fences make good neighbors" (line 27). Lurking 

in Lessing and Frost's picture of neighborliness, is the potential for unrest and 

transgression.  

Over two hundred years after Laocoön, Mitchell replaces Lessing's "painting and 

poetry" with "image and text." In the interest of destabilizing the persistent disciplinary 

border that separates Lessing's "friendly neighbors," Mitchell attempts to render unstable 

what has commonly been perceived as a comparison between two secure aesthetic 
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practices. In "Beyond Comparison: Picture, Text, and Method," he figures the 

relationship between image and text a number of ways, explaining, "I will employ the 

typographic convention of the slash to designate 'image/text' as a problematic gap, 

cleavage, or rupture in representation. The term 'imagetext' designates composite, 

synthetic works (or concepts) that combine image and text. 'Image-text,' with a hyphen, 

designates relations of the visual and verbal" (note 9 on 89). According to Mitchell's 

designations, the meeting of the visual and verbal as it transpires in the ekphrastic textual 

picture might best be named an "image-text." The hyphen marks difference and 

separation, but it does so in way that suggests permeability and even open passage. 

Markedly absent from Mitchell's treatment of images and texts is the potential unrest and 

transgression thinly veiled in Lessing's metaphor of the "friendly neighbors." As it is 

treated in this dissertation, ekphrasis exists at the site of that hyphen. That is, Laocoön's 

subtitle potentially names the mode of ekphrasis, a text that is written and read "upon the 

limits" of visual and verbal representation. 

This limit between the visual and the verbal is not the only boundary that the 

ekphrastic project concerns. In Ancient Greek rhetoric, ekphrasis was taught as a 

descriptive, engaging, and even illuminating argumentative strategy, even as it was not 

considered essential or central to the argument from which it emerged. Its etymology—

ek-out + phrazein-speak--reveals that classical ekphrasis was often embedded within a 

larger text, which it was deployed to interrupt, bringing before the eyes of its readers or 

listeners a particularly vivid image. This enargeia, as it characterizes ekphrasis, 

prominently distinguishes it from the text from which it emerges. In this sense, ekphrasis 

is part of the text that surrounds it, but it is not exactly of it--neither inside nor outside. 
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Although its status as a "neither-this-nor-that" may have rendered it comparatively 

unimportant in classical rhetoric, it is precisely this spatial positioning that modern 

readers of ekphrasis tend to celebrate. Even as it has become a more encompassing 

strategy of the Western lyric, taking over entire poems rather than contentedly existing as 

an interruptive aside, ekphrasis has never been a proper literary genre. It is instead 

considered a mode or textual practice. Historically then, ekphrasis recognizes, embraces, 

and as I hope my analysis reveals, celebrates its peripheral status. Seen from this angle, 

"paragone" might be better read as "parergon." Ekphrasis does not so much represent 

comparison or even contest between the visual and verbal as it concerns itself with the 

productively peripheral space created by their meeting. Ekphrasis not only takes place at 

the limit of the arts, but it concerns itself metapoetically with limits, boundaries, borders, 

margins, and peripheries. It is both parergon and parergonal.  

Although hardly the coiner of the term, Jacques Derrida brings "parergon" back 

into critical and theoretical usage in The Truth in Painting. In "The Parergon," he argues 

for the essentially destabilizing force of that which exists primarily on the margin in 

aesthetics. Derrida uses a number of terms to describe the parergon; it is, however, his 

attention to the parergon as frame that informs my reading of ekphrastic poetry. The 

parergon as frame is a specific type of limit or margin; it is not merely a supplement that 

happens to be proximate to the ergon, or the work of art, in the way that a term like 

"ornament" might suggest; the figure of the frame clearly evokes an enclosure that 

delimits and defines space. In this way, the figure of the frame simultaneously represents 

the peripheral as unimportant, insignificant, and weak, but also as essential, definitional, 

and structurally forceful. For this reason, ekphrasis might be more productively 
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visualized and spatialized as a permeable frame rather than a lineated hyphen. And its 

status as such betrays the degree to which this literary mode's marginality evidences both 

weakness and power.  

It is for precisely this reason that philosopher Charles Taylor turns to the frame in 

A Secular Age. According to Taylor, "the immanent frame is common to all of us in the 

modern West... Some of us want to live it as open to something beyond; some live it as 

closed. It is something which permits closure, without demanding it" (544). The 

invocation of the secular and its attendant opposite, the sacred, should come as no 

surprise in the study of ekphrasis. After all, ekphrastic criticism spends a great deal of 

discursive time considering the enchantment, enthrallment, and captivation that 

necessarily occurs when a text meditates on a visual representation. As Taylor's thesis 

regarding the secular shares with Derrida's parergonal frame an attraction to the 

permission of closure, "without demanding it," the parergonal art of ekphrasis is surely a 

valuable interlocutor in the various conversations about the place of the sacred in 

contemporary literature and culture.  

The ekphrastic poetry I discuss in the following chapters is manifestly concerned 

with the productive fluidity of limits in a variety of ways. And although each poem all 

emerges from dramatically different cultural contexts across the twentieth century, they 

all evince a poetics that sometimes subtly, and other times forcefully, weakens any and 

all constraint. . Most of the poems here do not explicitly address what might be 

conventionally defined as the sacred; however, their ekphrastic gestures dramatically 

destabilize the rigid demarcations that philosophy and theology have drawn between the 

sacred and the secular. Through their dextrous employment of the figure of the frame, 
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these poems call into question the supposedly irrevocable disenchantment secularism has 

wrought on the modern world. 

In spite of its period-specific title, what follows is not necessarily a historically-

grounded investigation of American poetry. The chapters are not chronological or 

teleological. The primary organization that governs each chapter concerns the poetry's 

use of trope. I begin my analysis at the end of the twentieth century. The first chapter 

addresses the figure of the frame as it is represented in A.E. Stallings's in "Empty Icon 

Frame" and Jorie Graham's "San Sepolcro." These are the only two poems in Framing the 

Sacred that are explicit in their treatment of the sacred, in that their ekphrastic objects are 

icons of the Virgin Mary. The frames these two poems represent and construct take on 

the force of sacred thresholds that instead of effecting passage beyond, relocate the sacred 

within the threshold. As a consequence the poems render the sacred as occupying a 

highly ambivalent and uncertain space. 

The rest of the poems treated in Chapters Two through Four are anything but 

emphatic in their concern for the sacred or for framing. The treatment of the sacred 

within these poems is subtle and the frames that appear within them are entirely 

conceptual. Chapter Two's treatment of still life and Chapter Three's handling of the self-

portrait approach these two genres as formal methods of containment, as structural 

frames that both bind and release their subject matter in a way that recalls Taylor's 

immanent frame. Chapter Two's analysis of William Carlos Williams's "Pot of Flowers" 

and Wallace Stevens's "The Poems of Our Climate" registers the trope of stillness that 

figures so prominently in ekphrastic criticism since the publication of Murray Krieger's 

influential and polarizing essay, "The Ekphrastic Principle and the Still Movement of 
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Poetry; or Laokoön Revisited," even as they represent a restless force at work in the 

ekphrastic objects. I argue that the process by which these two poems undermine the 

stillness of still life and the stillness of ekphrasis reveals that the stirring potency within 

the poems is sacred in nature. The poems intentionally deploy the characteristically 

profane and static painted genre of still life in an effort to assert a radically different 

vision of the sacred as a weak power, or what contemporary theologian John Caputo calls 

the “power of powerlessness” (Caputo, The Weakness 13). 

Although the work of Caputo only appears in Chapter Two, "Still Life and the 

Restless Event," his celebration of "weak theology" in After God and The Weakness of 

God greatly informs my reading of the sacred throughout Framing the Sacred. He argues 

that “The majesty or glory of the name of God does not lie in the power of a strong force 

but in something ‘unconditional,’ undeconstructible, but without an army, without actual 

force, real or physical power (“Spectral” 64). Not only does this force exist outside the 

bounds of the dialectical, it exceeds deconstruction, but it can only come to us by way of 

its name, a kind of container that is necessarily provisional and itself weak in accordance 

with the nature of the potent force it names. 

The still life and the self-portrait have all the trappings of such weakness when 

compared to genres that have historically been accorded force and power. The still life 

celebrates the small, the diminutive, and the mundane. However, Williams's and 

Stevens's ekphrasis renders these characteristics as expressions of the sacred force that 

stirs within them. The self-portrait, on the other hand, conventionally celebrates the self. 

Charles Wright's series of self-portrait poems challenges this convention, rendering the 

self in a process of withdrawal and effacement that links the acts of writing and drawing 
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with faith. Chapter Three's analysis of Wright's self-portrait poems draws on Derrida's 

work in Memoirs of the Blind in order to explore the vulnerability that attends the process 

of drawing and writing. Derrida's use of the term trait--a trace, a line, or most tellingly, 

an outline--reveals that the genre of the self-portrait functions as a conceptual frame that 

impossibly delimits the self. My reading of Wright through the lens of Derrida's work on 

the self-portrait locates in the poems a insistence on the lines that structure and frame the 

subject of the self-portrait rather than an insistence on that which the fills those lines. 

Although hardly a literal frame like Stallings's, Wright's attention to the trait similarly 

privileges the outline, a largely dismissed component of aesthetic practice. While the 

work of Stallings and Graham reveals the frame as a liminal site in which to encounter 

the sacred, Wright's poems celebrate the trait for the part it plays in the blind practice of 

faith. 

The fourth and final chapter of Framing the Sacred concerns the practice of 

collection, another prominent ekphrastic trope. The impulses to accumulate and 

taxonomize largely govern collection. Elizabeth Bishop's "Objects and Apparitions" and 

Marianne Moore's "The Jerboa," however, transform these impulses through a curatorial 

poetics bent on openness rather than containment. As they manifest a desire to 

acknowledge the collection's ability to infinitely exceed the limits that define it, these two 

poems are invested in weakening the power that has historically defined collection. As a 

result, the picture of collection at work in Bishop and Moore looks a lot like the picture of 

the frame in Stallings and Graham.  

In the hands of the ekphrastic poet, the delimited and delimiting space of the 

frame, whether literal, metaphoric, stylistic, conceptual, or theoretical, becomes the very 
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vehicle whereby the sacred can be encountered. Chapter One, "Ekphrastic Thresholds," 

locates the sacred within the threshold of the parergonal frame. Chapter Two, "Still Life 

and the Restless Event," renders the potent and yet weak power that the still life frames 

and names. Chapter Three, "Blind Faith," celebrates the frame as both blind and blinding, 

as it originates from a source of faithful vulnerability. Chapter Four, "Collecting the 

Sacred" emphasizes the generative weakening of the frame of collection as a telling 

expression of the ultimately futile efforts to contain that which is infinite. 

According to Taylor, the immanent frame invites openness and closure to "the 

beyond" in the age of the secular. That is, this frame in which we exist "allows both 

readings, without compelling us to either. If you grasp our predicament without 

ideological distortion, and without blinders, then you see that going one way or another 

requires what is often called a 'leap of faith'" (550). The poems addressed in Framing the 

Sacred err on the side of openness as they destabilize the structural force of the frame. 

Weakened by a peculiarly ekphrastic poetics, the immanent frame opens to a beyond 

defined not by strength and might but by a potent presence that "is liable to be dismissed, 

distorted, or ignored” (Caputo, The Weakness 2). 

Contemporary readers of ekphrasis rightly tend to assert that the paragone; it is 

abundantly clear that images and texts relate to one another in an infinite variety of ways. 

My work in Framing the Sacred, asserts that Derrida's reading of the parergon not only 

productively recasting the convergence of the visual and verbal in ekphrasis, but. Rather 

than pit the two media against one another, I seek a figure whereby I might address how 

the project of ekphrasis is defined by the weakening of seemingly hard and fast binaries. 

Through my analysis of the frame in ekphrastic poetry, it becomes increasingly clear that 
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scholars have underestimated ekphrasis and have overlooked its peculiar ability to 

redefine, reconceptualize, and relocate the sacred in Contemporary American culture. 
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CHAPTER 1 

"Come, we can go in": Ekphrastic Thresholds in A.E. Stallings and Jorie Graham1 

 

“At the slightest touch, asymmetry appears.” 

Gaston Bachelard 

 

Throughout the Hebrew Bible, Yahweh repeatedly commands the Israelites not to 

cross the various material boundaries established to separate Him from their profane 

existence. The language used in English translations to designate such demarcations is 

diverse—limit, barrier, border, veil, screen, curtain, lintel, threshold. Of these terms, the 

threshold is the most diverse in its structural and figural uses in the Hebrew Bible 

primarily because it contains, as well as occupies, space.2  Consequently, the threshold 

often acts like a vestibule or a vessel—a space in which it is possible to tarry, remain, or 

abide—that is quite unlike traditionally one-dimensional demarcations like the veil, 

screen, or curtain. 

The thresholds that lead to the presence of Yahweh are meant to keep people from 

profaning the space of the divine, as well as to protect them from suffering the 

consequences of such a profanation. Entrance of anyone into the Tabernacle or Temple’s 

Holy of Holies, except for the High Priest once a year, defiles the name of Yahweh and 

results in the trespasser’s death.3  The specific offense of crossing God’s thresholds, in 

                                                           
1 This chapter has been previously published by the Arizona Quarterly Vol. 70, Number 3, Autumn 2014, 
55-85. See Appendix A for publication and permission information. 
2 One of the Hebrew words for threshold, caphtor, which appears in Judges, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 
Chronicles, Isaiah, and Ezekiel, also designates a basin or bowl (Biblos). 
3 See Exodus 30:10 and Leviticus 16: 2. Aaron, brother of Moses, was the first high priest of the Lord’s 
tabernacle. 
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fact, determines the language used to describe any and all offenses to God: “transgress” 

and “trespass.”  Both verbs involve stepping (“gress”) or passing (“passare”) beyond 

(“trans”) a determined marker—material in the case of the threshold and moral in the 

case of sin. Without the threshold space, there is no place for hesitation before entering 

God’s presence; there is no opportunity to turn back or return before crossing into the 

sanctum sanctorum.  

The structuring force of the threshold affected how Western civilization 

conceived of the human relationship to the divine on a daily basis—in the ritual practices 

of worship, in the veneration of images, in the observance of consecrated spaces and 

objects, in the practice of doctrine, and in the clerical hierarchy. However, the threshold 

as it appears in discourse about the theology of images has had a particularly polarizing 

effect on the history of Judeo-Christian religions. For example, in the long-fought battle 

against iconoclasm, the threshold became a prominent figure for the sacred value of 

images. The conception of an image as a potential threshold to the divine has the ability 

to transform an idol into an icon and vice versa. In her introduction to Mircea Eliade’s 

Symbolism, the Sacred and the Arts, Diane Apostolos-Cappadona explains:  

Icon is distinguished from idol. Worshipping an icon is not an idolatrous activity, 

for the devout pray through the icon to the sacred presence manifested therein. In 

that sense, the icon is a threshold, a window to a sacramental encounter. It is a 

centering point for meditation and contemplation that leads towards the possibility 

of a spiritual encounter that is fundamentally grounded in an aesthetic experience. 

(xiii) 
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Through the trope of the threshold, Apostolos-Cappadona reveals the captivation and 

transport to which all religious icons aspire. Consistent with the discourse surrounding 

icons, Apostolos-Cappadona moves to distinguish the icon tradition from that of the idol 

specifically in the former’s ability to facilitate passage from the profane to “a sacramental 

encounter.” 

The distinction between idol and icon is entirely contingent on the religious or 

theoretical proclivities of the one who asserts the significance of such a difference. For 

example, the anthropological perspective of Apostolos-Cappadona and Mircea Eliade, 

both historians of religion, emerges from ethnographic observations of the practices of 

“the devout.”  But as Ken Gross argues in his literary study of idols in Spenser’s Faerie 

Queen, the distinction between the icon and the idol thematizes the problems inherent in 

all image-making, whether pictorial or verbal. Tellingly, he employs the same threshold 

trope as Apostolos-Cappadona; he does so, however, in the service of the idol: 

A proper poetics of idolatry would place us at a threshold. To find the idea of the 

idol in all of its seriousness means seeing in it a category that cuts across many of 

our conventional distinctions between the sacred and the profane, the divine and 

the demonic, the aesthetic and the religious, the subjective and the objective, the 

figurative and the literal. (27) 

On the other side of the icon-as-threshold there presides the sacred, the divine. The idol-

as-threshold reveals that the “conventional distinctions” once thought to be policed by 

thresholds are instead destabilized by them. While Gross’s project directs its attention to 

image-making in the early modern era of Spenser’s Faerie Queen, I argue that the 

galvanizing effect of icons and idols has persisted in cultural consciousness well beyond 
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the early modern period, appearing in the poetic imagination as recently as the end of the 

twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. 

This chapter addresses two ekphrastic poems that treat Orthodox Marian icons. 

A.E. Stallings's “Empty Icon Frame” (2006) and Jorie Graham’s “San Sepolcro” (1983) 

are of particular import to the process of discovering the role of the sacred in 

contemporary art and culture. Both poems call into question a variety of “conventional 

distinctions” through depictions of material, metaphoric, and stylistic thresholds. In 

recasting this threshold metaphor in the context of the late twentieth century’s relation to 

the sacred, both poets turn to the poetic mode of ekphrasis to represent the complexities 

of such a task.  

Stallings focuses on a Byzantine Glykophilousa icon of the Virgin and Graham on 

Piero della Francesca’s Madonna del Parto. Both approach their representational objects 

as one would a threshold—as simultaneously a potential vehicle of transport and a 

potentially destabilizing force. Further, the unique formal project of ekphrasis ultimately 

transforms the poems themselves into textual thresholds. That is, ekphrasis produces a 

highly ambivalent relationship between the visual object and the poetic text that mirrors 

the largely indeterminate relationship between the sacred and the profane at the site of the 

threshold.  

The ekphrastic speech act in A.E. Stallings's “Empty Icon Frame” issues from the 

sighting of a material threshold, a wooden icon frame. Beyond its emphatic appearance in 

the poem’s title, the frame all but disappears from the body of the poem. While the last 

thirty years have produced numerous texts devoted to theorizing the ontology of frames, 

it is Derrida’s “The Parergon” that most forcefully accounts for the startling absence of 
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the Byzantine icon frame in Stallings's work and the surprising force of that seeming 

absence on the trajectory of Stallings's poem. 4   

In The Truth In Painting, the collection in which “The Parergon” appears, Derrida 

is concerned with the binaries that underlie the aesthetic theories of Kant, Hegel, and 

Heidegger, particularly their common assumption concerning the difference between that 

which is interior and that which is exterior: a vital distinction for thinking about framing. 

Traditionally a parergon is “something subordinate or accessory to the main subject. 

Hence, more generally: ornamental addition, embellishment” ("parergon", n.).  Kant uses 

this definition of "parergon" in Critique of Judgment and in Religion within the 

Boundaries of Mere Reason, as he discusses the status of picture frames, statue draperies, 

and architectural colonnades in Critique and the bearing of his “Notes” and “General 

Remarks” on his own text, Religion. In Derrida’s estimation, Kant’s use of the term 

demonstrates how “philosophical discourse will always have been against the parergon” 

because that which is not the “principle subject” perpetually threatens to “get the upper 

hand over the essentials” (Derrida, "The Parergon" 54), lest the gilt frame become more 

aesthetically pleasing than the painting it encloses (Kant, Critique 57).  

Stallings's “Empty Icon Frame” posits a scenario in which the parergon appears to 

have got the upper hand simply by outlasting the work it once framed. Her ekphrasis 

fictionalizes what happens the moment when the work, the ergon, has “Dissolved to 

dust” and all that is left is the parerga—in this case, the wooden frame, the archetype, the 

outline (line 2). The way the poem virtually ignores the frame of its title might appear to 

demonstrate the lengths to which discourse will go to reestablish the ergon in what is 

                                                           
4 See Lebenzstijn, “Framing Classical Space"; MacLachlan and Reid, Framing and Interpretation; Duro, 
The Rhetoric of the Frame: Essays on the Boundaries of the Artwork; Wolf and Bernhart, Framing Borders 

in Literature and Other Media; and Minissale, Framing Consciousness in Art. 
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considered its rightful primary place. However, the poetics betray instabilities that 

radically confuse and even reverse the privileged terms set out in multiple binaries, 

through the very figure meant to control them--the parergon. In spite of its emptiness, the 

icon’s frame exerts a subtle power over the speaker’s demarcation of sacred and profane, 

skepticism and devotion, outside and inside, viewer and viewed. The result is the 

ekphrasis of a Byzantine icon, the poetics of which are marked by a desire to cross a 

sacred threshold for continuously conflicting reasons. 

Although neglected in Derrida’s list of parerga, Byzantine icons reveal in their 

own way the complex relationship between works and frames. Unlike the tradition of 

framing in Western European art history, the construction of Greek icons does not 

include frames into which paintings are then placed. In fact, the craftsman first hollows 

out the rectangular wooden panel on which he intends to paint the icon; this process 

creates a raised frame that borders the image, which is ultimately sunken in the center of 

the panel (Cormack 32). The icon frame is structurally one with the image.5  

The icon craftsman’s approach to framing externalizes and materializes Derrida’s 

argument that there is an “internal structural link which rivets them [parerga] to the lack 

in the interior of the ergon." "And this ‘lack’" he writes, "would be constitutive of the 

very unity of the ergon. Without this lack, the ergon would have no need of a parergon. 

The ergon’s lack is the lack of a parergon” ("Parergon" 59-60). Like the icon and its 

frame, ergon and parergon are inextricably bound to one another, one’s very existence 

indispensible to the other.  

                                                           
5 With certain Renaissance artists, such as Masaccio and Piero della Francesca, frames became more 
structural; they began to incorporate the material architectural elements—posts, columns, friezes, 
doorjambs, and lintels—to enclose works like frescoes and altarpieces.  
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Derrida’s terms for work and frame are a useful overlay for the tension between 

the ekphrastic object and the textual ekphrasis and, more largely, between image and 

word—a tension pivotal to Stallings's representations. The lack in the interior of the 

ekphrastic poem is the ekphrastic object. However, it is this lack that precisely constitutes 

“the very unity of the [ekphrastic] ergon” (Derrida, "Parergon" 59). The poetics involved 

in describing and invoking the visual object are what “rivet” it to the ekphrastic poem and 

construct its fictional presence. Such poetics often involve the formal concerns of deixis, 

enargeia, apostrophe, and prosopopeia, all of which reveal through the trope of sight an 

unfulfillable Adamic desire for writing to manifest presence. But in “Empty Icon Frame,” 

the speaker does not give the icon a voice through prosopopeia, nor does she speak 

directly to the icon via apostrophe, and deictic language is largely absent. In fact, there is 

no implicit or explicit fiction of presence in “Empty Icon Frame”; in its stead is the 

heavily descriptive language best exemplified by the lines: 

And haloes gently brushed in powdered gold 

  Ruddy and rich, which this carapace 

   Of silver would replace 

 In time—(lines 17-20) 

Through such emphatically visual language, readers quickly realize that the explicit work 

of the poem’s twenty-eight lines largely appears to be the contemplation of the image that 

the frame might have once held. The subtitle, “Glykophilousa, Virgin of Tenderness,” 

indicates with seeming certainty that the absent image is a Greek Orthodox depiction of 

an embracing Virgin and Child.  
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Stallings's choice of a Byzantine Marian icon as its visual object is the first of 

many factors that stage the poem as a sacred threshold. According to the writings of 

Andrew of Crete in the late seventh century and early eighth, during the Iconoclast 

period, the first depiction of the Virgin and Child was painted from life by Saint Luke 

when the Christ Child was first born. Andrew’s account attempts to prove the legitimacy 

and authenticity of all subsequent icons of the Virgin and Child (Cormack 14).6  In 

another account, the Holy Mother herself authenticates the image by saying, “My 

blessing shall be with it.”7  In the viewing and veneration of all icons, the authority of the 

original icon—always divinely inspired whether it was painted from life or personal 

revelation—extends to each and every copy that follows it; the icon’s power to connect 

the believer to the divine does not diminish even if it is a copy of an original.  

Because the icon frame is empty, the poem emphatically demonstrates the 

speaker’s synthesis of a dynamic tradition of Virgin and Child images into a single work. 

The speaker’s assertion, “We know the archetype, so we can see / From outlines, the old 

attitudes,” (line 9-10) suggests a certainty about the work that is incongruent not only 

with the nature of the history and tradition of icons, but also with the dynamism that the 

image ultimately manifests through the poem.8  Furthermore, the unspecified “archetype” 

                                                           
6 In Adversus Constantnum Caballinum, Andrew of Crete defends the image’s origin: “All of the people of 
old have said that the apostle and evangelist Luke painted with his own hands the incarnate Christ and his 
pure Mother.”  The original text, translated from the Greek, appears in Pentcheva, 124. 
7 This account appears in The Letter of the Three Patriarchs, a mid-ninth-century anti-iconoclastic text. 
Translated from the Greek, this passage also appears in Pentcheva, 125. 
8 Some historians argue that the glykophilousa and its type originate from a tenth-century Cappadocian 
derivation of the Hodegetria (Duggan 31). Often represented as a bust, the Virgin leans her head slightly 
toward the son who supports Himself on her; the Christ-child embraces his mother by putting his arm 
around her neck. His fingers often appear behind his mother’s shoulders. He presses his face to the 
Virgin’s; they are cheek to cheek. And the outline of the child’s head is enclosed within the space of his 
mother’s face. While these features may make classification of the glykophilousa possible and useful to 
some, the proliferation of Virgin and Child icons and their innumerable combinations of nuanced visual 
cues make the classification of Virgin images delicate and misleading to others in the art historical field. 
According to Belting, Byzantine icons' dizzying combinations of conventions suggest that they are not 
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here may be that of the Biblical Virgin and Child, or it may be that of a more general 

mythic version of Mother and Child, or a combination of these.  Frustratingly, this line, 

despite the flippancy of “we know” and “we can see,” is what sets in motion the entire 

speech act of the poem. Because “we know,”  “we can see” the Madonna and Child. 

Even though most of the poem’s lines are concerned with rendering the icon’s 

composition rather than the empty icon frame or the unidentified archetype, the poem 

cannot shake the topoi that accompany frames in literature, visual culture, and 

philosophy—boundary and expanse, limitation and freedom, inclusion and exclusion, and 

interiority and exteriority and the legislation of such binaries—specifically on account of 

its enigmatic title. Even from its parergonal position, Stallings's title is the first of many 

markers that the ekphrastic speech act is highly ambivalent. “Empty Icon Frame” initially 

reads like a dated comment on the absence of God or the deterioration of and irreverence 

for the sacred object. As the poem advances and imagines the image the frame once 

housed in vibrant detail, the clichéd symbolism of such a reading is less viable. Perhaps 

the title reveals the struggle between the ergon and the parergon of which Kant is so 

cautious in the Third Critique: that is, the ergon always stands in opposition to its 

parerga. “Empty Icon Frame” appears to extract from its lines the wooden icon frame that 

is the material catalyst for its ekphrasis and anxiously casts it into the secondary position 

of title in an effort to devote its lines entirely to re-imagining and re-presenting the absent 

icon of the Virgin and Child rather than explicitly contemplating the frame. However, the 

success of the poem’s excision of the frame from its verses depends on the degree to 

which titles relate to their works. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

fixed images that adhere to strict iconographic rules, but rather fluid and dynamic groupings of conventions 
that obey their prospective viewers' theological needs (281). 
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In Paratexts, Gérard Genette explores the significance of titles, forewords, and 

dust-jackets in the reading process: 

More than a boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, a threshold, or –a 

word Borges used apropos of a preface—a "vestibule" that offers the world at 

large the possibility of either stepping inside or turning back. It is an "undefined 

zone" between the inside and the outside, one without any hard and fast boundary 

on either the inward side (turned toward the text) or the outward side (turned 

toward the world’s discourse about the text. (2) 

Genette’s language explicitly equates titles with thresholds. A title like “Empty Icon 

Frame” collapses the paratext of the poem and the parergon of the icon into a multi-

layered entrance space that cannot be simply categorized as exterior or supplementary. 

Immensely concerned with the titles of his own work, Derrida refuses to accept 

the conventional primacy of work to parergon. Early in “The Parergon,” he interrogates 

the relationship between work and title and the kind of language that might qualify that 

relationship: 

What is the topos of the title?  Does it take place (and where?) in relation to the 

work?  On the edge?  Over the edge?  On the internal border?  In an overboard 

that is re-marked and reapplied, by invagination, within, between the presumed 

center and the circumference?  Or between that which is framed and that which is 

framing in the frame?  Does the topos of the title, like that of a cartouche, 

command the "work"  from the discursive and juridical instance of an hors-

d’oeuvre, a place outside the work, from the exergue of a more or less directly 

definitional statement, and even if the definition operates in the manner of a 



29 
 

performative?  Or else does the title play inside the space of the "work," 

inscribing the legend, with its definitional pretension, in an ensemble that it no 

longer commands and which constitutes it—the title—as a localized effect? 

("Parergon" 24) 

The rhetorical force of Derrida’s questions is a result of how difficult they are to answer. 

In the case of Stallings's poem, the title does not seem to fulfill the role of commanding 

“cartouche,” as it has a far more subtle impact on the poem, perhaps more in keeping 

with Derrida’s final question. “Empty Icon Frame” appears to “play inside the space of 

the ‘work,’” exerting the power of the icon frame, itself a parergon, from the paratextual 

position of title.  

 The subtle and destabilizing energy deployed by the icon frame inside the poem 

appears as early as the first line, which does not explicitly claim an object.  

The preciousness was mortal: pigment and wood—(line 1) 

Although it is safe to suggest that the object to which “preciousness” refers is the icon in 

its entirety—its frame, pigment, wood, and image—the line refuses a secure reading of 

who or what is precious in this quatrain. The use of “preciousness” connotes value as 

well as beauty and tonally hovers between reverence and condescension. The former of 

these two readings is connected to gems and metals and invites a consideration of value 

and rarity. According to the latter of these two interpretations, “preciousness” might be 

read as feminine, trivial, and diminutive, picturesque, overwrought. Either the icon’s 

value “was mortal” or the icon’s “triviality” was mortal. United as they are by the 

denotation “dear,” the reverent and the pejorative connotations housed in “preciousness” 

make it nearly impossible to establish a secure reading of the first stanza’s speech act. 
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The subtlety of the poem’s second word masks the speaker’s position in relation to the 

icon. Looming behind this uncertain line is the wooden frame itself. Precious or not, 

frames characteristically separate that which is precious from that which is common. Its 

fictional presence simultaneously marks the icon’s former value and its present 

monumentality. 

 The language used to describe the materiality of the icon also has the effect of 

animating and spiritualizing it. Particularly the use of “mortal,” as it calls up its attendant 

opposite, suggests that some component of the icon is not mortal and has remained in the 

face of time and deterioration. This is furthered by the Biblical allusions in line two:  

The preciousness was mortal: pigment and wood— 

  Dissolved to dust, they leave behind 

   Vacancies the mind 

 Fills in, imagining the faces good (lines 1-4) 

A frequently used trope for the human body, dust appears as the stuff of creation and 

destruction in Genesis 2 and recurs in Judeo-Christian traditions in reference to human 

mortality.9  What is remarkable about the speaker’s use of this phrase is how it functions 

on a literal as well as figurative level to animate the materials of the icon even as they are 

dead and absent. There is no explicit metaphor that conflates the pigment and wood with 

the human body. In this respect, “dissolved to dust” at the level of utterance is literal in 

its reference to the materiality of the icon. But the phrase’s scriptural resonances enable a 

                                                           
9 Genesis 2: 7 reads, “Then the LORD God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.” And Genesis 3: 19 reads, “By the sweat of 
your brow / you will eat your food / until you return to the ground, / since from it you were taken; / for dust 
you are / and to dust you will return.” The writer of Ecclesiastes similarly uses dust in 3:20:  “All go to the 
same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return." Such verses inform the “The Burial of the Dead” in 
the Church of England’s Common Book of Prayer (n. pag.). 
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figural reading that conflates the material of the icon with the biblical human body. What 

does not disintegrate, what remains after bodily decay, according to the New Testament, 

is the immortal soul. Again, looming behind this quatrain’s concern with what has 

“dissolved to dust” is the wooden frame that has not. It is the physical remnant of the 

deteriorated icon that should characteristically distinguish the animate from the inanimate 

and the mortal from the immortal, but patently refuses to do so in the poem’s first stanza. 

