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Introduction: Locating Sites of Agency

With this more substantial shelter about me, I had made some progress
toward settling in the world. This frame, so slightly clad, was a sort of
crystallization around me, and reacted on the builder

—Thoreau, Walden 57-58

The architectural dwelling is not merely something that we inhabit, but
something that inhabits us
—Diana Fuss, The Sense of an Interior 5

Men have no trouble claiming a place, say a whole city, while women

seem content with a room of their own
—Elaine Equi, interview with Susan Gevirtz, Susan Howe Archives, 201
Box 69, Folder 6
In July 2013 I found myself on the doorstep of Lorine Niedecker’s tiny one room
cabin in rural Wisconsin. A true country backwater, Blackhawk Island lies at the
intersection of the Rock River and Lake Koshkonong — a varied terrain of rich
floras, ferns and oak trees. Strolling around this lush woodland, the wildlife of
Niedecker’s poetry came alive: | heard the ‘noisy’ birdsong of herons and sandhill
cranes, saw the sunlight dance through willow trees, and experienced the
shifting watery world of spring floods (‘I rose from marsh mud’, Niedecker:
Collected Works 170). But what struck me most was the isolation of the
Blackhawk Island community from the neighbouring town of Fort Atkinson and
how the beauty of the immediate environment could not mask the poverty of the
working class folk that still survived there.! My generous tour guide Ann
Engelman, from the Friends of Lorine Niedecker group, confirmed that not much
had changed on the island since the poet had died in 1970. Most of the buildings
were dilapidated or derelict. The few remaining residents were determined, like
the poet, to stay there.2 Upon entering her cabin, its size and rustic interior were
startling. Whilst none of Niedecker’s belongings remained, the brick chimney still
stood awkwardly in the centre of the room and there were floodwater marks still
visible on the exterior walls. Despite its meagre appearance, I knew that this

room was somehow sufficient for the poet to write in. Witnessing her writing

1 Blackhawk Island is over four miles from Fort Atkinson, a distance that Niedecker would walk
everyday during her years as a hospital cleaner.

Z As Niedecker’s biographer Margot Peters makes clear, the poet was wedded to Blackhawk
[sland for her whole life: ‘Even when marriage took her to Milwaukee for six years, she camped in
apartments she never considered home’ (8).
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conditions first-hand only reinforced my wonder: how did Niedecker compose
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Blackhawk Island Road, Wisconsin. Taken July 2013.

Photograph of the interior of Niedecker’s cabin, with the main picture
window looking out onto the maple trees outside. Taken July 2013.
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To imagine, to conjure and to construct one’s own creative space has been the
task of women writers since Virginia Woolf's pivotal account of the female
literary tradition in A Room of One’s Own. While she claimed back in 1929 that, ‘a
woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write’, the specifics
of that writing space — how it functions both materially and in shaping the
writing produced there — has yet to be explored in twentieth century poetic
practice (6). Following on from Woolf’s provocation, this thesis examines how
three female poets — Lorine Niedecker, Barbara Guest and Susan Howe —
inhabit specific writing sites. In so doing it asks the following questions. What
does it mean for a poet to occupy a certain kind of space? How can the work be
read as generative or representative of such a site? What does their rendering of
such spaces reveal about the topology of the female American avant-garde? By
attending to the particulars of Niedecker’s cabin, Guest's studio and Howe’s
archive as compositional sites, my work considers the intersections between
lived, imagined, and textual spaces. I argue that sustained attention to the sites of
writerly composition will catalyse a richer sense of what it means to inhabit
poetic space.

This thesis started its life as an interrogation of literary space from a different
vantage: through the social. It began by considering how the experimental
female poet positions herself within and against her (male-dominated) avant-
garde community. As Ann Vickery remarks in her seminal work, Leaving Lines of
Gender: A Feminist Genealogy of Language Writing: ‘for a woman poet, the
question of position-taking is heavily loaded’ (49). In her book, Women, the New
York School, and Other True Abstractions, Maggie Nelson outlines the reasons
behind this, claiming:

Men lead movements and argue with each other over the present and
future of poetry, ensuring that they all get more space in the so-called
discourse. It's like they're still doing all the real thinking. We're geniuses,
they say, and then go back to arguing with each other... It's also a fact that
the ways in which poetry gets published... not to mention the whole idea
of a literary movement, the academy, the avant-garde, are all male forms.
xvil
What quickly emerged in my research on US women poets was a familiar

narrative of marginality, of resistance to patriarchal codes, of loss and critical
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neglect.3 In The Feminist Avant-Garde in American Poetry, Elizabeth A. Frost
concurs, stipulating: ‘[Experimental] women poets have so often felt silenced and
have so often been excluded from a place in American literary history’ (xvii). But,
as the preeminent feminist critic Rachel Blau DuPlessis powerfully argues, ‘What
alters that story is a feminist emphasis on the agency of writers, on the choices
(even among narrow options...) that allow a person to construct an oeuvre’ (‘The
Anonymous’). Rather than privilege male literary theory, read these female poets
against their more famous male counter-parts, or as peripheral to avant-garde
movements, | wanted to find a route into the underlying agency and autonomy of
these writers. As Alicia Ostriker posits in her groundbreaking study, Stealing the
Language: The Emergence of Women'’s Poetry in America, ‘women’s poetry... has a
history. It has a terrain’ (9). My approach to mapping the terrain of female poetic
spaces was to consider the experimental female poet on her own terms.

