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Abstract

This thesis has both critical and creative components. The critical study examines the
strategies that contemporary poets—which | am characterising as elliptical-style for their
interests in postmodernist gestures and traditional affective responses—use to write about
subjects that are difficult due to individual or collective trauma. It is based on close readings
of the poetry of U.S. writers Terrance Hayes, Solmaz Sharif, and Dora Malech. The study
analyses how the poets use found terms, erasure, anagram, and persona speakers, including
alter egos, to assert and locate value in poetry that can at times be elusive or elliptical. Such
poetry is characterised by evasive speakers, associative logic, and gamesmanship. Found
poetry uses pre-existing material in poems, erasure selectively deletes text, while anagram
remixes existing words to make new lines. Persona speakers are narrators of poems who are
identified as distinct from the implied poet.

This study examines Hayes’ use of alter egos in his 2010 volume of poetry Lighthead
to examine issues of race, Sharif’s use of persona speakers and found poetry techniques to
critique American imperialism in her 2016 collection Look, and Malech’s application of
anagram in her 2018 volume Stet to write on confessional topics. | argue that these poets
assert value by using persona speakers, found techniques, associative strategies, and
juxtaposition of unlikely discourses, to thematic effect, while simultaneously distancing the
reader from the poem by creating narrative, thematic, or grammatical gaps in the poems. The
relationship between reader and poet in these elliptical-style poems is that of co-creators of
meaning, as the reader must import outside information to fill in the spaces. | argue that
elliptical-style poets assert and locate value in their poems by providing a co-creative
experience for the reader, using techniques that are carefully chosen to both contribute to the
themes of each poem, while also resisting closure and fixity, thus requiring an active reader-
poem relationship that is experiential rather than linear.

The creative portion of this thesis is a manuscript of original poetry. It uses found
terms, erasure, and persona speakers to engage with material concerning Covid-19, the
Christchurch massacre, travels in the U.S, and reflections on writing and depression. The
pandemic section reimagines and reframes the civil emergency discourse of the lockdown to
suggest an alternative, imaginative response for the poem’s speakers. Other sections use
techniques to create elusive, dynamic lyric wholes, in which the reader is asked to contribute

to the poems’ themes and narrative.
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Introduction

Lyric & the Elliptical-Style Poem

Over the past 30 years, a number of critics and scholars have written about a significant
movement amongst U.S. poets towards what poet and critic Tony Hoagland* describes as
“associative and ‘experimental’ poetries” (173). This shift sees poets increasingly
incorporating experimental techniques into lyric poems. Greenberg and others write in the
introduction to their chapter, “Hybrid Aesthetics and Its Discontents,” that this has grown out
of “the American poetry wars,” which Greenburg et al. state “pitted Language poets against
Official Verse Culture” (117), and which is also described by critic and poet Ron Silliman as
“a divide between Post-Avant poetry and the School of Quietude” (Silliman qtd. in Greenburg
et al. 117). As stated by Greenburg et al., the poetry that results from these efforts “goes by
many names, including ‘Third Way,” ‘Elliptical,” and, most recently, now, ‘Hybrid”” (117).
Regardless of the labels of these trends, the discussion by scholars and critics of such poetry
tends to coalesce around key themes, which will be discussed in this section of the
Introduction.

A central characteristic of this aesthetic is to produce poetry that is identifiable for
what Hoagland called its “skittishness” (173). While “skittishness” is not necessarily a
pejorative word, Hoagland tends to refer to such poems in negative terms. In a 2006 essay,
“Fear of Narrative and the Skittery Poem of Our Moment,” Hoagland notes the “great
invention and playfulness” of this poetry, but also its tendency towards “emotional removal”
and “aesthetic self-consciousness” (173-174). While stopping short of outlining a coherent
school or movement, Hoagland describes such poetry as favouring “obliquity, fracture, and
discontinuity” over development in a systematic manner, and associative modes over narrative
forms (174), as well as favouring “multiple perspectives” over “sustained participation” (178).
Hoagland describes this movement in postmodern poetry “as a kind of crop rotation,” (173) a
“surge” that allows the “topsoil of one field . . . to rest” while another is cultivated (173).

Hoagland’s delineation of this tendency towards skittishness amongst recent innovative poets

! This study relies heavily on Hoagland’s critical writing in the area of experimental poetries. None of the
sources used in this study include any discussion by Hoagland on race. However, it needs to be acknowledged
that Hoagland became embroiled in a race-related controversy centred on his poem, “The Change,” (see:
https://poets.org/poem/change) and his response to criticism of that poem. Poet and scholar, Claudia Rankine,
presented an open letter critiquing Hoagland’s treatment of race in “The Change” at the Associated Writing
Programs Conference in 2011 (see: https://poets.org/text/open-letter-dialogue-race-and-poetry). Hoagland, in
turn, responded to Rankine’s letter (the revised can be seen at: https://poets.org/text/dear-claudia-letter-response).



echoes and—to some extent—endorses an earlier trend identified by poet and critic Stephanie

Burt by contemporary poets. Burt describes the characteristics of such poets in a 1999 essay in

American Letters & Commentary:

Elliptical poets are always hinting, punning, or swerving away from a never-quite-
unfolded backstory; they are easier to process in parts than in wholes. They believe
provisionally in identities . . . but they suspect the Is they invoke; they admire
disjunction and confrontation, but they know how a little can go a long way.
Ellipticists seek the authority of the rebellious; they want to challenge their readers,
violate decorum, surprise or explode assumptions about what belongs in a poem, or
what matters in life, and to do so while meeting traditional lyric goals. (46)

Hoagland quotes Burt in his 2006 essay, noting that, while Burt’s definition is “quite

general,” in Hoagland’s view “he gets the mania and the declarativeness right. Also the

relentless dodging or obstruction of expectation” (182). Burt coined the term “Elliptical

Poets” in her 1998 review of Susan Wheeler’s collection of poetry, Smokes, in which she

states:

Elliptical poets try to manifest a person—who speaks the poem and reflects the poet—
while using all the verbal gizmos developed over the last few decades to undermine
the coherence of speaking selves. They are post-avant-gardist, or post-"postmodern”:
they have read (most of them) Stein's heirs, and the “language writers,” and have
chosen to do otherwise. Elliptical poems shift drastically between low (or slangy) and
high (or naively “poetic”) diction. Some are lists of phrases beginning “I am an X, I
am a Y.” Ellipticism's favorite established poets are Dickinson, Berryman, Ashbery,
and/or Auden; Wheeler draws on all four. The poets tell almost-stories, or almost-
obscured ones. They are sardonic, angered, defensively difficult, or desperate; they
want to entertain as thoroughly as, but not to resemble, television.

The key element that underlies Burt’s original conception of Ellipticism is an ellipsis

in understanding, elicited by techniques that create gaps in themes, language, and linearity.

“Verbal gizmos” undermine the coherence of the speakers of the poems; high “poetic” diction

is disrupted by “low” or “slangy” diction; narrative is undermined by “almost-stories;” and

these defensive postures make it difficult to discern the position of the speakers of such

poems. The reason for such disruptiveness may lie in what Burt describes as the tendency of

Ellipticals to channel Post-Structuralist theorists by treating identity, self, and voice as

“problems and phenomena” (46) to be explored, rather than as givens.



The naming of the school as “Elliptical” suggests that the essence of the movement is
one in which gaps, spaces, and absences are crucial. In his entry in The Princeton
Encylopedia, Terry V. F. Brogan states that ellipsis originates from the Greek eclipsis, which
means “leaving out” or the Latin detractio or “defect” (400), thus implying that what is
omitted from Elliptical poems is an important part of the reading of such poetry. If something
is elided, it is left out of consideration, suppressed, altered or struck out (Merriam-Webster),
which adds to the critical nature of the spaces in such poetry. Furthermore, ellipsis in the
grammatical sense is a series of dots that indicate the omission of superfluous words, which
suggests that the move towards Ellipticism is a paring down or a removal of linkages
considered superfluous (Oxford English Dictionary). The naming of the movement suggests a
disruption of the lyric, in that unnecessary connectors are erased, leaving only the essential
utterances.