The concept of the remnant appears again in a more explicit form in the poem’s 

first three stanzas as the speaker addresses the deteriorated materials of the icon, 

explaining that they have left behind “vacancies.”  The line break, as well as the 

typography, spatially distances “they leave behind” from “vacancies.” As the reader 

finishes line two, her eyes move all the way back to the left margin, only to follow the 

blank tabbed space to “vacancies.”  In this way even the line breaks demonstrate how 

“vacancies” can be substantive and how they can indeed be a kind of remnant. In the 

language of Derrida’s “The Parergon,” the empty icon frame of the title “plays inside the 

space” of stanza one, disrupting the poem’s definitions of empty and full and present and 

absent when it should be binding and policing them. 

 The material icon frame of the title is, however, not the only parerga that 

disruptively plays within the poetic ergon. In fact, another framing device subtly integral 

to the ekphrastic project of the speaker appears in the third stanza: 

 We know the archetype, so we can see 

  From outlines, the old attitudes, 

   The chroma that eludes 

 Us now, expanse of lapis lazuli (lines 9-12) 
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According to line nine, the speech act originates from a known archetype in addition to 

the physical frame. Some kind of knowledge of Marian iconography enables the “we” to 

“see” as well as to utter the final four complete stanzas of the poem. In fact, “We know 

the archetype” is the beginning of the final full sentence of the entire poem. All of the 

stanzas that follow the speaker’s assertion enumerate the details of the icon image, from 

color to composition.  

This 19-line-long-list that follows “we can see” reveals the intensely complicated 

relationship between knowledge and sight in the icon tradition. The religious icon’s role 

in spiritual knowledge is complex as it promises access to the divine even as it restricts 

this access through a system of often arbitrary signs. According to Hubert Damisch, 

iconography already implies a reference to a cultivated knowledge that pre-exists the 

reading of any specific icon. Both artist and viewer must learn the semiotics of icons in 

order even to identify the image’s content and spiritual resonances. 

The verbs “to know” and “to see” appear across a variety of spiritual discourses. 

“To know” denotes carnal intimacy as well as cognitive awareness, and “to see” denotes 

revelation and vision as well as visual perception. Neither of these two verbs relate to a 

concrete object. At first the verb  “to see” appears to refer to very physical objects—

color, outlines, etc—until the reader recalls the these objects are not material at all; they 

do not exist outside of the imagination of the speaker.10  And the archetype that the 

speaker “knows” remains cognitive and entirely unspecified throughout the poem. 

                                                           
10 The reader’s realization here echoes John Hollander’s definition of “notional ekphrasis,” which 
“describes what doesn’t exist, save in poetry’s own fiction” (209). The problem of presence Hollander tries 
to address in his system of classifying ekphrasis is particularly nuanced by Stallings's work in that the poem 
not only refuses to issue from a stable and material center but also refuses to fictionally construct a stable 
and material center from which to issue. 
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Even though “archetype” is modified by an article, the poem only proffers hints of 

which archetype the speaker knows. Her collective assertion, “we know the archetype,” 

acknowledges that “the archetype” takes the place of a fictional and yet material 

ekphrastic object. She has no tangible need of the icon to catalyze the poem’s speech act. 

Even as the line break separates “we can see” from “From the outlines,” the ekphrasis 

refuses to acknowledge its need for a fictionally present visual object for its poetic 

meditation. The enjambment suggests that the speaker no longer enacts the “filling in” of 

stanza one but rather the “seeing” of stanza three. The subtle shift from the “fills in” of 

stanza one to “can see” of stanza three reveals a change in the speaker’s position towards 

the image. Initially, the image has priority and is at least partial in its material existence; 

but by the third stanza’s shift to the act of seeing, the archetype and the speaker’s 

understanding of it has priority.  

The conclusion to “Empty Icon Frame” returns the poem to a concern with 

remnants, the final line questioning whether or not “Love [might] outlast its glittering 

revetment” (line 28). Although the term “remnant” doesn’t appear explicitly in the 

work’s lines, the verb “outlast” links this concluding line to the parergonal and 

paratextual interests that appear throughout the poem. In the Hebrew Bible, “remnant” 

refers the Lord’s people who continue in their faithfulness in spite of various tribulations 

and appears again in the New Testament to typify the small collective of the saved at the 

coming of the Messiah. It connotes a small, select group. In the case of God’s people, the 

remnant outlasts the great number of unfaithful. In the Hebrew and Greek, the concept 

evokes a sense of something more or something other that escapes some totalizing 

classification. In this way, the remnant might also be considered in light of the parergon, 
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as a “supplement”, or “by-product” of a system of categorizing. Rather than using 

“saved” or “believer” or “faithful,” which have clear dialectical equivalents, scripture 

frequently conceives of God’s people as the residue of a process. Separated from this 

context, the use of “remnant” feels secondary, suggesting the left-overs. However, in 

scripture the remnant is indeed primary, God’s chosen people. Stallings's final stanza 

chooses a similar approach to parerga: 

Defining absence, as if its silhouette meant 

 That somehow soft flesh could be thirled 

  Forever to the world, 

Or Love outlast its glittering revetment. (lines 25-28) 

The stanza’s introductory phrase, “defining absence,” exceeds a simple opposition of 

presence and absence in a way that bookends the concerns of stanza one’s “they leave 

behind / vacancies” (lines 2-3). Even though “its” in lines twenty-five syntactically refers 

to the previous stanza’s “phantom small hand,” the pronoun as well as its referent here 

function synecdochally for the entire ekphrastic object—the wooden frame as well as the 

icon image (line 21). The stanza’s abstraction as it concludes the poem introduces new 

objects and concepts that are parergonal to the icon image. These include “soft flesh” and 

/ or “Love.”  The language surrounding these parerga is dizzying; the phrases “as if,” 

“could be,” and “or” all refuse to interpret concretely how that which is supplementary to 

the icon might ultimately determine its meaning (lines 24, 25, and 26 respectively). Just 

when the poem appears to have again lost sight of the frame its title announces, the verb 

“thirled,” which means pierced, invites comparison to Derrida’s explanation of how the 

parergon cannot be separated from ergon—the parergon is “riveted” to the ergon as the 
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“soft flesh could be thirled / Forever to the world.”  Additionally, the verb “outlast” 

returns attention to the material ekphrastic remnant and supplement, the empty wooden 

frame, and metaphorically connects this frame to Love. Here, poised on the threshold of 

wooden frame and on the threshold of the poem itself, the reader encounters the 

numinous in the form of Love. 

 “San Sepolcro,” the opening poem of Jorie Graham’s 1983 Erosion, shares with 

Stallings's work multiple concerns, the most obvious of which is the treatment of Marian 

images. The ekphrastic object in “San Sepolcro” is not technically an icon in the Eastern 

Orthodox use of the term, but the poem and the image on which it meditates both 

manifest their concern with sacred thresholds via the figure of the Madonna. In her essay 

“Motherhood According to Giovanni Bellini,” Julia Kristeva argues that Christian 

theology conceives of maternity as “an impossible elsewhere, a sacred beyond, a vessel 

of divinity, a spiritual tie with the ineffable godhead, and transcendence’s ultimate 

support” (303). Elsewhere in the essay, Kristeva uses the term “threshold” to describe the 

history of metaphorizing the maternal body. Although her argument dramatically revises 

Christian theology, her attention to its use of language recognizes the import of such 

historical definitions in spite of their various failings. Similarly, through the 

contemplation of Piero della Francesca’s Madonna del Parto, Graham’s poem leads the 

reader through a series of thresholds that continually defer sacred experience.  

 “San Sepolcro” is emphatically concerned with representing layered spaces as 

well as constructing layered spaces within its own poetics. Of the multiple speech acts 

that occur within the poem, many are deictic, the speaker pointing out places and objects 

within those spaces. The second line, “I can take you there,” initially reads as a simple 
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assertion of the speaker’s ability to escort the addressee “there.”11  Perhaps, somewhat 

deceptively, the title suggests that “there” is a village in Tuscany, confirmed by the 

speaker’s references to Etruscan architecture in the second stanza. However, the highly 

figurative language that presents the speaker’s credentials as a guide radically qualifies 

the reader’s understanding of “there.”  She explains, “I can take you there, / snow having 

made me / a world of bone seen through to” (lines 2-4). Suddenly this voice no longer 

clearly belongs to a body of flesh. The voice here issues from “a world of bone,” a 

strange, unidentifiable, and desolate place that feels Dickinsonian.12  The use of the word 

“world” problematizes any neat visualization of this metaphor exploding it into spatial 

vastness even while suggesting the blankness of bone stripped of flesh. The speaker 

continues to explain that she is “seen through to.”  Conveying uncertainty on account of 

the preposition with which it concludes, the clause doesn’t clearly articulate where the 

seeing ends or who it is that does the seeing. It is as though the seeing perpetually 

continues without a final object to rest upon; there is no destination for this unidentified 

and disembodied gaze.  It is as though the speaker’s self is unendingly blank.  

Like the speaker’s “world of bone,” the space through which she guides her 

addressee also offers no promise of arrival at some finite destination. Having just 

concluded an explanation of her qualifications as a guide, the speaker begins an indexical 

list of objects:  

This 

                                                           
11 The speaker and the strangely defamiliarized surroundings to which she introduces her addressee invite 
comparison to Virgil’s guidance of Dante through Hell. The consequences of such a comparison include 
the startling possibility that Graham’s “there” is not so different from Dante’s. 

12 The disorienting voice of Dickinson’s speakers is particularly emphatic in "I’ve dropped my Brain – My 
Soul is numb – ," "I cannot live with you –," "My from Myself – to banish –," "I felt a Funeral, in my 
Brain," or "There’s a certain Slant of light." 
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is my house, 

 

my section of Etruscan 

wall, my neighbor’s  

lemontrees, and, just below 

the lower church, 

the airplane factory. (lines 5-11) 

The first half of the list consists of images of boundary and possession. The speaker 

specifically designates the “section of Etruscan / wall” as “my”; the lemontrees that 

follow are possessed by a neighbor that the speaker also designates as “my.”  The speaker 

concludes this list with mention of “the lower church” and “the airplane factory”—having 

moved from the historical, to the mundane, to the religious, and finally to the 

commercial. Although these various sectors of the town—private as well as communal 

and public—present a vision of place, it is in broad, superficial, and seemingly random 

strokes that don’t quite add up to the ambiguous “there” promised in line two.  

The speaker’s attention to this terrain abruptly shifts. Turning inward, the speaker 

considers, “How clean / the mind is, // holy grave.” “Holy grave” is an English translation 

of San Sepolcro, the Tuscan town, and an allusion to Graham’s title. Tonally, the phrase 

revisits the valence of “a world of bone” in the first stanza and refocuses the poem on 

mortality. In Christian mythos, it is the empty tomb in which Christ was buried. The 

utterance, disjointed by a line break and enjambment, may be an apostrophe that 

addresses the town or abruptly renames the addressee; perhaps it is not a form of address 

at all, but rather renames the “clean” mind as a “holy grave”—or “wholly grave”—fully 
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or completely serious, pensive, contemplative. Syntactically each reading is viable; 

however, the lines that follow, introducing Piero della Francesca’s Madonna del Parto, 

suggest that the line is a metaphor comparing the mind to a sepulcher that like Christ’s 

tomb is both full of significance and significantly empty. 

Based on the trajectory of the poem thus far, this metaphor is thematically related 

to the boundaries and enclosures mapped in the terrain of stanzas one through three—the 

mind and the grave are both constructed here as containers. However, this metaphor 

recasts the spatial concerns of the speaker in such a way as to construct the most 

emphatic vision of “there” thus far present in the poem. Up until this point the spaces 

enumerated by the speaker feel metonymic in that they appear to cohere only on account 

of their proximity to one another. With the introduction of “clean mind” and “holy grave” 

the poem seems to advance towards some kind of point at the center of such interiors. 

The adjectives, “clean” and “holy” imply an emptiness to objects that are imaged as 

vessels. As though to clarify her abruptly inward and meditative observation, the speaker 

proffers another dimension to the implicit metaphor, seemingly for the sake of her 

addressee: 

How clean 

the mind is, 

 

holy grave. It is this girl 

by Piero 

della Francesca. (lines 17-21)  
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“This girl” is none other than the Madonna del Parto, a representation of the Virgin about 

to deliver the Christ-Child. 13  Herself a receptacle or vessel, the Madonna becomes a 

figure for the mind as well as the grave alluded to in lines seventeen through nineteen. 

The speaker’s indexical language gestures to Piero’s fresco in a manner that returns the 

project of the poem to that of a journey; now the journey is characterized by a distinct 

movement inwards. The painting has replaced the Tuscan village as a kind of concrete 

“there” at which the speaker and addressee may arrive. Situated almost at the center of 

the poem and emphasized by its enjambment is the line “to go into.”  Although the sense 

of this line refers to the Madonna going into labor, it is the first time that the speaker’s 

language associates her speech act with a process of pointed entrance rather than a 

process of disjointed deixis. 

An example of Hollander’s designation “actual ekphrasis,” “San Sepolcro” 

continues to gesture towards the Madonna del Parto for the rest of the poem’s twenty-six 

lines. However, the fresco’s composition and the poem’s response to it confront the 

viewer and reader with perpetually more thresholds to cross in hopes of arrival. 

Commensurate with the thematics of Graham’s introductory stanzas, Piero’s fresco 

consists of multiple frames—the chapel in which the fresco was originally housed, the 

frame of the painted representation, the curtained pavilion held open by two angels, the 

two angels’ wings that surround the Virgin, and the frame created by the two slashes of 

white in the Madonna’s antenatal dress. Although frescoes are not usually housed within 

three-dimensional frames, during the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century painters commonly 

                                                           
13 This particular Madonna is one of Piero della Francesca’s most famous paintings. The fresco has been on 
exhibit in a former elementary school in Monterchi, Italy, since 1992 when it was restored in honor of the 
quincentary of the artist’s death. Piero painted the fresco behind the altar of a small fourteenth-century 
country church called Santa Maria. At the end of the eighteenth century, the nave of the church was 
demolished and the apse made into its own chapel at the center of a new cemetery.  
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included two-dimensional painted frames to surround the content of their frescoes.14    

However, because the Madonna del Parto in and of itself is nearly life size and the Santa 

Maria chapel is a relatively small structure, the fresco encompassed the entire 

architectural wall upon which it was originally painted and therefore had no need for a 

painted frame to designate its borders (Field 218). In place of a painted frame, Piero 

employs the architectural frame of a tented pavilion. Architectural frames that represent 

sturdy structural columns often appear in Piero’s work; however, Piero reserved soft, 

tented pavilions for two of his most enigmatic frescoes, including the Madonna del Parto 

as well as the Dream of Constantine. Once thought to be employed only in funerary 

monuments, tented pavilions have recently been rediscovered in thirteenth- and 

fourteenth-century Marian iconography of the Virgin and Child (Lavin 197). In 

sepulchral decoration, draperies were represented as being pulled back in order to reveal 

an effigy of the dead. Piero’s fresco reverses this use of the pavilion, making the focus of 

its revelation the pregnant body of the Virgin, “the erect and sturdy promise of new life” 

(Hendy 112). Graham, however, re-envisions that which is at the heart of the Piero’s 

frames as anything but a “promise of new life”: 

 Inside, at the heart, 

is tragedy, the present moment 

 forever stillborn (lines 38-40) 

What the speaker explains resides within the womb of the Virgin accords with the 

introduction of the Madonna in lines seventeen and eighteen, which equate her body with 

a tomb. 

                                                           
14 Famous examples of framed frescoes from Piero’s oeuvre include the twelve panels in the cycle The 

Story of the True Cross that adorns the Capella Maggiore of San Francisco in Arezzo. 
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Piero’s vision of the Virgin’s body does not explicitly consider this implication. 

His compositional approach acknowledges that her body functions as the final interior 

frame leading to the unborn Christ. On account of the intense lapis lazuli of the 

Madonna’s dress, her form takes on a very flat quality. Kenneth Clark sees her body as 

paradoxically “little more than a silhouette” compositionally (54).15  Similarly, Bonnie 

Costello sees the Virgin’s blue mantle as representative of “the threshold nature of the 

icon itself” (384). It functions as a compositional space where the viewer’s eye hesitates 

before it alights on the center of the image. And it is a space that is neither completely 

exterior nor interior in relation to the unborn child at the implicit heart of the fresco. The 

white undergarment beneath the Virgin’s unlaced bodice is the final of the fresco’s 

frames. This sudden whiteness amongst an expanse of dimensionless blue creates a sense 

of radical and unexpected depth to the entire work. The most prominent opening on the 

dress appears in the front along the center of her womb; however, there is another 

opening along her left side, which clearly and emphatically revises Hendy’s interpretation 

that the fresco is a revelation of expectant life. These tears in the garment may be read in 

terms of the violent opening up of the laboring female body, but they also are figures of 

the yet unborn Christ’s future crucifixion wounds. In either reading, the revealed space at 

the heart of the painting is that of painfully exposed recesses of the human body. The face 

of the Madonna does not reflect this pain. Her indexical gesture even more emphatically 

draws the viewer into her bodice and body. The subsequent dissonance between her 

                                                           
15 Clark’s use of “silhouette” reveals an unintentional similitude between Stallings's and Graham’s vision of 
sacred images.  
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unmoved countenance and laborious circumstances places the fresco’s viewer in a 

position of discomfort and confusion.16   

The body of the Virgin elicits the complex emotions that accompany the 

occupation of threshold space. The combination of dread and fear as well as hope and 

desire are primarily what constitute the threshold’s regulatory force. This range of 

threshold emotions not only arises as a response to the proximity of an unknowable 

sacred presence, but also as a response to the “betweenness” and uncertainty that 

characterizes all threshold spaces—sacred or domestic. Neither exclusively the domain of 

the sacred nor the realm of the profane, the threshold is a liminal space like those 

explored by anthropologist Victor Turner.  

In his Forest of Symbols, Turner examines the liminal periods that 

characteristically transpire during rites of passage. Concerning the initiates that undergo 

such rituals, Turner explains, “they are neither one thing nor another; or may be both; or 

neither here nor there; or may even be nowhere (in terms of any recognized cultural 

topography), and are at the very least ‘betwixt and between’ all the recognized fixed 

points in space-time of structural classification” (97). The initiate’s occupation of this 

“betwixt and between” is necessary to his passage into the “structural realm” of society 

(110).  

In the Madonna Del Parto, the representation of the Virgin Mother’s body as a 

boundary to be crossed makes highly ambivalent the process by which one might 

discover the sense of the sacred. The Virgin is in a state of being “betwixt and between” 

herself. Like Turner’s initiates, she is “neither one thing nor another.”  For this reason, 

                                                           
16 Piero’s willingness to potentially elicit such a response from his viewers precedes similar impulses in the 
Mannerist painters by about one hundred years. 
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the viewer is entranced by the invitation to enter her bodice, anxious about the violence 

inherent in that entrance, and uncertain concerning the repercussions of such a violation.  

Generally, the “liminal anxiety” that transpires in the threshold is meant to 

obstruct passage completely—as in the Jewish Tabernacle or Temple—or momentarily—

as in myth and romance.17  The dread and hope specific to Yahweh’s thresholds primarily 

stem from the dual nature of the sacred on the other side of such thresholds. 

Etymologically, the Latin sacer as well as the Hebrew qadash and charam, all used in 

relation to the sacred, denote consecration or the act of setting apart; figures and objects, 

however, can be set apart for diametrically opposed reasons. Therefore, the Latin and the 

Hebrew mean “holy” and “cursed.”  The site of the threshold throws this surprising 

opposition into relief. The threshold site in “San Sepolcro” that most emphatically 

dramatizes this opposition is the body of the Virgin as it houses both the unborn Son of 

God and “tragedy, the present moment / forever stillborn.”  The title of the poem and the 

“holy grave” at the center of the poem both radically condense the problematic 

etymology of sacer. What the Virgin carries in her womb is both “holy” and “cursed.”  

Angus Fletcher argues that “at the threshold these differences are exactly what is put into 

question. The threshold tries the sense of the holy” (150-151). Even as the threshold 

“tries the sense of the holy,” it cannot ultimately discover the sense of the sacred because 

the sacred is, to borrow Rudolph Otto’s phrase, ganz andere, or wholly other. Otto 

espouses the belief that it exceeds rational categorization because it “has no place in our 

scheme of reality but belongs to an absolutely different one” (29). At the center of Piero’s 

fresco it is the Word, the Logos, that “belongs to an absolutely different” order of reality. 

What is at the center of Graham’s poem, however, is far less concrete. 
                                                           
17 “Liminal anxiety” is a phrase used by Angus Fletcher in “Positive Negation (140). 
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In his Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Émile Durkheim further complicates 

the nature of the sacred’s status as “wholly other” by addressing its internal 

ambivalence.18  Durkheim argues that there is a kind of “border” that separates the 

sacred’s “auspiciousness” from its “inauspiciousness.”19  This division might appear as 

sharp as the dialectics of “yes” and “no.”  Even so, this seemingly simple geometrical 

opposition is tinged with aggression because, as Gaston Bachelard has noted, “formal 

opposition is incapable of remaining calm” (Bachelard 212). That is, the sacred’s 

“inauspiciousness” is volatile, capable not only of overwhelming its “auspicisousness,” 

but of breaking out of its threshold constraints. As a consequence, the difference between 

interior and exterior and between sacred and profane can become altogether confused in a 

way that mirrors the disorientation in Gerard Manley Hopkins’s “Carrion Comfort”—“O 

which one? is it each one?" (100). This confusion becomes even more apparent as the 

concept of the threshold becomes less material, literal, architectural and more conceptual, 

figurative, and metaphysical. According to Durkheim, “Not only is there no clear border 

between these two opposite kinds [auspicious and inauspicious], but the same object can 

pass from one to the other without changing nature….The ambiguity of the sacred 

consists in the possibility of this transmutation” (415). Durkheim draws attention to the 

                                                           
18 The ambivalence of the sacred has a distinct and pervasive history. According to Giorgio Agamben in 
Homo Sacer, the etymology of sacer is at the root of interest in “the theory of the ambivalence of the 
sacred,” particularly at the end of the nineteenth century. With the publication of W. Robertson Smith’s 
Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, the theory began to appear across and throughout discourse in the 
social sciences up through 1940. Agamben briefly refers to Mauss and Hubert, “Sacrifice”; Wundt, 
Volkerpsychologie; Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life;  Freud, Totem and Taboo; and Callois, 
Man and the Sacred as texts across the social sciences that are dependent on W. Robertson Smith’s concept 
of ambivalence. For Agamben’s purposes, the spread of this theory results in assumed and generalized 
religious terms detrimental to the study of political structure.  
19 Nineteenth-century interest in the auspiciousness and inauspiciousness of the sacred is most prominent in 
Romantic poetry. William Blake is perhaps the most obvious poet who asserts the generative power of the 
highly ambivalent and potentially aggressive nature of the sacred. This assertion invests the corpus of his 
work with dialectical play. 
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instability of the category on the other side of the threshold and Bachelard emphasizes the 

aggression and danger of binding and separating that category from the profane. 

The Logos in Graham’s poem is accordingly ambivalent. Once the poem suggests 

that this substantial and present destination might be the Logos at the heart of Piero’s 

Madonna del Parto, its simple journey is rendered completely unstable. The poem’s 

advance towards the Logos feels endless; the crossing of a threshold or frame leads to yet 

another crossing. The speaker’s language “defers the moment of encountering the thing 

itself, the moment at which we could lay hold of it, consume or expend it, touch it, see it, 

have a present intuition of it” (Derrida, “Différance” 138). The différance at work in the 

speaker’s language enables this deferral, but it is the fluid category of the sacred Logos 

that ultimately causes the poem to perpetually defer a sense of arrival. Jonathan Smith 

argues, "There is nothing that is inherently sacred or profane. These are not substantive 

categories, but rather relational categories, mobile boundaries which shift according to 

the map being employed. There is nothing that is sacred in itself, only things sacred in 

relation" (J.Z. Smith 55). In Smith’s schema, the only substantive categories for 

understanding the sacred and profane are the “mobile boundaries,” borders, limits, and 

thresholds that man himself constructs, imposes, and shifts. That is, the vision of 

logocentrism at work in Graham’s poem is highly qualified—insubstantial, relative, and 

mobile.  

 “San Sepolcro,” like the painting upon which it meditates, consists of various 

thresholds and frames through and across which the speaker guides the reader—from the 

layered Tuscan village to the painting, to the “unbuttoning” dress (line 21), to “inside, at 

the heart” (line 38). The first two lines of the poem may read as a promise to get to a 
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“there,” but Graham’s work maintains Piero’s fascination with entrance ad infinitum. 

Graham’s speaker associates this movement inward towards the Logos with the essence 

of life. In an unsettling moment in the fifth stanza, the speaker assures the addressee, 

“Come, we can go in. / It is before / the birth of god” (lines 25-27) and in the following 

stanza, “This is / what the living do: go in” (lines 32-33). The former of these two 

assurances still hovers between the literal and figurative realm. “In” and “before” may 

still refer to the space and time of the painting. But the latter of these two utterances 

signals that the poem’s address circuit is not wholly comprised of flesh and blood human 

beings—the addressee and perhaps the speaker herself are not definitively members of 

“the living.” The speaker’s deictic gesture combined with the instructional tone that 

follows it suddenly separates the addressee from “the living” as well. Neither side of this 

address circuit can be absolutely characterized as alive.20 

The penultimate poem in Graham’s Erosion is also concerned with framing, 

boundaries, and thresholds. In the ekphrastic “At Luca Signorelli’s Resurrection of the 

Body,” the speaker contemplates the need to tell the painted figures, “that there is no / 

entrance, / only entering” (line 55-57). Graham’s lines convey endless movement 

congruent with Eliade’s and Fletcher’s definitions of the threhsold. Eliade suggests that 

the threshold is “the paradoxical place where those worlds [profane and religious] 

communicate, where passage from the profane to the sacred world becomes possible” 

(The Sacred and the Profane 25). The idea of communication implies a sense of 

reciprocity that Fletcher addresses further: “The threshold unmakes the dialectic of inside 

and outside, replacing it by an unmediating passage between. Its motto: Readiness is all” 

                                                           
20 The strangely liminal status of speaker and addressee again invites comparison to the respective status of 
Virgil and Dante as they travel through Hell. 
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(140). The posture of passage and readiness suggested by Eliade and Fletcher is generally 

one of suspension, which acknowledges the spatial and temporal disorientation that 

accompanies the threshold’s defiance of the dialectics of inside / outside and sacred / 

profane.  

In spite of its own threshold-induced sense of readiness and suspension, “San 

Sepolcro” is also characterized by the strange dynamism created through the figure of the 

threshold. This sense of movement occurs across the space of Graham’s “San Sepolcro” 

and implies the repeated transgression of marked boundaries. The poem achieves this 

primarily through an abundance of prepositions. It is particularly the repeated use of “in” 

that suggests the speaker and her addressee are successfully moving through various 

delimited spaces. Most of the speaker’s uses of “in” occur after her invitation to “come” 

in line twenty-five. In the twenty-one lines that follow this command and conclude the 

poem, the speaker refuses to signal an absolute arrival. First she appears to offer 

justification for why it is an appropriate time to “go in”— 

 Come, we can go in. 

It is before 

the birth of god. No-one 

has risen yet 

to the museums, to the assembly  

line—bodies 

 

and wings—to the open air 

market. (lines 25-32) 
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The “it” of line twenty-six situates the speaker in the time and space of the painting. 

However, the lines that follow situate the speaker in the time and space of modern 

Tuscany. The speaker’s use of the modal auxiliary, “can,” in line twenty-five reveals the 

importance of time and space in making entrance possible. The collapsed sense of time—

before the birth of the Christ or His resurrection and before museum-goers and plane 

manufacturers get out of bed in the morning—only further confuses the referent(s) of the 

preposition “in.”  As though this confusion registers with the addressee, the speaker 

assures,  

This is 

what the living do: go in.  

It's a long way (lines 32-34)  

The use of “this” is ambiguous, reading as a gesture that indicates the speaker and 

addressee are currently engaged in entering as well as a gesture that indicates the speaker 

has yet to convince the addressee to enter. Neither reading of “this” definitively locates 

the address circuit in relation to the space of entrance, but the speaker’s shift from an 

indexical “this” in line thirty-two to “it’s” in line thirty-four distances her in some 

measure from the act of entrance she explains to her addressee.  Even though the poem’s 

final lines continue to describe the entrance using the present tense and gerunds, the 

speaker’s language never deictically gestures towards what she describes; the speaker’s 

language no longer actively constructs a fiction of presence via “this” and “there.”  And 

her last explicit form of address is the invitation “come” in line twenty-five. It is as 

though she is no longer co-present with her addressee.   
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This shift in the poetic speech act turns the remaining lines that describe the “long 

way” into an intensely inward meditation.  

 And the dress keeps opening 

  from eternity 

 

 to privacy, quickening. 

  Inside at the heart, 

 is tragedy, the present moment 

  forever stillborn (lines 35-40) 

The disappearance of the speaker’s former gestural language again furthers the confusion 

as to whether there is ultimately a finite destination, a “there” where the speaker and 

addressee can arrive. In fact, the poetics in these final lines feel centrifugal when they 

might have been expected to feel centripetal. The poem’s concluding lines comprise three 

sentences, the first of which is end-stopped and abrupt in spite of its attention to duration: 

“It’s a long way” (line 34). The sentence that follows expands into three lines; and the 

final sentence unrolls across eight lines. The lengthening syntax mirrors the eternally 

opening dress of the Virgin to which the speaker attends in line thirty-five and furthers 

the work of the multiple gerunds through the last three stanzas. The speaker’s “opening,” 

“quickening,” “going,” “coming,” and “finding” refer simultaneously to the actions of the 

represented Virgin, to those who enter, and to an unidentified “something.”   

 Even though the speaker describes what is “at the heart,” the poem refuses to 

end with what she discovers there, “tragedy, the present moment / forever still born.”  

The speaker's focus instead concludes with the experience of “going in.”  Her use of 



50 
 

“but” redirects attention to entrance rather than arrival and revises the stagnancy of 

“stillborn” with a halting and titillating metaphor that compares entrance with disrobing 

the Virgin. 

 but going in, each breath 

  is a button 

 

 coming undone, something terribly 

  nimble-fingered 

 finding all of the stops. (lines 41-45)  

The lack of a subject who enacts the “going in” dramatically confuses the speech act. 

It is not explicit whose “breath / is a button” nor is it clear if that breath belongs to the 

“something terribly / nimble-fingered.”  The ambiguous subject might be the speaker, the 

addressee, the Virgin, or all three. The metaphor which compares breath to buttons, 

however, ambiguously collapses these potential subjects and the Madonna, making their 

breath hers as she labors to deliver the Christ. The dexterous “something” in lines forty-

three and forty-four also seems to refer to the Madonna del Parto whose right hand 

delicately fingers the frontal opening of her birthing robes. The agent of the haltingly 

erotic entrance in the concluding tercet is left unstated. Perhaps these lines metapoetically 

invoke Roland Barthes’ The Pleasure of the Text (1973). The erotics of reading he 

explores therein reminds Graham’s reader that the buttons in “San Sepolocro’s” 

penultimate stanza also belong to the garments of the poem and the nimble fingers to its 

readers. Consequently, each breath, each button, and “all of the stops” are also the 

numerous verbal thresholds, frames employed by Graham. This metaphor is also musical 
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in nature as it compares the body of the Virgin and the body of the poem to a musical 

instrument upon which the reader “plays.”  The multi-dimensional nature of this 

metaphor figures in a number of ways the impossible simultaneity of movement and 

suspension that inhabits the poem. 

 It is unclear whether or not Graham’s speaker is privy to the space at the heart 

of all those buttons and stops. However, “San Sepolcro” conceives of such knowledge as 

experiential, privileged, and/or impossible. The speaker may adduce such a space for her 

addressee, but ultimately, she does not take her companion there. In fact, the final two 

stanzas’ implicit refusal to “go in” emphasizes the speaker’s choice to use the modal 

auxiliary “can” rather than “will” in the second line’s “I can take you there.”  Perhaps this 

early verb choice suggests that the “something” that perpetually obstructs the passage of 

the addressee is indeed the speaker. 

“San Sepolcro” acknowledges the attraction of some centralizing authority at the 

center of experience. Its ekphrastic object literally figures this authority as the Christian 

Logos, the unborn Savior of the world. Graham’s work considers this Logos a “stillborn” 

“tragedy.”  The ekphrastic project, however, does not aim to arrive at this fatalistic end in 

spite of the number of thresholds, frames, and passages that appear throughout its lines. 