My thesis attempts to encounter these poets on their own ground — in their
own sites of occupancy. It argues that for the female experimental poet in the
20th century, the compositional site — namely the workroom that the poet
occupied — functions as a critical foundation for the evolution of her poetics. It is
in this space that poetic female agency can be located: it acts as an autonomous
zone for imaginative freedom and a site for generating female possibility through
writing. As Guest articulates, ‘...having this studio has given me a “form” — my
own place’ (Guest Archives. Uncat MSS 402, Box 25). By situating the poet in her
own compositional space of writing, often-elusive abstract poetic practices are
localised within actual, physical workspaces. This draws attention towards the
quotidian specificity of inhabiting a writing room, but also to the metaphysical
space generated through the processes of inhabiting the page. While I attend to a
broad set of concerns around the gendering of real and poetic spaces, the
specificity of each poet’s site is testament to an anti-essentialist feminist
discourse, which resists formulaic binary structures. I argue that each poet
‘rejects the notion of an essential, shared female identity’ and instead critiques

the gendered cultural landscape in which she finds herself (Frost xii). Niedecker,

3 Contributing to a reading of Niedecker as an ignored figure of Objectivism, Guest as wrongly
marginalised in accounts of the New York School and Howe as an outsider to
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E writing felt unfittingly pessimistic, and left little room for promoting female
poetic agency.
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Guest and Howe are distinctive poets, who operate at different moments of the
20th/271st century to reveal diverse literary and political concerns. What these
three female poets share is a passion for linguistic experiment, an investment in
shaping literature of female potentiality, and, as this thesis will establish, a keen
rendering of their own particular poetics of site.

k * *

The topography of the poetic site has still to be fully conceptualised. Lytle
Shaw began tracking the significance of US poetic sites in his 2013 book
Fieldworks: From Place to Site in Postwar Poetics. Shaw chronicles how avant-
garde poetry in the 1960s and 1970s moved away from an investment in actual
places, locations and sites, and towards ‘language itself as a site’ (236).# While |
am indebted to his study for promoting the visibility of actual worksites in
American poetry, Shaw’s study privileges the methodology of poetic ‘fieldwork’
— particularly as on-site ethnography/ historiography — as he presents site-
based poetic work centred on non-domestic, foreign locations (Olson’s Mayan
ruins, Robert Creeley’s Bolinas, Robert Smithson’s New Jersey). In Fieldworks a
site is a place travelled to, usually away from home, separated from daily
experience. Shaw’s invocation of the term ‘site’ is therefore partial: my thesis
takes a markedly different approach to what counts as a poetic site and how
these can be read. Functioning as a feminist counterpart to Shaw’s study, in
examining the female poetics of site my thesis opens up an entirely different set
of concerns. What I propose is a new conceptualisation of the poetic site in
literary study.

My thesis explores poetic sites that are grounded in the quotidian spaces of
literary composition — the rooms inhabited by women poets for researching,
thinking and writing. While there is some time devoted to the mobilised poet
working ‘on-location’, particularly in Howe’s “Thorow’ (written while a writer-in-
residence at Lake George), there is an emphasis on the domestic site as
embodying the daily experience of space. In Niedecker’s cabin, Guest’s studio and
Howe'’s Connecticut home there resides a demand for domestic sites to be taken

seriously. Far from being habitual however, each poet indexes the strangeness in

4 While Howe is invested in language as a site, she is also interested in physical spaces - the site
of Lake George, her domestic compositional spaces and the page as a material site.



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

living and working in particular domestic spaces, uncovering the innate
foreignness of our own intimate surroundings. Guest performs ‘fieldwork’ within
the space of the home — she dedicates herself to analysing the domestic space as
if it were an alien site. In all three poets, the domestic site proves slippery and
difficult to roundly conceptualise: as the space most regularly occupied it is
highly familiar and yet appears impossible to pin down in writing. While many
poems emerge from within the domestic space, such writings are by no means
domesticated. As Shaw contends: ‘the very term ‘site’... implies a not yet
domesticated location’ (Fieldworks 235).