In addition to Hoagland’s identification of a tendency of contemporary poets towards
skittish poems, and Burt’s conception of Ellipticism, Cole Swensen gives further discussion to
such poetics when she highlights the ways in which two formerly opposing schools have
merged in surprising ways in the introduction to the anthology American Hybrid (2009).
Swensen uses the term “hybrid poem” to describe poetry that combines qualities from “third
wave poetics” and “post-Avant” poetry (xxi). Swensen draws on the “two camp model,”
bringing in Paul Auster’s observation “that most twentieth century American poets took their
cue either from the British poetic tradition or the French” (xvii). Swensen follows this line of
influence—tracing the two main overlapping strands—on American poetry of the British
Romantics and the French avant-garde through what she describes as “the anthology wars”
(xviii) in the U.S. in the 1960s. It is in the 1980s, Swensen points out, that the distinctions
started to break down, and the hybridisation became apparent. Key to Swensen’s approach to
the hybrid poem is the flexibility of her conception. She draws on the biological “roots” of the
term, describing it as “The New (Hy) Breed,” and also pointing out that the hybridisation is
“selective” (xxi). Swensen sees hybrid poets making innovative blends in their poetry:

Considering the traits associated with “conventional” work, such as coherence, linearity,

formal clarity, narrative, firm closure, symbolic resonance, and stable voice, and those

generally assumed of “experimental” work, such as non-linearity, juxtaposition, rupture,
fragmentation, immanence, multiple perspectives, open form, and resistance to closure,
hybrid poets access a wealth of tools, each one of which can change dramatically
depending on how it is combined with others and the particular role it plays in the

composition (xxi).



What is notable about the hybrid conception is the way in which the “traditional” and
“experimental” elements are blended. It is as though the either/or distinction has collapsed, so
that these kinds of poetries draw on the traditions stemming from the Romantics, as well as
those from the avant-garde. Furthermore, the hybridisation of these two previously disparate
camps has entered the mainstream in U.S. poetry.

Another scholar to draw attention to this growing aesthetic is Reginald Shepherd. In
the introduction to the anthology Lyric Postmodernisms: An Anthology of Contemporary
Innovative Poetries, Shepherd outlines postmodern techniques that Burt draws in under the
umbrella of Ellipticism, which include a multiplicity of voices, mixing of high and low culture
and diction, associative logic, seriality, and juxtaposition instead of a narrative approach.
Shepherd points out that these are modernist strategies, used extensively in The Waste Land,
Ulysses, and The Cantos, but argues that the intention of postmodern poets using these
techniques differs in that they “employ such devices to refute the very possibility of synthesis.
There is no whole to which they strive, only holes upon which they stumble, and many find
the notion of totality entirely too totalitarian” (xiv). Shepherd does not frame this as a
criticism of writers engaged in writing such innovative poetry. However, poets who proceed
“by means of breakage . . .” and who “simply point, helplessly, hopelessly, and sometimes
gleefully . . . to the pieces” (xiv) raise questions about the role of the contemporary lyric, and
the contribution of such poems to the lyric project.

The extensive critical discussion of recent trends in experimental poetry has led to a
proliferation of both labels attached to such aesthetic streams and definitions that aspire to
provide catch-all characterisations of what is actually an extremely broad and diverse set of
poets: Elliptical, skittery, Hybrid, Lyric Postmodern, and Post-Avant. Although the
descriptors vary, there is a significant overlap in the definitions espoused by Burt, Hoagland,
Swensen, and Shepherd. Of the scholars discussed, Burt is the earliest major figure in the
discussions of innovative poetries, with her conception of the Elliptical School. Since then,
the conversation has progressed considerably, and the conception of what distinguishes
innovative poems in this oeuvre has evolved. However, | argue that the ellipsis—a space, a
gap, a rupture—whether in the narrative, the speaking perspectives, or the ways in which
unusual combinations of techniques are applied—is a conception that underlies all of the
major approaches. For the purposes of this study, I will for convenience adopt Burt’s use of
elliptical with a small “¢” even if the poets I will consider are not among those she

described—because elliptical is a useful umbrella term to describe their gestures and effects.



Broadly speaking, then, elliptical-style poetry is characterised by spaces, gaps, or absences in
the poem. These spaces are manifested either in a literal sense (on the page), in a lack of links
between images, through gaps in the theme, or in the evasiveness of the speaker. The mode of
elliptical-style poems is most often associative; the techniques are highly inventive and wide-
ranging, drawing on both traditional, lyric forms, such as the sonnet, as well as experimental
techniques, such as erasure and anagram. In addition, elliptical-style poems frequently
combine disparate elements, which manifest in innovative blends. Finally, the elisions in such
poems require a more active role by the reader, as the reader is required—to a greater or lesser
extent—to co-create meaning.

Elliptical-style poetry, again a term | am going to use to include the various terms that
have come to represent such innovative poetry—including Hybrid, Elliptical, and Lyric
Postmodernisms—has its share of detractors, and the disruptive nature of the aesthetic raises a
number of productive questions for critics. Shepherd asks: “What does lyric mean in our
contemporary post-everything world, one that has been described as depthless, fundamentally
inauthentic, and at if not past the end of history? What does it mean to be a poet, to choose
this most marginal means of discourse in social and historical circumstances in which all
discourse sometimes seems to have been emptied of meaning, content, or value?” (xiii). These
questions posed by Shepherd about the role of the lyric poet need to be considered in regard
to the issues raised by critics about elliptical-style poetry and its contribution to the lyric
project. One serious objection to elliptical-style poetry is raised by Hoagland, who comments
at the end of his 2006 essay on “skittery” poems, that such poetry may lose “one of poetry’s
most fundamental reasons for existing: the individual power to locate and assert value” (187).
Furthermore, Hoagland points out that by strenuously avoiding “the potential embarrassment
of sincerity” and “the sweaty enclosures of subject matter,” some of this type of poetry may
be committing itself “inadvertently to triviality” (187). This comment by Hoagland touches
on the above questions raised by Shepherd, in that, while such poetry may be an
understandable aesthetic response to cultural discourse that is “emptied of meaning, content,
value” the net result may be one in which the discourse of the lyric is, similarly, rendered
valueless. Building on Hoagland’s concerns about the potential insubstantiality of innovative
poetries, elliptical-style poetry has also been criticised for its apparently apolitical nature. In a
2009 entry on his Exoskeleton blog, “Nonsense/Burt/Hybrid,” poet and translator Johannes
Goransson comments on both the American Hybrid anthology and Burt’s Close Calls with

Nonsense: Reading New Poetry, pointing out that for both books nonsense represents an
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illusion:

... of formal purity. The idea that there is poetry that is so “pure” that it's not about
anything; it's just pure language. | think that's a very important point. Both books
pretty much focuses [sic] entirely on “formal” analyzes [sic]. American Hybrid
mentions nothing about politics, except the very retro-New-Critical notion that by
purifying the language we resist the contaminating influences of mass culture.

This purist approach to language, and its elision of political concerns, could lead to a
lack of significance or value for similar reasons to those advanced by Hoagland, who noted
that the lack of sincerity of some innovative poetry was a weakness. In addition to possible
concerns about the apolitical nature of elliptical-style poetry, and lack of value, issues have
been raised—about the conception of Hybrid poetry, in particular—about the potential
homogeneity of a poetry that dwells in the middle ground. In a review of American Hybrid,

poet and critic, Ron Silliman, comments:

Rather than representing a revolt from within either literary tradition, it seeks to
ameliorate the borders betwixt the two, to operate perhaps as if no chasm in aesthetic
& cultural values gave rise to these traditions, as if, in fact, they didn’t always already

represent something very real.

