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ON OPEN FORM

What is called its f

: orm may be simply that part of the poem that hq
do with time: the 1

nat part ot th d direcy,
me of the poem, the time in which it was written, and the S i
of recurrence in which the unique moment of vision is set. “hae

Perhaps this is why in much of the poetry of the high Middle Ages the f,,
Seems transparent. Both the role of time in the poem and the roje of the poe ol
time doubtless seemed clear and simple to the Arcipreste de Hita, Dante, Guillarz;1 "
de Lorris and Chaucer. We can be sure of neither, and we cannot even be Certme
Whether the pretense to such certainty that characterizes some later periods of :m
ciety (in particular certain phases of neoclassicism) is one of the absurd disguis(c:

that can help an art to survive, or merely one of the shrouds that are hardly More
than wasted efforts to lend decency to its burial.

The invention of a new form of stanza was a m
tance to the troubadours. To us it would probably se

curiosity. For the troubadours the abstract form (which certainly they did not heg,

as an abstract thing) was unquestionably related to that part of the poem that wag

poetic. For us it is hard to remain convinced that the form, insofar as it is abstrac,

1s not merely part of what in the poem is inescapably technical. For us, for whom
everything is in question, the making keeps leading us back into the patterns of 5
world of artifice so intricate, so insidious, and so impressive, that often it seemg
indistinguishable from the whole of time.

In a world of technique motions tend to become methods. But the undepend-
able life that appears on occasion as poetry would rather die, or so it seems, than
follow this tendency, and when a poet himself follows it farther than the source of
his gift warrants, his gains of technical facility are likely to render him the helpless
master of mere confection.

And yet neither technique nor abstract form can be abandoned, finally. And
no doubt neither is dangerous in itself as long as each is recognized as no more
than a means, and is not made into an idol and loved for itself. (But it seems to be
characteristic of a technological age that means come to dwarf and eclipse or de-
stroy their ends.)

And certainly neither of them automatically excludes or implies the other.
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In an age when time and technique encroach hourly, or appear to, on the
source itself of poetry, it seems as though what is needed for any particular nebu-
lous unwritten hope that may become a poem is not a manipulable, more or less
predictably recurring pattern, but an unduplicatable resonance, something that
would be like an echo except that it is repeating no sound. Something that always
belonged to it: its sense and its conformation before it entered words.
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At the same time I realize that I am a formalist, in the most strict and ortho-

dox sense. For years I have had a recurring dream of finding, as it were in an attic,

atter of genuine poetic impor-
em scarcely a matter for myp,

From Naked Poetry: Recent American Poetry in Open Forms, ed. Stephen Berg and Robert Mezey (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1969) 270-271.
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wn that were as lyrically formal, but as limpid and esse

fmyown® ntially unlit-
P()C;.I:];: thos€ of villon. * % % y
ef
och f what appeﬁrsl,f orf aEPeared, as great constructive energy in the poetic
Much of the first half of this century must have been in part energy made
» an‘t by the decomposition of a vast and finally anti-poetic poetic organism
il j,hjtbecome a nuisance even to itself. The original iconoclasts have reared up

¢ poetic monsters that have achieved senility f
other &1 o were less definite and their substance more questi
rhcil' sha P

oetic form: the setting down of a way of hearing how poetry happens in
gs. The words themselves do not make it. At the same time it is testimony of a
words:

o hearing how life happens in time. But time does not make it.
way * %
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th 1ti-poett ar more quickly since

onable from the start.

To recur in its purest forms (whether.they are strict, as in Waller’s “Go, Lovely
» or apparently untrammelled, as in The Book of Isaiah in the King James
yesloil poetry seems to hgve to keep reverting to its naked condition, where it
ouches on all that 1s unrf':ahzed.. ‘ |

Our age pesters us with the illusion that we have realized a great deal. The agi-
cation Serves chiefly to obscure what we have forgotten, into whose limbo poetry
herself at times seems about to pass.

ROSea

What are here called open forms are in some concerns the strictest. Here only
the poem itself can be seen as its form. In a peculiar sense if you criticize how it
happens you criticize what it is.

Obviously it is the poem that is or is not the only possible justification for any
form, however theory runs. The poem is or it is not the answer to ‘why that form?’
The consideration of the evolution of forms, strict or open, belongs largely to his-
tory and to method. The visitation that is going to be a poem finds the form it
needs in spite of both.
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The “freedom” that precedes strict forms and the * freedom” that follows
them are not necessarily much alike. Then there is the “freedom” that accompa-

nies poetry at a distance and occasionally joins it, often without being recognized,
as in some proverbs. (“God comes to see without a bell.” “He that lives on hop

dances without music. ”)
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