The entrance to such a space has no end. As a consequence, the conventionally conceived 

encounter with a sacred other is perpetually deferred. In place of this encounter is an 

ambiguously erotic process of unbuttoning that happens on the threshold that is the 

Virgin’s body as well as on the threshold that is the body of the poem.  

The juxtaposition of Stallings's “Empty Icon Frame” and Graham’s “San 

Sepolcro” reveals two distinct processes that emerge from a similar desire to 
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meaningfully cross that which separates the profane and mundane world from the sacred 

and wholly other world of the divine. Stallings's work concerns the interrogation of the 

structure that binds the profane—the frame, the parergon, the supplement—to the 

sacred—the work, the ergon, the principle object. Such inescapable bondage in “Empty 

Icon Frame” makes crossing thresholds a vexed and ultimately impossible endeavor. 

Graham’s poem emphasizes the obstruction and deferral that consequently accompany 

the Logocentrism inherent in any desire to cross. Although both poems centrally employ 

the figure of the threshold to accomplish these diverse aims, Stallings's poetic threshold 

ultimately proffers the possibility that this binding principle can become imbued with the 

characteristics of the numinous, namely “Love,” whereas Graham’s poetic threshold 

tempts and teases and concludes only with the certainty that the process of unbuttoning is 

without end. 

Stallings and Graham both literalize the figurative force of frames. Like the figure 

of the threshold, the frame is “a boundary zone of experience where the origins of art and 

religion are one” (Rabinovitch xv). The diverse frames at work throughout these works 

situate the reader / viewer on a threshold. Poised in such a space, she doesn’t encounter a 

numinous sacred other but participates in processes of framing and unframing, of desire 

and deferral, that give rise to sacramental experience. 

 

 

 

 

 



53 
 

CHAPTER 2 

Still Life and the Restless Event in the Poetry of William Carlos Williams and Wallace 

Stevens 

 

"But still life pitches itself at a level of material existence where nothing exceptional 

occurs: there is a wholescale eviction of the Event." 

Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked 

 

Cornelius Norbertus Gijsbrechts’s Trompe-l’oeil: The Reverse of a Framed 

Painting famously depicts the highly unstable relationship between work and frame just 

over two hundred years before Derrida explores it in “The Parergon.” The oil painting 

deceptively collapses the distinction between ergon and parergon by taking the back of a 

canvas as its subject matter with such hyperrealism that the viewer is tempted to touch it 

in order to determine whether or not it is a painting. With no definitive object upon which 

to alight, the viewing eye instead looks into an abyme not unlike the one Diego 

Velásquez creates in Las Meninas. Because the trompe-l’oeil tradition shares historic and 

aesthetic concerns with still life, The Reverse of a Framed Painting often appears 

alongside conventional Dutch still life paintings in art catalogues and in museum 

exhibitions. Not all trompe-l’oeil are still lifes, and not all still lifes are trompe-l’oeil; 

Gijsbrecht’s painting, however, falls into both categories. The Reverse of a Framed 

Painting participates in still life’s attraction to the materiality of the quotidian, to the 

tension between surface and depth, and to the thematic of containment even as it neglects 

the objects that characteristically appear in still life—kitchen wares, hunted game, fruit 
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and vegetables, table settings, flowers, instruments, weapons, and books. In the absence 

of such objects the viewer must consider the details of painterly production that are 

usually marginal, supplemental, or in Derrida’s terms, parergonal. 

Unlike the depiction of human beings in history painting or in portraiture, still life 

appears not to gesture towards exceeding the bounds of its grasp. Bonnie Costello 

compares it to a parenthesis, “Like the cupping of a hand, it gathers and holds before us a 

small portion of the flux. It bespeaks the value of containment and framing which 

forestalls dissipation of radiation, small orders to satisfy for a time in a world that can 

sometimes seem overwhelming” (11).  

Almost all discourse on still life painting asserts its humility as a genre. Norbert 

Schneider’s historical and visual recording of still life begins with attention to the 

seventeenth-century Parisian hierarchy of dignified painting. At the top of this ordered 

schema are historical paintings of events from the Bible and Greek and Roman myth, 

then paintings of achievements of the state, and finally paintings of people, or portraiture. 

Animals, landscapes, and still life are the very lowest of painterly genres because they 

depict the soulless, the non-corporeal, and the inanimate (Schneider 7-8). According to 

Guy Davenport in Objects on a Table: Harmonious Disarray in Art and Literature 

(1998): 

Still life is a minor art, and one with a residue of didacticism that will never 

bleach out; a homely art. From the artist’s point of view, it has always served as a 

contemplative form useful for working out ideas, color schemes, opinions. It has 

the same relation to larger, more ambitious paintings as the sonnet to the long 
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poem…the sonnet is their study book and their confessional, their meditative 

form. (9) 

Davenport’s use of “homely” is connotatively various; while he is primarily concerned 

with the suggestion of seeming ordinariness, plainness, and simplicity, the root of these 

meanings comes from the term’s relationship to domesticity. In this way, the term also 

refers to still life’s realm—the interior of the home. The OED notes that “homely” 

consequently suggests that an environment is “cozy or comfortable.” It also houses a 

class-based connotation in relation to the ordinariness of such a domicile; that which is 

“homely” is also rustic or uncouth. In spite of the inflection of class at work in the term, it 

can also be used more generally to describe how one might feel a sense of familiarity 

with someone or something; that is, it reminds one of home. For all of these reasons, 

Davenport rightly notes that the still life is a form employed by nearly every artist even as 

it is largely considered a "minor art." 

 Charles Sterling’s Still Life Painting describes the Greek and Roman relation to 

still life using the terms "rhopography" and "megalography": 

A still life painting was originally designated in Greek by the term "rhopography" 

(i.e. depiction of insignificant objects, of odds and ends); then, forcing the 

pejorative nuance a little, it was mockingly baptized '"rhyparography" (i.e. 

painting of the sordid)…Now too the term ‘megalography’ (i.e. large-scale 

painting) was coined in contradistinction to rhopography. But it was not so much 

a matter of size as of the nature of the subject, the latter category corresponding to 

our minor genre as contrasted with the grand manner. (27) 
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That is, the insignificance categorically ascribed to still life is a result of the reach of its 

subject matter. Somehow the nature of mundane objects, such as kitchen wares, hunted 

game, fruit and vegetables, table settings, flowers, instruments, weapons, and books, 

invites the viewer to conceive of the still life as successfully representing objects 

conducive to containment.21   

The “small portion” (Costello 11) still life attempts to contain and frame—the 

soulless, the non-corporeal, and the inanimate—is ultimately what makes it a pervasive 

and yet marginal genre when compared to genres interested in the human, the epic, and 

the historical. Given this context, Gijsbretcht’s The Reverse of a Framed Painting is 

doubly marginal, supplemental, parergonal; it represents a margin in a marginal genre. In 

spite of this, the surface of the painting paradoxically explodes into an unknowable and 

unending depth. Norman Bryson’s discussion of The Reverse of a Framed Painting 

draws on The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis in order to address this 

kind of tenuous control that is characteristic of the trompe-l’oeil: 

Jacques Lacan talks of the way visual experience is never fully organized by a 

centralized ego; there is always an excess in vision over and beyond what the 

subject can master in sight. Trompe-l’oeil painting unfolds in exactly this area of 

insufficient control, where instead of the objects’ obeying the subject’s sovereign 

gaze, they slip out beyond it and usurp the visual field. (143) 

Although Bryson’s argument specifically concerns trompe-l’oeil and the viewer’s gaze, 

the “insufficient control” operating in this particular category of still life is certainly 

paradigmatic of the entire genre. That is, in spite of its humble attention to mundane 

objects and its compositional and stylistic efforts to contain them, still life stirs with 
                                                           
21 This list in large part emerges from the taxonomic chapter headings that constitute Schneider’s Still Life. 
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something that threatens to “slip out” of the painting’s control. According to Bryson’s use 

of Lacan, the viewer is threatened with the possibility that the represented objects might 

become unwieldy and even overpowering on account of the visual “excess” that defines 

their rendering. Worth consideration here is the story of Moses's request to see the glory 

of his God at the end of Exodus 33. God agrees but with one condition; Moses can only 

look upon His back after He has passed. Even as Gijsbrecht's painting appears controlled, 

revealing only its back to the viewer, its hyper-realistic participation in the genre of still 

life overwhelms the gaze of its viewer with its potent excess. 

In a disciplinary context that would seem to be entirely disparate from that of 

aesthetics, reluctant theologian John Caputo, in The Weakness of God, further 

complicates the effects of hyper-realism:  

By…hyper-realism I mean the excess of the promise, of the call, of the endless 

provocation of an event that calls us beyond ourselves, down unplotted paths and 

into unexplored lands, calling us to go where we cannot go, extending us beyond 

our reach. Hyper-reality reaches beyond the real to the not-yet real, what eye has 

not yet seen nor ear yet heard, in the open-endedness of an uncontainable, 

unconstrictable, undeconstructible event. (The Weakness 11-12) 

Bryson and Caputo share the term “excess” and “beyond” in the service of two seemingly 

distinct theoretical ends—aesthetics and theology. The meeting of these perspectives in 

the interest of the hyperreal reveals the multidirectional movement catalyzed by this 

specific mode of representation. Where Bryson clearly pictures hyper-realism’s lack of 

control as an invasive force that confronts, Caputo emphasizes its excess as an inviting 

potency that petitions. Bryson locates great power in still life as it pushes and pulls. 
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Through the interdisciplinary lens of Caputo, the dialectical push and pull at work in the 

genre takes on unmistakeably theological inflections—the unmasterable becomes the 

“uncontainable, unconstrictable, undeconstructible event” that the painting impossibly 

names. 

When Bryson asserts still life’s “wholescale eviction of the Event” (61), he is 

responding to its attention to the quotidian and profane; that is, “the Event” must be 

incommensurate with the ordinary materiality of the aesthetically marginal still life. This 

chapter departs from such a reading and explores the possibility that the diminution of 

still life instead reflects the nature of the event it paradoxically houses. To reference 

Alain Badiou, we might say that in its humility the still life, thinks “‘according to’ the 

event” it names (41). That is, Caputo's deconstructive argument for the generative value 

of weak theology reveals the degree to which still life's celebration of the overlooked is a 

celebration of what he calls "the weakness of God." This chapter is concerned with how 

poetry in its ekphrastic mode responds to this possibility. 

The convergence of still life and ekphrasis represents the meeting of two 

marginal, and consequently weak, aesthetic forms. The latter is arguably even more 

marginal than the former. For however depreciated within a certain art historical 

hierarchy, the still life is nevertheless recognized as a distinct painterly genre, whereas 

ekphrasis is not even theoretically considered a textual or poetic genre or form; rather it is 

historically categorized as a peripheral lyric mode. To ponder these braided 

peripheralities, I have chosen two often neglected and seemingly minor works by the 

major Modernist poets William Carlos Williams and Wallace Stevens. Like The Reverse 

of a Framed Painting both are marginal on several levels. The ekphrastic renderings of 
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the still lifes that constitute Williams's “The Pot of Flowers” (1923) and Stevens's “The 

Poems of Our Climate” (1938), are emphatically concerned with a dynamism and 

potency in their visual objects that spread across their poetics and threaten to “slip out” of 

control. I assert that Caputo’s theological work provides a framework for this potency 

and the necessarily failed attempts to enclose it. Caputo’s celebration of theological 

weakness and humility recasts the small, the mundane, the profane, and the “mockingly 

baptized ‘rhyparography’ (i.e. painting of the sordid)” (Sterling 27) as not only an 

engagement with the sacred but a celebration of its weakness and a vehicle for it its 

release into the profane world.  

Caputo joins a host of modern and contemporary thinkers who acknowledge that 

theology has been perpetually characterized by force and religion by power; both systems 

have been historically “in love with strength” (The Weakness 7). Caputo uses the term 

“weak” to describe a theology that emerges from Gianni Vattimo’s early work on 

Nietzsche and Heidegger. Vattimo originally uses the term in relation to thought in order 

to describe the process by which the logocentrism inherent in Western metaphysics might 

be undermined.22 Caputo’s use of the phrase “weak theology” situates the adjective in a 

Pauline context, referencing 1 Corinthians 1:25 (After 62): “For the foolishness of God is 

wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength” 

                                                           
22 In After Christianity, Vattimo explains: 

The theses that I and other Italian post-Heideggerian philosophers have called "weak thought" 

have become very popular in a certain part of Italian Catholic thought because they have been 

interpreted, though with a degree of partiality, as a pure and simple confession of reason’s 

weakness. True, the demise of the metanarratives is a recognition of weakness in this sense; just 

as "weak" is Nietzche’s recognition that one cannot avoid speaking metaphorically, that is in a 

nonobjective and nondescriptive manner, without mirror a state of affairs. However, this is just a 

small part of the whole picture. To extract it from the whole is to reduce the end of metaphysics 

and the death of the moral God to a pure and simple legitimization of relativism and 

fundamentalism (20). 
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(Biblos). It is this very weakness that Caputo argues is a characteristic of the event 

impossibly contained in the name of God: 

The event that shocks the world is not a strong but a weak force. Underlying, or 

arching over, all these famous paradoxes [across the Old and New Testament] 

there is, on my hypothesis, a thesis about God, or about the event that is harbored 

in the name of God, one that is contrary to the powers that be in theology and the 

church, a startling thesis found in what Paul calls “the weakness of God.” (After 

62) 

Weak theology responds to the weakness of God by “weakening” the name of God, “by 

allowing this name to fluctuate in all its undecidability and provocativeness” (The 

Weakness 11). The weakness that characterizes both event and name might be illustrated 

metaphorically in the form of Gijsbrecht’s trompe-l’oeil. The painting as it frames an 

unpictured other is like the concept of the name. It is contingent and conditional and is 

itself framable. Although it does not initially appear to be characterized by weakness—

the painting is after all a depiction of delimitation, separation, and bondage—it jokingly 

destabilizes or weakens what might be considered strict and uncontested aesthetic 

distinctions. That is, the painting’s strength is only a pretense and is provisional at best. 

In keeping with the weak event it frames, the painting allows the event to “slip out,” to 

free itself of constraint. 

Caputo’s first gesture to clarify the relationship between the name and the event it 

houses concerns “uncontainability.” Caputo uses verbs such as “harbors” and “houses” to 

metaphorize this abstract relationship; both connote a sense of safety and comfort. 

However, the event as a restless, unknowable, and undeconstructible something 
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problematizes the ability of the name to neatly and calmly contain it. The name may 

belong to a historically “conditioned, coded, and finite” language, but the event that is 

restlessly astir within that name is “unconditional and infinite in the sense of being 

capable of endless linkings and endlessly productive dissemination” (The Weakness 2-3). 

The etymological discourse surrounding the name of the God of the Pentateuch is 

perhaps the most pervasive and recognizable examples of the complex relationship that 

exists between name and event. The tetragrammaton--Y H W H--names and does not 

quite name the Hebrew God. Although translated into Yahweh, it was to remain 

unspoken, represented only in writing; it is the translation not precisely of a proper name 

but rather an ontological assertion that appears in Exodus 3:14. 

God said to Moses, "I AM WHO I AM"; and He said, "Thus you shall say to the 

sons of Israel, 'I AM has sent me to you.'" (Biblos) 

Not quite a name, "I AM" merely gestures towards the potency which it impossibly 

contains. The interaction between name and event, as it is an infinitely generative 

relationship, animates the poetics of both Williams's and Stevens's still life ekphrases.  

At the root of Williams's and Stevens's poetics is an attraction to all things 

diminutive and overlooked; however, as they shift their attention specifically to still life, 

their work reveals more than their participation in Modernism’s particular attraction to 

the genre. It also demonstrates their engagement with the spiritual. Because the 

Modernist movement is frequently represented as divesting itself of such concerns the 

recasting of the poetry of these two men in light of weak theology is a strained gesture. 

Both men’s relationships to religion and the sacred were anxious, vexed, and at least 

overtly characterized by dismissal. If the sacred appears in their work in overt and 
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seemingly intentional ways, it is cast in the uniquely Williamsian and Stevensian light of 

“the imagination” or it is treated with ironic distance. The two poems I explore here are 

in no way overt or even intentional in their exploration of theology. I have chosen two 

comparatively small lyric poems within the prolific oeuvre of Williams and Stevens in 

hopes my readings will be in keeping with the weakness so integral to the power at work 

in "The Pot of Flowers" and “The Poems of Our Climate.”  

The poems and the restless energy subtly at work within them are apt figures for 

weak theology’s use of the name and the event specifically on account of the engagement 

with such a traditionally weak—humble, insignificant, homely, domestic, mundane—

aesthetic form. Appropriate to my discussion of still life here is a word of caution from 

Caputo: 

Make no mistake about the existential intensity of weak theology. Do not confuse 

the modesty of this proposal with a lack of passion or engagement in existence. 

The weakness of this theology of the event has to do with the undecidability of 

the name and with our notion of God as a weak force, but do not underestimate its 

passion. (The Weakness 11) 

I propose that "The Pot of Flowers" and “The Poems of Our Climate” model weak 

theology in their attempt to emancipate the event through weakness. But their projects are 

in no way unimpassioned on account of this; these poems are, in fact, the very opposite. 

Both Williams's and Stevens's poems take as their implicit ekphrastic object a still 

life scene composed of pink and white flowers—Williams meditates on potted tuberoses 

and Stevens on cut carnations suspended in a bowl of water. Present in both poems is an 

energy that strives to exceed that which is meant to contain it. Williams represents that 
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dynamism in the plant’s energy as it strives upward, away from its pot and against the 

earth’s gravity. Stevens represents this force within the self. Stevens's lyric speaker is 

unsatisfied with what this still life scene can offer him; not surprisingly, no such 

dissatisfaction is emphatic in Williams's poem, which feels faithful to the object in a way 

that is commensurate with the Objectivist impulse that runs throughout his work. The still 

life in Stevens appears to fail as a kind of container. It serves as a rhetorical catalyst that 

initiates the speaker’s pragmatic discovery of a new container, that of “the imperfect,” 

that of language. Consequently, Stevens's “The Poems of Our Climate” celebrates the 

name in favor of the event even as it recognizes the call and allure of the event within that 

name. Both ekphrases take delight in reflecting the event’s uncertainty, 

undeconstructibility, untranslatability, and uncontainability within their poetics. 

However, as Williams's "The Pot of Flowers" embraces the promise of the event even as 

it recognizes the risks involved in such an embrace, Stevens's “The Poems of Our 

Climate” embraces the “flawed words and stubborn sounds” (line 24) that characterize 

the name. 

In 1922, Williams purchased Charles Demuth’s watercolor still life Tuberoses. A 

year later Robert McAlmon published Williams's Dadaist work Spring and All, which 

was dedicated to his colleague and friend, Demuth. In the “autobiography of [his] 

works,” I Wanted to Write a Poem, Williams dismissively explains: “With Spring and 

All, it was his [Demuth's] turn for a dedication and tribute” (36). However, scholarship 

has not only revealed the congenial professional relationship and the tender private 

friendship the two men maintained throughout their lives but the impact this relationship 
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and friendship had on their creative work.23 At the time of the painting’s creation, 

Demuth was receiving insulin treatments in New Jersey. In fact, Williams often travelled 

from his home in Rutherford to the Morristown sanitarium to visit Demuth (Tashjian 66). 

According to Dickran Tashjian’s work on Williams and the American art scene, 

Demuth’s “watercolors and still lifes were a concession to his physical weakness brought 

on by diabetes” (67). Compared to his vigorous industrial compositions like My Egypt 

and Buildings, Lancaster, Demuth’s still lifes do appear fragile and vulnerable.  

Tuberoses looks like a painting still in the process of completion. The titular 

subject matter is rendered as white space against a soft background of flower pots. The 

softness and seeming incompletion of the flower pots feel like the direct consequence of 

the watercolor medium itself. Unlike the tempera and oil Demuth uses in his hard-edged 

Precisionist depictions of industrial America, the watercolor he uses in his still lifes has a 

sense of obscurity, movement, and gentleness. The artist who uses tempera and/or oil will 

often paint on board. The paint’s interaction with this board is by and large predictable on 

account of its viscosity; therefore, the artist has a greater sense of control over her strokes 

with the brush. The artist who uses watercolor will often paint on particularly absorptive 

paper. The color’s interaction with this paper can be highly unpredictable on account of 

the paint’s thinness; therefore, the artist has less control over her strokes. Demuth’s use of 

watercolor acknowledges the nature of the medium and works to employ it accordingly. 

That is, the watercolor edges in the work delicately bleed into the pink background of the 

paper. The insubstantiality of the flowers so compositionally and thematically central to 

the painting makes them appear apparitional. Like Caputo’s sense of the event, they are a 

                                                           
23 I am indebted to Dickran Tashjian’s work on Williams and the painters in William Carlos Williams and 

the American Scene: 1920-1940. His chapter on Demuth fleshes out some of the more nuanced 

biographical information concerning the relationship between the poet and painter. 
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“a little unnatural, eerie, ghostly” (The Weakness 2). According to Caputo, “the event is 

the offspring of the body of the name…. The event is conceived and born within the body 

of the name” (The Weakness 3). The event is an outgrowth of the name. The ghostly 

appearance of the tuberoses as they name and contain the event in Demuth’s painting 

may be an externalization and materialization of the event’s specter-like being. 

The composition is vertical in its orientation, the flowers emerging from the 

bottom left-hand corner and moving up through the center subtly towards the top right-

hand corner. Entirely unpainted, the tuberoses are minimally sketched in pencil outlines 

and emanate from the painting largely on account of the pots behind them. It is remains 

unclear exactly what process Demuth undertook to complete Tuberoses—he may have 

sketched the flowers first and drawn the pots around their form or he may have sketched 

the pots to allow the flowers to emerge from their dark charcoal centers. The resultant 

image reads like a photographic negative, the photographic equivalent of Gijsbrecht’s 

“not a picture.” As a result, the flowers again take on the characteristics of the event as 

something unreadable, something undeconstructible. Their blankness on the page 

simultaneously suggests emptiness and fullness. The coloration is the reverse of what the 

viewer might expect in a flower still life; that is, the flowers are colorless while their 

containers are full of color. This gesture paradoxically foregrounds the flowers even as it 

links them to the entirely unpainted background of the composition. 

The center of the work feels crowded. The periphery, however, is devoid of 

objects. This structure, which appears to entirely neglect the background, squarely 

situates the work in the genre of still life painting. Norman Bryson calls the still life “the 

great anti-Albertian genre.”  He explains: 
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Although its techniques assume a mastery of perspective, even in xenia, 

nevertheless perspective’s jewel—the vanishing point—is always absent…Instead 

of a zone beyond one finds a blank, vertical wall, but no less persuasively it is a 

virtual wall, simply a cutting off of further space, like the outer boundary in 

medieval maps of the world. (71) 

Demuth’s still life is not quite the still life of the table with which Bryson primarily 

concerns himself; that is, there is no explicit wall behind the flower pots. They may be 

located in a domestic interior, but they may also be in a green house or on a porch; the 

painting refuses to divulge that information. Demuth’s background and use of perspective 

in Tuberoses plays with the viewer’s sense of context. All that exists behind and around 

the pots is pink paint. It suggests depth even as, through the uniformity of color, it 

patently refuses that depth. Consequently, the viewer vacillates between reading the 

background as a void or a beyond and reading the background according to its two-

dimensionality. Both interpretations emphasize the separation of the objet from a context. 

Breslin argues that this representational gesture is one of abstraction; it reminds viewers 

that the subject they contemplate belongs to its own independent reality: “the space they 

[the flowers] dwell in is an artistic space” (251). 

 The blurred peripheries of the pots simultaneously remind the viewer that 

Tuberoses is indeed a two-dimensional painting even as they invite that viewer to 

consider the material depth that the painting represents. Demuth’s use of charcoal to 

achieve this blurring can be read as though the work is in process and has yet to be 

finished. It can also be read as a shading technique, which strives for a sense of mimetic 

illusion. The former reading perceives the pink background as self-reflexive, while the 
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latter reading perceives that same background as a mimetic and referential. This 

particular compositional element illustrates Breslin’s argument that “in the watercolors 

there is a pull toward a fastidiously accurate representation of an actual object—yet an 

equally strong pull toward the self-contained and autonomous world of art” (251-252).24 

Breslin’s use of the term “pull” responds to the dynamism inherent in Tuberoses, even as 

it is a still life painting. The consequent tautness of representation in the poem the 

insurmountable difference between the purportedly static name and the dynamic event it 

carries within its body. 

How exactly Williams's "The Pot of Flowers" textually responds to Tuberoses is 

the subject of many critical interpretations. Bram Dijkstra calls the poem a “literal 

rendering” of Demuth’s watercolor (172). Breslin firmly disagrees with Dijkstra, arguing 

that the poem may “recreate in words many of the effects of Demuth’s watercolor,” but it 

is yet an independent work of art (251). Tashjian envisions the poem as an “echo” of the 

painting (66). As the endeavor of explaining the relationship between name and event is 

vexed and uncertain, so too is the attempt to delineate the relationship between ekphrasis 

and its attendant ekphrastic object. In this particular example, the poem refuses to name 

the visual representation upon which it meditates. For all the information the poem gives, 

the pink and white flowers may not even be painted in a material composition at all. 

Critics can safely assume that "The Pot of Flowers" is ekphrastic because the publication 

date of Spring and All closely coincides with Williams's personal acquisition of 

Tuberoses and because references throughout the collection to Demuth make him an 

                                                           
24Breslin primarily attends to the outlined and consequently flat flowers in order to substantiate this claim 

concerning this “pull” at work in Tuberoses; it is perhaps the most emphatic component of the painting 

that demonstrates this tension, but it is not the only one. 
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artistic figure central to Williams's poetic project. Ultimately, the poem is silent 

concerning the ontology of its visual other. 

 The poetics operating in the lines are definitively in keeping with Caputo’s sense 

of the adjective “weak.”  From very early on in the poem, the language and syntax do 

anything but invite a singular emphatic interpretation: 

 Pink confused with white 

 flowers and flowers reversed 

 take and spill the shaded flame 

darting it back into the lamp’s horn  

(lines 1-5) 

The plethora of verbs and verb-like words at work in these lines immediately energizes a 

subject that would otherwise be motionless: flowers and, more particularly, still life. The 

type of movement represented and enacted within the lines is one of vacillation. The past 

participles “confused” and “reversed” as they appear in consecutive lines read as 

synonyms. At first the poem distinguishes color with a single stressed syllable; the line 

immediately rescinds that distinction with the participle that follows. Line two mimics 

this process to a lesser degree, starting with a generic term, “flowers,” and then retracting 

even that term with the phrase “flowers reversed.” The present tense “take and spill” that 

begins line three represents another kind of confusion or reversal—the first verb implying 

a sense of control, order, internalization, absorption, the second verb implying a sense of 

chaos, disorder, exteriorization, ejaculation. There are no clear subjects in stanza one’s 

sentences. However, the entirety of lines one and two might be read as the subjects that 

enact the taking and spilling of line three. In this reading, line two renames the line that 
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comes before it. “Pink confused with white” is merely another way of saying “flowers 

and flowers reversed.”  Not only do the flowers and flowers in reverse “take and spill,” 

they also reflect light in a way that the poem characterizes as “darting.”  This participle in 

the fourth line suddenly qualifies the flowers’ fluctuations in light of their speed. The 

movement of stanza one—confusing, reversing, taking, spilling—is now quick and even 

alarming in spite of the number of stressed monosyllabic words throughout the stanza 

that speedily propel the reader from line one to line five. The momentum within "The Pot 

of Flowers" reveals that the movement astir in its lines is not aimless or meandering, 

rather, like the event, “a dynamis that pulses through things (rei), urging them, soliciting 

them, to be what they can be, and it is in that sense what is most real about them” 

(Caputo, After 65). The un-stillness of the poem faithfully mirrors the restlessness of the 

event, a gesture commensurate with weak theology. 

 Further dramatization appears in the single detached line that follows the first 

stanza: “petals aslant darkened with mauve” (line 6). The poem once again moves to 

individuate the subject, having shifted from a specific color, “pink,” to a generalized 

term, “flowers,” to a particularized part, “petals.”  Like the first and second lines’ elision 

of “to be,” line six employs an adjective as well as another past participle. Without this 

verb, the phrase “petals aslant” feels slightly more symbolic than a simple description of 

the petals’ orientation. Coupled with the terms “darkened” and the color “mauve,” the 

line feels weighty and even melodramatic. It is difficult to know at this early point in the 

poem whether this move towards weighty significance is genuine or playful. 

 The third stanza is most remarkable in its introduction of circularizing movement 

to an already dynamic poem:  
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 red where in whorls 

 petal lays its glow upon petal 

 round flamegreen throats  

(lines 7-9) 

According to the OED, a whorl is a botanical term that designates “a set of members, as 

leaves, flowers, or parts of the flower, springing from the stem or axis at the same level 

and encircling it.” It is a technical term that emphasizes the poem’s concern with 

concision and specificity. Its use also reveals the poem’s desire to attend to the flowers 

according to their own terms. The centrifugal movement of “whorls” is furthered by 

“round” at the beginning of line nine, which functions as a preposition to establish 

relation between petal and throats, as well as an adjective to modify those throats. Peter 

Halter vividly describes the poem’s transitions:  

The colors, in rapid succession, become brighter and more active, from “darkened 

mauve” to glowing red and flaming green, in a reverberating “whorl” of red petals 

upon red petals around the core of the “flamegreen throat,” a veritable vortex that 

seems to fuse the contending forces of centrifugal expansion and centripetal 

contraction. (87) 

Halter’s description of movement in these lines acknowledges that the drama that inheres 

in Williams's particular use of language credits the subject with force, energy, and 

dynamism. However, the poem refuses to squarely locate the source of this force in the 

action of the flowers. The active verb in this stanza is “lays”; and while its form is in 

direct contrast to the number of past participles throughout the poem—confused, 

reversed, shaded, darkened—it is still relatively gentle connotatively. The potency and 
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gentleness housed in these lines feels chaotic and ordered simultaneously—the field in 

which the poem operates is not characterized by hierarchy, a sacred order, but by “hier-

an-archy,” a sacred disorder (Caputo, The Weakness 14). 

 The action the petal takes in this stanza is surrounded by vibrancy and intensity in 

the form of color. The stanza begins with the term “red” in a position of primacy. 

However, the final word in the previous line, “mauve,” may or may not modify the 

beginning of this stanza: “mauve / red where in whorls” (lines 6-7). If mauve is an 

adjective that describes red, the color that begins the stanza is particularized in terms of 

its depth of shade. Both colors are monosyllabic, but the diction of mauve is higher and 

its sound is far more open on account of the long vowels at its center. Red feels 

comparatively low in diction and far more closed off on account of the short vowel at its 

center. Whether or not we read mauve as an adjective or as a noun, the stanza is 

bookended by color—red in the first line and green in the final. The green that appears in 

the final line is yoked to another noun, “flame.”  Like the link the poem potentially 

constructs between mauve and red, the link within the compound noun “flamegreen” 

gives depth to what might have read as a one-dimensional color. It carries the implication 

of fire’s movement—flickering, darting, licking—and it unsettles the reader’s sense of 

expectation. Rather than determining the shade of the green as mauve does to red, the 

reference to fire demarcates the intensity, movement, and heat of the green. The term 

returns the poem to line three: “take and spill the shaded flame.”  Except for “flowers” 

and “petal,” “flame” is the only word repeated across the lines of the poem. It does, 

however, belong to a grouping of words all related to illumination or its absence, 

including “flame,” “darkened,” “glow,” “lamp,” “radiant,” “light,” “dark.”  The intensity 
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created by the reference to fire intensifies the “glow” in the previous line and prepares for 

the sharpness introduced in the next stanza’s “transpiercing.”  The movement of the poem 

feels as though it is heading towards a climax, the growing energy of light signaling this 

crescendo. The various other light motifs throughout the poem almost eclipse the fact that 

“flamegreen” explicitly modifies “throats” rather than the expected “flowers” or “petals.”  

It describes the only component of the flowers that the poem emphatically compares to 

animal rather than plant life. The use of “flamegreen” to describe the throats of the plants 

addresses the outward appearance of the flowers’ stamen. However, as it modifies the 

part of the body associated with voice, “flamegreen” also subtly mixes the visual with the 

auditory without actually allowing the flowers to speak. In this last line of the stanza, we 

feel as though it might be possible for these flowers to sing from these vibrantly colored 

throats. Something is “simmering within both the names of entities and the name of 

being, something that groans to be born…it does not rest easily within the confines of the 

name of an entity, but stirs restlessly, endlessly” (Caputo, The Weakness 5). 