This concentration on domestic sites does not undermine the principles of
site-based aesthetics established in the 20t century. Indeed in theorising the site
we must turn to the seminal work of artist Robert Smithson, who was an
important figure in conceptualising the term. In 1972 Smithson made a series of
distinctions between what he termed a ‘site’ and a ‘non-site’ (152-3). He
characterises the ‘site’ as having ‘open limits,’ of providing ‘scattered
information,” as being an ‘edge,’ a ‘series of points’ and of ‘indeterminate
certainty’ (152-3). He further defined the site as ‘some place (physical)’ and the
non-site as ‘no place (abstract)’ (152-3). Principally then, a site is a position from
which to glimpse the world. While it cannot be demarcated or delimited
precisely, a site is a frame, a space that conditions experience of the external. The
site, in its specificity, its accurate-ness, its fixed position — its static and
delimited spatialised form — functions in opposition to, or in tension with the
unbounded imaginary of the poem. The experimental poem, in its enactment of
abstraction typifies Smithson’s ‘no-place’: it is a non-site of closed limits. This
tension between the site as physical and the poem as abstract is generative. If the
site is constructed of ‘indeterminate certainty’ (certainty of location,
indeterminate meaning), then the poem operates through ‘determinate
uncertainty’ (determinate language, uncertainty of meaning) (Smithson 152-3).
The poem is conditioned and mediated through its compositional site, while the
site is rendered and disclosed through the poem. But rather than abscond into
abstraction, as Shaw contends, ‘greater specificity to “site”... seems always to

promise greater, more immediate grounding of an art practice in the real’ (236).

* * *
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My study of poets’ sites contributes towards a nascent field of literary inquiry.
In Shaw’s Fieldworks he draws upon two distinct categories of study, the poetics
of place and site-specific art, in order to examine the trajectory of poetic spaces
in the 20t century. He suggests that the exchanges between site-specific art and
the poetry of place facilitated ‘new vantages from which to see the intertwined
histories of their own disciplines and to recast them in relation to their
neighbors’ (5). By placing these two histories together, Shaw charts ‘a genealogy
of the rationales and conceptual models that have driven Post-war poetry and
art toward site-specificity’ (10). Fieldworks establishes William Carlos Williams
and Charles Olson as creating ‘the dominant ethnographic and historiographic
vocabularies for the poetics of place’ (44). The poetry of place is well established
within the discipline of literary study in the 20th century and usually recognises
urban, rural and regional locations as key spaces of poetic experience. ‘The
concept of place’ argues Lawrence Buell, ‘gestures in at least three directions at
once — toward environmental materiality, toward social perception or
construction, and toward individual affect or bond’ (63). As Shaw writes, ‘At the
level of writing, then, place making might be understood as a process of
appropriation whose ultimate function is to ground experience and stage
identity’ (6). Place-based poetries take up an especially important role in US
literature. As Olson pronounces in ‘I, Maximus of Gloucester, to You: ‘(o
Gloucester-man,/ weave/ your birds and fingers/ new, your roof-tops,/ clean
shit upon racks/ sunned on/ American/ braid’ (Maximus 7).

Yet, as the above extract demonstrates, there are good reasons to suggest that
the poetry of place is a masculine territory. The gendered qualification made by
Olson is telling. In invoking the spirit of the ‘Gloucester-man’, Olson seeks a
specifically male place-based companion and renders a hyper-masculinised
landscape. As Howe documents, ‘If there is Woman in Olson’s writing (there
aren’t women there), she is either “Cunt,” “Great Mother,” “Cow,” or “Whore”
(Birth-mark 180). In the history of experimental US poetry, this masculine
poetics of place proves to be not the exception, but the rule. In an American
lineage tracing back to Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman through
Williams and Olson, there is a budding relationship between the demands of

place-poetry, with a politics of ownership, expansionism and the enactment of

10
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dominant masculinity. This male lineage of poets fall into, what DuPlessis would
term, ‘patriarchal poets’ (Purple Passages 1). Within this male tradition, there is
little room for gendered thinking. As DuPlessis powerfully argues in her chapter
‘Olson and his Maximus Poems’: ‘vital women’s work does not appear in Olson —
work at home, sustenance farming... the net effect of his selective socio-economic
vision is to lose women, erasing them as workers and members of the polis’
(Contemporary Olson 138). In this male tradition of place-based poetics, women
are marginalised, or forgotten altogether. Shaw’s book reiterates this exclusion.
In his conception of a poetics of place in Fieldworks, male poets dominate the
field of study; Shaw’s text considers only male poets for seven of its nine
chapters. Furthermore, there is little critical discussion of the relationship
between place, site and gender. In presenting Williams and Olson’s poetics, their
totalising claims to rendering place are not read in terms of masculine authority,
but rather as general interests in land, history and epistemology.>

In the work of 20th century female poets, such claims to place are markedly
rebuffed; the concepts of land and history are acknowledged as emerging from
masculine theorisations, which often exclude or ignore female experience. Howe
in particular brings to the fore the issues of nation building, emplacement and
particularly the troubling history that US poets have had with the American
landscape. Howe renders these problematic histories in all of their complexity,
continually disrupting narratives of place, reading such accounts as modes of
neo-colonialism. The reality was plain: women could not own land in the US until
1857 and were denied access to many public institutions, including university
libraries, until as late as 1957. Given the repressive legal restrictions that
prevented women from attaining any formal attachment to place, consequently,
for women poets, writing the poetics of place was rendered impossible. Through
a gendered understanding of place, it quickly becomes clear that all spaces are
politically territorialised zones, often exclusionary of the female sex. As the poet

Elaine Equi commented in an interview with Susan Gevirtz: ‘Men have no trouble

5In other recent accounts of Olson’s poetics, particularly in the collected essays Contemporary
Olson edited by David Herd, the legacy of Olson’s ‘gendered view of culture’ is not offered up as
redeemable (17). As Will Montgomery rightly argues, Olson is an important model for Howe,
particularly in his use of archives, but his feminine trace is registered as ‘the presence of absence’
by Howe herself (Birth-mark 180).