Silliman’s comments suggest a collapsing of borders between traditional and
experimental poetry. In a blog entry, he comments further: “Hybridism wants to be new & it
wants to be the well-wrought urn. For the most part, it accomplishes neither. Above all else, it
is a failure of courage.” The implication is that the blending proposed by Swensen,
representing an inability to make a choice between competing traditions, is reductive.
Furthermore, Mark Wallace has critiqued the homogenising tendency of the Hybrid aesthetic
proposed by Swensen:

This notion of hybrid tries to find similarity across divergent practices. It breaks down
the idea of singular schools by looking for things different poetic groups have in
common. It tries to find middle ground. It imagines itself, perhaps, as a new center,
one from which the most extreme and divisive elements of divergent practices have
been tempered or simply removed. In this imagining, it asserts a power relationship
between and over various practices, one in which this new center masters the flaws
and excesses of divergent schools of thought, in theory taking the best of each and

disregarding the rest (Greenburg et al. 125).

Wallace also argues that the effect of breaking down the differences between strands
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in traditions is to synthesise what were previously productively divergent poetries. Wallace
notes that Swensen’s conception draws on “the notion of hybrid as synthesis,” which “seeks
to undermine older competing unities but does so in the name of creating a new, inclusive
(but also exclusive) non-competing unity” (Greenburg et al. 125). According to Wallace,
Swensen’s conception of the Hybrid has the unintended effect of blunting differences and
diversity which saw a productive push-pull between experimental and conventional strands of
poetry. However, in an essay in the same anthology, Swensen strenuously denies Wallace’s

contention that the hybrid has a synthesising effect:

We are not trying to find similarities, or a middle ground; we have no desire
whatsoever to remove divisive and divergent practices—in fact, we present quite a
few in the anthology—and the only time I used the term “center” to speak of the work
was in the phrase “a center of alterity,” specifically to figure any assumed center as

itself a collection of differences (149).

In addition to critical push-back against the synthesising effect of Hybrid poetry,
concerns with Swensen’s formulation tend to focus on elision of poetries that fall outside the
“two-camp model.” Michael Theune points to the dour nature of Hybrid poetry, stating that
what is missing “is the poetry that is more carnivalesque—yperhaps funny, but, if so, more
clownish, odd, disturbing, shocking, abjectly surreal” (Greenburg et al. 130). Craig Santos
Perez comments on the lack of cultural diversity in the anthology and, in particular, the fact
that not a single Native American or Chicano writer is included. Perez argues that “Swensen’s
‘Legacy’ is a white poetic legacy, a white reading of twentieth-century American poetry” and
“that ‘American Hybrid’ should have more accurately titled ‘White American Hybrid*”
(Greenburg et al. 139). Underlying the majority of the critiques of Swensen’s Hybrid
conception, in sum, is that the combination of experimental and traditional lyric poetry
strands has a homogenising effect on the poetry, that it is non-inclusive of those from races
and cultures outside of the dominant, white majority; and, finally, that it is unfunny and, quite
possibly, dooming itself to triviality by its non-committal nature and allergy to sincerity.

Setting these concerns aside for the moment, it must also be considered how elliptical-
style poetry fits within the lyric project. By lyric project, I am drawing on Hoagland’s
assertion that one of the primary functions of poetry is its ability to locate and assert value
and, furthermore, on Shepherd’s point that “What gets lost in all this territorialization and
fence-building is poetry, and more specifically, actual poems, as readerly experiences and

aesthetic artifacts” (5). In Burt’s conception of Ellipticism, she describes these kinds of
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experimental poems as still wanting to meet “traditional lyric goals™ (47).

What that lyric project is has, of course, been a subject of debate. Critics such as Scott
Brewster emphasise the “open-door policy” of the contemporary lyric, pointing out that the
lyric should be regarded with a degree of flexibility and that “this terminological looseness
has constituted lyric’s strength, and has underpinned its constant reinvention™ (4).
Furthermore, Jonathan Culler (2015), appears to endorse both the flexible approach to the
lyric, as well as the consideration of historical influences, including the traditional approach
to the lyric as a subjective genre. Indeed, despite the many approaches to lyric, subjectivity is
considered one of its key features, both historically and in contemporary scholarship. As critic
M.L. Abrams points out in his oft-quoted book, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory
and the Critical Tradition (1953), it was the subjective nature of lyric poems, which were
seen as primarily concerned with expressing the author’s feelings, which meant that they were
held in contempt until 1641, when Cowley’s Pindaric “imitations” exploded and led to the
popularity of the “greater Ode” in England. Abrams points out that “The lyric form—used
here to include elegy, song, sonnet, and ode—had long been particularly connected by critics
to the state of mind of its author” (84). This approach is inherent in the classic glossary
definition of the lyric as “any fairly short poem uttered by a single speaker, who expresses a
state of mind or a process of perception, thought, and feeling” (Abrams and Harpham 202)
and affirmed in the entry on lyric in The Princeton Encylopedia (2012) in which Jackson
states:

Since the 18th century, brevity, subjectivity, passion, and sensuality have been the

qualities associated with poems called lyric; thus, in modernity, the term is used for a

kind of poetry that expresses personal feeling (G.W.F. Hegel) in a concentrated and

harmoniously arranged form (E.A. Poe, S.T. Coleridge) and that is addressed to the
private reader (William Wordsworth, John Stuart Mill). A modern invention, this idea of
lyric has profoundly influenced how we understand the history of all poetic genres

(826).

Looking at the history of the lyric as a subjective genre, along with the contemporary
thinking of scholars and critics on the role of the lyric, the desire for ellipses and disruption
must be balanced against the tradition of the fundamental role of subjectivity—typically a
speaker—as well as language that “sings,” both in the musical and the emotional sense. To
assert and locate value in poetry, the contemporary poet must proceed with caution when

applying innovative techniques—either that, or the poetic strategies themselves must play

13



some part in communicating the meaning of the poem. As Burt states about the work of
Hybrid poets: “their bad poems were bad surrealism, random-seeming improvisations, or
comic turns hoping only to hold an audience, whether or not they had something to say.” In
order to avoid this pitfall of elliptical-style poetry, I argue that the meaning or theme of the
poem—or, as Burt puts it the “something to say”—must be forwarded by the innovative
techniques applied, rather than just being games-for-games’-sake (41).

The most influential scholars—and the main contributors to the critical discussion—in
the area of contemporary innovative poetries focus primarily on the aesthetic or theoretical
underpinnings or characteristics of these poems (Swensen, Shepherd, Burt, Hoagland). The
critique surrounding elliptical-style poetry centres on the contribution that innovative poetry
can make “in our contemporary post-everything world” (Shepherd xiii) to the lyric project. In
particular, issues raised about innovative poetries concern the aesthetic blandness of the
poems due to a middle ground approach (Greenburg et al., Silliman, Géransson) or an absence
of humour (Greenburg et al.), or its lack of significance—either because of a dearth of
sincerity and commitment (Hoagland), the erasure of political concerns (Gdransson), or
insufficient inclusiveness, most notably of people of colour (Greenburg et al.). However, aside
from some critical commentary by Hoagland, there is less emphasis on how poets might use
elliptical-style techniques to produce poetry that is thematically significant and emotionally
resonant, or the ways in which elliptical-style aesthetics might contribute to—rather than
detracting from—poetry that makes a significant contribution to the lyric oeuvre by engaging
with societal issues of a collective nature (connected to race, war) or individual (trauma
related to life changes). This study asks: how do elliptical-style poets assert and locate value
in poetry that engages with both collective and individual issues?

