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BY DIANN BLAKELY

John Ashbery has stated in interviews that he often writes in coffee
shops, caf6s, and restaurants-places noisy with simultaneous and
overlappingconversationsthat seem transcribed,or transformed,into
his poems, among the most auditoriallyeclectic since mid-century.
When at home, he prefers to work against a backgroundof classical
orchestralworks, often fastidiously selected by composer to provide
"backgroundfor whatI'm thinkingaboutwhile I'm writinga particular
poem." One of the prose poems in Three Poems, he elaborates,was
gotten to "listeningto Brahms'first sextet andit seemed to be the only
piece of music thatwould work for this particularpoem ... [although]
it's hardto say anythingvery meaningfulas to why."

Is it? Genuinepoems "work"becausethey summonthe fullest available
response-conscious and unconscious, left and right brain,center of
linguistic perceptionand centerof musical perception-from readers.
But why are the responses complementary rather than mutually
canceling? And, if it follows thatgenuine poems are createdby means
of the fullest verbalresources-sense and sonics, syntaxand rhythmavailableto writers,how are those resourcesaffected by the means of
composition?

"Therelationshipbetween life and artis so obvious that nothingneed
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be said and so complicated that nothing can be said." Substitute
"music"for "life"and"poetry"for"art";substitute,for Ashbery,W. H.
Auden. Who, of course, admiredand knew music to the extent thathe
beganhis careerby writinglullabies andendedit with writing-among
many other forms-libretti. "I was brought up on Bach," he said.
"Later,I developed a love for Wagnerand Schumann.You go through
composers as people you will love in the same way you do poets. But
one can't be influenced as a poet by a composerbecause they are two
differentarts." Nor could Auden write while music was playing.

ForAnne Sexton, a house withtwo smallchildrendemandeda perverse,
mirror-imageequivalentof Proust's cork-linedroom:"Iwould turnon
a symphony to make a constant noise to drown them out so I could
work."Yet Sylvia Plathlistenedto music afterthe day was done andher
childrenwere in bed: "Nights are no good. I'm so flat by then that all
I can cope with is music & brandy& water."The authorrespondedwith
particularintensityto Beethoven's late quartets,as did the middle-aged
T.S. Eliot.
Young Mr.Eliot the bankclerkwas bothalluredandrepelledby the
Unreal City's polyphony, The WasteLand's ground-noteand modus
operandi.Street-raucous,heartbreakinglylyrical, quasi-liturgical,and
densely allusive by turns,the era-definingpoem appearedin 1922, the
same year as a laudatory essay regarding not Beethoven but the
vaudeville singerMarieLloyd. Eliot's enthusiasmfor a performerwho
was evidently one of Madonna'sforebearsstandsin markedcontrastto
his criticism of MatthewArnold, who lacked
What I call "the auditory imagination" . . . the feeling for syllable and rhythm,
penetratingfar below the conscious levels of thoughtand feeling, invigoratingevery
word;sinking to the most primitiveandforgotten,returningto the origin andbringing
something back, seeking the beginning and the end. It works through meanings,
certainly, or not without meanings in the ordinary sense, and fuses the old and
obliteratedandthe trite,the current,and the new and surprising,the most ancient and
the most civilised mentality.

Is thiswhatHartCranewas after,plunginghis headintothegramophone's
vast funnel to absorb the Dionysiac strains of Ravel's Bolero while
writingTheBridge, which he intendedas an affirmativeresponseto the
nay-saying WasteLand? The notion of Eliot seeking inspirationin a
similar manner-"She smoothes her hair with automatic hand," he
writesof TheWasteLand's typistafterherloveless trystwith the young
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man carbuncular,"And puts a record on the gramophone"-is as
incongruousas imagining the poet attachedto a Discman.
And yet, almost a dozen years afterthe police had done theirthing
in different voices, the post-Waste Land, post-Vivienne, and postconversionEliot found his way out of a poetic droughtthroughmusic.
Eliot told Stephen Spender in 1931 that he heard in Beethoven's A
minor quartet, according to a biographer's paraphrase,a "kind of
nonhumangaiety which had emergedfrom the otherside of extraordinary suffering." In Eliot's own medium, the obvious model was
Mallarme,from whom he sought to learn how
to writepoetrywhich shouldbe essentially poetry,with nothingpoetic aboutit, poetry
standingnaked in its bare bones, or poetry so transparentthat we should not see the
poetry, but that which we are meant to see throughthe poetry, poetry so transparent
thatin readingit we are intent on what the poem points at, and not on the poetry, this
seems to me the thing to tryfor. To get beyondpoetry,as Beethoven, in his laterworks,
strove to get beyond music.