11
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claiming a place, say a whole city, while women seem content with a room of
their own’ (Howe Archives, MS 201, Box 69, Folder 6). In this thesis the idea of
place is therefore shifted in favour of site. The chapters consider how each poet
constructed a detailed, specific and localised poetics — a poetics of site that is
explicitly linked to the broader gendering of space. The investigation of poetic

sites, I propose, becomes a distinctive arena for feminist inquiry.
k * *

In my opening chapter on Niedecker, I argue that her cabin on Blackhawk
Island becomes a robust grounding in the formulation of her poetics. To ground
is to ‘give (something abstract) a firm theoretical or practical basis’ (OED). The
cabin, as her primary compositional site, gives her abstract poetry a practical
foothold. Niedecker’s poetry is explicitly ‘of the ground’ — she registers home-
grown vernacular, local politics and ecological change through her distinct
position (Collected 100). I discuss how Niedecker’s interrogations of site
confront the complexities of spatial/ environmental interaction: what is the basis
for our interaction with the outside world? How does this interaction get enacted
through literature? The cabin, I argue, functions as the filter through which her
eco-poetics and radical Marxism take shape; it is a site of resistance to the real-
world pressures of capitalism and cultural commodification. However, instead of
reading the site as dislocated or isolated, I present evidence that the cabin is
enmeshed in the community of Blackhawk Island — it becomes a space for
localised ethical struggle. In her research into the indigenous displacement and
colonial history of Blackhawk Island, I contend that her settlement on this ‘little
plot of earth’ is never stable or fixed in her poetry (Niedecker Archives, Box 23,
Folder 2). Instead Niedecker conveys ambivalence toward inhabiting such
contested space, as in her verse she challenges the conception of private
property, as well the economic precariousness of land/home ownership. Yet in
moulding her-own physical premises, the cabin emerges as a model of
sustainability. This ascetic lifestyle extends to her writing, which enacts a bare,
unembellished aesthetics of condensed substance. Although a tiny site, this
chapter argues that Niedecker’s cabin commands expansive poetic and political

potentiality.

12
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In my second chapter on Guest, | turn to the visual arts to examine the poet’s
compositional site — the studio. Through detailed archival research, I trace
Guest’s self-inscribed position writing in the studio — a critical discovery that
has been so far undocumented. I chronicle Guest’s turn towards the visual arts
for aesthetic stimulus and sustenance. From her location in the studio Guest was
able to contend with significant moments of art history and shifts in culture. She
worked to legitimise herself as an artist, I argue, by positioning herself within the
artist’s domain — she engages in valuable acts of self-creation by writing in the
studio. I also discuss Guest’s collaborations with her visual artist contemporaries
and how such partnership enabled a re-investigation into the medium of the
page as a literary space. Crucially, Guest’s studio was a professional workspace
and a domestic room. My chapter presents evidence that her home life and
creative involvements became irrevocably imbricated. 1 propose that this
overlapping of supposedly separate spheres — the domestic space with the
creative space — provides a moment of radical emergence for the woman artist.
[ propose that Guest’s poetry is her political act; it conjures and enacts a
substantial site for women’s praxis. In breaking out of the boundaries of the
static interior room, Guest’s studio becomes the site in which imagination can
extend itself. The chapter draws out her lifelong evolving articulations of space,
showing Guest to be, as [ argue, a great modern poet of space.

In my final chapter on Howe, I orient her poetics through her sustained
engagements with archives. By inhabiting the roles of poet and teacher, archivist
and performer, historian and artist, her work operates at the intersection
between the private/reclusive and the public/exterior. In Howe’s commitment to
the archive, her ethical grounding leads into her aesthetic transgression. But
unlike Niedecker and Guest, who write from within a singular compositional site,
each of Howe’s poetic inhabitations can only be compared through their relative
temporariness. She has numerous physical working spaces — including her
workroom at home in Guilford, Connecticut, her cabin at Lake George and the
various archives she uses. Due to this provisionality of sites, the first section of
the chapter considers the historical, political and contextual reasons why, as a
contemporary writer, Howe cannot remain entrenched in stable singular

location. Howe operates as a poetic nomad, I argue, roaming through real and

13
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textual spaces, drifting into undocumented linguistic zones. Her procedure
within the archive is also necessarily nomadic, as Howe places herself within the
US tradition of the interloper — itinerant and precarious. Each site then, is only
ever a temporary refuge for the poet, a key term I use to underpin her occupation
of spaces. The second part of the chapter considers, in detail, some of Howe’s
sites, including her physical working spaces, the book, the page and even the
word as settings ripe for inhabitation. Sites can no longer be considered as
discrete independent units here, but oftentimes inter-connect, overlap and
converge. Finally, in her recent work, Spontaneous Particulars: The Telepathy of
Archives, I consider how she revolutionises the concept of the archive to validate
female historical experience. By trespassing into the male domain of the archive,
[ argue, Howe is able to transform and reclaim the space to re-materialise the

female position in history.