While the penultimate stanza doesn’t appear quite at the middle of the poem, it 

nonetheless reads as the most central and emphatic section of “The Pot of Flowers.”  It 

seems to contain the climactic lines towards which the previous stanza’s dynamism had 

been moving: 

 petals radiant with transpiercing light 

 contending 

above 

 the leaves  

reaching above their modest green 
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from the pot’s rim (lines 10-15) 

The use of three present participles—“transpiercing,” “contending,” and “reaching”—

suggests that the flowers and the poem that represents them never actually “reaches” this 

climax. The first of these participles modifies “light”; the second and third both complete 

a progressive verb that the poem leaves unstated: “are contending” or “were contending” 

and “are reaching” or “were reaching.”  According to the syntax, the subject of these 

verbs can be "petals" or "light" or both. According to the poem, these progressive verbs 

never arrive, never fully complete their “reaching”, never fully complete their 

“contending.”  The poem approaches the action as on-going in a way commensurate with 

the fact that “the event is always undeconstructible because it is always promised or 

called for, always to come, whereas whatever actually arrives has arrived under present 

conditions and so is deconstructible. “Events are not what is present but what is coming” 

(Caputo, The Weakness 6). 

The poem also works to isolate these on-going actions in its line breaks. Rather 

than yoking “contending” with the subject that precedes it and the prepositional that 

follows it, the poem separates the participle and gives it is own line. These breaks in the 

lines, the absent “to be” in the progressive verbs, and the complete lack of punctuation 

confuse the syntax and present the reader with multiple variations in the sense of the 

stanza. If we approach the lines syntactically rather than according to the line breaks, the 

stanza describes a number of possible actions. With punctuation and complete verbs the 

options include:  

Contending above, the leaves are reaching up their modest green from the pot’s 

rim. 
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The petals are contending above the leaves and are reaching up their modest green 

from the pot’s rim. 

The petals are contending; above, the leaves are reaching up their modest green 

from the pot’s rim. 

The petals are contending above; the leaves are reaching up their modest green 

from the pot’s rim. 

The light is contending above the leaves and it is reaching up their modest green 

from the pot's rim. 

The first reading perceives line ten as a unit distinct from the lines that follow it. The 

various other readings unite the petals at the very least with the participle “contending.”  

It is really the position of the preposition “above,” as it connects or does not connect the 

lines, that problematizes the sense of the stanza. If we perceive that the larger structural 

organization to the poem is determined by a downward movement from flowers to leaves 

to pot, then it is really only the final reading that makes sense. That is, the petals appear 

compositionally above the leaves and the leaves appear compositionally above the pot’s 

rim. However, Breslin rightly notices that even as “contending” might literally refer to 

the “petals” in line ten, it also describes the various contentious relationships that exist 

throughout the poem--between pink and white, flowers and flowers reversed, take and 

spill, noun and adjective, stasis and movement, light and darkness. The poem’s spatial 

descent also reflects the way in which Caputo spatializes the relationship between the 

name and the event: 

The name of God is the event that being both dreads and longs for, sighing and 

groaning until something new is brought forth from down below. The name of 
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God is the name of what can happen to being, of what being would become, of 

what rising up from below being pushes being beyond itself, outside itself, as 

being’s hope, being’s desire. (The Weakness 9) 

The name of God designates something that emerges and threatens to erupt from below 

being. According to this conception of the event, the poem concludes at the still life’s 

literal place of origin as well as the potential source of the event’s promised eruption. 

At the heart of the poem’s interest with the flowers is the source of their energy. 

Line ten suggests that the source is both internal and external. Again Williams uses a 

word that is both an adjective and a noun. “Radiant” in its adjective form usually 

describes an object that emits light. This reading of the line perceives “radiant” as 

describing the appearance of the petals “sending out rays of light”; its usage, according to 

the OED, ranges from reference to the sacred body of Christ, to the appearance of fire, to 

the description of apparitions. The term, however, does not always have to do with light. 

Many of the OED’s entries under “radiant” are united by their centripetal force; phrases 

like “to give off,” “to project outward,” “to emit” are scattered across various usages. 

And like the term “whorl,” “radiant” is also a specifically botanical term that refers to the 

circularizing structure of a flower’s petals; the OED’s botanical entry reads: “Extending 

outwards from a common centre; having parts that extend in this way. Also: having outer 

florets that differ from the inner ones; having ray florets.” This rare denotation is most 

likely the most fitting to a poem that is botanical in its subject matter. However, the line 

also plays with the possibility that “radiant” might function as a noun. In this form, the 

term displays its dexterity across multiple disciplines, such as astronomy, geometry, and 

physics. In physics and astronomy, the radiant is a point from which light emits or from 
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which meteors diverge, respectively. In geometry, it is a straight line drawn from a fixed 

point around which it can sweep or curve ("radiant, n. and adj."). Instead of the petals 

radiating with light, the petals themselves are radiants that send out “transpiercing light.”  

The difference is subtle; however, it conditions how we understand who or what is 

“transpierced” at the end of the line. 

 If the petals are radiating the transpiercing light, it is possible that the petals 

contain within themselves both a centripetal as well as centrifugal force; light is both 

coming from them as well as piercing them. This reading would be consistent with the 

seeming reversals that occur throughout the first stanza, especially “take and spill the 

shaded flame / darting it back / into the lamp’s horn” in lines three and four. Conversely, 

if the petals are a radiant—a source or point of origin—we are more likely to read the 

light emitted as piercing someone or something external to the flowers. The usage here 

reveals that even though the event is a promise, “every promise is also a [potential] 

threat” (Caputo, The Weakness 5). 

The violent connotations of “to transpierce,” as it follows “radiant” in the noun 

form, cast the contention evident in the flowers in a new and distinctly aggressive light. 

Not only do the plants manifest an internalized struggle between their various elements, 

but they also manifest an outwardly projected hostility that places them at odds with an 

unidentified but fully dimensional opponent. Up until this point, at least the inward 

struggle has taken the shape of indecisiveness, as though the plants are undergoing a 

crisis of identity and as yet have not emerged from it whole. Line ten, however, feels 

decisive even as the lines begin to lose momentum and slow down.  
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Not surprisingly, Williams uses monosyllabic words throughout “The Pot of 

Flowers.”  The words in this poem that emphatically stand as exemptions to that 

generalization are “radiant,” “transpiercing,” and “contending,” all of which appear in 

lines ten and eleven and within one word of each other. The condensed placement of 

these lengthy words within two lines dramatically furthers the slowing that occurs in the 

typography separating “above” from the rest of the poem. This change in momentum 

around line ten is directly related to the shift in subject matter from flower and petal to 

leaf and pot. Not only do the subject matter and reading start to still, but the motif of light 

gradually fades, and references to illumination become either muted or only present via 

negation. The “flamegreen” of line nine becomes a “modest green” in line fourteen, and 

“darkened” in line six becomes “wholly dark” in line sixteen. The correlation between 

speed and light has been present throughout the poem; it is, however, made much more 

emphatic in the final lines, as both speed and light begin to dissipate. In spite of this shift, 

the poem maintains links between leaves/pot and flowers/petals, between dark and light, 

and between linear and circular. The green of the penultimate stanza may be muted in 

comparison to the third stanza’s “flamegreen”; however, the gesture associated with this 

new, more modest green is that of the “reach.” Referentially, the leaves reach up from the 

rim of the pot, and self-reflexively they reach up within the poem to the previous stanzas’ 

drama, intensity, radiance; and in both reaches, their movement is simultaneously both 

linear and circular, a direct u-turn in the trajectory of the poem. 

There are a total of twelve prepositions across the poem’s lines. Like many of 

Williams's works “The Pot of Flowers” is forceful in its representation of relationship. 

This element might be read as Cubist at its root, and therefore flattening in its effect. 
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Consequently, it may make the subject matter appear two-dimensional. However, the 

poem’s three-dimensional imagery is in stark contest with this prepositional flatness. It 

appears as early as the third line in the form of “shaded.”  In fact, objects of rounded 

depth and substance constitute the very foundational subject matter of the poem. It is 

clear even in the title alone; both “pot” and “flowers” are visually rounded and imply 

depth in their very form. 

The final object on which the poem alights is the flower pot that contains these 

leaves, petals, flowers. It is the literal source, even though Williams positions the pot as 

the teleological destination of both plant and poem. From “To All Gentleness” in his 

1944 collection, The Wedge, Williams recognizes: 

   Slender green 

 reaching up from sand and rubble (the 

 anti-poetic they say ignorantly, a  

 dissociation) 

  premising the flower, 

 without which, no flower. 

 (lines 129-34) 

In this much later poem, “sand and rubble”—the ugly and the “anti-poetic”—are what 

make possible the flowers; this is the very reason Williams's speaker states, “the flower is 

our sign.”  The phrase “wholly dark,” as it appears roughly twenty-two years earlier in 

“The Pot of Flowers,” subtly explores how something as dirty as soil creates something 

as vibrant as a flower. “Wholly” is a pun, recognized by most readers, that suggests 

“completely” as well as “holy.”  The holy darkness of the soil is what makes these 
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Tuberoses so intense and dynamic. Connected as they are by sacred connotations, 

“wholly” and the most brilliantly illuminating language in the poem—“glow,” “radiant,” 

and “transpiercing”—unite darkness and light. The complete darkness with which the 

poem concludes is commensurate with the fact that “events are essentially unforeseeable, 

which means their truth is more like a night than a light, and the event itself is as risky as 

it is promising” (Caputo, The Weakness 6). This moment returns the poem to the threat 

implicit in “transpiercing” and closes the poem with an emphasis on the risks and dangers 

inherent in the event’s promise. 

In his work on Williams's ethics, Ian D. Copestake uses the prose surrounding 

“The Pot of Flowers” to argue that it is not really God that is the unifying force in 

perception, but rather the imagination. In a historically contextual reading of Williams's 

work, I would agree entirely. I would however, add that the something astir within this 

ekphrasis has remarkably similar characteristics to those that define Caputo’s event, 

defending my proposition with a reading as contextual as Copestake’s that asserts 

Williams's relation to pragmatism. As an impulse, pragmatism appears throughout 

Williams's poetry and especially so in a poem such as "pot of Flowers.”  It revels in an 

approach to reality that challenges any ability to adequately represent truth. Across much 

of Williams's poetry is the feeling that objects may belong to any number of other orders 

of reality. The nature of the event is consistent with such an approach to language in that 

the event belongs to an “order which disturbs the world with the possibilities of being 

otherwise” (Caputo, The Weakness 8). 

Stevens's “The Poems of our Climate” is a seldom discussed example of the 

poet’s relationship to still life. Although not explicit in its reference to a painted genre, 
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the poem is greatly influenced by the composition and thematic of its implicit painted 

counterpart. It is primarily the intensely visual first stanza that reads the way a still life 

looks: 

Clear water in a brilliant bowl, 

Pink and white carnations. The light 

In the room reflecting snow. A newly fallen-snow 

At the end of the winter when afternoons return. 

Pink and white carnations—one desires 

So much more than that. That day itself 

Is simplified: a bowl of white, 

Cold, a cold porcelain, low and round, 

With nothing more than carnations there. (Stevens lines 1-10) 

Line one hovers between rhopography and megalography in its humble and yet striking 

subject matter. It begins the poem with the contained and its container, an image that 

recalls Costello’s description of the still life as “the cupping of a hand” (11). It is a 

perfectly balanced line on either side of the prepositional phrase. The line moves from a 

monosyllabic adjective to a two-syllable noun and then from a two-syllable adjective to a 

monosyllabic noun. The balance of the line emphatically juxtaposes “clear” with 

“brilliant,” the former connoting simplicity and the latter, exuberance and excess—a link 

and opposition underscored by the assonance and chiasmic alliteration (clear/brilliant) 

that conjoin the words. In spite of their differences in connotation as well as denotation, 

these adjectives not only influence the noun they directly modify, they also implicitly 

affect the noun in the adjacent half of the line. That is, by the end of the line, the water is 
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both clear and brilliant and the bowl is both brilliant and clear. The nouns exceed the 

single adjective that modifies them in a seemingly simplistic fashion. 

With the line break, the poem adds more objects to the scene—carnations. 

Although there is no verb or preposition in line two, it is clear that the pink and white 

carnations are in the bowl of water, rather than an appositive that renames the water and 

bowl. Logic suggests that the heads of the flower are floating in the water, adding 

suspension to the theme of containment. The comma at the end of the first line and the 

caesura in line two contain the literal objects of the still life scene. As the flowers are 

detached from the stems, they are further divorced from their source context—a larger 

plant that was once rooted in the earth. Even though it is literally water upon which they 

float, their suspension furthers their essential separation from context. It is as though they 

defy gravity, buoyed up unnaturally in the bowl. 

Most critics of this poem take note of the etymology of “carnation” as it relates to 

the body. The first entry in the OED notes the Old French origins of the word, equating it 

with the term “incarnation.” It is also “the colour of human ‘flesh’ or skin,” “‘flesh tints’ 

in a painting; those parts of a painting which represent the naked skin.” The choice to 

specify the exact type of flower as one that implies the body further emphasizes the 

theme of containment already subtly apparent in line one. As the word houses a history 

that links it to incarnation, the flowers begin to take on the characteristics of something 

previously incorporeal which has become flesh. Because of their weakness, events 

“depend upon us to respond, to realize or actualize them, to make them happen, which 

here [by the name of God, in the name of God] means to make God happen, or give God 

body and embodiment, force and actuality” (Caputo, After 64). While the carnation as a 
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name is distinctly Christian in its resonance, the event given body in the flower, in the 

picture, in the painting is not necessarily so. The nature of the event that was once 

incorporeal is as yet entirely unspecified in the poem.  

In line two, the first period ends without the appearance of a verb. Like the water, 

the bowl, and the flowers, the first two lines have been stilled by the static syntax. The 

first suggestion of movement occurs with the enjambment between lines two and three: 

“The light / In the room more like a snowy air.”  It is not exactly the subject matter that 

moves, rather it is the poem’s visual rendering that merely suggests movement in the way 

it forces the reader to jump from noun to preposition across two distinct lines in order to 

complete a syntactic unit. The end of line two, all of line three, and the beginning of line 

four collapse the senses of sight and of touch. The poem compares light to “a snowy air, / 

Reflecting snow.”  However, the absence of a verb and the second comparative term 

confuse the sense of the lines. The lines might read: “The light in the room is more like 

snowy air than it is like light.”  The phrasing of the lines causes the reader to wonder, 

what is less like a snowy air than light?  The poem doesn’t clearly address this question. 

The phrase “a snowy air” might mean air that is filled with falling snow, or it might also 

mean air that feels crisp like fallen snow. It also imports a faintly musical effect, hinting 

that we might hear the poem itself as a kind of “snowy air.” A confounding part of 

interpreting this phrase is the article that precedes it. Following in line four, “Reflecting 

snow” compounds the characteristics of snow with which the poem is concerned—its 

brightness, its coldness, and now its glossiness. The air is like snow, but the air is also 

like a mirror. The compounding similes read: the light is like air that is like snow and like 

a mirror. The lines repeat the root “snow” three times in a matter of two lines, furthering 
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the compounded feeling created by the explicit and implicit similes in which the 

repetitions appear. The remainder of line four and all of line five will clarify the type of 

snow that the light reflects. It is “a newly-fallen snow / At the end of winter when 

afternoons return.”  Up until now the poem has not yet included a verb. In spite of the 

subtle stirrings at work in the image of reflection and in the reference to the lengthening 

of daylight, the first five lines are largely without movement. 

With line six, the poem returns to the carnations, repeating, “Pink and white 

carnations.”  It is clear with the poem’s use of its first verb that this repetition is one 

made out of exasperation: “Pink and white carnations—one desires / So much more than 

that” (lines 6-7). Suddenly, the poem reads as emphatic speech act; with the use of the 

indefinite pronoun “one,” the poem seems to have a speaker. Because the pronoun is 

indefinite, this speaker feels as though she is at a distance. The reader knows very little 

about who it is that “desires” in line six, but the reader assumes that “one” includes the 

speaker. Her meditation, “one desires / So much more than that,” literally refers to the 

second iteration of the pink and white flowers as they appear in line six. The speaker has 

just spent five lines constructing convoluted similes that attempt to describe the light 

surrounding this still life scene. In a single move, the speaker flatly reveals that “one” 

wants more. She appears to undercut her previous endeavor to discover a complex set of 

relations at work in a bowl full of water and carnations in a lighted room. The poem uses 

“more” a total of six times throughout the first two stanzas. Its first appearance is only 

slightly noticeable, in that the speaker never explicitly finishes the comparison; here she 

does, “more than that.”  “That” literally refers to the flowers, which are connected to the 

assertion with a dash. This punctuation marks a definitive break in the continuity of the 
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poem’s attention thus far. As “an event is an irruption, an excess, an overflow, a gift 

beyond economy, which tears open the closed circles of economics” (Caputo, The 

Weakness 4), the poetics here responds in kind, tearing itself open in an effort to free that 

which resides within the still life and that which calls out to the one who desires. 

In a synecdochal move, the speaker then compares the objects to “The day itself,” 

albeit in this form the day is “simplified” (line 8). Again the speaker revises her 

description of the scene. Instead of a “brilliant bowl,” it is now “a bowl of white, / Cold, a 

cold porcelain, low and round” (lines 8-9). This shift suggests that something occurs to 

the speaker to change her perception of the object. Although still literally three-

dimensional in its roundness, it is no longer figurally complex. The speaker’s language 

strips the bowl of the complexity, intensity, and strength when she re-describes it as 

white, cold, and low--all adjectives in direct opposition to “brilliant.”  Through these flat 

and uninviting words, the speaker demonstrates in what way the bowl cannot adequately 

serve as a synecdoche for “the day.” As a figure for the day, it is simplified to the point of 

emptiness. Certainly the final line of the stanza reveals how dissatisfied the speaker is to 

find “nothing more than the carnations there” (line 10). It is a surprising turn in that the 

poem clearly demonstrates that there is more to the scene literally—water and light—and 

figuratively—“snowy air, / Reflecting snow,” “newly-fallen snow,” the changing scenes, 

and the lengthening afternoons. In spite of the “more” that is clearly present, the stanza 

concludes with only the “more” that is absent. The logic of the first stanza is confusing in 

a variety of ways. However, what exactly the speaker finds unfulfilling changes from the 

carnations themselves in line six to the bowl that contains them in line eight and back to 

the carnations again in line ten. Like the event, something within the still life “disturbs 
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being from within, like an anarchic interruption that refuses to allow being to settle firmly 

in place” (Caputo, The Weakness 9). The speaker cannot quite settle on what it is that 

makes her want more, nor can she settle on what more she actually wants. 

In the linguistic turn that occurs at the beginning of the second stanza in the 

hypothetical imperative, “Say even,” the poem appears to turn away from the still life 

with which it was initially concerned. The speaker is clearly dissatisfied with this subject 

matter. Although there is no tonal suggestion that she is surprised by this dissatisfaction, 

there is a sustained tone of frustration incurred by her choice to meditate on these 

carnations. The still life is unable to fulfill her desires, needs, and wants (lines, 6, 16, 19). 

It may be pleasing in its aestheticism, but the picture is missing something. While the 

poem’s final two stanzas might seem to explain what is missing, they don’t exactly. The 

speaker acknowledges the insufficiency of the name and is frustrated by the fact that 

there is no substantial presence at the source of her desires. That is, the name is only “the 

name of a call rather than of a causality, of a provocation rather than of a presence or a 

determinate entity” (Caputo, The Weakness 8). Something provokes the speaker; she 

responds to this provocation, and is greeted, to her disappointment, with the contingent, 

constructed, and finite name. 

The rhetorical phrase that introduces stanza two sounds pragmatic. The speaker 

says, “Say even that this complete simplicity / Stripped one of all one’s torments…” 

(lines 11-12). Tonally, this hypothetical feels defensive. Rhetorically, it is a gesture that 

grants the potential benefits and /or rewards of the still life that precedes it, even as it 

emphasizes that these benefits and / or rewards are purely hypothetical. Housed in the 

phrase is the utterance with which the stanza concludes: “Still one would want more, one 
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would need more” (line 16). The phrase sets up the entire stanza as a kind of concession. 

Like the lines that dwell on the light in stanza one, lines ten through fourteen detail all the 

ways such a scene really is fulfilling, only to strip that fulfillment again by the end of the 

stanza. So far the speaker has spent more time emphasizing what the still life is, what it 

might achieve, and what it might have to offer than on anything else. The first of the 

speaker’s three concessions is that it might strip “one of all one’s torments” (line 11). The 

second concession is that it might conceal “the evilly compounded, vital I” (line 12). The 

final concession is that it might make “it fresh in a world of white, / A world of clear 

water, brilliant edged” (lines 13-14). Even though the stanza will ultimately assert that it 

cannot strip, cannot conceal, and cannot make fresh, the concessions are so powerfully 

conditioned as to deserve consideration as viable possibilities for why the still life is more 

than it seems. The first hypothetical suggests that the “complete simplicity” of the still 

life simplifies its viewer. The speaker’s use of the verb “to strip” connotes violence or 

aggression that a potential synonym like “to peel away” does not. The act involves 

revelation, exposure. It causes the reader to wonder what is left after “complete 

simplicity” strips away the sources of one’s suffering. Perhaps the “evilly compounded, 

vital I” is what is left after “one’s torments” have been removed. One needs to be stripped 

of torments in order to reveal the vital I. After “complete simplicity” achieves this 

revelation, it conceals the vital eye, making “it fresh in a world of white.” The evil 

compounding of the “vital I” can only be undone through this process of simplification. 

The concluding concession in stanza two briefly returns the poem to the still life 

as it is represented in the introductory lines. The speaker hypothetically considers 

whether “this complete simplicity” “made it fresh in a world of white, / A world of clear 
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water, brilliant-edged” (lines 14-15). The language that conditions this “world” is 

identical to the language of lines one and two. It repeats the color white, the phrase “clear 

water,” and the term “brilliant.”  However, the speaker slightly alters these terms. White 

no longer describes the carnations, but the world in which they exist; “clear water” is no 

longer contained by the bowl, but clarifies what constitutes this white world; and 

“brilliant” is compounded into “brilliant-edged” in order to describe the “clear water” that 

immediately precedes it. This moment in the stanza expands the synecdochal impulse in 

stanza one that suggests the still life is a figure for “the day itself”; now it is a figure for 

the world. It is a microcosm.  

The strangeness of the second stanza resides in the fact that the speaker’s series of 

concessions suggests that somehow the process of simplification that the scene catalyzes 

could be the “so much more” that “one desires.”  The logic implies that one’s desires for 

more might be fulfilled not through a process of accumulation but rather through a 

process of simplification. The stanza ends where the reader anticipates it might: “Still one 

would want more, one would need more, / More than a world of white and snowy scents” 

(lines 16-17). The use of “still” concretely illustrates Harold Bloom’s assertion that “The 

Poems of Our Climate” is Stevens's version of “Ode on a Grecian Urn”; the water, the 

bowl, the flowers all compose a “cold pastoral.”  The differences between this moment 

and the end of the first stanza involve the use of conditional tense as well as the addition 

of “one would need more.”  The central verb at work in the poem shifts from "desire" in 

line six to "want" in line 16 and to "need" at the end of line sixteen. Each contains 

nuanced inflections. Bloom notes that “desire” “flickers with the ghost of its 

etymological meaning, ‘to shine’” (141). This clearly connects the stirring within the 
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speaker or “one” to the still life scene with its brilliant bowl and its light like snowy air. 

This subtle etymological connection suggests that the desire for more cannot be parsed 

from the still life that elicits it. The etymology makes a metaphor of longing that 

compares it to light, a figure that constitutes the external scene and internal stirring. 

The second stanza concludes with what reads like a summation of what this 

“complete simplicity” could hypothetically offer to one, a “world of white and snowy 

scents” (line 11, 17). The phrase “world of white” is an identical repetition of the phrase 

in line fourteen. “Snowy scents,” however, feels like an abrupt shift in the stanza. Up 

until this point, the sense of smell has been entirely and conspicuously absent from a 

poem largely concerned with flowers. As a concluding capstone to the stanza, this 

utterance reads like a trivialization of the hypothetical concessions that precede it. The 

reference to smell can be read as a revision of “a world of clear water, brilliant-edged,” as 

well as a complete departure from it (line 15). In either case, the speaker’s gesture here 

trivializes the ideas contained in the preceding lines by collapsing a number of elements 

into two strangely ambivalent images. Through this summation of the stanza, the speaker 

attempts to make painstakingly obvious why just such a world is not enough to satisfy 

one’s desire, wants, needs. However, even in its hypothetical form, the stanza still 

demonstrates that this simple scene is more than “a world of white and snowy scents”; it 

is also “a world of clear water, brilliant edged.”  

The concluding stanza supports Bloom’s interpretation of the poem as essentially 

Keatsian by juxtaposing stillness with movement. The speaker repeats “still” across the 

stanza break. Although she uses it as a synonym for “yet,” its dual meaning is emphatic 

when read in conjunction with the adjectival phrase, “the never-resting,” in reference to 
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mind. The hyphenated version of restless lengthens the reading of the line, but it also 

energizes the idea by constructing it in the form of a gerund. The speaker’s attention has 

finally alighted on the source of longing at work in the poem. Line eighteen reveals that 

the feeling of discontentment with the carnations, with the “world of white,” is related to 

its stasis; it cannot accommodate the mind’s dynamism and vitality. However, the word 

choice of the line as it links “still” with “never-resting” complicates the relationship 

between the mind and the still life scene it perceives. 

The lines that follow further the poem’s concern with containment as well as 

confuse it: “one would want to escape, come back / To what had been so long composed” 

(lines 19-20). That is, the still life threatens to imprison the viewer according to the rules 

of its own world—smallness, humility, constraint, stasis. It is on account of these rules 

that the viewer longs for release. However, the viewer's place of escape is confounding--

“to what had been so long composed.”  The use of “composed” returns the reader to the 

process of reduction and simplification that the speaker hypothetically posits in the 

previous stanza. One would want to escape the fresh, white, and brilliant-edged world of 

clear water to return to a state of torment and staleness and to return to being an “evilly 

compounded, vital I.”  What is strangely ironic in this most recent of the speaker’s 

contemplations is how integral the idea of composure is to the genre of still life. Although 

the human agents who construct this purposeful and artificial arrangement are absent, still 

lifes are the product of careful artifice. The catalyst that proffers the possibility of a 

“world white,” a world characterized by the freedom from the artificial, is itself a 

rhetorically inflected construct. 
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Suddenly the formal and indistinct pronoun, “one,” becomes the collective second 

person pronoun in line twenty-one: 

To what had been so long composed. 

The imperfect is our paradise. 

Note that, in this bitterness, delight, 

Since the imperfect is so hot in us, 

Lies in flawed words and stubborn sounds. (lines 20-24) 

So far, the speaker has been at a noticeable remove from both the subject matter and the 

reader. She has not taken any ownership in the desires, wants, and needs on which she 

meditates. Her abrupt possession of “the imperfect” and “paradise” is dramatic. The 

imperfect is a paradise located within the self, and it is characterized by incompletion, 

perpetuation, and continuance. This is where one wants to escape, where one wants to 

“come back”: the paradise that is the imperfect. It is characterized by a hotness that is in 

stark opposition to the numerous references to snow, winter, and coldness. However, the 

poem equates this hot paradise with composure, which is as yet still historically and 

generically related to the still life. Although the lines suggest an escape from the event as 

it is encapsulated in the still life, the attention to artifice, to construct, and to imperfection 

all firmly rivet “our paradise” to the name, to the still life itself. The implication is that 

the “world of white” is a state of perfection, but it is not paradisiacal perfection. 

The poem champions a paradoxical containment. Even as it deems unfulfilling the 

containment demonstrated in the “complete simplicity” of “a cold porcelain,” the poem 

turns to a strikingly similar version of containment figured in “the imperfect” that “is so 

hot in us.” The speaker recognizes the inadequacy of names to represent the event; 
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although she rejects the name figured by the still life, she delights in the name figured in 

language—“flawed words and stubborn sounds.” The distinction between such names is 

intentionally slippery, especially in an ekphrastic poem.  

Bloom points out the pun at work in the poem’s final line, calling it “the poem’s 

finest moment” (143). On account of the dual meaning of “lies,” the sense of the line can 

either be read as a comment on the falsity of delight or on the location of that delight: 

“delight… / Lies in flawed words and stubborn sounds” (lines 22 and 24). The former 

dramatically undermines all of the speaker’s emphatic utterances concerning one’s 

longing: “one desires / so much more than that,” “still one would want more, one would 

need more,” and “there would still remain the never-resting mind” (lines 6-7, 16, 18). 

That is, the delight we encounter in the imperfect lies to us in words that are also 

imperfect. The poem reads as a celebration of its own use of  flawed words and stubborn 

sounds. However, in so celebrating, the poem’s very emphatic argument concerning still 

life and its relationship to the self becomes highly unstable and uncertain. Language is 

the ultimate figure for “what had been so long composed,” for “our paradise,” for “the 

imperfect...so hot in us” (lines 20, 2, 23). The still life seems an apt figure for all that is 

opposed to the craft and discipline implied in the adjectives “flawed” and “stubborn” 

(line 24). And although the images used to represent the still life feel indolent, leisurely, 

and reductive, the twists in logic, the ambiguous syntax, and the disjunction between 

utterance and sense all reveal that the still life does fulfill “so much more.” It too, is 

“flawed” and “stubborn.” Even as the speaker attempts to reduce it, her language betrays 

the still life’s excess, its participation in a “hier-an-archy” (Caputo, The Weakness 14). As 

she turns from the still life to words and sounds, the speaker turns from one name to 
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another (line 24). Even as she ultimately celebrates “the imperfect” name over the infinite 

event, “The Poems of Our Climate” can’t completely shake the desire to see the promise 

of the event fulfilled. 

On account of their fidelity to the stirrings of the event within, we might say that 

both "The Pot of Flowers" and “The Poems of Our Climate” have “to do with a 

transforming moment that releases us from the grip of the present and opens up the future 

in a way that makes possible a new birth, a new beginning, a new invention of ourselves, 

even as it awakens dangerous memories” (Caputo, The Weakness 6). Both poems are 

particularly invested in the linguistic nature of this moment, each variously delighting in 

the free play of language that is uncertain and undecidable—a poetics that is 

characterized by weakness. However, the poems emerge from this moment in 

dramatically different ways. While Williams perceives the danger and risk inherent in 

such a new birth and embraces the promise of the event, Stevens rejects it, preferring to 

revel in “the imperfect,” the constructed, the contingent, the name. 

Ekphrasis itself is a kind of hermeneutic endeavor that impossibly sets out to 

contain and free the object of its desire—the visual other. Ekphrasis, like Charles 

Winquist’s redefinition of theology, is “an ongoing experiment. It may be an experiment 

with the truth, but it is more importantly an experiment of desire” (102). Williams's and 

Stevens's poems relate to their ekphrastic object as weak theology might approach the 

name that harbors the event—with “a desirable humility” (Vattimo 25) that escapes the 

“murderously spiritual” (Roberts 4) by attending to the seemingly small, mundane, 

profane, and sordid—at a time when American aesthetics was struggling to evict the 

event along with its theological underpinnings.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Blind Faith and the Self-Portrait: The Ekphrases of Charles Wright 

 

 Li-Young Lee's poem "Persimmons" is a lyric self-portrait that concludes with an 

ekphrastic meditation on an image of persimmons painted by the speaker's father. The 

poem represents a number of tender and tenuous differences as they appear at the level of 

language—the aural and visual difference "between persimmon and precision" (line 5) 

and "fight and fright, wren and yarn" (line 31)—and at the level of relationship—between 

the speaker and his mother, his father, and his lover. The softness of these differences is 

depicted against a background of hard and uncompromising oppositions based on race 

and class. As the title indicates, the figure of the persimmon—the fruit and the painting—

binds these concerns, which culminate in an exchange between the speaker and his father. 

They are in the cellar; the speaker is looking for something while the father keeps him 

company, resting on the stairs. What the speaker discovers amidst the boxes are three 

scrolls painted by his father, one of which depicts a still life of two persimmons. The 

poem concludes with the blind father ruminating on the product of his blindness: 

 I painted them hundreds of times 

 eyes closed. These I painted blind. 