There is wide debate amongst scholars and critics about how to ascribe value to
literary works. While Hoagland does not define value in poetry, it can be inferred from his
critique of “skittish” poetry that he does not value poetry that is trivial, does not commit to
either sincerity or subject matter, and which elevates gamesmanship over theme. In Wallace
Stevens and the Demands of Modernity: Toward a Phenomenology of Value, Charles Altieri
(113) examines the values celebrated by Stevens’ poetry, which celebrate the imaginative
capacity to reconfigure and configure our experience of the world. Altieri argues that this
produces pleasure through both the experience itself, which yields sudden insights, and
through the appreciation of the powers of the imagination, both individual and collective.
When ascertaining value of a literary work, feminist scholar, Rita Felski, points out that we

consider both our aesthetic experience of the work, as well as our judgement of the “goodness
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or badness of particular works” (139). She notes, furthermore, that feminist scholars tend to
embrace the messiness of their response to art, and that the aesthetic dimension “includes
themes as well as forms, social meanings as well as psychic yearning (142).” Considering the
views of these scholars, as well as the questions considered in this study, | will approach value
as something that can be ascertained by considering the nature of the aesthetic experience
offered by the poem—as Felski puts it, does it “inspire or move, teach or disturb, give
pleasure or give solace?” (139) and, secondly, whether the poem, however obliquely,
communicates a theme or social meaning.

In this study, I argue that strategic use of elliptical-style techniques facilitates a
nuanced engagement with issues relating to collective or individual trauma, by either
offsetting the seriousness of subject matter with humour, or by producing a complex and
nuanced individuality that allows for multiple speaker perspectives. These speaking
perspectives counterbalance a tendency towards either polemic in political-focused poetry or
melodrama in confessional poems. I will focus particularly on the ways in which the alter ego,
erasure, found poetry, and anagram, can be used to engage with issues of personal or
collective trauma, rather than detracting from it. Hayes’ use of persona, Sharif’s engagement
with found poetry techniques, and Malech’s anagramming are paradoxical in that they both
communicate the themes of their poems’ and disrupt the linearity of the poetry—Dby creating
both literal and logical spaces in the poems—which requires the reader to co-create meaning.
Though | hope that some of the readings elucidate the poetics of these very interesting poets,
the goal of this critical portion is contextual for my own work, which has always tended
toward the elliptical, a means of exploring how some recent work in the so-called “hybrid”
school works to excellent effect and, at the same time, to answer some of the criticisms of this
approach. These questions will be considered in both the critical and the creative portions of
this study as it is the latter—my own interests as a poet—that, as | will briefly describe further

below, drive these questions and my own exploration of these poets.

Persona Poems

While “persona” is used generally to refer to the speaker or source of a poem (Izenburg 1024),
a persona poem is a dramatic monologue or self-contained conversation from the perspective
of “a speaker who is distinctly different from the poet-author” (Lynn Brown and de la Paz 2).
“Persona” was first used as a name for an actor’s mask in a Roman drama, and has also been

proposed as a translation of the Greek word “prosopon,” which means face (Izenburg 1024).
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Jung used the word to refer to the mask that we present to others (Lynn Brown and de la Paz
2), implying that there is a level of artifice in all of us. Certainly, the addition of a speaker that
is signaled as distinct from that which we might infer as a version of the poet complicates the
reading of the poem and its relationship to the lyric tradition. Adding to this complexity is the
fact that there are different kinds of persona speakers within a poem, with varying degrees of
distance from the voice of the implied poet. One such complex relationship between the
implied poet and their speaker is when an alter ego narrates the poem.

The term “alter ego” was used for the first time in English in a letter to Thomas
Cromwell by Richard Layton, in which he discusses the suppression of the monasteries: “Ye
muste have suche as ye may trust evyn as well as your owne self, wiche muste be unto yowe
as alter ego” (Phrasefinder). Cicero referred to Atticus as his alter ego in Letters to Atticus in
the first century B.C. Rome: “You must forgive me here. I am reproaching myself far more
than you, and if | do reproach you it is as my alter ego; also | am looking for someone to share
the blame” (Cicero 253). The dictionary states that “alter ego” derives from the “other I’ in
Latin and also means “trusted friend” or “second self” (Oxford English Dictionary).

In psychology, the term is used in association with multiple personality disorder, in
which the patient experiences two or more, frequently conflicting, personalities (Weiner and
Freedheim 32). Thus, the alter ego denotes a split—and frequently conflicted—self that raises
significant complications for the character. Alter egos in literature are often used to convey
aspects of the self that are in violent conflict with the respectable, acceptable versions of the
self that we present to the public. One of the most well-known examples involves Robert
Louis Stevenson’s novella The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, which echoes
Victorian beliefs that a person must use a strict moral code to defeat the “animal urges”
represented by Jekyll’s uncontrolled alter ego Hyde.

In what I describe as “alter ego poems,” the speaker, while signaled as distinct from
the implied poet, through naming or other techniques, bears a resemblance to the poet that
invites conflation of the two. In the introduction to the anthology A Face to Meet the Faces:
An Anthology of Contemporary Persona Poetry (2012), editors Lynn Browne and de la Paz
describe this category of poem as “persona as alter ego,” giving T.S. Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock
as an example:

Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” from which this anthology takes its title,
is an excellent example of persona as alter ego, allowing the poet to voice the

unspeakable and think the unthinkable without direct ownership, consequence, or
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reproach. In this way, “hiding behind a mask™ can be utterly revealing and liberating.

2).

John Berryman is another example, and served as an influence on the type of poetics |
address here. Burt, in her initial formulation of “Elliptical poets,” notes that Berryman is
considered among them to be a “favorite established poet.” Berryman made extensive use of
alter egos in his Pulitzer Prize-winning collection, 77 Dream Songs, with his alter egos Henry
and Mr. Bones. The splitting of selves in this collection makes for challenging reading, with
the speaker’s multifarious iterations pulling in many—and frequently conflicting—directions.
Although 77 Dream Songs was published 20 years before critics started discussing the
aesthetic variously called Ellipticism, Hybrid or lyric postmodern, this volume epitomises the
evasive speakers, the high-low swings, the speediness and wit that is associated with what
Burt called the “Elliptical school.” The use of alter ego leads to a destabilising of selves that is
a hallmark of such poems. As Berryman first wrote in the introduction to the 1969 volume:

The poem then, whatever its wide cast of characters, is essentially about an imaginary

character (not the poet, not me) named Henry, a white American in early middle age

sometimes in blackface?, who has suffered an irreversible loss and talks about himself
sometimes in the first person, sometimes in the third, sometimes even in the second; he
has a friend, never named, who addresses him as Mr. Bones and variants thereof.

Requiescant in pace. (Berryman xxx)

Although Berryman points out that Henry is a character distinct from himself, he is
superficially similar in that, at the time of writing the Dream Songs, both Henry and Berryman
were white, American, middle-aged men who had experienced the “irreversible loss” of their
fathers to suicide. Berryman uses the alter ego as a vehicle to go to extremes, as though using
the persona mask of Henry gives him permission to act in ways that one would not normally
do in polite society. It is as if the mask of Henry, similar to the masks that actors wore in
ancient Rome to exaggerate their features, provides the cover, the freedom, and the distance to
act out an alternative self that is exaggerated to the point of grotesquerie. In an interview with
Al Alvarez in Dublin in 1967, Berryman explains that he “took Henry in various directions,
the directions of despair, of lust, of memory, of patriotism, various other things, to take him

further than anything in ordinary life really can take us.” Berryman uses alter egos to offset

2 Berryman’s use of blackface and the conventions of minstrelsy in the Dream Songs has been subject to
extensive criticism and discussion by critics and scholars.
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the extremes of his material, to act as a pressure valve for subject matter that ranges from lust
to suicide.