* * *

The history of female poets operating in particular compositional sites goes
back to the mid 19t century and the inaugural poetic transgressions of Emily
Dickinson. A foundational figure in the emergence of a US female experimental
tradition, Dickinson has long been mythologised as an eccentric recluse, confined
and concealed within the chambers of her home in Amherst, Massachusetts.6 But
the Dickinson Homestead, particularly the interiors of her domestic dwelling-
place, provided a crucial grounding to her formulations of poetic spatiality. Diana
Fuss chronicles the significance of Dickinson’s compositional space in, The Sense
of an Interior: Four Writers and the Rooms that Shaped Them, where she states:
‘All but a handful of Dickinson’s poems are, in fact, written in the Homestead, the
majority composed in the poet’s bedroom, the most private chamber of the

antebellum interior’ (25).7 For Dickinson, the house itself became the primary

6 In her Ph.D. dissertation, "Bound---a Trouble---": Emily Dickinson and the Archive, Jessica Beard
forcefully argues for situating Dickinson within her editorial practices, and understanding these
practices as a narrative that have come to shape and define the poet. She locates the myth of
Dickinson’s narrative of confinement and concealment as manufactured by Higginson’s initial
account of Dickinson as reclusive, provided in his introduction to her first edition which was
published in 1891 as The Poems of Emily Dickinson edited by two of her friends Mabel Loomis Todd
and R.W. Higginson. Here the poet is constructed as isolated and enclosed, a characterisation
which would go on to be definitive for both the poet and her work.

7 Adrienne Rich was one of the first feminist critics to register the significance of Dickinson’s
lived space, as she explains: ‘Probably no poet ever lived so much and so purposefully in one
house; even, in one room’ (‘Vesuvius at Home’).

14
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site of her poetic enquiry. As Jean McClure Mudge argues in her study Emily
Dickinson and the Image of Home, ‘Dickinson’s image of house or home... is
perhaps the most penetrating and comprehensive figure she employs’ (3). The
house is a favourite metaphor of Dickinson’s to present the space of poetry as a
repository for experience. She frequently draws upon her domestic
entrenchment to open out the relationship between real and imagined space. In
1871 she writes: ‘Remembrance has a rear and front/ 'Tis something like a
House —’, where the house functions as a container for recollection, but also
memory itself is spatialised in domestic terms (Poems 845).8 In Dickinson we
have an early example of a female poet recognising a decisive correlation
between the physical dwelling place and the autonomous writing space.
Dickinson’s ‘room of one's own’ enabled deep contemplation of her own
interiority, which she explores through an architectural lexicon. As Fuss
contends: ‘Long before Gaston Bachelard began exploring the lyrical recesses of
the architectural dwelling, Emily Dickinson was intimately involved in mapping

her own “poetics of space™ (14).

8 In referencing Dickinson’s poetry I will not be using the Franklin numbering system, as is the
custom in Dickinson studies. While I make reference to the Franklin edition, I offer the first lines
of the poem as the identifying marker.
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Photograph of Dickinson’s Homestead, Amherst, Massachusetts, taken August

2013. Her bedroom on the second floor occupies the corner of the property and
the two windows on either side.

In a letter to close friend Elizabeth Holland in January 1856, Dickinson writes:
‘They say that “home is where the heart is.” I think it is where the house is, and
the adjacent buildings’ (Letters 324). In a characteristically Dickinsonian twist
she reconfigures the cliché to espouse that ‘home is where the house is’, putting
direct emphasis on the house itself, not as a comfortable symbolic dwelling place,
but as the physical site of inhabitation.” Dickinson repudiates the abstract
metaphor of the heart — denoting love, care, and comfort — replacing it with a
re-materialisation of the real, tangible space of the house. For Dickinson, home is
house and house is home. In her poetry, she often mobilises the space of the
domicile to construct expansive meanings. In the poem ‘Volcanoes be in Sicily’
the speaker brings the exotic into her own immediate environment, reversing
the dichotomy of near and far. She writes, ‘1 judge from my Geography—/

Volcanos nearer here’ suggesting that her own mind is more potent that any

9 This twist opens up more questions: even if home is where the house is, what does it mean to be
‘at home’ in your house and at home in ‘the adjacent buildings’? Do poets have to be ‘at home’ to
write?
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global travel (Poems 609). The final line reads: ‘Vesuvius at Home’, as Dickinson
argues that the explosive potentiality of poetry emerges from within the space of
the domestic (609).1° While confined within the chambers of the house,
Dickinson was imaginatively eruptive.