 Some things never leave a person: 

 scent of the hair of the one you love, 

 the texture of persimmons, 

 in your palm, the ripe weight. (lines 83-88) 
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The father's words raise questions about the role of sight and vision in painting. He 

makes careful distinction between the "hundreds of times" he painted the fruit with his 

"eyes closed" and "these" specific persimmons, which he "painted blind." Suddenly, his 

reflections become more general as though he ruminates on a universal rather than a 

uniquely blind experience; he speaks as "a person," as a "you," rather than an "I." The 

role of memory in this particular painting may be more poignant because of the father's 

blindness at the time of its creation, but the poem is clearly invested in exploring the 

delicate difference between sight and vision as it is mediated by memory. Paradoxically, 

the father references the smell, texture, and size of the fruit without reference to its color 

or shape—two visual elements integral to painting. "Some things never leave a person," 

but other things do. The conclusion of "Persimmons" contemplates the mysterious 

process by which "a person"—blind literally and figuratively—fills in the gaps between 

the things that "never leave" and those that do. 

 It is precisely this process as it concern blindness that first compelled Jacques 

Derrida to curate Memoirs of the Blind, an exhibition that showed at the Louvre from 

October 26, 1990 to January 21, 1991. All of the images Derrida chose to include in the 

show represent different forms of blindness. There are pictures of the blind as well as 

pictures made by the blind, pictures that represent those stripped of eyesight and those 

whose vision is obscured or impaired. His exploration of blindness in the show itself and 

in its introductory essay specifically regards the genre of the self-portrait. Derrida 

contends that all self-representation emerges from blindness. However, not all of the 

images that appear in the show or its catalogue are self-portraits in the conventional 

sense. In characteristic Derridian fashion, the discussion of a specific form or genre 
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quickly becomes a synecdoche for larger aesthetic and philosophical concerns. Derrida 

ultimately asserts that drawing and, by extension, writing are acts performed blind, acts 

which at their core are inhered by faith and belief. 

 Like the still life, the genre of portraiture is conventionally considered a relatively 

low form of artistic representation. In spite of the obvious differences in their content, the 

still life and the portrait share a great deal.  A survey of the history of the portrait and the 

self-portrait in particular reveals that, like the still life, portraiture has always been "as a 

means of demonstrating skill, as an indicator of an emergent professional status of the 

artist alongside philosophers and writers" (Capon and Nairne). Another significant 

characteristic shared by these two marginal forms of representation is their interest in 

mortality, their concern with "the imminence of death or the presence of vanitas" (Capon 

and Nairne).  

Perhaps the most startling characteristic that the portrait shares with the still life is 

its concern for objects. In spite of the genre's representation of people, the project of the 

portrait often results in a blurring of the line between that which might properly be called 

a subject and that which has all the trappings of an object. According to Wendy Steiner, 

the portrait is "a fusion of icon, index, and symbol, of centripetal and centrifugal 

reference" (173). Primarily semiotic, Steiner's argument addresses the system of signs 

conventionally at work in portraits—artistic and literary—as they interest the sensibilities 

of postmodern artists and viewers. Most critics, Steiner included, locate the complexity of 

the portrait in its ability to make the subject magically appear present by gesturing, by 

pointing outside of the bounds of its frame. Gadamer calls these referential indices 

"occasionality," all the deliberate allusions to the original referent that are not open to the 
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interpretation of the viewer such as the title, for example (88). The more iconic features 

of a work that is also largely indexical and occasional causes the characteristic 

"oscillation between art object and human subject, represented so personally" (Lucie-

Smith).  

In response to the seeming intimacy with which portraits communicate 

personality to their viewers, Richard Brilliant turns to the feature most compositionally 

central to portraits, the eyes. In doing so, he also addresses the frequent conflation of 

portrait and self-portrait in aesthetic discourse. 25 

 Knowledge of others is also knowledge of oneself, and perhaps for that reason  

self-portraits are so important to the analysis of portraiture, for in them the patron, 

the subject, and the artist are often one. The eyes of all three parties to this 

transaction focus on a single vision, asserted by the artist's self-indulgence in the 

act of creation but subject to the queries of the unknown strangers who witness its 

result. (141) 

According to Derrida, this seemingly monocular vision is actually abocular, or blind. In 

this chapter, I seek to discover how Derrida's work in Memoirs might reveal the 

generative role blindness plays in ekphrasis generally and in ekphrastic self-portraits 

specifically. To do so, I turn to the work of Charles Wright, a poet intensely concerned 

not only with the visual arts and the self-portrait, but a poet whose work is also invested 

in representing faith and belief.  

                                                           
25 Discourse about the portrait frequently conflates it with the self-portrait, often citing a story in Vasari's 
Lives of the Painters in which Michelangelo is asked why he thought a cow was the most successful part of 
a particular picture; to which he responded, "every painter paints himself" (280). Benjamin echoes a similar 
sentiment in his "A Short History of Photography," explaining from the perspective of a viewer at a 
historical distance, "the portrait becomes after a few generations no more than a testimony to the art of the 
person who painted it."  
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 Included in Wright's The Southern Cross (1981) is a series of five poems all 

identically titled, "Self-Portrait." In a fashion characteristic of ekphrasis, these five poems 

rely on pictorial conventions—particularly those rooted in the two-dimensional self-

portrait—-in ways that conspicuously collapse the distinction between the visual and 

verbal. One way the poems affect such a collapse is through their emphatic attention to 

lines and lineation within and across the poems. Not only does the speaker of each these 

five poems employ linear images and metaphors, but he evinces a poetics bent on 

inscribing the surface of the texts with lines, or what Derrida describes as the trait. In 

Wright's five-part ekphrastic series, these lines place in relief the poems' otherwise subtle 

picture of faith. 

 In addition to their shared concern for the self-portrait, Wright's poems and 

Derrida's Memoirs also share a concern for the concept of the trait and the hand from 

which it emanates. According to Derrida, the hand and the trait are inseparable, linked as 

they are by the part both play in the act of inscription—drawing and writing. The trait, 

left untranslated in Memoirs, appears as early as the essay's second page. According to 

Derrida's translators, the range of meaning at work in this particular essay includes "trait 

or feature to a line, stroke, or mark" (2). The trait, therefore, has as its source the hand. 

The connection between trait and hand, however, is more than a relationship of 

proximity. The hand may hold the tracing instrument, but both figures are also bound by 

the blindness that defines the act and product of their meeting. Derrida explains: 

In its originary, pathbreaking moment, in the tracing potency of the trait, at the 

instant  when the point at the point of the hand (of the body proper in general) 

moves forward upon making contact with the surface, the inscription of the 
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inscribable is not seen. Whether it be improvised or not, the invention of the trait 

does not follow, it does not conform to what is presently visible.... Even if 

drawing is, as they say, mimetic, that is, reproductive, figurative, representative, 

even if the model is presently facing the artist, the trait must proceed in the night. 

It escapes the field of vision. Not only because it is not yet visible, but because it 

does not belong to the realm of the spectacle, of spectacular objectivity. (45)  

The night that cloaks the trait's advance either indicates the hope of a soon-to-be dawning 

day or the hopelessly insurmountable alterity of night to day. Wright's five self-portraits 

maintain a tenuous balance between each of these competing interpretations of blindness. 

It is as though Wright's speaker cannot decide whether such obscurity and the uncertainty 

it entails are worthy of celebrating or lamenting, praising or cursing. 

 Although the five self-portraits in The Southern Cross are separated by other lyric 

poems, they constitute a serial progression. "Self-Portrait" #1 establishes the sequence's 

subtly executed sense of poetics. As such, it is the grounding frame of reference from 

which the other poems emerge and to which the other poems refer. Its emphatic concern 

for images of blindness—hands, edges, obscurity, and inscription—establishes a "trait-

based" poetics that attempts to represent and produce blindness through the scoring of 

intertextual lines throughout all five poems. 

The first self-portrait begins with a kind of indirectly confessional utterance: 

"Someday they'll find me out" (line 1). The speaker does not here fully expose himself, 

but only guardedly alludes to a future vulnerability. Without explicitly confessing to 

some transgression, the speaker reveals that he is in danger of exposure. There is some 

part of the speaker's self that is as yet secret or undiscovered. Perhaps he is guilty of or in 
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danger of being perceived as guilty of some transgression. The speaker is very careful not 

to implicate himself; no part of this statement is specific or firmly incriminating. The 

"when," the "who," the "what," and the "how" are all ambiguous. The syntax of the first 

stanza initially suggests that the litany of objects that follow his prediction all reveal 

something about what "they'll find." But it is not until the final line of stanza one that it 

becomes clear what the consequences of such exposure might be. Through the implicit 

metaphor in line five, discovery is likened to a consuming fire, the only remnant of which 

is "ashes and bits of char" (lines 5). In what seems to be a paradox, the speaker predicts 

that these sooty materials "will clear [his] name" (line 5). However, ash and charcoal can 

be used as a cleaning agents—they can neutralize foul odors, polish silver, and even 

remove the traces of themselves. In this way, ash and char muddy the distinction between 

that which sullies and that which purifies. The significant role they play in the nature of 

the speaker’s legacy attests to the ambivalent nature of the discovery alluded to in the 

poem’s first line. Ash and char very subtly suggest that the speaker’s guilt and 

redemption emanate from similar, if not identical, sources. The speaker's use of the 

phrase "clear my name" is idiomatic, as it uses one's name or signature to signify one's 

reputation. Lurking in the phrase as it is used in line five is the sense that "clear" might 

not merely mean "expunge" or "clean"; it might also mean "wipe out" or "efface." While 

the former is the more optimistic of the two readings as it reveals the speaker's hopeful 

desire for legacy, the latter suggests that the remnants of such a fire will continue the 

destructive, and ultimately, consuming work of the flames long after they have been 

extinguished.  
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 The reference to the name of the speaker at the end of the stanza is a microcosmic 

self-portrait within the poem's larger self-portrait project. The name is a condensed 

signifier, indexing this self-portrait's "original." In Self-Portrait: Renaissance to 

Contemporary, Anthony Bond connects the figure of the signature to the hand and the 

trace, a network of relation that defines the genre of the self-portrait and is greater than 

the sum of its parts. He explains: 

Then there is the trace of the artist's hand, the signature brushwork that proclaims 

originality and individuality, acting as evidence of the artist's touch. In known 

self-portraits we do not need to be experts in identification to read this signature: 

it is sufficient that we appreciate the handling of the paint as evidence of the 

artists' prior presence in front of the canvas. This literal trace provides us with an 

indirect contact with the artist that is more immanent that any image alone. (31-

32) 

It is the trace that touches the viewer through the touch of the artist. Tellingly, the trace is 

both "indirect" and "immanent." Consequently, Bond privileges "the trace of the artist's 

hand, the signature" over the image it ultimately creates. But the trait is always 

necessarily in retreat, retrait. It disappears because "a tracing, an outline, cannot be seen" 

(53). The speaker contemplates his signature persisting and withdrawing, a trait in 

retrait. As his language does not clarify the status of this signature—will it be recovered? 

or rubbed out?—the speaker suggests early on that the macrocosmic project of these five 

self-portraits will hover in a state of immanence and withdrawal. 

 Before the speaker reaches the end of stanza one, he presents the viewer / reader 

with a number of natural images that very subtly depict gestures of advance and retreat. 
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Between the ominous threat of discovery in line one and the effects of the ensuing fire in 

line five is a list of seven images, which become metonymies of the speaker. The items in 

this list might name what "they'll find" out about the speaker, and they might name the 

"ashes and bits of char" that remain; or perhaps, confounding though it may be, the list 

constitutes both what is discovered and recovered. 

Someday they'll find me out, and my lavish hands, 

 Full moon at my back, fog groping the gone horizon, the edge 

 Of the continent scored in yellow, expectant lights, 

 White shoulders of surf, a wolf-colored sand, 

 The ashes and bits of char that will clear my name. (lines 1-5) 

According to Derrida, "the mise en scène of the blind is always inscribed in a theatre or 

theory of the hands" (26). The speaker's first representation of himself according to his 

"lavish hands" subtly locates the poem in just such a setting. According to the OED, 

"lavish" means, "expending or bestowing without stint or measure; unboundedly liberal 

or profuse." Taken denotatively, it might read as synonymous with generous or selfless. 

"Lavish hands" would therefore describe the action of the hands—their willingness to 

expend and bestow without end. It carries the feeling of excess. Even as the adjective 

connotes vice, the natural images of excess that follow it suggest that "lavish hands" is 

neither clearly condemnatory nor obviously celebratory.  

Following the speaker's allusion to his "lavish hands" is the first and only image 

against which the speaker positions himself: "Full moon at my back" (line 2). Like his 

reference to hands, this image refers to a part of his body and manages to evoke 

numerous questions: What does he face instead of the full moon? Why? Does he turn so 
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willingly? What does he feel? Assumedly, he stares into a darkness that is yet illuminated 

by the moon behind him. The light of the moon casts his portrait in the form of a shadow, 

a kind of skiagraphia, on the ground before him, his figure eclipsing the light of the 

moon and creating a silhouetted self-portrait.26 His turn from this light may be related to 

the guilt he almost-but-doesn't-quite-disclose in the first line; perhaps his turn from the 

moon hides the confession his face is likely to make when exposed to the light. Although 

he turns from the source of the night's light, the speaker experiences the effects of that 

light. In its evocation of nocturnal obscurity, the image bespeaks a blindness as well a 

very particular kind of sight. 

The image that follows further develops the poem's attention to blindness—"fog 

groping the gone horizon" (line 2). Again the speaker's reference to eyes and sight is 

subtle. The issue of blindness is embedded in the verbs "groping" and "gone." The 

connotations of "to grope" are various—it feels wild, uncontrolled, desperate, 

unknowing, unseeing. Describing the hand of the blind, Derrida says that "ventures forth 

alone or disconnected, in a poorly delimited space; it feels its way, it gropes, it caresses 

as much as it inscribes.... It is as if a lidless eye had opened at the top of the fingers" (3). 

Even though the verb describes the action of fog, it personifies this meteorological 

element, giving it "groping" hands with "lidless eyes." As it appears in such proximity to 

the speaker's reference to his own "lavish hands," the poem connects not only the speaker 

with the fog, but also the adjective "lavish" with the gerund "groping." Although the later 

comparison yokes two seemingly disparate terms, they are indeed similar according to 

such shared connotations as "unrestrained" and "unchecked." Fog obscures vision and is 

                                                           
26 Derrida discusses at length the story of Butades who traces the shadow of her departing lover as it is cast 
upon a wall.  Included in Memoirs are paintings of this story by Joseph-Benoit and Jean-Baptist Regnault, 
both of which are subtitled, "The Origin of Painting." 
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therefore a blinding agent that the line depicts as itself blind. The sun appears to have 

set—the horizon after dusk has disappeared, and the sky and earth are indistinguishable. 

Although it it is technically the withdrawal of the sun that obscures the horizon, the 

poetic line does not explicitly reference the sun or its disappearance as cause; rather it is 

the horizon itself, the line that separates the celestial and terrestrial, that, like the trait, has 

withdrawn. The form "to grope" takes in this line is intensely dynamic, juxtaposed with 

"gone," which describes an action that feels irrevocably complete. The fog's blind and 

desperate reaching after the line of the horizon consequently feels potent and futile. Even 

as the poem figures the speaker as the fog, he is also figured as the withdrawn horizon 

after which that fog futilely reaches. The connection between speaker and horizon occurs 

on account of the speaker’s own retreat within the stanza; line one has three references to 

the first person—“find me out,” “my lavish hands,” “at my back”—that quickly drop 

away in second half of line until line five when the speaker concludes with “that will 

clear my name.” 

The first stanza's repeated concern for edges as well as lines emphasizes the 

degree to which the speaker's representation of self is contingent on the trait. This 

concern not only appears at the level of image, but also at the level of form. For example, 

the second line's enjambment dangles "the edge" at its own poetic edge. 

the edge 

 Of the continent scored in yellow (lines 2-3) 

The precipice of the continent may refer to the land's literal edge as it meets the sea, or it 

renames the not-quite-so-gone horizon—the horizon as seen from any position on or near 

land. The "gone horizon" of the previous line is obviously not quite gone. The return of 
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the horizon in line three reminds the viewer / reader that it is a line that is both immanent 

and always receding, nature's paradigmatic trait. Although the line is not explicit about 

what is "scored"—the continent or its edge— this verb, as it suggests both drawing and 

writing, visually and tactilely connects the expanse of land to the speaker's self-portrait 

because both are constituted by features, lines, strokes, marks—traits. The image is 

another implicit metaphor for the speaker's self-portrait.  

According to the OED, “to score” refers to the act of cutting into or marking 

inscriptions upon a surface. Often it is used to describe craftsmanship or artisanship. 

However, it is also used in relation to butchery and torture; that is, to score marks upon a 

piece of meat before cooking and to score marks upon flesh with a whip. Consequently, 

this largely implicit metaphor compares the continent and / or its edge to a carefully 

crafted work of art and a violently punished and / or dissected body. It is clear, however, 

that the concern of the speaker is not for the continent, but for its edges and its marks, 

which are his edges and his marks. Aptly comparing the self-portraitist to the surgeon, 

Derrida explains: 

He shows this movement, this touching or examination, with the assured gesture 

of a surgeon. But a surgeon who does not look at his hands any more than a blind 

man does. He turns his eyes neither toward what he holds between his hands, the 

vertical or oblique point of the scalpel, staff, or pencil, nor towards what lies 

beneath his hands, the body, the scarified skin, the ground or surface of 

inscription. (60) 

As his translators note earlier in the essay, Derrida's comparison of drawing to surgery 

emerges from the etymology of "chirurgie," "which comes from the Greek hkeir (hand) 
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and literally means the 'work of the hands'" (note on 5). Derrida employs the metaphor 

here in order to explain where the attention of the artist / surgeon falls. He is blind to his 

hands, the instruments they hold, and the patient upon which he works. As Derrida's 

metaphor reveals, the scoring represented in stanza one of "Self-Portrait" #1 takes place 

not only at the site of the continent and its edge, but also at the site of the poem itself. It 

too is scored with a "trait-based" poetics that will persist throughout the rest of Wright's 

series. 

 The next item in the speaker's list, "expectant lights," is less an image that 

concerns the trait as it is an image that addresses blindness. Like the stanza in its entirety, 

its meaning resists transparency. “Expectant lights” may rename the scoring within the 

previous image or it may function as a separate entry in the speaker’s list. In spite of its 

obtuseness, the image returns the poem to the speaker’s concern for the future in line one, 

and it looks ahead to the speaker’s hope of exoneration or fear of effacement that appears 

in line five; like the lights, he too is expectant. The image sits at the center of stanza one, 

at the end of the third line, flanked on either side by references to the future—"they'll find 

me out" (line 1) and "char that will clear my name" (line 5). For Derrida, writing and 

drawing both involve expectancy, which takes two distinct forms: anticipation and 

precipitation. He explains, 

writing gives itself over rather to anticipation. To anticipate is to take the 

initiative, to be out in front, to take in advance. Different than precipitation, 

which exposes the head, the head first and ahead of the rest, anticipation would 

have to do with the hand. The theme of the drawings of the blind is, before all 

else, the hand. For the hand ventures forth, it precipitates, rushes ahead, certainly, 
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but this time in place of the head, as if to precede, prepare, and protect it. A 

safeguard, a guardrail. Anticipation guards against precipitation, it makes 

advances, puts the moves on space in order to be the first to take, in order to be 

forward in the movement of taking hold, making contact, or apprehending. (4) 

Derrida collapses anticipation and precipitation at the site / sight of the hand. Anticipation 

regards the hand, except in "the drawings of the blind," where the hand instead advances 

and "rushes ahead."  "Self-Portrait" #1 is clearly concerned with the theme of the hand. 

Out of the context of the first stanza and the poem as a whole, the phrase "expectant 

lights" may have little to do with writing or drawing, heads or hands; however, as it is 

centrally positioned within this stanzaic list of images that stand in metonymic relation to 

the speaker, the phrase further represents the speaker's blindness, and Derrida reminds us 

that the blind "must advance or commit themselves, that is expose themselves, run 

through space as if running a risk. They are apprehensive about space, they apprehend it 

with their groping, wandering hands; they draw in this space in a way that is at once 

cautious and bold; they calculate, they count on the invisible" (5). That is, in spite of his 

anxiety about discovery in line one, the speaker is already exposed and "running a risk" 

by choosing to construct this self-portrait. In this first stanza he responds to this risky 

advance by representing himself "from / of his blindness" with images "at once cautious 

and bold" (Derrida 4).  

 These images and their arrangement within the first stanza are not without effect 

on the self-portrait's viewer / reader. Not only do they come "to us from / of his 

blindness," but they come to blind us. For example, the reader experiences a similar sense 

of expectancy throughout stanza one that is made particularly emphatic at the level of 
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syntax. The reader is clearly eager to alight on the verb—anticipating it? precipitating 

it?—that will complete the independent clause that should follow line’s one’s comma—

“Someday they’ll find me out, and my lavish hands...” That verb never appears. In its 

place is a list constituted by present and past participles without their auxiliary verbs—

“fog groping,” “the gone horizon,” and “continent scored in yellow”—and a whole host 

of nouns—hands, moon, back, fog, horizon, edge, continent, lights, shoulders, surf, sand, 

ashes, bits, char, and name—occasionally modified by adjectives—lavish, full, yellow, 

expectant, white, and wolf-colored. When an active verb appears in line five, it does not 

describe the expected subject, “and my lavish hands.” Instead, line five introduces a new 

subject, “The ashes and bits of char” and a verbal phrase that refuses to make of the line 

or the stanza a complete sentence. In the absence of prosaic syntactical cohesion, the 

stanza continues to privilege the blind and blinding trait—here figured as lineated 

images—above the larger composition that it constitutes—the self-portrait of the speaker. 

 Up until the second half of the second stanza, the poem's attention to lines is 

primarily visual rather than verbal; that is, the lines are more suggestive of the act of 

drawing than they are of writing. The second stanza forcefully changes this dynamic, 

almost entirely collapsing these two disciplines in the line: "My features are sketched 

with black ink in a slow draw through the sky" (line 9). It is the longest line of the poem. 

Its typography is notable on account of the fact that Wright does not here employ what he 

has called the “dropped line.” As it appears printed in The World of Ten Thousand 

Things, the line spans across the page and does not break into a second. According to 

Wright, this element of his poetics is a response to lines that are heavily weighted down 

with image. Throughout his work Wright claims to have experimented with the poetic 
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line’s ability to bear the weight of language. Depending on the nature of the poem and the 

line in question, sometimes the line bears that burden successfully and sometimes it 

cannot. When it cannot, the line visually and spatially breaks off and drops below even as 

its musical integrity remains intact. Here in the first “Self-Portrait” of The Southern 

Cross, Wright’s longest line bears up under the pressure. The visual and auditory 

integrity of this particular line as it stretches across the width of the page and addresses 

the acts of writing and drawing emphasizes the unique significance of lineation as it is 

borne out in all poetry and in the work of Wright in particular. According to Bonnie 

Costello, it is Wright's approach to the poetic line that most clearly manifests the 

influence of the visual arts in his work (304). Although she agrees with Calvin Bedient's 

"defiantly un-Derrida'd" Wright, Costello describes Wright's work with the line in terms 

largely consistent with the famous Deconstructionist: "The text, for Wright creates...an 

optical space where lines carve into the white surface. In Wright, the 'problem' of 

representation slips over into the 'problem' of inscription" (305). In spite of her muteness 

on the subject, Costello's argument has very clear overlap with Memoirs. 

 Although the longest line in "Self-Portrait" #1 technically houses a single image, 

it is indeed a freighted one in which a number of shifting layers of figuration meet. At its 

beginning, the line seems to describe a work of visual art, a portrait rendered in black ink. 

The speaker’s use of “features” rivets the image to the language of Derrida's trait, which 

means "feature" in addition to "trace" or "mark." The term also makes that portrait feel 

fragmentary where the use of a more totalizing noun like “face” or “portrait” or 

“likeness” might suggest completion. “My features” has the impressionistic potential to 

suggest that not all of the speaker’s features are clearly represented. The present 
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participle “are sketched” heightens the sense of the incomplete at work in the poetic 

image and the visual representation with which it is concerned; the speaker appears to 

describe a draft that one line later he reveals awaits competition. Even though the 

speaker’s language describes the sketch as incomplete, the portrait is neither provisional 

nor permanent. The black ink with which the features are rendered suggests that the 

image cannot be erased as a pencil or even charcoal can. By the end of the line, however, 

the reader discovers that the picture is drawn "in slow drag through the sky" (line 9). 

Without explicitly doing so, the speaker compares these features to clouds—the 

meteorological image of evanescence and impermanence. As the image becomes 

metaphoric rather than purely descriptive, the exact tenor and vehicle are, however, 

unclear. The second half of line nine suggests that the representation of features in “black 

ink” is not purely visual; it is verbal as well. The sketched features may represent the 

speaker in a visual picture or it may represent him in words—the black ink of a line 

drawing and the black ink of a printed page of writing. The line maintains the possibility 

of both and further emphasizes the ambiguous medium of the speaker’s sketch with the 

phrase “slow drag,” a type of jazz musical composition. According to the OED, "to drag" 

denotes difficulty, resistance, and even roughness. In fact, the first definition in this first 

entry is “to draw.” Whether visual, verbal, or even aural, the sketch is constituted by lines 

that have been pulled with great difficulty across the sky. In this way, the line seems to be 

the celestial counterpart to “the edge / Of the continent scored in yellow” from stanza 

one, to which "Self-Portrait" #2 will return in its reference to "tiny striations above the 

air" (line 7). "To drag,” “to score,” and later "to striate" ("Self-Portrait" #2, line 7) make 

evident the burden of making lines—drawn, written, or composed. Exactly where this 
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burden rests though remains unclear, in that the artist, the author, the composer of this 

visual, verbal, and/or musical portrait in the sky remains unstated. 

 This line constitutes a microcosmic ekphrastic moment within a larger ekphrastic 

project—a portrait within a self-portrait. It may be that in spite of the passive voice the 

speaker uses here, this sketch has been rendered by the speaker himself, making it a self-

portrait within the poem’s larger self-portrait. Consequently, “the slow drag through the 

sky” describes the movement of the speaker’s own hand moving steadily and even 

laboriously across the heavens. One of the most common and everyday of self-portraits is 

that of the signature; the possibility that these penned features represent the speaker's 

name recalls the speaker's concern for his name at the conclusion of stanza one. Perhaps 

this is name that appears in line five that has yet to be cleared. This possibility is, 

however, complicated by the completion of the sentence that line nine begins, "My 

features are sketched with black ink in a slow drag through the sky, / Waiting to be filled 

in" (lines 9-10).  

This portrait, this signature in the sky, the speaker’s inscription of himself onto 

the heavens awaits effacement as well as fulfillment. In the realm of the trait, these two 

processes go hand-in-hand because the trait is always in retrait. Derrida reminds us: 

One should in fact not see it...insofar as all the colored thickness that it retains 

tends to wear itself out so as to mark the single edge of a contour: between the 

inside and the outside of a figure. Once this limit is reached, there is nothing more 

to see....drawing always signals toward...the threshold where only the 

surroundings of the trait appear. (53-54) 
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This is the logic of the outline. Like the trait, the black ink lines that are "waiting to be 

filled in" at the end of the second stanza will disappear if and when filled. Tellingly, 

Derrida's explanation of the trait as outline, contour, limit leads directly into an 

invocation of God and theology. Derrida reflects: 

Is it by chance that in order to speak of the trait we are falling back upon the 

language of negative theology or of the discourses concerned with naming the 

withdrawal of the invisible or hidden god? The withdrawal of One whome one 

must not look in the face, or represent, or adore, that is idolize under the traits or 

guise of the icon? The one whom it is dangerous to name by one or the other of 

his proper names? (54) 

As indicated by his rhetorical question about chance, the theological resonance of the 

trait is not coincidental; the trait "is theological through and through" (54). It is no 

wonder then, why the trait-based poetics in "Self-Portrait" #1 ultimately lead the speaker 

to conclude the poem with prayer that refuses to use the proper name of the one to which 

he is addressed. In place of a name, the speaker directly addresses a disembodied hand: 

"Hand that lifted me once, lift me again, / Sort me and flesh me out, fix my eyes" (line 

11-12). It is the only moment of direct address that occurs in the poem. Although the 

place from which the speaker speaks is never disclosed, this moment of address suggests 

his proximity to this hand in a mode of utterance characteristic of ekphrastic texts. In 

"Self-Portrait" #1, the language maintains the possibility that speaker does occupy the 

same fictional time and space as the hand to which he addresses himself. In light of the 

speaker's attention to his own "lavish hands" in line one and the various implicitly 
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autographical images that invoke the figure of the hand that recur throughout stanza one 

and two, it is possible this "Hand that lifted" might belong to the speaker himself. 

 The redemptive quality with which the speaker invests the hand of the third stanza 

makes the question of its possessor all the more fraught. The speaker's decision to name 

the hand by way of what it has done for him in the past is a highly performative move. In 

four words, "that lifted me once," the speaker praises the hand, subtly invoking its will, 

its power, and even its grace. This praise may represent the spontaneous outpouring of 

gratefulness and / or it may serve as leverage to pressure the hand to similarly act again; 

that is, "see, you did this for me once before, it only makes sense that you do it again." 

This gesture is fairly common in the mode of prayer. Throughout the book of Psalms, for 

example, David often blesses the Lord, naming his redemptive acts, before he petitions 

for salvation. In the beginning of Psalm 22, David describes and reminds Yahweh: "In 

you our father put their trust; they trusted and you delivered them. They cried to you and 

were saved; in you they trusted and were not disappointed" (Biblos, verses 4-5). Shortly 

after, he anxiously pleads, "But you, O Lord, be not far off; O my Strength, come quickly 

to help me. Deliver my life from the sword" (Biblos, verses 19-20a).  

Wright's concluding stanza shares with Derrida's conception of the trait, the idea 

of debt. Derrida argues that "the thanksgiving grace of the trait suggests that at the origin 

of the graphein there is a debt or gift rather than representational fidelity." (30). Caputo 

explains, "With the trait one does not represent but one gives a gift or pays a debt" (316). 

The speaker's repeated plea to be lifted suggests that he has suffered a fall. He offers no 

explanation, confession, or apology. Although the poem is again not explicit in its 

references to sight, the speaker's fallen state subtly alludes to the speaker's blindness; 
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after all, "the blind are beings of the fall, the manifestation always of that which threatens 

the erection or the upright position (Samson, Saint Paul, Polyphemus)" (Derrida 21). A 

"being of the fall" ensures that the relationship between the hand and the speaker involves 

grace; that is, the speaker does not, nor did he ever, deserve help, redemption, salvation, 

healing. In place of confession, the speaker requests, "lift me again, / Sort me and flesh 

me out, fix my eyes. / ....protect me and pass me on. / ...deliver me, pass me on" (lines 

12-15). In spite of the sheer number of commands here, the language still maintains a 

feeling of reverence, initiated by the tone of thankfulness and praise implicit in the first 

line of the prayer and augmented by the liturgically repetitious solemnity of the rest of 

stanza. 

 All monosyllabic, these petitionary verbs are denotatively very different from one 

another. One way of connecting these requests is by ascribing a chronology to their order 

in the stanza: first the hand lifts, then sorts, fleshes, and fixes so that it might protect and 

pass and deliver and pass. Each in their own way, the verbs metaphorically cast the 

speaker according to figures that have already appeared throughout the poem. For 

example, the speaker returns to one of the implicitly autographical natural images of 

stanza one by comparing himself to sand to be sorted by the sieve of the hand. In this 

image the hand gives order to the speaker, sorting him according to a process entirely 

unknown to the reader. "Flesh me out" develops the poem's fascination with the trait as 

outline. It is possible to read this command as an indication of the speaker's emptiness. 

However, as the language harkens back to the only explicit image of fullness in the poem, 

the full moon, it reveals the poem's relative disinterest in absolute states of fullness and 

emptiness. Even though he describes the moon as "full," the reader recognizes that even 
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as it disappears from view, the moon is never empty; it is merely hidden, obscured by 

shadow. This figure recasts the other moments in the poem that might otherwise invite 

the reader to consider fullness only in relation to its absolute opposite. His call to "flesh 

me out" represents the speaker as a kind of skeletal frame desirous or in need of flesh. 

But it also might be read as a call for incarnation. Perhaps he has no skeletal frame at all 

and the call to "flesh me out" is a call to be made corporeal.  