Thus the Four Quartets' passages of starkand discursive plainsong,
which some readerssee-or hear-as anadvanceover TheWasteLand,
others as a falling off. What seems inarguable,however, is that Eliot
found throughmusic and even more primal sonic rumblingseither a
means of "associating"his merciless intellect and tormentedspirit or
one of attuninghimself to his sensibility's starkestdissociations. Or
perhapsboth.

Medical professionals can prove empirically what poets know
instinctively:the artis a hybridof speech and song, and it thus works
on both brain hemispheres. That speech and song are processed by
differentpartsof the brainhas long been known from studiesof stroke
patients or those undergoingcranial surgery:"many elderly patients
who have suffered cerebralhemorrhageson the left hemispheresuch
that they cannot speak can still sing," one source offers; additionally,
''electricalstimulationon the right hemispherein regions adjacentto
the posterior temporal lobe, particularlythe anteriortemporal lobe,
often produceshallucinationsof singing and music."

And again Eliot: "Genuine poetry can communicate before it is
understood."And again Anne Sexton: "I often write in silence, too. I
can't just have the radio on. Any talking distractsme. "

It's Got a Good Beat and You Can Writeto It 363

Thirty-TwoShort Films About Glenn Gould, a 1994 work about the
eccentric Canadianpianist, contains a pair of scenes thatbear directly
on music, speech, and the creative process. Gould ceased to give
concertsrelativelyearlyin his career,believing thattechnologyoffered
a better, and less hierarchical,means of experiencing music for the
listener. He also declared that he wished to have more time for
composing, of which he proceededto do very little. Instead,he turned
his attention to making radio documentaries, not of music but of
overlappinghumanvoices. Broadcastingthe firstof these, "TheIdeaof
North,"the film actor playing Gould is shown with his eyes closed,
hands moving rapturouslyas if to bring up the sound level of one
woman's speaking voice, slowing a man's to lento, and so on. In
another segment, called "Truckstop,"we hear, with almost painful
clarity, the conversations of various diners in the same way that a
listener hears the various instrumentsplaying in chamber musicviolin, viola, cello, bass-or in symphonies. The obvious inference
drawn from these outtakes is that Gould's auditory abilities were
paranormal;the more subtleone indicatesthatGould's brainworkedin
daily life the way thatpoets' do:he was ableto hearspeechas music and
music as speech simultaneously.

At this point, a conservative literary critic might argue that most
canonical poets have been drawn to music as high art, not as part of
popularculture:in otherwords, if Shakespearewere alive today, he'd
have season tickets to the symphonyand operaand dismiss the Velvet
UndergroundandHole as entertainingtrashfor teenagers.OurKeeper
of Tradition's Flame might furthermoreassert that such musical
enthusiasmsmust be outgrown,as Prince Hal did Falstaff;thatpoets'
ears must be trainedand treatedwith refinedcare, like Glenn Gould's
million-dollarhands. Raymond Chandler,nobody's idea of stick-inthe-mud,offers one possible response.
Shakespearewould have done well in any generationbecause ... he would have taken
the current formulae and forced them into something lesser men thought them
incapable of. Alive today he would have undoubtedlywritten and directed motion
pictures.... Insteadof saying "Thismedium is not good," he would have used it and
made it good. If some people called some of his work cheap (which some of it is), he
wouldn't have cared a rap,because he would know that without some vulgaritythere
is no complete man.

But althoughpoets andprose writersalike revereChandleras a master
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of syntax, doesn't he stumble a bit here? For film is primarily a
nonverbalmedium,as is madeobvious by perusingeven the most wellwroughtscreenplay.If this seems like a poet's snobbery,allow me to
introducetwo statementsfrom Chandler'sfellow novelist, BarryHannah. He won't look beyond page one of a novel, no matterhow lauded
or how interestingthe storypromisesto be, unless "it's got ... rhythm
andear, as well as vision. If I readthatfirstpage, and if it doesn't have
... the rhythm,the ear,I won't buy it."Hannah,whose novels andshort
storiesareoftenpraisedfortheirpoetic attentionto language,sometimes
listens throughheadphonesto Hendrix or Miles Davis or Mozart or
Dylan when he's stuck: "theyrumbleup something."

Whethermusic provides a direct impetus to the composition process,
or, like reading,functionssimply as partof the poet's daily life, how is
the creative process affected by listening to genres containing both
melody and lyrics, like rock-and-rollor blues? Indeed, an impromptu
surveyof severalpoet friendsindicatesthatpopularmusicplays a much
largerpartin theirlives thanclassical varieties.One pal even notes that
new CDs from Bob Dylan, Lou Reed, LucindaWilliams, andyounger
talentslike P. J.HarveyandLiz Phairoccasionmoregenuineenthusiasm
in his literarycircle than the latest collection by Ashbery or Hecht or
GluckorRich, notto mentionthe mostrecentcropof Yale andLaughlin
winners. This isn't the place to speculate on the reasons behind such
culturalshifts;instead,I'll focus on whateach of the surveyeeswent on
to discuss, atleast implicitly:the predominanceof rhythmin popmusic.
Turning on the radio or the stereo before beginning to write helps
"loosen up the mind and body," one woman said, helps shake off the
overdeterminedandmechanisticaspectsof daily life in the postmodern
era. Maybe a little CourtneyLove is good for the writer'ssoul, helping
us to hearnot the telephoneandTV noise thatarea ubiquitouspresence
in so many households,but to hear,instead,the gods. Whatgods? The
divine withinourselves,Emersonwould say, in oppositionto Freudand
Jung, who I suspect would arguefor a force more chthonic,primitive,
and Dionysian than Apollonian.