In Emily Dickinson and the Image of Home, McClure Mudge argues that
Dickinson’s ‘consciousness of space, especially enclosed space... dominated her
sensibility’ (7). Yet so often in her poetry there are instructive tensions between
ideas of enclosure and autonomy, of physical restriction and imaginative
boundlessness. Dickinson writes continuously about the relationship between
interior and exterior, claiming: ‘The Outer-from the Inner / Derives its
Magnitude / The Inner-paints the Outer’ (Poems 451). Furthermore, Elizabeth
Grosz argues that Dickinson’s poetry is invested in exploring ‘how movement can
still exist within a bound environment, and how these moments of space
traversal... seem to be the place where “A Prison gets to be a friend” (111).11
Howe goes even further, reading Dickinson’s inescapable physical enclosure,
locked within the space of the house, as critically productive for the poet: “This
self-imposed exile, indoors, emancipated her from all representations of
calculated human order’ (My Emily Dickinson 13). Howe explicitly links the
autonomous site of writing ‘indoors’ with the space for literary innovation. It was
from within the site of the domestic that Dickinson was liberated from literary
tradition and orthodoxy and could freely radicalise language, grammar and
poetic form: it was Dickinson’s Homestead that enabled her experimental poesis.

It is this explicit correlation — between the material site of composition and
the origination of innovative poetics — which makes Dickinson a foundational
figure in my thesis. She becomes, in the following chapters, the central American
poet for an evolving feminist poetics of site. Indeed, the ghost of Dickinson has
continually haunted my research. The contingency of her verse defies the
enclosure of fixed meaning-making and her aesthetics of space still yield exciting

revelations, particularly when read against her 20t century associates. As such,

10 This is reminiscent of Bachelard statement that: ‘A house that has been experienced is not an
inert box. Inhabited space transcends geometrical space’ (47).

11 Rich recounts in ‘Vesuvius at Home’: ‘Her niece Martha told of visiting her in her corner
bedroom on the second floor at 280 Main Street, Amherst, and of how Emily Dickinson made as if

”

to lock the door with an imaginary key, turned and said, “Matty: here’s freedom”’.
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Dickinson’s poems are referred to throughout the chapters, often working as
effective counterparts to newer poems by Niedecker, Guest and Howe. This
move, to position Dickinson as central to an emergent tradition of female poets,
is crucial to my argument. As Howe argues, ‘Yes, Dickinson is in the canon. But
she is treated as an isolated case, not as part of an on-going influence. In poetry
the line usually goes from Whitman through Stevens and Pound, on through
Olson to Duncan to Creeley’ (Birth-mark 168). My thesis works to reintegrate
Dickinson back into the lineage of US experimental poetry. However, there is not
time to rehearse or reiterate her considerable poetics of space here.12 Instead,
Dickinson is a centrifugal force in this thesis: she operates as the origin for a
genealogy of feminist poets who occupy and investigate a range of compositional
spaces.

My chapter on Niedecker promotes the aesthetic relations with Dickinson,
including smallness, seriality and the fabrication of homemade manuscript
collections, as well as considering the two poets’ construction of private/public
subjectivities through correspondence. In my chapter on Guest, Dickinson
appears as a key agent for the transformation of the domestic space through
literature. Finally, I argue that Dickinson becomes a primary site of engagement
in my chapter on Howe. In her seminal text My Emily Dickinson, Howe dwells in
the Dickinson archive, she reads from the Dickinson library, but most commonly
Howe lives on the page with Dickinson, minutely and meticulously drawing out
the exegesis of her manuscripts. Dickinson was read by all of my poets. Through
her experimental praxis and her distinct inhabitation of site, she creates a
sovereign female space in poetry. In drawing out the 20t century lineage of
Dickinson’s spatiality, her oeuvre provides a foundational framework in which to
read a new tradition of 20th century US experimental female poetics.

* * *
Since the early 1960s there has been increasing critical attention paid to

spatial theory, culminating in what has been termed the spatial turn. As Russell

12 A chapter of this thesis could have given time and diligence to Dickinson’s inhabitation in her
homestead. However this work has already been done, most notably in Fuss’ The Sense of an
Interior with her detailed account of Dickinson’s residence. Also, such focus on a 19t century
poet would not be fitting for this project, which considers the poetics of site emerging in the 20t
century.
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West-Pavlov observes about Henri Lefebvre, spatial theory has increasingly
moved towards an understanding of space not as ‘a container, but rather, the
very fabric of social existence, a medium woven of the relationships between
subjects, their actions, their environment’ (19). Most prominently it is male
theorists, including Martin Heidegger, Lefebvre, Gaston Bachelard and Edward
Casey who have dominated the spatial field of study. But as West-Pavlov notes,
emerging after the lacuna of racial, gendered, and economic cultural critiques of
space in the early 1990s and in response to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s
concept of nomadism and ideas of non-territorialised space, there was a return
to the material specificity of space — through an interrogation of its localised
spatial sites (12). For example in Jennifer Johung’s, Replacing Home: From
Primordial Hut to Digital Network in Contemporary Art, she examines the specific
sites of art production, arguing that while “place” may no longer be sustainable
category, negotiating spatial boundaries and recognising constructions of artistic
place-making are essential to understanding contemporary art practices. My
thesis contributes towards this return to spatialised specificity, as each of my
sites are treated as geographically singular and non-representative. As such,
there is little significance placed on wider spatial theory in this thesis, as broader
conceptualisations of space don’t speak to the exactitude of my female poets’
sites. The spatialised poetics of Niedecker, Guest and Howe are not ‘specimens of
literature or art to provide instantiations’ of wider theory’ as Shaw argues (‘Site-
Specific’ 5). Rather there is a ratcheting up of specificity in this thesis, in
response to the demands of the discipline specificity of poetry and the discrete
localised specificity of compositional sites. Niedecker’s cabin on Blackhawk
Island enmeshes her in the fabric of working class socio-political experience,
while Guest’s position in the studio locates her spatial sensibilities through the
visual arts. Howe, on the other hand, is invested in the history of space — its
national landscapes and how these are memorialised through archival sites.
Economic class becomes one of the key differentiators between the three
women, as, relative to Niedecker, Guest and Howe occupy positions of
comparative privilege. Existing in a state of continuous financial precariousness,
Niedecker’s isolated cabin becomes symbolic of her wider exclusion and