In addition to relieving the pressure of his material, Berryman’s alter egos allow for a
multiplicity of voices, which is also a hallmark of elliptical-style poets, who tend to adopt
various postures in speaking voices before throwing them off for other guises. Anthony
Caleshu describes how Berryman’s poetics stem from dramatic monologue “where not only
the poet but the speaker is hidden behind a mask of intentions” (102). However, in
Berryman'’s case, he complicates matters further in that, while Berryman dons the mask of
Henry, Henry has his own alter ego, Mr. Bones. Therefore, the series of performed selves is

frequently shifting and changing, and elusiveness is the central characteristic of the speakers.

Found Poetry

According to Margorie Perloff, found poems are made “by taking words, phrases, and, even
more commonly, entire passages from other sources and reframing them as poetry by altering
the context, frame, and format in which the source text appears” (503). The use of found or
appropriated material in poetry was popular with modernist poets, such as Pound, who
incorporated much appropriated historical material into The Cantos, and Eliot, who used
extensive collage, including snippets of Shakespeare, Wagnerian opera, and texts from Greek
mythology in The Waste Land (Golding 38), and the techniques of pastiche and collage have
continued and evolved amongst postmodern poets. The main shift in the use of found text by
postmodern poets is due to the internet changing the way in which knowledge is disseminated,
and an explosion in the volume of information to which we are exposed (Hoagland 174),
suggesting that one reason for “the contemporary attraction to dissociation” (175) might be
our “deeply ambivalent relation to knowledge itself” (175), which he links to having “more
data than we can manage” (175) and having yielded control to outside agencies. One of the
outside agencies to which we have surrendered is technology companies, which could explain
what Hoagland describes as our “passive-aggressive” relationship to meaning (175).

One way in which contemporary innovative poets have taken advantage of the
internet’s information overload is “uncreative writing,” a term coined by Kenneth Goldsmith
for works that use unoriginal material as their source. In a 2013 talk, Goldsmith draws an
analogy to the effect of the arrival of photography on painting, arguing that with the “rise of
the Web, writing has met its photography.” This, Goldsmith claims, “has set the stage for a

literary revolution.” In the introduction to his 2011 book Uncreative Writing: Managing
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Language in the Digital Age, Goldsmith argues that what distinguishes a writer is their ability
to manage these “thickets” of material. Perloff (504) uses the term “unoriginal genius,” to
describe the role of the contemporary poet, whom she sees as “more a programmer than a
tortured genius, brilliantly conceptualizing, constructing, executing, and maintaining a writing
machine.” Moreover, Perloff describes both the act of moving information around and of
being moved by that information as “moving information” (504).

In addition to examining the ways in which appropriated terms, such as those from the
Department of Defense Dictionary (2007), are used in elliptical-style poetry, this study
focuses on two specific types of found poetry: erasure and anagram. Erasure, or blackout,
poetry is described by the Academy of American Poets as “a form of found poetry wherein a
poet takes an existing text and erases, blacks out, or otherwise obscures a large portion of the
text, creating a wholly new work from what remains.” Brian McHale describes erasure as “a
recurrent topos of postmodern poetry” (278), pointing out the ways in which erasure poems
exemplify the tendency towards the text’s “progressive infiltration by ever greater volumes of
white space.” McHale (278) posits that “[t]he ubiquitous white spaces of postmodernist poetry
signify (among other things) that something has been lost or placed sous rature.”?
Furthermore, as Shepherd (xiv) points out, innovative postmodern poetries refute the notion of
synthesis, preferring to embrace fractures, and discontinuity. This is something that the
erasure technique helps to communicate.

Erasure has its origins in visual art. Travis Macdonald refers in 2009 to the emergence
of “a new form of reductive poetics,” which he posits originates in the experiments of visual
artists, such as the “Erased de Kooning Drawing,” which Robert Rauschenberg almost
completely rubbed out in 1953. Rachel Stone points to the work of visual artist, Doris Cross,
who selectively painted over the pages of a 1913 edition of Webster’s Dictionary, and
published the results in 1965. Since that time, erasure-type work has become more
commonplace, with poets using a variety of sources. Tom Phillip’s book, A Humument, was
made by painting over a forgotten Victorian novel (A Human Document) in 1973, while
Ronald Johnson used the first four books of Milton’s Paradise Lost. Johnson left only a few
dozen words on each page, and published the results as RADI OS in 1977 (McHale 277).

Erasure speaks to the elliptical-style aesthetic of which the essence is creating space in
poetry—whether literal or in terms of the removal of linkages in the poem. Burt describes the

evasive qualities of Elliptical poets who “are always hinting, punning, or swerving away from

3 Under erasure (Oxford English Dictionary).
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a never-quite-unfolded backstory (46) . . .” This lack of disclosure often involves erasure of

99 ¢¢

the speaker’s history. Burt notes furthermore that “gappiness,” “erasure of parts of stories,”
and “non-disclosure (46)” are essential elements of what she terms Ellipticism. This lack of
context, provided by spaces—literal or figurative—is a feature more broadly of elliptical-style
poems and its manifestation in physical erasure of language is one way such poems require a
more active role by the reader to co-create meaning.

Among postmodernist poems erasure is frequently linked to politics. McHale (279)
argues that postmodern poets associate erasure with its connection to “the fact of the Shoah
and the other mass atrocities (actual or threatened) for which ‘the Shoah’ serves as a kind of
synecdoche” (279). McHale posits that erasure poetry that is “[w]ritten in the aftermath of the
Holocaust and . . . in the shadow of nuclear holocaust” has greater resonance because of our
nervousness about threats to our survival. In addition, Macdonald connects the vast quantities
of information to which we are exposed with the role of “writers and artists to chart some
passage through the newly dug channels of our shifting culture” and the “common intent” of
erasure practitioners to “assist in the reclamation of our language and culture one text at a
time.” More recently, Stone connects a “boom” in erasure poetry, particularly on Twitter, to
the Trump presidency, pointing out that the poetic form has “spiked in popularity since
Trump’s elections galvanized a culture of resistance online.” In this contemporary iteration of
erasure, poets elide or blackout words in texts to uncover alternative narratives, pushing back
against what they feel are misleading or coercive originating texts.

Anagram poetry is another found form that operates on the edges of the poetry scene
in the United States. Rather than erasing words from an existing text to make a poem,
anagrams are made through the rearrangement of pre-existing words, phrases, or names
(Oxford English Dictionary). The deep historical contempt for anagrams has been noted as far
back as 1711, with Joseph Addison commenting: “The Acrostic was probably invented about
the same Time with the Anagram, tho’ it is impossible to decide whether the inventor of one
or the other were the greater Blockhead” (qtd. in Baran & Rothman 48). In Benjamin
Wheatley’s 1862 book, Of Anagrams, he notes that anagrams are held in low esteem, and are
seen only rarely, “grouped under the head of riddles . . . in close proximity to Rebuses,
Enigmas, and Charades, sometimes headed by the title of Transpositions” (1). Although
anagrams have a long history, they are now associated with the French experimental poetry
movement, Oulipo, which embraced the anagram as an officially sanctioned form by
including it in the Oulipo Compendium in 1998. The entry notes that, while anagram was not

a form that was previously embraced by the organisation, “the election of two recent
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members, Oskar Pastior and Michelle Grangaud” changed the Oulipo perception of the form
by using “the procedure with not only virtuosity but a poetic seriousness that has purged it of
its traditional slyness and turned it into a productive literary resource” (48).