Glancingbackto thefirstClintoninaugural,whichfeatureda Fleetwood
Mac singalong, David Rivard,in his provocativeessay "Rock'n'Roll
Republic,"notes that it was in his nearing-fifty-somethinggeneration
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that "the link between rock and poetry became cemented-maybe,
because many made the tripto poetrythroughrock music, through
the lyrics of song writers."He goes on to discuss the evolution of lyrics
and structurefrom Jagger/Richardsand Joni Mitchell to Ice Cube and
Bikini Kill, concludingwith speculationson melody itself, andon how
abruptshifts in musical diction might lead poetry in interestingfuture
directions:
[Today's most inventive work moves] the listener back and forth disjunctively from
delicate piano effects, to dirty blues, to good-old-boy country-western, to pure
feedback,to straight-aheadjazz, to mutedsirens,with repetitionsof some of the blocks
being electronicallyaltered,sometimes purposefully"decayed."Fromthe admittedly
"avant-garde"musician John Zorn it's a short step to "pop" groups like Arrested
Development, rapperslike the notoriousIce Cube,grunge-meisterslike Soundgarden.
If you want to hear where the futureof Americanpoetry might be being shaped,turn
off the WhiteHouse-approvedsoundtrackfor a while andtilt yourearin this direction.

Thinking back to the Chandlerquotation,I try to keep an open mind
here, but suddenly I'm confrontedby images of the boomer poets as
they near retirement,their thin ponytails now peeking grayly beneath
theirbaseball caps. I want Shakespeareand Lou Reed in the poems of
the present, as well as those of the future, Beethoven and Denis
Johnson,Donne and riot grrls.

Freedomof choice. The capacity to choose both this woman's artand
that man's scope. "'Indreams begin responsibilities," as Delmore
Schwartzput the matter.Or, "the song's got a good beat and you can
dance to it-I'll give it a ten."

"De la musiqueavant tout chose, " opens Verlaine's "ArtPoetique,"a
manifestoof the previousfin de siecle. De gustibus:poetryin English,
even before the rich infusions providedby the membersof its former
colonies, combined the hard, blunt, thuddingand seemingly prosaic
Anglo-Saxon of Macbeth's "Making the green one red" with the
mellifluousLatinatesonics of "themultitudinousseas incarnadine."As
Ted Hughes pointed out in his splendid introductionto The Portable
Shakespeare, these phrases, the latter occurring directly before the
former in Shakespeare's text, are synonymous: each translates the
sense, and the music, of the other into its own idiom.
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"Musicis only momentaryin the mind- / The fitful tracingof a portal
/ But in the flesh it is immortal."When I go to my nearestshelf s copy
of Stevens to check the line breaks,I am dismayedanddisappointedto
learn that for years I've been carrying this phrase in my own and
patentlyincorrecttranslation."Beautyis momentaryin the mind ......
readsthe finale to "PeterQuince at the Clavier."Whatpartof my brain
is responsiblefor this misprision?
The word made flesh equals beauty in the world, equals music in
poetry.Equalsthe dancer'sbody mergingwith the dance, the singer's
with her aria,the sculptor'shandwith his chisel. The means by which
the left and right halves of the brain merge into one concentrated,
neuron-drunkorganof perceptionoperatingvia all five or six or seven
of oursenses is ultimatelya matterdeeply private.Writerslearn,sooner
preferably than later, the poems that occasion this lavish union in
ourselves;the othersare said not to "move"or "workfor"us. We write
ourpoems to re-creategorgeousblursof languageandmusic thatseem
the conjurings of dej"avu, and the means by which we pursue that
musical language,orverbalmusic can be triggeredby images, yes, but
surely they must be accompaniedby pulsings from stereo speakersor
the blood-noise of our own hearts.

Encoreandcoda: "Musicis only momentaryin the mind- / The fitful
tracing of a portal / But in the flesh it is immortal."If poets finally
hear-and remember-what they want, they must want-das muss
sein, as Beethoven played Schiller's words aganist his own crashing
chordsin the 9th Symphony'slast movement-they mustwantto hear.