disenfranchisement from poetry and culture at large.
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While male spatial theorists like Bachelard and Casey are referenced, my
work seeks to address the particularity of female experiences of space. It has
therefore been a feminist choice, rather than a scholarly oversight, not to rely on
male spatial theory. Sara Ahmed has written explicitly of the feminist decision to
work against an established male intellectual genealogy by disregarding
normative citational practices.13 She argues:

Even when feminists cite each other, there is still a tendency to frame our
own work in relation to a male intellectual tradition. And there is
certainly an expectation that you will recognise your place through giving
your allegiance or love to this or that male theorist.

‘Making Feminist Points’

In solidarity with Ahmed’s thinking, this thesis opts out of framing the
experimental female poetic work through a male theoretical tradition.1# Instead
my critical approach, both in subject matter and research methodology, is to
treat each of my poets as a spatial theorist in her own right, who is capable of
articulating a new conception of space through her poetics. This gives agency
back to the poets themselves, an essential aspect of my feminist practice. As
Ahmed states:

Citations can be feminist bricks: they are the materials through which,
from which, we create our dwellings. My citation policy has affected the
kind of house I have built.

Living a Feminist Life 16

If this thesis is building another kind of dwelling — a refuge for exploring
experimental female poetry on its own terms— then female iterations must form
the foundation.
* * *
My project arises from the awareness that space is never neutrally inhabited,

as all sites are gendered. A key aspect is the male/ female divide between public

13 Howe has also written of the choice to actively oppose the clout of patriarchal literary forms.
She notes: ‘The tradition of dead fathers weighs heavily on writing that passes itself off as a
liberated field. So much of it comes down to an idea of power, that while inflicting blows on
literary and political authority only circles back to its own despotic centrality’ (Birth-mark 170).
14 Ahmed also notes: ‘When I was doing my Ph.D., I was told I had to give my love to this or that
male theorist, to follow him, not necessarily as an explicit command but through an apparently
gentle but increasingly insistent questioning: Are you a Derridean; no, so are you a Lacanian; no,
oh, okay, are you a Deleuzian; no, then what?’ (Living a Feminist Life 15). This has also been my
experience, and it is only with the intellectual work of feminists like Ahmed, that I have had the
courage to reject framing my thesis in such male terms.
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and private space, which has been drawn throughout history.15 In a study of 18th
century US material forms of memory, Susan Stabile writes that ‘as polar
opposites, men and women represented the two spheres of architecture: exterior
and interior, public and private’ (26). Public architecture might include
institutional or public buildings and workspaces, while the private could
encompass homes and creative sites. Traditionally the woman’s domain has been
the domestic,1¢ particularly since the early 18th century when men started going
out to work, although we shall see how this is complicated by forms of domestic
labour.1” As well as being associated with the private sphere, women have
historically been excluded from public spaces, including educational sites and
political institutions. Woolf seeks refuge in ‘a room of one’s own,’ as she was kept
out of public spaces coded as male: ‘[I thought] of the shut doors of the library;
and [ thought how unpleasant it is to be locked out’ (24).18 Thus Rachel Bowlby
argues that escaping the enclosure of the home has been a central aspect of
feminism:

the rejection of domesticity has seemed a principal, if not the principal,
tenet of feminist demands for freedom. The home figures as the place
where woman is confined, and from which she must be emancipated in
order for her to gain access to a world outside... which offers possibilities
of personal and social achievement that are not available within its
limited sphere.

9

Yet this version of feminism reifies the public/ private divide, reinforcing the
idea that the domestic is inferior. In particular, Bowlby denies the possibility of

creative and political action within the home, as well obscuring the potential for

15The notion of gendered spaces dates back to ancient Greece and the Greek word oikos (ancient
Greek: olkog), which refers to three related but distinct concepts: the family, the family's
property, and the house. Traditional interpretations of the layout of the oikos in Classical Athens
have divided it into men's and women's spaces, with an area known as
the gynaikon or gynaikonitis associated with women's activities such as cooking and textiles
work, and an area restricted to men called the andron (OED).