 The nature of the utterances at this point becomes increasing metaphysical. The 

final command in line twelve, "fix my eyes," reveals that not only is the speaker 

disordered and incomplete, his vision is afflicted. In a work concerned with blindness, 

this is actually the first explicit reference to the organs of sight in the poem. The meaning 

of "to fix" is itself anything but fixed. It could mean "stabilize" or "focus"; it could also 

mean "heal" or "repair." Something has troubled the speaker's vision—he sees too much 

or he sees too little. For Derrida, "too-much of sight [is] at the heart of blindness itself" 

(16). He quotes Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who reflects, "to see is always to see more than 

one sees" (quoted in Derrida 52). This "too-much of sight" is certainly supported by the 

speaker's only explicit description of his person, "lavish." However, the various degrees 

of obscurity and blindness that appear throughout the poem—the repeated use of the 

future tense, the light of the moon, the withdrawn horizon, "the edge of the continent", 

the "expectant lights"—also suggest the speaker sees not enough.  

To interrogate the multiple meanings of "fix" requires an examination of one of 

the most famous narratives about the loss of sight, the account in the book of Acts of the 

Apostle Paul's conversion on the road to Damascus. Luke's account of Saul's 

transformation into the Apostle Paul describes flashes of light and the voice of one who 
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says, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" Saul falls to the ground and and doesn't rise 

until the vision of Christ has withdrawn. The text says that "Saul got up from the ground, 

but when he opened his eyes he saw nothing. So they led him by the hand into 

Damascus" (Biblos, chapter 9, verse 8). There are a number of layers of vision at work in 

the narrative: Saul's vision before the encounter, the encounter as vision, Paul's vision 

after the encounter, and his vision after Ananais lays hands on him and the scales fall 

from Paul's eyes. His vision pre-encounter is not, according to the language of Wright's 

speaker, "fixed" or focused; or at least Saul's fixation has not yet alighted upon a proper 

object. At this point, Saul's attention is dispersed across a variety of fairly 

undifferentiated and corrupted objects / objectives: wealth, status, power, violence, 

hatred. His eye sight, however, is perfectly healthy. Saul / Paul's vision during the 

encounter becomes "fixed," arrested for the first time by a single glorified subject, Christ. 

His physical eye sight, however, is in the process of becoming occluded. Paul's vision 

post-encounter, after the apparition of the Savior has withdrawn, is now captivated by 

and "fixed" upon the gospel. His eyesight at this particular juncture in the narrative, 

however, is now completely gone; he is blind. After a period of spiritual sight and 

physical blindness, Paul is eventually healed by the laying on of Ananais's hands.27 The 

writer of Acts mentions hands twice in this very brief story of vision and blindness—it is 

by hands that Paul is led to safety and by hands that he is healed. 

 Understandably, the story of Paul's conversion is the allusion—biblical or 

otherwise—to which Derrida most frequently turns in Memoirs. Not only is its 

                                                           
27 The story of Saul / Paul is the Biblical narrative to which the famous hymn "Amazing Grace" alludes in 
one of its most memorable lyrics: "I once was blind but now I see." The lyrics attest to the continued 
relationship of eyesight to spiritual vision and the significant role that tropes of vision play in conversion 
narratives. 
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representation pervasive in Western art, but the story contains all the elements of interest 

to Derrida in his exploration of the self-portrait—faith and belief, sight and vision, eyes 

and hands, God and theology, trait and retrait. The account of Paul reveals the extent to 

which blindness seems to illuminate the "inward eyes" (Derrida 109). Derrida 

acknowledges the complex relationship between inside and outside as it is played out in a 

drama of heaven and earth, light and dark, belief and doubt: "An inner conversion at first 

seems to transfigure light itself. Conversion of the inside, conversion on the inside: in 

order to enlighten the spiritual sky on the inside, the divine light creates darkness in the 

earthly sky on the outside" (112). As it is figured through the metaphor of blindness, all 

conversion reveals the violence at the origin of faith and belief (92). 

 As the story of Paul implicitly controls how the reader understands "fix my eyes," 

the speaker's petitions at the end of "Self-Portrait" #1 are not blind to the potential 

violence that surely ensues if the hand sorts, fleshes, and fixes. The monosyllabic 

prayerful commands recall John Donne's speaker in "Holy Sonnet 14." However, the 

speaker's repetition of "lift" at the beginning of the stanza in addition to the repetition of 

"from" that occurs in lines thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen appears to represent the 

movement of ascension: 

 From the mulch and the undergrowth, protect me and pass me on. 

 From my own words and my certainties,  

 From the rose and the easy cheek, deliver me, pass me on. (lines 11-15) 

Like blocks or, as Wright has described his poetics previously, like layers of paint, these 

lines themselves seem to climb up out of "the mulch and undergrowth." The poem seems 

to try and answer the speaker's prayer. Like the image of the sorting hand, these final 
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three lines parse the speaker from the circumstances that surround him—the decaying and 

low-lying natural world and the conditions of living in the physical world. The poem 

firmly places these circumstances at the beginning of each of their respective lines and 

the speaker's desired states of being—protected, delivered, and beyond—at the end of the 

lines. Notably, the line that concerns language and certainty is not immediately followed 

by the speaker's desire for rescue or salvation. In its place is a comma and the 

conspicuously empty white space between lines eleven and fifteen. This break in the 

pattern of the stanza is not surprising when we consider that the delivering hand, may be 

both the divine's and the artist / poet-speaker's. But perhaps this hand also belongs to the 

poem. The careful subtlety with which the language circles back upon itself constitutes 

the poem's most impressive feat. What I have called a "trait-based poetics" concerns the 

inconspicuous and indirect way the poem does more than try to represent a speaking self. 

Throughout its three stanzas, the poem celebrates the line, the trait "from / of the 

blindness that constitutes it" (Derrida 4). Although the speaker claims to be waiting to be 

"filled in" and "fleshed out," the language of the poem privileges the "black ink" outlines 

traced "in a slow drag through" and across the stanzas. The impulses toward fullness and 

emptiness, expectancy and withdrawal, immanence and transcendence all converge on 

the site / sight of the trait which originates from the hand of the poem itself. 

The resonance of "Self-Portrait"#1 and its concern for the blind and blinding trait 

continues to reverberate throughout the series, circuitously connecting each speaker with 

figures and images across the boundaries of their respective poems, inscribing lines of 

connection within and amongst each self-portrait. The most emphatic lines drawn within 

and across these five poems are self-reflexive, in that they consist of references to 
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drawing, writing, and marking. For example, the dropped line in "Self-Portrait" #2, which 

describes the editing of a character named Charles recalls the "trait-based" images that 

appear in "Self-Portrait #1." The lines read: "The wind will edit him soon enough, / And 

squander his broken chords //  in tiny striations above the air" (lines 6-7). Through the 

similarly graphic connotations of "to striate" and "to score," this image is linked to the 

fog that gropes the horizon and the edge of the continent in "Self-Portrait" #1. The 

striations in the sky of "Self-Portrait" #2 also return the reader to the black ink sketching 

of the speaker's features "in a slow drag through the sky, / Waiting to be filled in" ("Self-

Portrait" #1, lines 9-10). Like "Self-Portrait" #1, this second self-portrait never clarifies 

who sketches these features. The stanza is clear who edits and squanders—the wind—but 

it is not so obvious that the resultant striations are scored by the hand of the wind. It is as 

though these marks appear; the wind does not inscribe them; it merely causes them. The 

poem maintains ambiguity concerning the revising agent who edits, squanders, and 

breaks Charles-the-text. In his insistence on inscription, the speaker is blind to the hand 

from which these traits originate.  

The final stanza of "Self-Portrait" #2 concludes with yet another image of 

editorial inscription in the figure of St. Augustine, who is represented as "striking the 

words out" (line 15). The use of "striking" replicates the sound of "striations," as it 

aurally links these two words across "Self-Portrait" #2's stanzas, emphasizes the 

corporeal nature of the text established by "Self-Portrait" #1's use of "to score." The use 

of another common term of revision such as "to cross"—"crossing the words out"—

doesn't quite house the sense of physical violence that "to strike" does. The pointed 

reference to Augustine as a means to conclude "Self-Portrait" #2 evokes the saint's most 
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famous and most influential text, the self-portrait that is his Confessions. To represent 

Augustine, the self-portraitist, as "striking the words out" is to represent him as creator 

and created, man and text, editor and edited, perpetrator and victim, the word and the line 

that runs through it. So too, the character of Charles. He is the earmarked and the 

discarded, the wind and the book, the squanderer and the squandered, the striations and 

the air. 

 Both "Self-Portrait" #1 and #2 represent the self as constructed text; that text in 

the first poem of the series is more emphatically visual, but not explicitly so. The self as 

text in the second self-portrait is almost entirely verbal. The subtle connotative and 

denotative, stylistic, and aural bridges within and across the poems reveal the extent to 

which the poems construct a network of relations that are not unilateral, but synthetic and 

shifting. This is the success of the "Self-Portraits" as self-portraits. They not only 

represent but create selves that are comprised of a nexus of untidy and un-parsable lines 

and traces. As the poems literally rely upon images of lines and traces, drawing and 

writing, they actively trace lines across and between themselves, which supplement the 

outline of their own printed lines with imaginary and imagined lines that do anything but 

firmly represent a full and imminent self. The outlines of a self may be "waiting to be 

filled in" but it may just as well be waiting to be revised, edited, struck out. 

 In the poems that follow "Self-Portrait" #1, it becomes increasingly difficult to get 

a handle on the speaker, in that "Self-Portrait" #2, #3, and #4 all appear to render the 

withdrawal of the speaker. Willard Spiegelman argues that Wright's series self-portraits 

"dramatizes the loss of the self as a means of building it up" (177); whereas Bedient turns 

to the "Self-Portrait"#1's use of fire and ash, asserting that "not self-retrieval but self-
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purging is the project of the series: a sifting of the ashes for the indestructible, gold 

influences" (133). The biblical resonance of this assessment not only accords with the 

language of "Self-Portrait" #1, but also the concluding allusion to Augustine in "Self-

Portrait" #2. Augustine's repeated expression in the Confessions of his desire to renounce 

self for the pleasure of God adheres to Bedient's reading of "self-purging."    

In order to further address the role of withdrawal and effacement in the genre of 

the self-portrait, both Spiegelman and Bedient turn to contemporary painter Francis 

Bacon. According to Wright, Bacon's many serial (3-4 images per work) self-portraits 

influenced his own use of the genre in The Southern Cross. Bedient describes Bacon's 

serial self-portraits as "molten" (133), while Spiegelman explains their "ooze and flow" 

(177). Many of Bacon's critics read his painted subjects as being in the process of 

decomposition. The turgid movement and corporeal decay present in these readings 

emerges from Bacon's use of a repetitious serial form, as well as his expressionistic use 

of color and brushstroke. Although not represented in the catalogue, Bacon was one of 

the many artists shown in Memoirs of the Blind, the exhibition. As the use of light and 

shadow occludes the left eye of the left figure and the right eye of the right figure, Bacon 

makes sight and vision a central concern of this triptych. It is as though Derrida is 

precisely describing Bacon's self-portrait as he ruminates on the self-portrait as ruin: "The 

figure, the face, then sees its visibility being eaten away; it loses its integrity without 

disintegrating. For the incompleteness of the visible monument comes from the eclipsing 

structure of the trait, from a structure that is only remarked, pointed out, impotent or 

incapable of being reflected in the shadow of the self-portrait" (68). Instead, Derrida 

primarily turns to the self-portraits of Henri Fantin-Latour in order to address 
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incompletion and eclipse in the self-portrait. In fact, it is one of Latour's sketches that 

appears on the cover of Derrida's published catalogue. For Derrida, Latour's pencil 

drawings of himself "de-monstrate" the "transcendental retrait or withdrawal" (57). The 

eye in Latour as well as Bacon is "already plunged into the night, sometimes just barely 

hidden, veiled, withdrawn [en retrait], sometimes totally indiscernible and dissolved into 

a blotch, and sometimes absorbed by the shadow cast upon it by a top hat shaped like an 

eye shade" (57). It is as though these self-portraits—Latour's, Bacon's, and Wright's—

attempt to impossibly capture the trait in the process of withdrawal.  

 Spiegelmam notes that the peculiarly effacing representation of self in "Self-

Portrait" #2, 3, and 4 emphasizes a process of outlining a self by "attending to everything 

that looks initially secondary, random, or of the background" like a "series of pen-and-ink 

sketches never fully colored in" (177). This reading as it compares Wright's work to 

outlining and drawing is certainly significant, for it speaks to the "trait-based" poetics 

established in "Self-Portrait"#1. However, Wright, through the lens of Memoirs, makes 

clear that all of  the "secondary, random, or of the background" details, objects, allusions, 

and images in "Self-Portraits" #2, 3, and 4 privilege the blind and blinding trait. That is, 

these "pencil-and-ink sketches never fully colored in" attest to what the reader and viewer 

cannot see, what is always in the process of retreat. 

 The primary method by which the poems represent the retrait of the trait—the 

withdrawal of the speaking self—is litany. In place of what the reader expects to be the 

speaker's rendered features are the names of places and people. 

 Marostica, Valdi Ser. Bassano del Grappa. 

 Madonna del Ortolo. San Giorgio, arc and stone. 
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 The foothills above the Piave.  

 

 Places and things that caught my eye, Walt, 

 In Italy. On foot, Great Cataloguer, some twenty-odd years ago. (lines 1-5) 

The list continues for the rest of the poem's lines. The figure of Whitman, who the 

speaker addresses as the "Great Cataloguer," justifies the speaker's poetics. Although 

touted as the great epic of America, Leaves of Grass is also largely a self-portrait of 

Whitman's speaker, who constructs a self largely by cataloguing the world outside of 

himself. As made implicit in this particular poem and explicit in interviews, Wright's 

attraction to Whitman concerns his predecessor's use of the poetic line. In spite of this 

attraction, Wright also draws pretty clear distinctions between their respective poetics, 

particularly as such differences pertain to the self. In an interview, Morgan Lucas Schuldt 

addresses the American autobiographical impulse in poetry: 

There are those who complain that, as opposed to, say our European counterparts, 

American poets confess too much, that our individual pasts have become too 

precious to us—too much of the "I" in poetry. Why does autobiography continue 

to occupy the attention of so many poets writing today? (in Charles Wright in 

Conversations 129) 

Wright responds that Whitman "is one obvious and towering reason. Song of Myself is the 

American poetic national anthem" (Conversations 129). He claims that it is also the fault 

of every MFA program that tells students to "write what you know." He ruminates, 

"They'd probably be better off being told to write what they don't know.... We all need 

the shield of Perseus to look at the Gorgon slant-wise and second hand" (Conversations 
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129). Wright's allusion to Medusa's beheading at the hand of Perseus is a complicated 

metaphor for the relationship between the poet, the poem, and the subject. The creative 

act is here rendered as both a deadly encounter with the monstrous other and as a heroic 

deed of epic and mythological proportions. Perseus is clearly the poet, but Wright 

collapses the distance between Perseus and Medusa, who becomes Perseus's double, the 

representation of the intimately known recast as the threateningly unknown. It is unclear 

what surface mediates between the writer-as-Perseus and the self-as-Gorgon. It seems 

that Wright here advocates the adoption of a poetics that elides through reflection and 

indirection the deadening gaze of the self as other. Whether such careful gestures of 

indirection control the self-portraits in The Southern Cross is a question worth examining 

in relation to blindness and the genre of self-portraiture. 

 According to Derrida's Memoirs, the story of Perseus's encounter with the Gorgon 

is also the story of self-portraiture.  

The "Medusa" effect: the mask shows the eyes in a carved face that one cannot 

look in the face without coming face to face with a petrified objectivity, with 

death or blindness. Each time one wears a mask, each time one shows or draws a 

mask, one repeats Perseus's heroic deed. At one's own risk or peril. Perseus could 

become the patron of all portraititists. (73) 

For Derrida, the sketched or drawn representation of the self is mask and shield. But his 

description of the self-portrait as "Perseus's heroic deed" suggest that this masking shield 

is more than a form of defense; it is also offense against the threat of the Gorgon. It is as 

though the self-portrait is the sword as well as the shield. W.J.T. Mitchell's discussion of 

Medusa in "Ekphrasis and the Other" is instructive not only concerning this dual function 
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of the shield, but also the type of poetry that might enable the poet "to look at the Gorgon 

slant-wise and second hand," namely ekphrasis. (Charles Wright in Conversations 129).  

Turning to Shelley's "On the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci in the Florentine 

Gallery," Mitchell reflects, "If ekphrastic poetry has a 'primal scene,' this is it" (709). In 

Mitchell's use of the myth, Medusa represents the dangerously feminine visual other that 

ekphrastic poetry both desire and fears. Consequently, 

The female image of ekphrasis is not an object to be caressed and fondled with 

contemplative ambivalence like Keats's urn, Stevens's jar, or Williams's lady, but 

a weapon to be wielded...Understood as what Gombrich calls an "apotropaic 

image," a deadly, monstrous, paralyzing spectacle, the visual image of ekphrasis 

is properly located, not an urn or jar, but on a shield which may be displayed to 

the enemy while protecting its bearer. (712-713) 

The female image of ekphrasis, the figure of the Medusa, is "properly located" on the 

shield that protects but also threatens death, paralysis, muteness, and, most important to 

Wright's self-portraits, blindness. Wright, Derrida, and Mitchell all tell slightly different 

narratives to seemingly very different ends—Medusa as self, as death, as art; shield as 

poetry, as self-portrait, as ekphrasis; Perseus as self, as poet, as artist. As Wright's poetry, 

Derrida's self-portrait, and Mitchell's ekphrasis all meet at the site/sight of the Medusa, it 

becomes clearer that the retrait of the self is not a cowardly act, nor is it simply an ascetic 

sacrifice. The blindness one must embrace to survive an encounter with the self and the 

ekphrastic other is to be counted an act of faith. 

 According to Wright's own warnings about poetry's autobiographical "I," the 

Whitmanian cataloguing that occurs in the second, third, and fourth of Wright's self-
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portraits is perilous, for they all seem to list precisely what Wright knows according to 

his biographers and critics. To what degree are these lists evident of a poetics of 

indirection that would protect the speaker from the Gorgon? The speaker of the poem 

describes the items of his own catalogue as "places and things that caught my eye" (line 

4). The use of "caught" registers the potentially blinding paralysis of these places and 

things; it also returns the reader to "Self-Portrait" #1's plea, "fix my eyes" (line 12). The 

latter reference to the arrested eyes of the speaker further emphasizes the blindness he 

suffers and the blindness he celebrates. As these litanies of places and things record past 

experiences, they also exemplify the ambivalent role memory plays in the representation 

of the self. Derrida explains: 

As soon as the draftsman considers himself, fascinated, fixed on the image, yet 

disappearing before his own eyes in to the abyss, the movement by which he tries 

desperately to recapture himself is already, in its very present, an act of 

memory....The failure to recapture the presence of the gaze outside the abyss into 

which it is sinking is not an accident or weakness; it illustrates or rather figures 

the very chance of the work, the specter of the invisible that the work lets be seen 

without ever presenting. (68) 

Derrida's language parallels that of Wright's speaker as he describes the fixed and yet 

disappearing gaze that can only be impossibly recaptured in the self-portrait. Derrida 

clarifies that, rather than weakness, memory's blindness is constitutive, even generative 

of representation. 

 In the final self-portrait in The Southern Cross, the first-person speaker again 

renders a picture of his past. Stanza one begins the poem with a kind of intimate ghost 
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story set in Murray, Kentucky. In these first five lines, the speaker describes a time when 

he held in his arms a "heavy" (line 4) "ghost-weight of a past life" (line 2). The occasion 

of the speech act catalyzes some kind of recognition on the part of the speaker—"I know 

now and I lift her" (line 5). The exact nature of the speaker's knowledge is secret to the 

reader. But the language in line five seems causal; whatever he has learned or realized, it 

has resulted in his decision to "lift her." The repetition of the verb "to lift" returns the 

reader to the petitionary utterance that concludes "Self-Portrait" #1—"Hand that lifted me 

once, lift me again" (line 11). The voice of the speaker in the first self-portrait sounds 

dramatically different from that of the speaker in the last self-portrait.  The former is 

engaged in address, the latter in narration; the former petitions for help, the latter acts 

upon knowledge. Although there is nothing explicit here about the status of the speaker's 

sight / blindness, it is worth recalling that voir or "to see" is always embedded in savoir 

or "to know" (Derrida 12). Housed in the speaker's assertion, "I know now," is the 

utterance "I see now." As it pertains to blindness and sight, this statement signals that a 

transformation has occurred across these five self-portraits—the fallen speaker now lifts 

another. As this statement occurs at the end of the self-portrait series, it attests to the 

continued importance of the debt or gift that began this series and that Derrida finds to be 

at the heart of all writing and drawing: "What guides the graphic point, the quill, pencil, 

or scalpel is the respectful observance of a commandment, the acknowledgement before 

knowledge, the gratitude of the receiving before seeing, the blessing before the knowing" 

(Derrida 29-30). Wright's speaker begins this serial project of self representation only 

with the hope of knowledge and sight. Immediately after his acquisition of knowledge, 

the speaker states for the first and only time in the series, "I see" (line 6). 
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 Although the first stanza of "Self-Portrait" #5 is not the speaker's first reference to 

another, it is the first indication that an exchange based on touch has occurred. Derrida's 

discussion of the hand of the blind usually concerns its preventative function (16). The 

hand in "Self-Portrait" #5, however, emphasizes the role that the hand plays in intimacy 

and community as it aids—"I lift her" (line 5)—and connects—"Hold hands, hold hands" 

(lines 13 and 15).  This final self-portrait conspicuously positions the figure of the hand 

in a manner identical to the first self-portrait—in the concluding stanza. Although he does 

not here explicitly apostrophize or pray to the hand, the speaker of "Self-Portrait" #5 

again utters strangely pleading commands to an ambiguous addressee. 

 Hold hands, hold hands 

 That when the birds start, none of us is missing. 

 Hold hands, hold hands. (line 13-15) 

The repetition creates an incantatory effect that mirrors the tone and structure at work in 

"Self-Portrait" #1's final lines. 

 From the mulch and the undergrowth, protect me and pass me on. 

 From my own words and my certainties, 

 From the rose and the easy cheek, deliver me and pass me on. (lines 13-15) 

The thirteenth and fifteenth lines of both poems each contain two commands. One of the 

more notable differences between these two concluding stanzas is the speaker's insistent 

tone created by the separation of identical commands with a comma in "Self-Portrait"#1 

instead of the separation of similar commands with a conjunction "and" that occurs in 

"Self-Portrait" #5. The insistence in the final poem's concluding stanza is augmented by 

the almost apocalyptic feeling of expectancy at work in line fourteen: "That when the 
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birds start, none of us is missing." Tonally, this line reveals a concern for sight and 

blindness in that "apocalypsis is nothing other than a revelation or a laying bare, an 

unveiling that renders visible, the truth of truth" (Derrida 121-122). This apocalyptic tone 

complicates the knowledge and sight to which the speaker alludes in "I know now" (line 

5) and "I see myself" (line 7). If the poetics of the series has in some sense effected a 

transformation in the speaker, the final poem's final stanza makes clear that there has yet 

to be "a revelation or a laying bare, an unveiling that renders visible." The vision of the 

speaker is as yet impaired. 

Confronted with the possibility that this sequence of self-portraits will not end 

with a holistic picture of the self supposedly at its center, the reader is forced to 

acknowledge the gaps in his or her own vision. The speaker's repeated and emphatic call 

to "hold hands" is an explicit invitation to the viewer / reader that reveals the degree to 

which the viewer / reader has already indirectly partaken in the structure of belief and 

faith that has heretofore been integral to the speaker's blind, blinded, and blinding 

construction of self. The final self-portrait reveals the degree to which this sequence of 

poems retells the story of Paul striking Elymas with blindness Acts 13. Or cast in a 

slightly less condemnatory fashion, the series concludes not with an image of the blind 

foolishly leading the blind to destruction, but an image of blind man's buff, a picture of 

the speaker who attempts "to designate a relay by touching—as well as naming—a 

successor in the dark" (Derrida 94-95). The poem and the series conclude with the reader 

on the cusp of just such an inheritance. 
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 Derrida's Memoirs begins with the question, "vous croyez?"28 It is a question in 

response to the essay's epigraph, in which Diderot describes writing a letter to his beloved 

in the dark—the words potentially inscrutable but the message clear: "I love you."  

The description of the circumstances under which Diderot writes the letter emphasizes 

the fact that, as Derrida has famously argued throughout the course of his career, writing 

is always necessarily an endeavor that requires absence and, consequently, blindness. 

Diderot may literally be in the dark when he writes these lines, but he is blind to his 

addressee—that is, he cannot see her and she cannot see him. No amount of light in 

Diderot's quarters can change the nature of that obscured vision. This accounts for the 

strangeness of a seemingly legible letter that warns against its own illegibility. The 

characteristic deconstructive tension between presence and absence as figured by writing 

is particularly emphatic in the epigraph's concluding sentence: "Where there will be 

nothing, read I love you." This nothing may refer to the inscrutable, or it may refer to the 

letter's blank spaces. Diderot assures Sophie of that which she cannot literally see; she 

can only "read" it. As a trace of the author, Diderot's letter hangs in the delicate balance 

of revelation and retreat. In its seeming confidence that it might convince its addressee of 

the unseen, the letter requires the faith of the beloved. When Derrida's fictional addressee 

begins the essay with "vous croyez," his voice could be mistaken as that of Diderot's, 

anxiously pleading with Sophie to confirm receipt of the message. In which case, when 

                                                           
28 The English translation's editors, explain: 

This phrase, repeated on the next to the last line of the work, can be read in several ways,  ranging 
from its everyday meaning, "Do you think so?," to the more literal, "Do you believe?," to the more 
incredulous, "Do you really believe this?" The phrase does not have a direct object, but we have 
given it one to indicate that it could be understood as an response to the epigraph or to the 
conversation in progress. (1) 
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Diderot says, "read that I love you," he also means "believe that I love you." Both are 

strange commands that reveal the stake blindness has in reading and belief.  

Written and drawn in the dark, these five poems represent the self "as if seeing 

were forbidden in order to draw, as if one drew only on the condition of not seeing, as if 

the drawing were a declaration of love destined for or suited to the invisibility of the 

other" (48). Although Derrida considers this blindness as a kind of powerlessness, he 

clarifies, "This powerlessness is not an impotence or failure" (44). Recognizing Derrida's 

deeply affirmative evaluation of blindness, Caputo explains, "Blindness is not an 

infirmity, an impotence to be healed or gotten over, but the quasi-transcendental the 

condition of oui, oui" (314). In an interview with J.D. McClatchy Wright explains, "I've 

always thought that the true purpose of poetry, as least in my case, was the contemplation 

of the divine, however, or wherever one finds that, and everyone finds it differently for 

himself" (Charles Wright in Conversation 62). The series of five self-portraits published 

in The Southern Cross, as they celebrate and suffer blindness, locates the divine in the 

unseeing and faithful act of inscription at the origin of the self-portrait and leaves 

Wright's reader with the inquiry that begins and concludes Derrida's Memoirs of the 

Blind:  

"vous croyez?" 
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CHAPTER 4 

Collecting the Sacred in the Poetry of Marianne Moore and Elizabeth Bishop 

 

“It is the deepest enchantment of the collector to enclose a particular item within a magic 

circle, where, as a last shudder runs through it (the shudder of being acquired), it turns to 

stone.” 

Walter Benjamin 

 

“A museum without walls has been opened to us”  

Andre Malraux 

 

 In 1955, Elizabeth Bishop completed a painting titled Red Stove and Flowers. 

Only two objects occupy the small composition: a bricked stove on the left side of the 

painting and a pitcher of cut flowers on the right. Either the stove has been miniaturized 

or the pitcher has been rendered gigantic because both objects occupy about the same 

space in the picture plane. Their simple and reductive surroundings—the flat black 

background and the wood-grained surface on which they sit—make it difficult to decide 

upon which version of reality the painting relies.  

The figure of the stove immediately conjures the lines of Bishop's poem “Sestina” 

and its most enigmatic figure, the “Little Marvel Stove” that marvelously ruminates “It 

was to be” (line 25). This painted stove, however, is not a “Marvel”; it is a “Magic.”  And 

what the Marvel stove has to say in “Sestina” is far more foreboding than the inscription 

that accompanies the paintings, which reads  “May the Future’s Happy Hours / Bring you 
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Beans and Rice and Flowers / April 27th, 1955.”  It is a benediction that the painting 

ultimately fulfills, bringing all three objects before the eyes of the viewer.  

Instead of rendering the benediction in a realistic scale—perhaps with the pitcher 

of cut flowers arranged and resting on the flat surface of the stove itself—the painting 

represents the benediction through equally scaled objects that, like its governing 

inscription, read from left to right. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why the stove 

gathers comparatively more attention to itself than the flowers. As there really is no 

central vanishing point, the viewer’s eye alights on the stove first, reading across the 

composition as though the objects were themselves words in a sentence. The stove is also 

far more detailed than its pitcher counterpart. Consequently, it feels as though it is the 

out-of-place object that renders the entire composition strange. Like a child’s toy, it rests 

on an otherwise rightly-sized table top next to a mundane pitcher full of flowers. It is 

possible, however, that the flowers create this spatial confusion in the painting; perhaps 

the stove is the rightly-sized object and the pitcher is giganticized, a massive container 

standing next to the stove on the wood-grained floor of a kitchen. But like Wittgenstein’s 

duck-rabbit, the viewer cannot read the painting both ways simultaneously; either the 

stove or the pitcher must be anomalous.29 Some clues in the painting make it easier to 

choose the stove as the surrealistically strange component in the picture. The flatness of 

the spatial plane and the subsequent closeness to the viewer of the two represented 

objects clearly participate in the genre of the still life, making the stove more markedly 

out-of-place than the pitcher of cut flowers. Further, the word “magic” as it brands the 
                                                           
29 In Reading and Writing Nature, Guy Rotella reiterates a common assertion of Bishop critics: that 
Bishop’s favorite word is “or.”  In doing so, Rotella alludes to Wittgenstein’s belief “that all we can see or 
describe ‘could also be otherwise’” (189). This painting does visually what Bishop’s provisional and 
revisionary poetics attempt in her verse. 
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stove makes it a far more likely candidate for what ultimately imbues the composition 

with a sense of the uncanny. 

The surrealistic coming together of these disparate and strangely-scaled objects 

gives the painting a surprising cohesion. Although startling at first, the unlikely pairing 

generates meaning beyond a fulfillment of the blessing that appears above the pair; their 

juxtaposition reveals the degree of overlap between the genre of collage and that of the 

still life.30 According to Guy Davenport, the two genres are far more similar than they are 

different: 

The art of our century is that of collage, involving quotation, parody, 

cultural inventory. Collage is by genre and by strategy the art of still life, 

which begins as a duplication of reality in an image, grows into an 

enduring depiction of symbolically interacting objects in the service of one 

sentiment or another, and in our time takes on a new significance as a way 

of deploying dramatic information, or as the only way of stating the new 

enigma of reality that came in with the century. (107) 

Bishop’s Red Stove and Flowers aptly figures the sense of process Davenport reads 

within the genre of still life, as well as the process of evolution he discerns between the 

still life and the collage. Although Bishop’s painting is not properly a collage, nor is it 

exactly poised at the juncture between the art of still life and the beginning of modernist 

collage, it nevertheless straddles the line between these two genres. And in that balancing 

act Bishop emphasizes anew the two major impulses that connect the two seemingly 

different genres. Both are concerned with the collection and curation of objects—

                                                           
30 According to Katherine Hoffman, a collage in the visual arts, strictly speaking, refers to the practice of 
pasting paper into / onto a composition. Hoffman argues that “assemblage” may include “collage” but is 
more appropriate to use in relation to the three-dimensional art objects. 
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disparate in function as well as materiality—and both render the exchange between such 

objects as intensely mysterious and even magical. 

 This chapter examines the ekphrastic work of Elizabeth Bishop and Marianne 

Moore as both participate in a poetics of collection imbued with a distinct reverence for 

the processes of enchantment that attend collection. Bishop’s “Objects and Apparitions” 

and Moore’s “The Jerboa” are examples of ekphrastic poems that in rendering multiple 

visual representations become verbal museums.  

 Beyond being interested in the practice of private collection and the space of the 

public museum in their personal lives, Bishop and Moore both register the importance of 

collection and the museum throughout their poetic oeuvre. “Objects and Apparitions,” 

"When I Buy Pictures," and “The Jerboa” adopt and integrate a poetics of collection in 

surprising ways that reverse traditional assumptions about the purposes of collection and 

the space of the museum. Numerous critics have observed that the history of the private 

collection as it was transformed into the public institution of the museum is inseparable 

from issues of power, prestige, and wealth. In these two poems, however, Bishop and 

Moore perceive the museum’s potential to subvert and critique that power. In these two 

poems, collection is not a method characterized by power, but of weakness. As the poems 

devote their lines to untying the rigid taxonomic definitions upon which we fashion 

reality, it becomes clear that the definitions of the sacred and the profane are at the heart 

of this process of unraveling. 