Notwithstanding the historical bias against the form, the turn in the anagram’s fortunes
is noted by Baran and Rothman to coincide with the publication of parts of Ferdinand de
Saussure’s notebooks in the 1960s, which contained his research on anagrams, in which he
examined text structures of authors including Virgil and Lucretius. While Saussure
subsequently expressed doubts about his methodology and conclusions, his work has
impacted significantly on, and been developed by, literary theorists, linguists, and poets.
Another practitioner responsible for changing the perception of anagrams is German poet and
visual artist Urnica Zurn, who in 1954 published Hextentexte (Witches’ Writings), which
consists of “an illustrated manuscript consisting of five drawings and corresponding
anagrams” (Haddad). Ziirn’s anagrams, described in the Oulipo Compendium (1998) as
establishing “a masterly precedent,” (48) is part of the movement of anagrams towards a place
within contemporary innovative postmodern lyric poetries. Given that elliptical-style poets are
known for blending different strands of literary traditions, and using techniques associated
with both (high) literature and (low) popular culture, the anagram, with its complicated
relationship with critics and traditional marginalisation, seems ripe for the kinds of anarchic

play characteristic of elliptical-style work.

Contemporary Context

All of this sits in the context of my own work as a poet. In the four years that | have been
writing this thesis, a series of shocks at the global and local level have pushed me to consider
how the lyric can be stretched to accommodate matters broader than the personal, subjective
concerns for which the lyric is traditionally used. Covid-19, the Trump presidency, Brexit, and
the Christchurch massacre were overlaid on pre-existing anxiety about climate change and
privacy issues. New South Wales, California, and The Amazon were on fire, advertisements
followed me around the Internet and, on the occasions when I misplaced my Oppo A73
cellphone, | felt as if I had lost a thumb. In addition, the Black Lives Matter and Me Too
movements were pushing conversations about racism and sexism to the fore. Although the
purpose of this study is not to examine how politics and poetry interact, or how political
themes can be expressed in poems, during the period of time in which | have been engaged in
this study, | have felt an urgency to write something that reflects the exquisite anxiety of the
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contemporary social, political, and physical environment we inhabit. The impulse to include
collective matters alongside personal concerns was accompanied by an equally strong impulse
to avoid polemic, reductive poetry, to evade categorisation, to surprise myself, to partake in
the delights of language, to make the serious entertaining, funny, laced with irony, but also
sincere. Like most postmodern poets, | want to have it both ways: to engage lightly—and
delightfully—with pressing issues; to approach serious issues in a serious way, but also not to
take my own (poetic persona) self too seriously. The elliptical-style aesthetic I identified in
Hayes, Sharif, and Malech, and the ways in which they distance themselves from their
material, while maintaining an emotional charge, demonstrates how evasiveness can be
channeled to increase, rather than detract, from the impact of poetry. Lighthead’s
uncatchability, for example, is poignant in that, the further the reader gets into the poems, the
more they want to know Lighthead, but the further away he gets. The reader is asked to fill in
the gaps, to co-create meaning with Hayes by making a series of educated guesses as to
Lighthead’s character, whether he is being serious or ironic, and what his true position is on
the race issues he alternately tackles and avoids. Malech’s anagrammatic restrictions and
associative strategies strip her poems to their linguistic essence. The reader must piece
together clues to guess the occasion of the poem, while experiencing the thrill of lyric shocks,
as odd grammar and diction, and the strictures of the procedure enable startlingly raw
associations. Sharif’s technique of putting military language proximate to intensely
confessional material makes the reader question the narrative forwarded by the U.S.
Department of Defense, which distances military actions from their results. Each of these
poets offers a solution to the problem facing post-modern poets of how to balance sincerity
with detachment, commitment with evasion, and the desire to “assert and locate value”
(Hoagland 173) with an equally strong need to avoid polemic, melodrama, or a reductive
approach.

In Chapter One, | examine how U.S. poet Terrance Hayes encapsulates an elliptical-
style approach to issues of race in his 2010 collection, Lighthead, by using personae to
represent a multiplicity of speaking selves who throw off guises, evade easy categorisation,
and call on the “Gods”—Dboth of Greek mythology and of popular music—to create a nuanced
or fractured individuality. The “whole” that Hayes presents in his poems is fluid, complex,
and shifting, as are his alter egos, demonstrating the complex realities that the speaking selves
inhabit. In a similar way that Berryman uses Henry and Mr. Bones to write about terrible
material as a joke, Hayes’ Lighthead provides light relief when approaching race and the

legacy of slavery, themes that are so terrible that a slanted angle, with elliptical-style speakers,
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can be one way of—as Berryman puts it—relieving “the tension, the hopeless solitude” of the
speakers.

In Chapter 2, I analyse U.S. poet Solmaz Sharif’s use of found poetry in her 2016
collection, Look. Sharif uses the techniques of “self-erasure,” as well as found material from
the U.S. Department of Defense Dictionary, to create speaking selves whose peace-of-mind,
human rights, or lives are under pressure through trauma ensuing through the immigrant
experience; or that of the spouse of a Guantanamo prisoner attempting to make contact with
her husband. Sharif, engaging with themes regarding the effects of war and state power,
maintains a lyric subjectivity, with the speaker’s perception at the centre of the poem. The
cohesion of Sharif’s poems is under constant pressure through the intrusion of erasure or
found terms, in the same way that the political and human rights’ pressures on the poems’
speakers is a threat to their stability.

In Chapter Three, I examine U.S. poet Dora Malech’s use of anagrams in her 2018
collection, Stet. The collection foregrounds the anagrammatic while focusing on the intensely
personal themes of marriage, pregnancy, and divorce. Stet channels the Oulipian approach of
using restrictions in order to innovate, using form to serve a thematic function. The constraints
of the anagram are suggestive of the strictures of the institutions—and bodily processes—
featured in the collection. By foregrounding such a restrictive form, Malech puts intense
pressure on her speaking selves; at times her speakers or their points-of-view are hard to
ascertain. Malech’s work offers a basis for responding to the critique that elliptical-style work
places such pressure on coherence that it is difficult both for the poet to assert meaning and
for the reader to locate it. Her work suggests that such linguistic play is not “just a word
game,” that the splintered selves of her speakers can be located, and that—to use Shepherd’s
vocabulary—*“wholes,” rather than just “holes,” can be stumbled on (xiv).

This project will focus on ways in which the ellipses enabled by elliptical-style poetry
facilitate a lyric spaciousness in a contemporary context—which is characterised by
information overload and political and environmental shocks that lead to overwhelm,
exhaustion, and moral numbness. A vigorous engagement with language and self through the
post-structural frame of elliptical-style poetry allows poets to push back against a discourse
that is enabled by dead and maimed language. Through this heuristic process of engaging with
the lyric, poets reinvigorate both the discourse and language that we, as a collective and

individuals, inherit.

23



Chapter 1—Lighthead’s Guide to Poetry

24

Lighthead’s Guide to the Galaxy

Ladies and gentlemen, ghosts and children of the state,

| am here because | could never get the hang of Time.

This hour, for example, would be like all the others

were it not for the rain falling through the roof.

I’d better not be too explicit. My night is careless

with itself, troublesome as a woman wearing no bra

in winter. | believe everything is a metaphor for sex.
Lovemaking mimics the act of departure, moonlight

drips from the leaves. You can spend your whole life
doing no more than preparing for life and thinking,

“Is this all there is?” Thus, I am here where poets come

to drink a dark strong poison with tiny shards of ice,
something to loosen my primate tongue and its syllables

of debris. I know all words come from preexisting words
and divide until our pronouncements develop selves.

The small dog barking at the darkness has something to say
about the way we live. I’d rather have what my daddy calls
“skrimp.” He says “discrete” and means the street

just out of sight. Not what you see, but what you perceive:
that’s poetry. Not the noise, but its thythm; an arrangement
of derangements; I’ll eat you to live: that’s poetry.