The museum has a historically complex relationship to the sacred. It was not only 

the rise of private royal collections that led to the formation of the public museum; it was 

also religious collections of icons, relics, and ritual objects out of which the public 
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museum emerged in the eighteenth century. The purpose of the museum in modern and 

contemporary life might be reduced to the acts of acquisition, protection, education, and 

dissemination. In a 1954 essay titled “The Ideal Museum,” Sir Kenneth Clark perceives a 

dramatically different purpose:  

The only reason for bringing together works of art in a public place is 

that…they produce in us a kind of exalted happiness. For a moment there 

is a clearing in the jungle: we pass on refreshed, with our capacity for life 

increased and with some memory of the sky. (29) 

Here, surprisingly, one of the most celebrated art historians of the twentieth century 

squarely locates the value of the museum in emotion rather than intellect. What makes 

this passage difficult are the multiple figural layers at work. The world outside of the 

museum is a kind of jungle, and the museum is a clearing within it. The museum is also a 

source of refreshment that provides the rest necessary to “pass on"--a momentary respite 

on the journey of life as it passes through the wild darkness. What occurs in this space is 

also somehow characterized by looking up at the sky. The type of happiness uniquely 

achieved in the museum space is characterized by its height and implicitly by its light. 

The clearing in the jungle is vertical as well as horizontal. Clark’s final figure of the sky 

reveals that what transpires in the enclosed museum space—happiness, rest, fullness—

and what we carry with us when we leave it paradoxically involve the sky, the heavens, 

the celestial, the incomprehensible, and the illimitable. Although Clark does not assert 

outright that the museum is the only space in which this kind of happiness can be 

achieved, his jungle metaphor makes it clear that such man-made clearings are few and 

far between and that apart from them the sky is only a memory. 
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Even in this seemingly secularized account of the function of the art museum, 

Clark’s language suggests the numinous. This is not a phenomenon limited to Clark, nor 

is it one limited to the art museum.31  Even in spaces that do not collect objects for 

aesthetic contemplation—the natural history museum and the science museum for 

example—a frame separates and partitions off the museum from the world outside; 

experience within such spaces is largely conditioned by rituals that even as they might be 

considered secular, reveal vestigial ties to sacred tradition. According to Mary Bouquet 

and Nuno Porto in Science, Magic and Religion: The Ritual Processes of Museum Magic, 

these unique and yet strangely familiar rituals “infect” the visitor with a “strong 

enchantment” that partakes of the magical (1). 

According to Sharon Macdonald’s “Enchantment and Its Dilemmas,” which 

appears at the end of Bouquet and Porto’s collection, the  ritual-like elements that the 

museum shares with churches and temples are primarily aesthetic: “hushed tones, 

dimmed lighting, a sense of reverence—of being in communion with the sacred; they 

may emanate an aura of age, the past, anachronism” (209). Museum architecture is a 

more macrocosmic element that attests to the institution's relation to religion. Columnar 

structures of support, marbled colonnades, and reliefed pediments have historically 

adorned museums in a fashion reminiscent of classical temples. Carol Duncan, in her 

work on the relationship between museums and ritual, ironically questions what might be 

rendered as the simple explanation of such a history: 

                                                           
31 In his autobiography, Dichtung and Warheit, Goethe describes the museum experience as, “akin to the 
emotion experienced upon entering a House of God, and it deepened as one looked at the ornaments on 
exhibition which, as much as the temple that housed them, were objects of adoration in that place 
consecrated to the holy ends of art” (quoted in Bazin 160). 
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If museum facades have imitated temples or palaces, is it not simply that 

modern taste has tried to emulate the formal balance and dignity of those 

structures, or that it has wished to associate the power of bygone faiths 

with the present cult of art?... Their portals can lead to only rational 

pastimes, not sacred rites. We are, after all, a post-Enlightenment culture, 

one in which the secular and the religious are opposing categories. (7)   

Her tongue-in-check tone reveals that there is more to the museum-as-temple than 

emulation of form and the appropriation of power. Similarly Macdonald’s engagement 

with the museum’s enchantment recognizes that such aesthetics—whether small or 

totalizing— reveal more than a cosmetic connection between the two institutions. 

Seemingly insignificant elements like lighting reveal that museums are “ritual sites in 

which science and magic are mediated, and moreover, as sites dedicated to such 

mediation” (210). Such an approach acknowledges that the museum functions as arbiter 

between its two tenants—the sacred and the secular, magic and science, religion and 

reason. 

However, Duncan questions the divide that occasions such mediation in the first 

place. In her Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums, Duncan muses: 

once we question our Enlightenment assumptions about the sharp 

separation between religious and secular experience—that the one is 

rooted in belief while the other is based in lucid and objective 

rationality—we may begin to glimpse the hidden—perhaps the better 

word is disguised—ritual content of secular ceremonies. (8) 
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The “enchantment” that often characterizes descriptions of the visitor’s experience of the 

museum is a frame of sorts. That is, a museum viewer who is enchanted exists in a frame 

within a frame; the frame of enchanted being, as well as the frame of the museum space. 

What exactly this frame of enchantment separates the visitor from varies among theorists, 

art historians, and anthropologists. According to Stephen Greenblatt: “Looking may be 

called enchanted when the act of attention draws a circle around itself from which 

everything but the object is excluded, when intensity of regard blocks out all 

circumambient images, stills all murmuring voices” (49). Greenblatt specifies that sight 

and sound are not part of this enchanted act; he observes that in such a circle “everything 

but the object is excluded.”  It is just the object and the look; Greenblatt’s use of passive 

voice does not even explicitly allow that this circle encloses the subject.  

Germain Bazin’s take on the museum is strikingly similar to Greenblatt’s. He 

suggests that “The act of looking becomes a sort of trance." However, he concludes that 

this trance ultimately "unit[es] spectator and masterpiece” (265).32 He asserts the 

communion of the viewer with the “masterpiece." Only implicitly present in both 

descriptions of museum looking is the issue of time as it relates to enchantment. In the 

use of the verb “stills,” Greenblatt not only evokes the silence involved in this looking, 

but also the motionlessness attendant in the process. Bazin’s use of “trance,” itself full of 

sacred connotations, evokes a separation in time.33  He makes the significance of time in 

the museum space explicit earlier in Museum Age: 

A temple where Time seems suspended.…An entire literature for a 

century has celebrated the supreme detachment from all appurtenances 

                                                           
32 Curator of the Louvre in the late 50s and early 60s. 
33 Its use in reference to a hypnotic state demonstrates that the subject experiencing such a state does not 
occupy the same time and even space continuum as her hypnotizer. 
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which makes of the instant a transcendent moment, lived in the innocence 

of a sensuality restored to its place as a virtue anterior to Original Sin.(7) 

Anthropologists Mary Douglas and Victor Turner are far more explicit about how 

ritualistic framing affects time. Douglas compares such framing to the conventional fairy 

tale frame. “Once upon and time” and “They lived happily ever after” designate the 

separation of what exists between them as entirely distinct particularly in time (63). 

Turner addresses the frame's effect upon time and space in “Frame, Flow and Reflection: 

Ritual and Drama as Public Liminality”; he explains, 

In ritual what is inside the frame is what is often called the "sacred;" what 

is outside, the "profane," "secular" or "mundane."  To frame is to enclose 

in a border. A sacralized space has borders. They may be permanent, in 

the case of the temple or situational, as in the case of many central African 

rituals I have observed where sacred space may be demarcated by an 

improvised fence or merely by the anticlockwise circling of a tree or 

cleared area by ritual adepts. Time also enters the framing, since rituals, as 

Van Gennep has shown, have a well-defined beginning, middle and end. 

Often audible markers are used: bell-ringing, shouting, singing, percussion 

sounds. By such means sacred time is dramatically separated from secular 

time. (35) 

Turner’s passing mention of the circling of a tree in African rituals does not 

coincidentally relate to Greenblatt’s circle as it surrounds the look and the museum 

object. Turner and his reference to Van Gennep suggest that the flow of time inside the 

sacralized space is linear—well-defined beginning, middle and end. However, it is 
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possible to characterize such markedly different time in terms of suspension or even 

reversal; that is, within the frame, time stands entirely still or perhaps moves backwards. 

 This is a powerful circle indeed. It is possible to conceive of this power as housed 

in the viewed object; that thesis would assert, for example, that it is really Picasso’s 

Guernica that originates and maintains the sacred circle of looking. However, an 

imperative component of the act of looking is that it is conditioned by the frame that 

surrounds that frame: the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia. The force that 

separates patrons from time and space in a state of enchantment and wonder makes the 

institution a site of incredible power. Although it is possible to locate this power in the 

figure of the curator, the museum relies on a network or collective group governed by 

history and ideology.34 One need only glance at the history of the museum as a public 

space to find that it has long been an official keeper of all types of knowledge and 

consequently, all types of power. An “an institution that shapes knowledge," the museum 

is not in any way an impassive, beneficent holder of such knowledge (Barrett 100). 

 Museologists like Tony Bennet and Eilean Hooper-Greenhill  often structure their 

approach according to Foucault’s “technologies of power” in order to treat the museum 

as an arm of the state where surveillance, classification, and control are executed in an 

effort. Control over representation "is also the power to define the relative standing of the 

individual within that community.” Consequently, museums also have the potential to 

regulate the relationships amongst citizens (Duncan 8). In fact, according to Pierre 

Bourdieu and Alain Darbel, “Museums betray in the tiniest details of their morphology 

their real function, which is to reinforce among some people the feeling of belonging and 

                                                           
34 As the inception of the museum occurred within palace walls, the role of the curator is consequently 
“modeled on the monarch form of presentation of objects and artworks” (Barrett 101). 
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among others the feeling of exclusions” (112). This is part of what James Boon describes 

in “Why Museums Make Me Sad” (in Exhibiting Culture). Of course Les Demoiselles 

d’Avignon as a representation has “the power to define the relative standing of 

individuals” (Duncan 8); what is not so apparent is that the museum’s control over 

representation is not limited to its control over the artworks and other forms of 

representation that it exhibits. Bourdieu and Darbel make clear that a museum’s control 

over representation extends to the minute aspects of exhibiting objects—“the tiniest 

details of their morphology" (112). Paul Williams explains that the nature of the 

messages museums construct and relay to their visitors is peculiarly visual and spatial: 

“museums are partly distinguished from other forms of historical representation by their 

‘sited-ness’; by the non-verbal nature of their messages that resides not just in material 

culture, but also in the museum’s particularly visible sense of spatial orchestration” (77). 

Consequently, the museum's “orchestration” of representation and power is subtle.  

But that power is highly unstable. The museum site itself has great subversive 

potential. Following Turner’s definition of ritual space as liminal, the museum has the 

potential to be the “technology” that upholds and reifies power, as well as the instability 

that undermines and undoes that power. A “site-ed” form of representation and a 

ritualistically liminal space, the museum’s “smallest details” threaten to slip out of 

control. This potential “unruliness itself is a mark of the ultraliminal, of the perilous 

realm of possibility of ‘anything may go' which threatens any social order and seems the 

more threatening, the more that order seems rigorous and secure. The power of the 

weak—to curse and criticize—sets limits on the power of the strong—to coerce and 

ordain” (Turner 41). Turner makes this point most explicitly in his distinction between 
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the adjectives "liminal" and "liminoid": “Liminoid phenomena, unlike liminal, do not so 

much invert as subvert quotidian and prestigious structures and symbols” (51). And 

“liminoid genres and media, expose[s] the injustices, inefficiencies, immoralities, 

alienations, and the like, held to be generated by mainstream modern economic and 

political structures and processes” (52). Turner concludes, “I see the liminoid as an 

advance in the history of human freedom” (54).  

I want to take the tensions and subversions Turner delineates here as lenses for 

examining Bishop and Moore’s turn to the trope of collection.  In their hands, the practice 

of collection becomes “the power of the weak—to curse and criticize” rather than “the 

power of the strong—to coerce and ordain” (Turner 41). And like discourse about the 

history, function, and effect of the museum, Bishop and Moore’s poems dramatically blur 

the lines between the sacred and the secular. 

Critics have recognized the significant role of the museum in Bishop’s work. 

Susan Rosenbaum’s “Elizabeth Bishop and the Miniature Museum” focuses on the size 

of the objects that appear in Bishop’s poetry in order to track how the poet “turns the 

museum inside out” (82). My analysis does not substantially differ from Rosenbaum on 

this point; however, I see in a poem like “Objects and Apparitions” more that attracts 

Bishop to the poem’s ekphrastic objects than their size. In a whole host of ways including 

the poem’s attention to the diminuitive, “Objects” subverts the traditional function of the 

museum. The impulse to collect and the space of collection itself proves subversive in 

Bishop, rather than the miniature objects within that collection. I read “Objects and 

Apparitions” as an ekphrastic work that reveals not only Bishop’s interest in the 
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deconstruction of the museum’s power, but a poem that perceives the illimitable stirring 

of the numinous in objects as a catalyst in that deconstruction.35 

  “Objects and Apparitions” has received little attention from Bishop's scholars 

and critics. A translation from the Spanish of a poem originally written by Octavio Paz, it 

was first published in a 1974 issue of The New Yorker and later appeared in Bishop’s 

Geography III in 1976.36 The New Yorker attributes the work to Paz and parenthetically 

mentions Bishop as translator. In Bishop’s The Complete Poems, it appears with four 

other translations of Paz’s work. It begins, "Hexahedrons of wood and glass, / scarcely 

bigger than a shoebox, / with room in them for night and all its lights" (lines 1-3). The 

plural noun that begins the poem suggests that this ekphrasis may represent a collection 

of multiple artworks rather than a cohesive meditation on a single artwork or 

representational object.37 The poem is dedicated to the twentieth-century artist most 

famous for his reinvention and miniaturization of the curiosity cabinet, Joseph Cornell. It 

is his “Cornell boxes” to which the poem continuously refers. Cornell’s boxes 

emphatically engage with the Western tradition of collection and curation. At a miniature 

and intensely personal scale, the formal properties of a Cornell box make it “a tool of 

institutional reflection and critique” as well as “a powerful self-conscious theater for 

exploring the forms and critical energies of postwar art and literature from inside its 
                                                           
35Although largely uncomfortable with the idea of religion and a religious morality as compared to her 
mentor, Moore, Bishop was taken with the idea of numinous objects (Miller 49). Brett Candlish Miller 
perceives the influence of  Gerard Manely Hopkins’s “inscape” as a way of accounting for an object’s 
simultaneous materiality and spirituality. 

36See New Yorker June 1974, page 32. 
37 According to James Heffernan in Museum of Words, much “twentieth-century ekphrasis springs from the 
museum,”—real and imagined—“the shrine where all poets worship in the secular age” (138). Heffernan 
begins his reading  with  W.H. Auden’s “Musee des Beaux Arts,”  noting that the visual objects that 
accompany Auden’s work are first organized according to the real place in which they are exhibited, the 
Musee de Beaux Arts.  Although like a kind of museum-based ekphrasis in the way it addresses a number 
of art works, “Objects and Apparitions” primarily organizes its ekphrastic attention according to the 
multiple works of a single artist in a kind of retrospective homage. 
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cultural institutions” (Rosenbaum, “Elizabeth Bishop” 63).38  Cornell’s work is often 

cited as deeply mysterious and unintelligible, belonging to the tradition of the 

wunderkammer, still life, collage, assemblage, ready-mades, and combines. To engage 

ekphrastically with Cornell is to enter into a series of frames that include the museum and 

the box. Bishop complicates that set of contexts and intensifies it by transforming the 

poem itself into a museum collection of indistinct and indeterminate Cornell boxes. 

Not only does “hexahedrons” establish the plurality of ekphrastic objects, it also 

begins the poem with an emphatic reference to three-dimensionality. A hexahedron 

differs from a hexagon in its depth and solidity. In relation to the poem’s title, 

“hexahedrons” seems to squarely fit into the category of “object” rather than 

“apparition.”  The term carries connotations of the mathematical and the precise. 

Contrasted with the nouns that follow it, “hexahedrons” is a markedly long and harsh 

word. The abrupt and punctuating sounds of the “x” and “d” suggest that these boxes are 

hermetically sealed. The materials that make up these six-sided boxes consist of “wood 

and glass.” As compared to the geometrical shape they create, these monosyllabic nouns 

consist of more drawn-out and open vowels. The sound of the short double “o” and the 

short “a” suggest that the boxes are anything but impenetrable. 

 The second line miniaturizes an indeterminately sized object. Although not quite a 

metaphor, the line momentarily collapses this crafted box with the refuse of a 

commodity. The line may explicitly contrast these hexahedrons with a shoebox, but like 

metaphor it also creates a moment in which the two objects coincide, making a solid, 

                                                           
38The metacritical nature of Cornell’s work, such as Romantic Museum, receives a prominent place in the 
Museum of Modern Art’s 1999 anthology that compiles plates and prose of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century visual artists whose work explicitly responds to the institutional space of the public museum. See 
McShine, The Museum as Muse: Artists Reflect. 
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complex hand-crafted object into a flimsy mass-produced piece of cardboard. With the 

conclusion of the first tercet the poem makes another abrupt turn, this time from the 

diminutive to the expansive and spacious. Even though they are “scarcely bigger than a 

shoebox” (line 2), the hexahedrons have “room in them for night and all its lights” (line 

3). This third line invites two competing readings, one which reads “lights” and sees the 

natural celestial lights of a night sky, and the other which reads “lights” as the man-made 

industrial illumination of a night skyline. Through its use of the inclusive “all” the poem 

upholds both visions. In both readings, “night” as well as “lights” retains a conventional 

sense of depth, obscurity, and vastness, as well as potentially inviting a peculiar and 

surprising sense of flatness, illumination, and finitude. In spite of the unquantifiable 

nature of “night and all its lights,” two-dimensional visual media such as painting have 

acculturated us to perceive the natural according to formal patterns of artifice. That is, 

faced with a night sky, we might nonetheless engage with it as though it were a painted 

skyscape—as surface. The poem relies on the process of miniaturization that transpires in 

the almost metaphor of line two, but it also uses the strange mixture of the natural and 

artificial in order to create a tension that mimics the tension between the delimiting form 

of a box or frame and the illimitable and unbounded nature of the contents in Cornell’s 

works. 

The poem’s persistent yoking of enclosure and vastness occurs throughout and is 

its defining rhetorical device: “monuments to every moment” (line 4), “cages for infinity” 

(line 6), “slot machine of visions” (line 19), “condensation flask for conversations” (line 

20), “hotel of crickets and constellations” (line 21), “theatre of spirits” (line 25). For 
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Bishop, no contradiction exists when the numinous erupts in the diminutive. As Susan 

Rosenbaum observes in "Elizabeth Bishop and the Miniature Museum," 

For Bishop, as opposed to Wordsworth, the sublimity of nature—its 

capacity to overwhelm the boundaries of human perspective as a basis of 

understanding—is most powerful not when the natural objet is vast but 

when it is small, when it appears that the observer can own or possess it, 

hold it in her hand. (82)39  

The comparatively small boundaries that appear in "Objects" emphasize the impossibility 

of absolute containment. 

Each bounded substantial object is separated from each unbounded and 

unsubstantial idea by a single preposition. One side appears to conform neatly to the 

“objects” of the title and the other to its “apparitions.”  The poem consistently separates 

these rhetorical devices from the rest of its syntax. These lines read as independent units 

because they are surrounded by colons, periods, and commas. This syntactic separation 

serves to highlight the extreme difference at work in each of the juxtapositions, as well as 

to call into question that very difference. Rosenbaum reminds us through reference to 

Costello’s and Hammer’s work on Geography III that the line between the objective and 

subjective in Bishop is anything but clear. Such a reading of her work suggests that the 

first juxtaposition in “Objects and Apparitions” is really the title, and perhaps it is indeed 

a “false opposition” at that (Professing 209).40  According to H. Croft Hiller, “the 

distinction between real objects and apparitions is, essentially, illusory” (119). Hiller’s 

                                                           
39 This facet of Bishop’s poetics alone is a forceful enough thread of comparison to prove she is the literary 
inheritor of Emily Dickinson and consequently Marianne Moore. 
40 See Costello, “Impersonal Personal,” 334 and Hammer, “The New Elizabeth Bishop,” 147. 
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proposition begins to illuminate why the numerous juxtapositions scattered through 

“Objects and Apparitions” read less as oppositions and more as strange conglomerations. 

The juxtapositions that appear throughout the poem’s stanzas can’t quite be called 

binaries, as the two terms are often not neat antonyms. Beyond the syntactic connection 

of the preposition, the two sides of the juxtapositions are usually united thematically. An 

obvious example that occurs early in the work is “cages for infinity” (line 6). Although 

“cages” is not a clear antonym for the concept of infinity, it becomes through proximity a 

material correlation to the immaterial that immediately follows it. The juxtaposition 

stands alone as an independent line and calls attention to itself as an irremediable 

impossibility—infinity cannot be caged. However, four stanzas later, the poem 

sequentially poses three more juxtapositions that don’t quite so easily maintain their 

sense of difference and irreconcilability: "Slot machine of visions, / condensation flask 

for conversations, / hotel of crickets and constellations" (lines 21-23). Indefinite and 

enigmatic, these two-part metaphors reiterate the containment of the uncontainable. The 

methods of containment alluded to here typically involve human actors, such as “cages” 

(line 6), “condensation flask” (line 22), and “hotel” (line 23) and even "slot machine" 

(line 21). The cage, the flask, and the hotel all invite the reader to consider who placed 

infinity, visions, crickets and constellations within such bounds—it would appear the 

artist, Cornell. The slot machine, conversely, invites the reader to consider who pulls the 

handle to reveal the random array of images on the face of the machine, who releases 

such bounded meaning from its container—the viewer and / or the audience. 

Comparatively, the artist as incarcerator, scientist, and businessman are active and 

involved physically, intellectually, and financially in the work. 
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The “slot machine of visions” combines the grossly material and morally suspect 

with the ethereal and supernatural.41  This metaphor subtly compares the visions 

produced by a Cornell box to the line of images randomly arranged before a gambler who 

has pulled the machine’s handle. Such a comparison seems a harsh indictment of both the 

art object and the viewer. The artistic product is a machine associated with swindling and 

corruption—it is rigged in favor of the house; and the viewer has no direct control over 

her reading of the work—the yield is a crapshoot; another pull of the handle will reveal 

another winning or losing combination of images. The line strips the personal and 

intimate nature of the word “visions” and makes it entirely impersonal. The machine 

outputs visions regardless of whose hand pulls the handle. 

The metaphor of the condensation flask, however, as it transforms insubstantial 

gas into tactile liquid, gives the viewer more agency. If the “conversations” condensed by 

the Cornell-flask come from the mouths of its viewers, it is the nature of their language 

that determines the nature of the condensation that the flask contains. The Cornell-box 

changes the density of the conversations, reducing and compressing them into liquid 

form. Unlike the slot machine’s internal workings, the condensation flask cannot perform 

its work until certain external pressures are applied to the flask via the hand of the 

scientist. The trope implies that the transformation is impermanent. That is, the 

condensation can once again become a gas. However, the metaphor leaves this unstated 

and is taken up with its attention to how a Cornell-box specifically houses the process of 

                                                           
41 It is perhaps a reference to Cornell’s Medici Slot Machine, 1942. Bishop’s own interest in the figure of 
the slot machine appears in one of her own works of art, E. Bishop’s Patented Slot-Machine which 
accompanies her ballad “The Soldier and the Slot Machine.”  Both watercolor and poem were produced 
around the same year as Cornell’s work. A reproduction of Bishop’s watercolor appears in Elizabeth 

Bishop: Objects and Apparitions, a collection of the poet’s visual art work alongside a number of her 
ekphrastic poems, produced by the Tibor de Nagy Gallery (Biele 38). 
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condensation rather than evaporation—an important distinction, as it pertains to the 

seeming difference between that which is substantial and that which is an apparition. This 

line in the poem interprets the Cornell-box as invested in the process of materializing the 

insubstantial.  

 The final metaphor in the seventh stanza complicates the seemingly one-sided 

nature of the previous condensation metaphor. A hotel involves the continuous comings 

and goings of patrons—“of crickets and constellations”—it is a site of impermanence and 

transition. What enters such an establishment will eventually exit it. The art object here is 

characterized by hospitality, not a private, charitably-driven hospitality but a public, 

economically-driven one. However, what it harbors belongs to the realms of both the 

animal and the celestial, the low and the exalted. While the visions of line twenty-one 

become visible to the viewer, they yet remain contained by the slot machine, by Cornell’s 

hexahedrons. The boundaries of this hotel of insects and stars are permeable. 

Taken holistically, the stanza represents Cornell’s boxes in subtly differentiated 

ways. The images that constitute the visions in a slot machine are entirely stable. It is 

their order that is random. This suggests that the objects populating Cornell’s boxes retain 

their original material identity even as the box-as-machine orders and reorders their 

meaning into diverse and yet potentially repeatable combinations. Much like the 

metaphor that precedes it, the condensation flask emphasizes the stability of the process 

that occurs within the Cornell-box. What differs between these two lines, however, is the 

stability of that which occupies these spaces—here, the words that constitute the 

conversations are entirely unstable, particularly when compared to the images on the face 

of a slot machine.  
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The third metaphor in this stanza builds on the infinite variety at work in the 

objects, the stars that constitute constellations may be relatively stable, but the lines 

between them may be drawn an infinite number of ways. This third metaphor introduces 

to the stanza’s rendering of Cornell’s boxes the ideas of disinterest and reciprocity. 

Rather than order or transform the objects that populate Cornell’s boxes, the box-as-hotel 

impartially shelters them only to release them back into the world outside. This line 

confirms Costello’s interpretation of Cornell’s boxes as “not spaces of mastery but of 

release and freedom” (Questions of Mastery 224). However, the poem mimics Cornell’s 

refusal of secure mastery particularly in the form of these strangely indeterminate 

metaphors of containment that proffer only highly qualified visions of release and 

freedom. 

The first term in each of these metaphors compares Cornell’s boxes to some kind 

of method of containment. However, the second term in each metaphor densely layers its 

comparison of Cornell’s objects to images on a slot machine, visions, condensation, 

language, crickets, and stars. It is clear that the poem perceives such objects as anything 

but simple as they are arranged, transformed, and sheltered by Cornell’s work. In his 

introduction to the collection Thing Theory, Bill Brown differentiates objects from things 

in the following way: 

As they circulate through our lives, we look through objects, (to see what 

they disclose about history, society, nature, or culture—above all, what 

they disclose about us), but we only catch a glimpse of things. We look 

through objects because there are codes by which our interpretive attention 
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makes them meaningful, because there is a discourse of objectivity that 

allows us to see them as facts. (4) 

In a note that accompanies this passage, Brown asserts that the process of looking 

through is inseparable from the process of looking at an object: “In fact, by looking at 

things we render them objects” (4).42  The implication here is that not only do things not 

invite a look that pierces to a perceived depth, but that they at most invite a “glimpse.” 

“Objects and Apparitions” acknowledges the complex existence of things as they 

transform into objects before our eyes. For Bishop, as for Brown, vision—the act of 

seeing--plays the key role in this transformation.43 

Bishop was obviously concerned with the process of apprehending objects. She 

once copied the following passage by John Dewey in the margin of an early unpublished 

poem, “The Bees” : 

Any observed form or object is a challenge. The case is not otherwise with 

ideals of justice or peace or human brotherhood, or equality, or order. 

They too are not things self enclosed to be known by introspection, or 

objects you are supposed to see by rational insight. Like thunderbolts and 

tubercular disease and the rainbow they can be known only by mysterious 

and minute observation or consequences incumbent in actions. (Dewey 

56-57) 

Rosenbaum concludes Professing Sincerity with attention to this passage as it pertains to 

“Objects and Apparitions.” She references it to prove that the preponderance of things in 

                                                           
42 Brown quotes Nabokov’s Transparent Things: “When we concentrate on a material object, whatever its 
situation, the very act of attention may lead to our involuntarily sinking into the history of that object” (1). 
43 Brown succinctly concludes that the transformation of object to thing and vice versa is really “the story 
of a changed relation to the human subject” (4). 
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Bishop’s work reveals an effort on the poet’s part “to preserve their inscrutability” (212). 

We might suggest that even though objects invite us to “look through” them, their 

transparency does not in any way reflect intelligibility. But while Brown neatly 

catalogues what objects “disclose”—history, society, nature, culture, ourselves—Dewey 

and Bishop both seem to perceives the mystery and even irrationality of such disclosures.  

Bishop’s poem is itself a result of “mysterious and minute observation”; it 

registers the “challenge” of all observation and particularly the nuanced observation 

attendant in ekphrastic observation. The work of Joseph Cornell complicates the project 

of ekphrasis in that it emphatically calls attention to how we differentiate objects and art 

objects. Without the framing of the dedication and the direct address that concludes the 

poem, “Objects and Apparitions” has very little to suggest that the object it scrutinizes is 

an art object. Nonetheless the observations in “Objects and Apparitions” are imbued with 

a sense of reverence and characterized by a sense of taxonomic precision. Beyond the 

absence of explicit language to delineate that these objects do indeed deserve the 

designation of fine art, the poem also does not neatly clarify whether what it lights on can 

properly be defined as an object or an apparition. The first literal listing of the objects 

that the boxes contain appears in the third stanza: "Marbles, buttons, thimbles, dice, / 

Pins, stamps, and glass beads" (lines 7-8). Each object in this list inhabits the mundane 

and domestic world. Some have utilitarian purposes—buttons, thimbles, pins, and 

stamps—while others have significance in pastimes or hobbies—marbles, dice, and glass 

beads. Their position in the household definitively feminizes, and / or infantilizes each of 

these objects. If they contribute to the completion of work at all, such work consists of 

seemingly insignificant domestic duties, such as sewing or darning clothing and written 



153 
 

correspondence. These are the object-details of the feminine life and of a feminized 

aesthetic. In Reading in Detail: Aesthetics and the Feminine, Naomi Schor argues that in 

aesthetic tradition detail threatens “to subvert an internal hierarchic ordering of the work 

of art which clearly subordinates the periphery to the center, the accessory to the 

principal, the foreground to the background” (20).44 As parergonal to the totalizing force 

of the masculine, details present a threat. Rosenbaum notes that one form of masculine 

aesthetics particularly threatened by this “periphery” is the sublime. 

The detail-objects of the third stanza maintain this diminished feminine sense of 

aesthetics even as the stanza itself ultimately questions it. Line seven is mostly trochaic, 

the first three items all beginning with an accented syllable and then dropping to an 

unstressed syllable before the next item in the list. The only exception to that meter is the 

final item, dice. The line suddenly shifts to monosyllabic accented nouns, which 

continues through line eight. The use of the spondee here is forceful, subtly investing 

"pins, stamps, and glass beads" with strength and significance that the final line makes 

emphatic; these objects are, in fact, “tales of the time” (line 9).  

Even as the poem represents the objects as constitutive of a narrative, the lines do 

not register an action through the form of a verb. The list is only yoked together by 

punctuation and a single conjunction. In spite of the syntactic stasis, somehow the poetic 

speaker perceives action occurring within and amongst these collected objects clearly 

enough to describe them as “tales.” 

                                                           
44 See Weatherhead, The Edge of the Image for a similar argument about Marianne Moore and William 
Carlos Williams. 
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 Bishop was attentive to the process by which objects in the absence of action can 

yet become more than a disjointed collection of things. In a letter to Marianne Moore in 

1940, Bishop writes, 

I have that continuous uncomfortable feeling of "things" in the head, like 

icebergs or rocks or awkwardly placed pieces of furniture. It’s as if all the 

nouns were there but the verbs are lacking…And I can’t help having the 

theory that if they are joggled around hard enough and long enough some 

kind of electricity will occur, just by friction, that will arrange everything. 

(One Art 94-95) 

Bishop reveals a certain apprehensiveness about her “theory.”  However, in a poem such 

as “Objects and Apparitions,” she pursues the possibility of things as imbued with 

electricity and friction that might “arrange everything.”  Such arrangement is plural and 

various as indicated by the generalized “tales of time” as well as stanza seven’s list of 

metaphors.  

The nature of the narrative that stanza three’s seemingly definite list constitutes 

may be strung together in a syntactic order; however, the meter of the two lines creates 

the sense that the individual items could be verbally rendered in any other number of 

ways. It is as though in spite of itself, the language tries to render the objects as a 

museum might, arranged in space, perhaps near one another, but not hierarchized in a 

rectilinear pattern. Brown’s argument about what objects disclose is helpful here. Each 

item in Bishop’s list is given depth beyond what might have been its thingy materiality. 

Even as the objects are exhibited on a metaphoric and poetic surface, the viewer and 

reader can look through the marbles and see something about “the time.”  Beyond syntax 
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the only thing that unites the objects here is that enormously ambiguous concept "the 

time.” Separated from a context that gives them use value, these objects are not in time. 

Not only does Cornell’s box appear to exist outside of time, Bishop’s poetics strive to as 

well. The artwork’s and the poem’s relation to time accords with that of the rituals of the 

museum as a liminal/liminoid site; it is neither inside nor outside of time.  

 In Questions of Mastery, Costello asserts that among the many reversals that 

appear throughout “Objects and Apparitions,” “the central chiasmus is, of course, ‘the 

opposite of History, creator of ruins, / out of your ruins you have made creations’” (225). 

The ekphrasis and its visual objects’ relationship to history is largely implicit until these 

lines in the eighth stanza. The alliterative yoking of terms like “monuments” with 

“moment,” lines like “tales of the time” and “memory weaves, unweaves” all suggest that 

the various artists involved in this ekphrastic work—Cornell, Paz, Bishop—are 

concerned with complicating the magnanimous, totalizing, and linearly coherent 

institution of History. The surprising reversals and juxtapositions at work particularly in 

“monuments to every moment / refuse of every moment, used” (lines 4-5) and “memory 

weaves, unweaves the echoes” (line 10) privilege “minimal, incoherent fragments” (line 

22). The use of the figure of the monument signifies endurance, reification, and 

immensity, whereas the term “moment” radically undermines such connotations, instead 

suggesting the ephemeral, the insubstantial, and the diminutive.45 Even as the line holds 

these two categories of connotation in tension, the repetition of “every moment” feels 

hyperbolic and totalizing in its reading of Cornell’s boxes as records of time. The units of 

time that this second stanza registers are not exactly quantifiable; moments are largely 

subjective when compared to other units of measuring time like seconds, minutes, hours, 
                                                           
45 The lines subtly recall Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s “A sonnet is a moment’s monument.” 
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days, months, years. We construct history according to such units. Even as the impulse 

behind the phrase “every moment” feels similar to history’s assertions that it represents 

the summation of events, achievements, and personalities, the use of “moment” 

destabilizes such assertions, revealing through hyperbole that not every moment can be 

rendered. Cornell’s boxes primarily achieve this revelation through their intensely 

personal and intimate representations of objects, celebrities, and the artist’s relationship 

to such figures through these objects. 

 Dickran Tashjian’s reexamination of Cornell’s work focuses on the figure of the 

gift as it pertains to many of Cornell’s homages to historical, literary, and popular figures. 

Cornell is often represented as chaste, introverted Christian Scientist. Uninterested in the 

veracity of such representations, Tashjian examines how Cornell’s gifts to and 

collaborations with certain figures reveal an intensely complex vision of the relationships 

among desire, creation, and intimacy: “Beyond rational exchange, Cornell sensed that a 

gift had the power to join donor and recipient together in mutual desire” (18). According 

to Tashjian, such gifts and the act of gifting are “metaphors for his [Cornell’s] aesthetic 

and spiritual concerns, which went to the heart of his assemblage, in itself an art that joins 

disparate elements.”  A “generosity of spirit” yoked with the eros involved in such 

generosity manifests itself in the formal and technical aspects of the work; through the 

very profane materiality of Cornell’s boxes, each work becomes imbued with 

metaphysical meaning—the objects remain objects and yet gesture towards the 

transcendent as they are gifted to another (139). In a note concerning such 

transformation, Tashjian references William F. Lynch’s phrase “generative finite” (18). 

Such a phrase accounts for the ways that the nexus of objects in individual Cornell boxes 



157 
 

and, even more intensely, a poetic collection of Cornell boxes can metonymically create 

an infinite variety of meaning. 

The second stanza of “Objects and Apparitions” reveals that the objects chosen by 

Cornell are the refuse of human consumption. Tacked on to line five is the ambiguous 

participle “used.”  Initially, it reads as a reflection of the essentially context-less objects, 

used and discarded by previous owners. Such objects have lost their use value because 

they have become refuse. However, Lynch’s “generative finite” might recast the line as a 

comment on Cornell’s use of the objects as he recovers such refuse and makes it doubly 

discarded. Although Cornell’s work is squarely located in the twentieth century’s long 

tradition of responding to, challenging, and reversing the aesthetic values of 

Romanticism, Bishop’s poem is attracted to the ways in which Cornell’s work retains a 

fidelity to the numinous and sublime even while qualifying that commitment with play 

and irony.  

Stanza nine continues to variously split and unite the material—objects—and the 

spiritual—apparitions: "Theatre of the spirits: / objects putting the laws / of identity 

through hoops" (lines 25-27). The first line of this stanza is the final use of the poem’s 

central syntactical formulation—container + preposition + immateriality. Again the 

device operates within its own independent line, split off and end-stopped with a colon. 

This colon emphatically breaks the line, separating “spirits” in line twenty-five from 

“objects” in line twenty-six. Even as the punctuation distinguishes the two, the metaphor 

unites them: The spirits occupy the theater as the objects occupy Cornell’s 

“hexahedrons.” The stanza mimics what it sees the boxes enacting. Both undo what 

would seem to be the strict distinction between the being of an object and the un-being of 
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a spirit or apparition. To put something through hoops connotes torment, test, and even 

trickery. Unlike many other moments in the poem, this stanza is clear about who is the 

acting agent in such tests of identity: the objects themselves.  

The end result of tormenting, testing, and tricking identity is not clearly 

articulated, as is befitting in a poem concerned with indeterminacy and uncertainty. The 

only result the poem presents to the viewer is really presented to the artist, Cornell, in the 

form of direct address: “Joseph Cornell: inside your boxes / my words become visible for 

a moment” (lines 40-41). It is the only moment in the poem in which a poetic speaker 

suddenly emerges, not just in the appearance of a first person possessive, but in a 

possessive attached to language and speech—“words.”  Up until this point “Objects and 

Apparitions” has read as an example of the disappearance of a centralized and emphatic 

first-person speaker in twentieth-century lyric poetry.46  This concluding couplet builds 

on the self-reflexivity of the penultimate stanza. The poem not only suddenly has a 

speaker, but that speaker is acutely aware of the poem she is in the process of 

constructing: "The apparitions are manifest, / Their bodies weigh less than light, / Lasting 

as long as this phrase lasts" (lines 37-39). The references to the verbal might occasion the 

reader’s recollection of the “condensation flask for conversations” which appears at the 

poem's core. For a brief couplet, or, in the poem’s language, a brief “moment,” the poem 

suggests that words are the apparitions that attend the objects in Cornell’s boxes. Another 

possibility is that out of the process of blurring the lines between radically different 

identities—objects and apparitions—something magical transpires; the verbal becomes 

visible. The latter reading has weightier bearing on how we might interpret “Objects and 

                                                           
46 See Perloff, “Response” in New Definitions of Lyric for a brief survey and exploration of the ways “that 
the ‘new’ lyric is no longer governed by romantic norms” (243). 
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Apparitions” within the larger contexts of Bishop’s ekphrastic work and in the even 

greater context of ekphrasis as a whole. The process of putting stress on specific and local 

definitions of identity—objects and apparitions—at work in Cornell, Paz, and Bishop 

also puts stress on all the definitions of identity at work in this meeting of artists, making 

the act and art of collection utilitarian as well as imaginative; a tool that weakens the 

powerful separation of the sacred and the profane. 

Like Bishop, Marianne Moore often turns to poetic collection. However, many of 

the poems favor the type of collection that takes place in the natural history museum. For 

this reason, it is not surprising that Moore also shares with Bishop an admiration for 

Joseph Cornell’s boxes, which frequently include taxidermy much like those that 

populate natural history dioramas (Figure 2). Cornell himself embodies the link between 

the fine arts museum and the natural history museum.47 Moore's "When I Buy Pictures" 

and "The Jerboa" will here serve as the primary examples of how her poetry upends the 

museum as a means to question the power of secularization. The earlier of these two 

works, "When I Buy Pictures," reveals an attraction to ekphrastic poetry’s predisposition 

towards plurality and the relationship of that inclination to the numinous. When Moore’s 

poetics shift from collecting “pictures” to curating desert rodents, this attraction to 

plurality as an index for the sacred reappears, although in a more veiled capacity.48 

                                                           
47 Both Joseph Cornell and Moore felt a deep admiration for the members of the animal kingdom. In 
describing the pleasure he received in passing a zoo on his way to work, Cornell said, “I could only think 
that Miss Moore was the only other person in the world who could ever appreciate the birds and animals of 
a zoo to such an extent.” June 21, 1944 (quoted in Tashjian 73). 
48According to Catherine Paul, Moore was a student of Benjamin Ives Gilman, the secretary of the Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts and writer of Museum Ideals of Purpose and Method. In copious notes that 
accompanied her reading of Gilman, Moore reveals her discomfort with how he distinguishes the fine arts 
museum from the natural history museum: The former tends towards unity while the latter tends towards 
accumulation. I hope this analysis is faithful to Moore’s distrust of this hierarchy (Paul 144-145).  
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 Like many of the examples of ekphrasis discussed in these chapters, Moore’s 

“When I Buy Pictures” is not a straightforward rendering of a single visual 

representation. Here a speaker contemplates what governs her preference for certain 

pictures. It is a poem that rationalizes a collector’s aesthetic, even if that collector is only 

an “imaginary possessor” of the collection’s objects. The title asserts from a paratextual 

position that the speaker buys and therefore owns these pictures. However, the first line 

quickly and playfully retracts the title’s conditional phrase: 

“When I Buy Pictures” 

  or what is closer to the truth, 

  when I look at that of which I may regard myself as the  

        imaginary possessor  

(title and lines 1-2) 

The revision of the title in the first two lines anticipates Bishop’s speakers, who are often 

unwilling to commit to a single reading or interpretation of truth. The speaker is careful 

not to make her revision too certain. The use of the verb “to look” is not the truth; it is 

merely “closer to the truth” than “to buy.”  Before the third line, the poem positions itself 

squarely between the real and the imaginary.  

 Even though the connotative shift between “buy” and “look” concerns a degree of 

interest—“buy” connotes vested interest and “look” connotes distanced disinterest—the 

poem occupies its twenty-six lines with the action that would seem of less interest. 

Moore’s speaker privileges the act of looking on account of the expansive opportunities it 

affords the “collector” over the extremely limited act of buying. 
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 Linda Leavell’s “When Marianne Moore Buys Pictures” uses this poem as a 

means to read the figure of the poet. According to Leavell, Moore’s poetics here betray 

not only a preference for “the old thing, the medieval decorated / hat-box,” but also for 

plurality as it is constitutive of truth. The figure in “When I Buy Pictures” and in many 

other of Moore’s poems that becomes a metaphor for such multiplicity is the act of 

collection itself. Leavell argues that in the face of the early twentieth century’s unease 

with the loss of a controlling center, Moore discovers a poetic that finds such a loss 

generative: 

Rather than lamenting the loss of traditional values in an increasingly 

diverse world, Moore witnesses truth in the diversity itself. To her the 

"spiritual forces" are more evident in the uniqueness of individuals—

especially "genuine" works of art and exotic animal species. (252) 

According to Leavell, Moore never perceived “spiritual forces” at work in traditional 

values to begin with, but rather in the “diversity” of the human and animal worlds. Moore 

suffers no loss when the twentieth century obliterates the Absolute.  

 “When I Buy Pictures” is clearly attracted to this plurality. A kind of personal 

museum ekphrasis, the poem cannot be satisfied by a singular focus on a singular art 

work. This is emphatic not only in the potential breadth implied by the verb “look,” but 

also in the speaker’s democratic treatment of its ekphrastic objects and its eventual 

refusal to light on a singular artistic medium. Moore’s speaker is careful to use to term 

“pictures” in place of “paintings.” Although it is easy to substitute the former for the 

latter, the poem collects and curates indiscernible media—“the satire upon curiosity in 

which no more is discernible / than the intensity of the mood ” in line five and six—and  
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its “opposite,” characterized by utilitarian objects like “the medieval decorated / hat-box” 

in line seven and eight,  the “square parquetry” in line twelve, verbal media like “the 

literal biography” in line twelve and thirteen and the hieroglyph in line sixteen, and 

finally pictures of artichokes, fences, and angels. 

 The first full sentence in the poem concludes with a colon that designates the 

beginning of the list of ekphrastic objects: “I fix upon what would give me pleasure in my 

average moments” (line 4). For this speaker it is pleasure in “average moments” that 

determines what she buys, what she looks at, and what makes its way into this museum 

ekphrasis. In place of “pleasure” the speaker later substitutes the term “enjoyment” in line 

twenty. Twelve lines, roughly half of the poem, are devoted to the opposite of  pictures in 

which “no more is discernible / than the intensity of mood” (line six). Ultimately, the 

speaker flattens out this apparent privilege with the seemingly dismissive phrase, 

“whatever sort it is” (line 24). According to the collector / speaker of “When I Buy 

Pictures” there are really only two sorts—“the intensity of mood” and “quite the 

opposite.”  No matter this simple categorization, the speaker concludes her criteria with 

the suggestion that her collection should be Wordsworthian, “lit with piercing glances 

into the life of things” (line 25). 

 In Moore’s Complete Poems, “When I Buy Pictures” appears alongside “A 

Grave.”  The sea in this latter poem is a far more Wordsworthian picture of the sublime 

than the pictures that appear in “When I Buy Pictures.” "A Grave" represents the sea as 

the vast, obscure, and enigmatic force out of which the sublime or numinous erupts. The 

poem also describes the sea as “a collector.”  The sea’s collection, however, is 

comparatively empty of meaning; it is a place 
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in which 

dropped things are bound to sink— 

in which if they turn and twist, it is neither with volition nor 

      consciousness. (lines 32-35) 

The endeavors of the “imaginary possessor” are far more intentional than the passive 

collection of the sea. In place of the traditional figures of sublimity—the sea crashing by 

Peele Castle and Mont Blanc—Moore's poem attends to unseemly objects—a hat-box 

and a painted artichoke in six shades of blue. Moore builds on this preference for the 

surprising collection in “The Jerboa.” 

 “The Jerboa” pivots on the difference between the concepts “Too Much” and 

“Abundance” that respectively title its two sections. The “Too Much” section dominates 

the work’s organizational structure with a total of seventeen stanzas. Even though it is the 

section that introduces what the title asserts is the poem’s central character, the 

“Abundance” section only occupies the concluding eight stanzas.49  In his examination of 

“The Jerboa” and the fall, Benjamin Johnson briefly distinguishes the connotations and 

allusions that attend to the two section headings. While the former is colloquial, the latter 

is distinctly biblical and highly rhetorical. It appears that the seeming imbalance between 

the two sections of “The Jerboa” is mimetic. “Too Much” reveals itself as excessive 

through the sheer number of lines and stanzas that constitute it, whereas “Abundance” 

reveals itself as comparatively unpretentious in its length. 

 The vision of collection that “Too Much” constructs feels condemnatory. The 

human agents that collect the objects in this section appear to amass things for which the 

                                                           
49 Charles Tomlinson uses the section headings from “The Jerboa” as a means to review Marianne Moore’s 
Like a Bulwark in “Abundance, Not Too Much: The Poetry of Marianne Moore” (1957). 
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speaker feels they have little or no respect. In the first stanza, the speaker focuses her 

attention briefly on the artist behind one such object:  

A Roman had an  

artist, a freeman, 

   contrive a cone—a pine-cone 

   or fir-cone—with holes for a fountain. (lines 1-4) 

The lines clearly emerge from the voice of a speaker on account of the oral and colloquial 

nature of this first sentence. The relatively low diction that describes the origin of the 

artist’s decision to represent feels pejorative. The Roman doesn’t “patronize” or “solicit” 

or even “request” this cone, he “has” the artist make it, which suggests power 

disequilibrium. And suddenly, the diction shifts in the third line from the low to the 

Latinate. Rather than have the artist “make” it or “create” it, the Roman had the artist 

“contrive” the object. The connotations involved in this   verb concern deception rather 

than the craftsmanship that might generally be involved in the act of making or creating. 

The OED defines "contrive" first as "To invent, devise, excogitate with ingenuity and 

cleverness (any plan or purpose)” and especially “used of the planning or plotting of evil 

devices, treason, treachery, murder, etc." These primary entries suggest that the direct 

object that follows this transitive is usually a plan, a purpose, a plot, something yet to be 

executed rather than a material object. In this way “contrive” suggests that both the agent 

and the direct object are evil. Even though what is contrived in the scenario described 

here is a representational object, the speaker clearly finds all parties involved suspect. 

This includes the commissioner, the artist, and the pine/fir-cone. What is unclear is what 

exactly makes the patronage, the making, and the representation anything but benign. 
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Johnson notes that the market-based conditions under which this object is made make it a 

“mercenary chunk of décor” that “displays economic and cultural power” (73).  

 The speaker’s attention to this object continues for another ten lines. It might 

function as its own independent ekphrastic meditation. However, it is only the first object 

described in a long list of objects that appear in “Too Much.”  It is the most detailed and 

lengthiest item in this list. With the beginning of the third stanza the speaker shifts her 

attention from Rome to Egypt. 

   Others could 

  build, and understood 

      making colossi and  

      how to use slaves, and kept crocodiles and put 

           baboons on the necks of giraffes to pick 

           fruit, and used serpent magic. (lines 13-18) 

Arguably, the ekphrasis halts within this stanza after the “making colossi.”  The list 

suddenly becomes interested in use rather than “contrivance” and creation or the products 

of such processes. However, on account of the ekphrastic introduction, coupled with the 

technique of listing that persists throughout the section’s seventeen stanzas, the poem 

treats these items as a curator might treat her collection. Although not all are 

representational objects (as a strict definition of ekphrasis might demand) and most not 

even material objects at all, the poem transforms actions—“use slaves,” “kept 

crocodiles,” “put baboons,” and “used serpent magic”—into objects that resemble those 

housed within a natural history museum. The list itself details movement but renders 

static the “huge cast / bronze” that sits in a Vatican garden. The ekphrastic impulse 
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governing the first two stanzas infects the rest of the section, making what might have 

become a historical narrative a kind of ekphrastic collection. 

 Later the list shifts from a focus on these “others” as explicit agents that “tie” and 

“bring out” and “looked on.”  For eleven lines the speaker lists, with very little 

description interspersed throughout, a number of animals and then plants with no 

reference to the “they” that amassed and contained them. 

The wild ostrich herd 

with hard feet and bird 

    Necks rearing back in the  

    Dust like a serpent preparing to strike, cranes, 

        Mongooses storks, anoas, Nile geese: 

        And there were gardens for these— 

 

Combining planes, dates, 

limes and pomegranates, 

   in avenues—with square 

   pools of pink flowers, tame fish and small frogs (lines 25-34) 

The dominant verbs in these lines are “rearing” and “preparing to strike.”  These present 

participles stripped of a “to be” verb arrest the animals mid-action as though they are 

taxidermied reproductions of their former living selves. “The Jerboa” poetically collects 

these animals in a state of life and death. As they are enclosed within gardens in ancient 

Egypt, they are enclosed within the glass-case of the poem’s own construction of 

stillness. 
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 Subtracted from the economy of power and enslavement that begins the section, 

this list of animals and plants and gardens might be paradisiacal. However, in accordance 

with Johnson’s thesis, it is the artificial nature of this scene that makes it indicative of a 

postlapserian world. If the poem participates in an impulse towards collection similar to 

that enacted by the Roman and the Egyptians, it is uncertain if the poem can emerge from 

its own construction unscathed by the condemnation upon which it is initially built. 

Johnson argues that it does and that “Abundance” is an attempt at redemption, albeit an 

attempt that is destined to fail. However, I would argue that the reader of “The Jerboa” 

doesn’t have to wait until “Abundance” to perceive how the poem attempts to transform 

the act of collection from one of power and wealth to one of weakness and humility. 

 The collected content in “The Jerboa” displays “everywhere, // power over the 

poor” (line 66-67). The poetics of collection at work in “The Jerboa,” however, displays 

something entirely different. The primary way the section represents power and inequity 

is through explicit reference to the Egyptian class system. The speaker clearly categorizes 

the collectors—slaves, yachtsmen, lords and ladies, dwarves, kings, princes and queens, 

bee-men, milk-maids, and Pharaohs. Within the economy of the poem, however, all of 

these figures exist laterally; the poem collects them all and flattens the hierarchical 

distinctions that once privileged pharaohs over dwarves. The figures of power that collect 

only on account of their power are absorbed by the poem’s own impulse to gather and 

amass. 

 This impulse as a sign of power is radically conditioned by a number of strategies 

at the level of the poetics. Throughout its lines, "The Jerboa," appears to protect the 

essentially uncontainable nature of its objects. Through stanza formation, line-length, end 
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rhyme, punctuation, and compounded words, the poem simultaneously brings its objects 

together and acknowledges the impossibility of and threat inherent in such an endeavor. 

“The Jerboa” is in Moore’s characteristic syllabic verse; the syllable count in every 

stanza is 5-5-6-11-9-7. The lines are indented two-at-a-time in a kind of cascading 

fashion. Many critics interpret this typography as honoring the Jerboa as “it / honors the 

sand by assuming its color” (line 141-142). This reading is useful particularly on account 

of how it perceives the presence of the jerboa throughout lines in which the animal is 

entirely absent; the desert rat doesn’t actually appear until the very end of “Too Much” in 

line ninety. However, the indentations create a sense of propulsion that contrasts with the 

gently increasing and decreasing syllabic count of the lines in each sestet. As the left 

margin of the lines moves right across the page it feels as though the lines start to slip out 

from the grasp of the stanza. Simultaneous to this slippage, the right margin begins to 

follow suit, but a turn occurs in the fourth line of each stanza, the longest line of each 

sestet visually, that returns the right margin of the line back across the page even as the 

left margin threatens to slip away: 

 in time, from the Nile 

rising slowly, while 

   the pig-tailed monkey on 

   slab-hands, with arched-up slack-slung gait, and the brown 

      dandy looked at the jasmine two-leafed twig 

      and bud cactus-pads, and fig (lines 55-60) 

This tenth stanza includes content that threatens an uncontrollable natural expansion, the 

rising waters of the Nile, which the poem mirrors in the movement of the left margin. The 
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stanza tempers the threat of that rising along the right margin. The line length recedes and 

returns to its original position on the page. 

 The stanza also reveals rhyming couplets that sound throughout the stanzas. The 

masculine rhyme of “nile” with “while” and “twig” with “fig” as well as the slant rhyme 

of “on” with “brown” all concisely yoke equal parts of the stanza together. The tight 

rhyming of lines one and two and five and six is consistent throughout the entire poem; 

the slant rhyme between lines three and four here is an anomaly. This particular element 

of the poem’s many techniques feels controlling, and like this tenth stanza most of the 

rhyming couplets are nearly perfect in their repetition of sound. Perhaps this is an 

impulse to power on the part of the speaker, to reign in her collection, or perhaps she's is 

mocking that impulse through imitation. It may also read as a strategy by which she 

might further flatten out the hierarchy of objects she collects, yoking together various 

objects based on sound rather than class.  

In nearly every formal capacity, the objects collected threaten to breach the poetic 

constraints of typography and lineation. The poem does not appear anxious about this 

threat but resigned to it. This resignation is no reflection of the poem’s confidence in its 

ability to control or frame the collection; it is, however, reflective of the nature of the 

collected objects, of their agency and their power to shake off the feeble boundaries that 

the poem knows to be only provisional. One of the more ambivalent strategies at work in 

“Too Much” is its self-conscious employment of punctuation. Commas, semi colons, 

colons, dashes, hyphens, and periods all appear in abundance in and amongst the stanzas. 

The number of punctuation marks that appear in each stanza of “Too Much” ranges from 

five (stanza three) all the way to eleven (in stanzas ten, thirteen, and seventeen). The 
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preponderance of that which grammatically and spatially separates words and hence 

objects is hardly a surprise in a poem that so consciously deploys listing as one of its 

central rhetorical strategies. In a different context than “The Jerboa” it would appear that 

the punctuation functions as a neat form of containment; the syntax parcels out each 

object in its own independent unit, which makes for easy reading and / or easy viewing. 

As a term, "punctuation" houses a connotation of violence; it implies not merely a 

mark upon something, but more specifically a “puncture” or “prick” in something that 

might otherwise be unblemished. Metaphorically, punctuation as it is used in poetry 

might be perceived as a kind of wound that the poem inflicts upon its content. This is 

certainly a useful metaphor when considering “The Jerboa,” as the poem is intensely 

concerned with the wounds that are a consequence of separating objects from their 

original and natural contexts. The etymological root of the grammatical term 

“punctuation” is also distinctly related to sound as the term was used to denote the 

markings in a hymn, which clarified how the song was meant to be sung or chanted. 

Punctuation’s relationship to the reading and performance of music emphasizes the ways 

in which musical references inform the tension between containment and eruption in the 

poem. The importance of music in “The Jerboa” appears in the concluding two stanzas, 

which allude to two wind instruments—the Bedouin flute and the flageolet—in relation 

to the creature’s leaps. These images conjure staccato sounds that are regularized “by 

fifths and sevenths” (line 145). Like the quick stopped notes made on these wind 

instruments, the jerboa punctuates the sand with “fern-seed / foot-prints” as he makes his 

way through the desert (150). These foot-prints are the figural manifestation of the literal 

punctuation through the poem; his leaps are the manifestation of all that verbally 



171 
 

transpires between such punctuation. In this way the items in the various listed 

collections are directly related to the jerboa specifically as he is mid-flight at his freest 

and most unrestrained. The punctuation—foot-print and grammatical marking—is an 

inscription of the objects’ and the rodent’s bondage—to humans and to gravity—even as 

it suggests its capacity to exceed such bonds regularly and repeatedly. 

Through the poem's self-conscious use of punctuation, the violence with the 

various animals and plants are torn from their natural environment becomes clear. Even 

as they are reassembled according to the whims of their powerful captors, these objects 

pull together and generate something more powerful than their collectors. The 

punctuation only feebly weakens that which it pricks. The formerly decontextualized 

objects respond to their new boundaries by healing into a unified whole that stands in 

direct opposition to the force that tried to divide it. The best example of such gestures 

towards wholeness is the poem's use of dashes and hyphens. These markings are 

functionally ambivalent, unifying and separating. In the tenth stanza, a number of objects 

are united by hyphens: “pig-tailed,” “slab-hands, “arched-up,” “slack-slung,” “two-

leafed,” and “cactus-pads.”  Visually these combinations register difference and 

separation as well as similarity and unity. Although they may register a feeling of “part 

this, part that” that is certainly present in “Abundance," this language calls into question 

the distinction between “this” and “that” (lines 109-110).  

The figure of the museum and the poetics of collection as they appear in “The 

Jerboa” register a “too muchness” that can be contained even as the poem resists and 

strains towards an infinite “abundance” that cannot be bound. Moore’s poetics transform 

collection and curation from an act of power and control to one of weakness and 
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humility, emphatically figured by the trope of collection and the image of a modest desert 

rat.  

It is this transformation on the part of the poet as curator that recasts the space of 

the ekphrastic poem and the collection in light of their capacity to weaken, undermine, 

and undo the hierarchies of power. Bishop’s and Moore’s poems use the museum and the 

trope of collection to assert the potency of weakness. I see “Objects and Apparitions,” 

"When I Buy Pictures," and “The Jerboa” as poems characterized by humility and 

reverence for the various inhabitants of their ekphrastic collections. The poetry's turn to 

ekphrasis and the museum creates strikingly unruly liminoid spaces in which only such 

temperaments can thrive, a place which only seems complicit in the West’s process of 

secularization. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

"It is the artistry of the poet to find new language with which to name the 'Holy.'" 

Jeanne Foster 

 

 In my analysis of this small swatch of twentieth- and twenty-first-century poems, 

I have discovered that these particular texts have developed a poetics of weakness, 

humility, and reverence in an effort to undermine and destabilize the pursuit of hard-

edged certainty. In many ways we might consider a poetics that subverts and critiques 

certainty to be anything but new to American poetry and poetics. The same might be said 

of the the poetics of weakness as it is recently conceived by contemporary Radical 

Theologians, largely emerging as it does from a reading of St. Paul's epistles. As various 

schools of theology and philosophy are currently revisiting the notion of secularism as a 

teleological process of the West's demystification of the sacred, it is increasingly 

important to turn to the arts for "a new language to name the 'Holy."  However, it is my 

contention that it is equally, if not more, important to discover a form that such a 

language might take. The formal concerns of these poems are all integrally related to 

their use of ekphrasis. I have employed various names to describe their formal exercise of 

ekphrasis—"parergonal poetics," "the poetics of weakness," "trait-based poetics" and 

"the poetics of collection." All of these poems specifically turn to the visual arts in order 

to explore constraint and excess as it relates to the sacred, which invites and yet thwarts 

all efforts to frame it. 



174 
 

It is my hope that the analyses that constitute this project inscribe lines upon the 

canvas of literary criticism that exceed the disciplinary bounds of Modern and 

Contemporary Poetry as I anticipate that the figure of the frame has significant 

hermeneutic value in the study not only of ekphrasis and poetry, but of all texts. 

To conclude, I turn to one final poem written by Natasha Trethewey and 

published Native Guard (2007), which won her the Pulitzer Prize. I find that Trethewey's 

"Again, the Fields" encapsulates all the poetic gestures that I see poems making in their 

use of ekphrasis to redefine and reconceptualize the sacred.  

Again, the Fields 
After Winslow Homer 
 
the dead they lay long the lines like sheaves of Wheat I could have walked on the boddes 

all most from one end too the other 
 
No more muskets, the bone-drag 
weariness of marching, the trampled 
grass, soaked earth red as the wine 
 
of sacrament. Now, the veteran 
turns toward a new field, bright  
as domes of the republic. Here, 
 
he has shrugged off the past—his jacket 
and canteen flung down in the corner. 
At the center of the painting, he anchors 
 
the trinity, joining earth and sky. 
The wheat falls beneath his scythe-- 
a language of bounty—the swaths 
 
like scripture on the field’s open page. 
Boundless, the wheat stretches beyond 
the frame, as if toward a distant field-- 
 
the white canvas where sky and cotton 
meet, where another veteran toils, 
his hands the color of dark soil. 
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The painting to which Trethewey's poem refers is Winslow Homer's The Veteran 

in a New Field, which Homer painted in the period immediately after the Civil War. The 

poem explains its interest in the painting in the text's epigraph: "the dead they lay long 

the lines like sheaves of Wheat I could have walked on the boddes all most from one end 

to the other." It is the voice of a witness to the carnage of the Civil War. "Again, the 

Fields" is attracted to the figure of the field as a measurement of death and as evidence of 

the past-ness of the war. The poem contemporizes the figure by linking it to the field of 

writing and the field of painting. Not only does the poem describe the field as an "open 

page," but it describes the Veteran's marks upon that page as "scripture." According to 

the OED, the term "swaths" specifically denotes "the space covered by a sweep of the 

mower's scythe; the width of grass or corn so cut." But the dictionary's first entry for the 

term reveals that it also more generally means "trace." The field is also a "white canvas. 

The poem represents this Veteran as a writer and a painter. He is an unwitting and 

anachronistic picture of the Modern and Contemporary poets and painters who will begin 

to conceive of their words and paint as part of a field of action. 

Tretheway's handling of Homer very nearly renders a picture of the poet and artist 

that I explore in Framing the Sacred. I might say that the meeting of Homer and 

Trethewey "encapsulates" the various formal concerns of twentieth- and twenty-first-

century American ekphrasis's peculiar representation of the sacred. But as I hope I have 

begun to demonstrate here, "the wheat stretches beyond the frame" (lines 14-15), 

exceeding all bondage. Emerging as it does from the blood-soaked earth of a past 

characterized by literal human bondage, the veteran's new field of wheat reveals poetry's 

investment in the "boundless" as it catalyzes a turn toward the horizon. Even as we are 
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completely blind to it, even as it retreats into a kind of mise en abyme, this beyond 

compels us to engage it, to make our way towards it with scythe, pen, or paintbrush in 

hand. 
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APPENDIX A 

Publication and Permissions 
 
"Come, we can go in": Ekphrastic Thresholds in A.E. Stallings and Jorie Graham. 
Arizona Quarterly 70.3 (Autumn 2014): 55-85. 
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