I wish I glowed like a brown-skinned pregnant woman.

I wish I could weep the way my teacher did as he read us
Molly Bloom’s soliloquy of yes. When I kiss my wife,
sometimes | taste her caution. But let’s not talk about that.
Maybe Art’s only purpose is to preserve the Self.
Sometimes I play a game in which my primitive craft fires
upon an alien ship whose intention is the destruction

of the earth. Other times I fall in love with a word

like somberness. Or moonlight juicing naked branches.



All species have a notion of emptiness, and yet

the flowers don’t quit opening. I am carrying the whimper
you can hear when the mouth is collapsed, the wisdom

of monkeys. Ask a glass of water why it pities

the rain. Ask the lunatic yard dog why it tolerates the leash.
Brothers and sisters, when you spend your nights

out on a limb, there’s a chance you’ll fall in your sleep (1-2).

“Lighthead’s Guide to the Galaxy” is the prefatory poem in U.S. poet Terrance Hayes’
2010 collection Lighthead, in which he outlines an ars poetica using his alter ego speaker,
Lighthead. Lighthead’s central characteristic is his astronaut-lightness, which allows him to
float above paradoxical and, ultimately, irresolvable issues concerning the role of poetry for
both the “Ladies and Gentlemen” of society and fellow “Brothers and sisters” who are, like
Lighthead, “out on a limb” writing poetry. Lighthead does not seek to resolve these problems,
but rather to nimbly navigate around them in his guise of an outer-space Orpheus. Instead of
taking an either/or approach to poetry, Lighthead argues for a “yes, but . . .” mode in which
his alter ego picks a technique before swiftly undermining it with a disparate strategy.
Lighthead uses an associative—and sometimes dissociative—mode to achieve this, which is a
dominant approach for elliptical-style poets. As an elliptical-style poet writing about race this
speediness allows him to balance competing demands for, on the one hand, irony and
detachment, and, on the other hand, seriousness. While Hayes’ method undercuts thematic
accessibility and sincerity, which Hoagland sees as a weakness of “skittery” poetry (179),
what it proposes is a fluid, shifting coherence—an incoherent coherence, if you will—that
dwells in an intersectional zone between modes, styles, and traditions. What is notable about
this intersectional zone is its fluidity, rather than its fixity, with the proportions of, for
example, slippery to accessible changing with every line. It is in this middle zone that themes
can be located, but not without help from the reader as co-creator to help fill the spaces Hayes

leaves in his poetry.
Post-Civil Rights® Alter Ego

Hayes uses his quirky, contradictory Lighthead alter ego to “turn up the volume” (“A
Conversation with Terrance Hayes” Hayes 76) on issues of race, while giving him a mask

behind which to hide. Similar to Berryman’s alter ego speaker, Henry, in The Dream Songs,
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whom Berryman describes as “a white American in early middle age . . . who has suffered an
irreversible loss,” (xxx) Lighthead bears a superficial resemblance to Hayes-the-poet while,
nevertheless, putting on the mask. Performing as a masked speaker adds to the uncatchability
of the speaker because, while a reader may be invited to conflate the poet and the persona
speaker via their biographical similarities, they are denied that tidy identification because of
the distinctions drawn between the implied poet and his mouthpiece.

Hayes’ three guides provide a biography of his alter ego speaker, Lighthead. From the
allusion in “Lighthead’s Guide to Parenting” to the lack of fathers in Lighthead’s clan to
“slump black and whipped as blackness / on a big couch” (80), it can be inferred that
Lighthead is an African-American member of a family blighted by fatherlessness. He has a
daughter, most probably a teenager, with whom he argues over the volume of the radio (Hayes
“Lighthead’s Guide to Parenting” 80). He is married to a woman who is inclined to take a
measured approach to life—when he kisses her, he can “sometimes . . . taste her caution”
(Hayes “Lighthead’s Guide to the Galaxy” 1). Given his marital status and his teenage
daughter, Lighthead is most probably in his thirties or forties.

There are, then, similarities between Lighthead and Hayes. Hayes is a Generation X
poet born in 1971 in Columbia, South Carolina (Poetry Foundation), to a teenage mother, who
dropped out of school to give birth to him when she was 16 years old (“A Conversation with
Terrance Hayes” Hayes 59). Hayes was raised by his mother, who worked as a prison guard,
and his stepfather, who was in the military (“A Conversation with Terrance Hayes” Hayes
60). Hayes studied painting at a small liberal arts institution, Coker College, on a basketball
scholarship, and took his MFA in poetry on a full fellowship at the University of Pittsburgh
(“A Conversation with Terrance Hayes” Hayes 59), where according to Robert N. Casper
(178), Hayes studied with Toi Derricotte, the co-founder of Cave Canem, which is an
influential organisation that supports and mentors African-American poets. It was a turning
point for Hayes, in that he both met his future wife, Yona Harvey (now divorced), with whom
he had a daughter and a son, and began a lifelong commitment to addressing issues of race in
his poetry and mentoring other African-American poets (“About Terrance Hayes” Hayes 178).

As a black poet, in addition to engaging with the experimental, elliptical-style
aesthetic of the contemporary U.S. lyric, Hayes is also writing into the complex—and
sometimes fraught—African-American poetry tradition. At the centre of this tradition is the
Black Arts Movement, which was founded by writer and activist Amiri Baraka in the mid-
1960s and included influential writers and artists, such as Gwendolyn Brooks, Nikki
Giovanni, and Etheridge Knight (Poetry Foundation). The Poetry Foundation describes
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Baraka’s poem, “Black Art,” which was written in 1965 after the assassination of Martin
Luther King, as “a de facto manifesto for the movement” (Baraka and Harris 19). “Black Art”

(Baraka and Harris 36) argues for poems with a political stake:

Poems are bullshit unless they are

Teeth or trees or lemons piled

On a step. Or black ladies dying

Of men leaving nickell hearts

Beating them down. Fuck poems . . . (36)

“Black Art’s” vision of poetry-as-activism is connected to its role as “the aesthetic and
spiritual sister of the Black Power concept” (Baraka and Harris 106), and focuses on violent

resistance to racial injustice in the United States:

We want “poems that kill.”

Assassin poems, Poems that shoot

guns. Poems that wrestle cops into alleys
and take their weapons leaving them dead

with tongues pulled out and sent to Ireland (36).

Black Arts Movement’s “de facto manifesto” (Poetry Foundation) privileges the
political over the personal, focusing on the influence of outside forces on the speaker—
particularly those that relate to the structural oppression of African-Americans—rather than
on intimate or domestic experiences. BAM’s vision of socially and politically-engaged poetry
is one that prioritises direct action (“poems that kill”’) and also demands that poets engaging in
this version of Black Art foreground their blackness and the civil rights’ struggle of African-
Americans.

Hayes’ subjectivity is, like Baraka’s, heavily influenced by structural forces pertaining
to race. But unlike Baraka’s, it examines the impact of individual experience and the ways in
which these two influences intersect. | argue that Hayes uses persona speakers both as an
antidote to polemic and to enable levity when confronting serious themes. It is my contention
that alter egos create shifting selves in his poetry, which allows for nuanced, conflicting, and
sometimes contradictory positions to be adopted by the speakers, and for fluid, dynamic

wholes in his poems. However, I also argue that Hayes’ distancing of the reader is deliberate:
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he wishes to maintain the privacy and, thus, the irreducibility and uncatchability of Lighthead.
Though elliptical-style poetics has been criticized for its apolitical stance (Silliman),
humourlessness (Greenburg et al. 129), and lack of gravity (Hoagland 513), Hayes uses
experimental techniques to facilitate a complex, nuanced, sometimes hilarious, lyric
sensibility that, far from committing itself to triviality, asserts its value as a politically-
engaged lyric. The ultimate point that his evasive speaker makes is that he will not be caught,
thus maintaining his individuality and integrity.

As a “second-wave” post Black Arts Movement poet (Rowell x1), Hayes has expressed
his affinity with—and allegiance to—his forebears, such as Baraka, while, at the same time,
cherry-picking from a diverse range of influences. Burt observes that, “Hayes works to escape
not the African-American identity but the demand that he (or anyone) express that identity in
the same way all the time” (61). In a 2006 interview, Jason Koo asks Hayes whether he is
“trying to define a new kind of hipness or ‘weirdness’ in relation to conceptions of Aftrican-
American masculinity in his 2002 collection of poems, Hip Logic. In his reply, Hayes notes
“the absence of . . . weirdness in the canon of African American poets” (“A Conversation with
Terrance Hayes” 66) and his desire to present a “viewpoint of the world” (“A Conversation
with Terrance Hayes” 67) that is “more peculiar” (“A Conversation with Terrance Hayes” 67).
In his Lighthead collection, Hayes uses his alter ego to forward this weird worldview, which
foregrounds the speaker’s individual expression and character and is, thus, an assertion of
individuality alongside race.

For example, Lighthead is presented as somewhat unreliable, and frequently distracted
from his serious duties as a guide to the “Ladies and gentlemen, ghosts and children of the
state” by sex (Hayes “Lighthead’s Guide to the Galaxy” 1). In his galactic guide, he likens the
troublesome nature of his night to that of “a woman wearing no bra / in winter,” and states his
belief that “everything is a metaphor for sex.” Lighthead is similarly led astray in his guide to
addiction, admitting “I often wake up horny” (Hayes “Lighthead’s Guide to Addiction 49).
Admitting this tendency for his thoughts to wander, while simultaneously professing the
seriousness of his mission, troubles the notion that political poems should always be earnest
and consistent and that the speakers should present a particular, coherent world view
regardless of their individual flaws, which is frequently forwarded by the Black Arts
Movement. In addition to his preoccupation with sex, Lighthead also enjoys employing a
jokey irony. In “Lighthead’s Guide to Addiction” (49) Hayes’ alter ego speaker frequently
dispenses dangerous advice. He suggests “riding an unsaddled horse until you are thrown into

a bed of gravel” to counteract an attachment to contraception, and “guard dogs, traffic, or
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infants” to remedy an addiction to silence (49). The weird worldview of Lighthead, who
dispenses bad advice and abandons his existential musings in favour of sexual fantasies, is
peculiar in a way that Hayes has stated is infrequently seen in the African-American canon.
Hayes points to Bob Kaufman as one of the few black poets he can see espousing such poetic
quirkiness (“A Conversation with Terrance Hayes” Hayes 66). Prioritising this quirkiness is
part of Hayes’ commitment to individuality and subjectivity of the speaker, even when
addressing political themes.

Out of all the Lighthead poems, Hayes’ position in terms of race is most notably
evasive in his galactic guide. Hayes refers to Lighthead loosening his “primate tongue and its
syllables / of debris” by drinking “a dark strong poison.” Hayes could be simply referring to
the biological fact that Lighthead is a “primate,” as “a mammal of an order that includes the
lemurs, bushbabies, tarsiers, marmosets, monkeys, apes, and humans” (Oxford English
Dictionary). However, it is possible that Hayes also intends to hint that Lighthead has
experienced racism, by alluding to slurs that liken people of colour to animals. Hayes builds
on this implication with a later image: “I am carrying the whimper / you can hear when the
mouth is collapsed, the wisdom / of monkeys.” Hayes could be, on the one hand, implying
that he is unable to loosen his “primate tongue” to produce anything other than gibberish or,
on the other hand, suggesting that Lighthead has been subject to racialised slurs (that he has
been called a monkey) and physical and psychological violence (the mouth is “collapsed”).
The enmeshment of the connotative meaning with the ordinary denotation of “primate” and
“monkey” is wobbly territory, in which it is impossible to resolve with any certainty Hayes’
intentions. Ultimately, | think Hayes wishes to create uncomfortable territory and, by refusing
to fully commit to a side, he makes the reader fill in the gaps. By eluding capture, Lighthead
throws the reader back on their own resources, arguing for them to make the final judgement
as to the theme of the poem and Hayes’ intentions. One possibility is that Hayes is playing a
joke on the reader, by assuming they will comb his poems looking for clues about themes of
race. He uses “primate” to tempt the reader to read that as a reference to racism, and ups the
ante with the allusion to “monkeys”. Yet with no overt references to race in this poem. |
believe that Hayes intention is to leave the reader with a productive doubt, which is created by
experiencing an irresolvable ambiguity. By remaining uncatchable, Hayes’s speaker will not
be reduced to a type.

The wearing of a persona-mask, such as that of Lighthead, allows Hayes to explore
stronger perspectives than he may be able to do if using an I-speaker. Hayes has used
personae in previous volumes of poetry, such as Blue Baraka and Blue Terrance in Wind-in-a-
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Box and Bullethead in Muscular Music. He was asked in an interview, “Do you think of the
persona poem as a chance to wiggle free of any expectations you might feel about producing a
certain kind of confessional ethnic speaker in a poem?”” (“A Conversation with Terrance
Hayes” Hayes 76) Hayes replied that, to the contrary, he thinks of it “as a chance to turn the
volume up on certain ideas . . . So the irony is that when I put on the persona it allows me to
do the stuff that I can’t do without the mask” (76). The wise-cracking, tough-minded,
viciously witty version of Lighthead in in “Lighthead’s Guide to Addiction,” for instance,
relieves the tension by using irony and grotesquery to manage appalling material. This poem
is at least in part about the United States’ violent racist legacy, its inability to learn from

history, and its addiction to repeating the mistakes of the past:

Lighthead’s Guide to Addiction

And if you are addicted to sleep, a bay of fresh coffee may help.

If you are addicted to coffee, teach yourself to breakdance.

If you are addicted to dancing, polio will cure you.

If you hear that the last black man alive will be burned at sunset,
find an underground railroad.

If you are addicted to railroads, try wearing undersized shoes.

No one knows where your mother has gone with her tax refund.

If you are addicted to shoes, move to a provincial village in Japan.
If you are addicted to Japan, try eating with no teeth.

If you are addicted to teeth, visit the wife beater's widow;

she will be upstairs awaiting your caress.

| often wake up horny. If you are addicted to masturbation, seek company.
If you are addicted to company, try starlight and silence.

If you are addicted to silence, find guard dogs, traffic, or infants.
If you are addicted to infants, try reliable contraception.

Or try asking yourself: What's wrong with me?

If you are addicted to contraception, try recklessness.

Try riding an unsaddled horse until you are thrown into a bed of gravel.
If you are addicted to recklessness, try a spoon-fed disease.

My mother loves imagining the day she’ll die.

If you are addicted to disease, visit an Old World doctor.
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If you are addicted to doctors, try war.

If you are addicted to sorrow, all my talk about loss is not loss to you.
No one knows why your father built a shed for his weapons.

Probably was some hellified form of addiction.

If you are addicted to weapons, please find the people who plan to burn
the last black man at sunset for me.

Or try learning a little history.

Obviously, I'm addicted to repetition. Which is a form of history.

If you are addicted to history, try a blindfold of razors or buy a Cadillac.
If you are addicted to Cadillacs, try poverty.

No one is addicted to poverty, but if you are, try wealth.

If you are addicted to wealth, you’ll need money.

If you are addicted to money, you’ll need money. Try that (49-50).

The version of Lighthead in “Lighthead’s Guide to Addiction” i