16 Beard points out that despite being associated with the domestic sphere, in 19t century
America ‘women did not own the houses they were bound to’ (32).

17 In Burning Down the House: Recycling Domesticity Rosemary George defines the domestic as:
‘the domestic implies spatial arrangements in which certain practices of reproduction (children
as well as certain modes of production) are situated. As a primary site at which modernity is
manufactured and made manifest, the domestic serves as a regulative norm that reconfigures
conceptions of the family from a largely temporal organisation of kinship into a spatially manifest
entity’ (3).

18 Women are still denied access to certain public spaces, increasingly online, where trolling
prevents and restricts female expression.
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social interaction from a domestic position. As Antoinette Burton argues in
Dwelling in the Archive: Women Writing House, Home and History in Late Colonial
India, ‘domesticity has traditionally been viewed as outside history, ’ excluded
from official or institutional narratives (20).

This thesis works to reclaim the domestic site as a central space for poesis,
which helps to deconstruct the public/private binary and reimagine the home as
a politicised space.l? If, as second wave feminism has taught us, ‘the personal is
the political’, then what does the site of the personal — the domestic — as it is
figured, revealed and constructed by female poets, disclose to us? In the coming
chapters, the home space and workspace of the poet interpenetrate, as the
domestic site and writing room are commonly one and the same. By paying
attention to the sites of composition, the poetic act, I argue, can illuminate the
domestic in all its complexities. My three female poets all document the home,
acting as agents and actors in the socio-political imaginary, contributing to an
exigent consciousness of the space. Furthermore, each poet works to complicate
any facile notions of what the home has come to represent. As such, poetic labour
helps to expose the exigent potentiality of the domestic.

As Rosemary George argues in Burning Down the House: Recycling
Domesticity, there is scope for a fundamental review of domesticity in the
contemporary moment (4). Similarly Seyla Benhabib observes that in the
Humanities and Social Sciences, ‘a renewed affirmation of the value of the private
sphere is afoot’ (214). In conjunction with these thinkers, I suggest that poets
may be in a good position to, ‘recast domesticity as a launching pad for radical
reflections on material conditions’ (Benhabib 10). As Hannah Arendt usefully
articulates:

The fact that the modern age emancipated the working classes and the
women at nearly the same historical moment must certainly be counted
among the characteristics of an age which no longer believes that bodily
functions and material conditions should be hidden.

72-73

19 In his study American Experimental Poetry and Democratic Thought Alan Marshall also argues
against the public/ private binary in US literature. He claims that politics was domesticated in
much canonical 19t Century US literature. He cites Emerson, Hawthorne and Henry James as
examples whereby the politics of the domestic take precedence, as an ideology is formed which
moves away from the public sphere and into the private.
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Here, the interrelation between female liberation and the emphasis on ‘material
conditions’ are made explicit. Arendt herself was notoriously indifferent to
feminism, yet what she suggests is that to grasp how the distinction between the
public and the private has been collapsed is an inseparable task from negotiating
other critical conditions, such as the material conditions of work. This includes, I
posit, female labour inside the home — including domestic work and childcare —
but also the act of writing. As Benhabib asserts, the ‘recovery of the public world
is impossible and unlikely without a parallel reconstruction of the private

sphere’ (215).
* * *

My attention to writing sites has at its centre the material conditions for
poetic production. The impact of the formalist movement of New Criticism, with
its emphasis on close-reading literary texts as self-contained, self-referential
aesthetic objects can still be registered in the academy. Such enclosed reading
sanctions an amnesia and erasure around the difficult truths of literary creation,
which endorses a patriarchal view of literary history. As Woolf reminds us, ‘...one
remembers that these webs are not spun in mid-air by incorporeal creatures, but
are the work of suffering human beings, and are attached to grossly material
things, like health and money and the houses we live in’ (41). My work seeks to
recognise the tangible reality of the writing situation. Grosz concurs, stating:
‘texts as being [are a] result of the social, institutional and conceptual spaces that
provide the conditions of their possibilities’ (103). While there is renewed
critical attention to some aspects of materiality, the compositional space itself
has been broadly overlooked. As Fuss stated back in 2004 (and little has changed
since): ‘while much has recently been written on the material instruments of
writing (pen, paper, machine), virtually no attention has been paid to the
material space of writing as a whole’ (14).

Michel de Certeau argues in The Practice of Everyday Life that, ‘space is a
practiced place’ (5). The central space that each poet occupies — whether cabin,
studio, or archive — becomes a ritualistic practice in the forms of poetry
conceived there. As Gaston Bachelard describes in The Poetics of Space, ‘how we
take root, day after day, in a “corner of the world”’ is of primary significance (4).

As these poets take root in a particular location, site-inhabitation becomes a
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mode of auto-ethnography —registering and constructing female experiences of
space. This thesis contributes towards a feminist theorisation of space,
particularly focused on how women imagine, create and inhabit space. But it is
also invested in how the poets capture the minutiae of daily existence, rendered
through the creative act. This relationship between spatiality and materiality is a
crucial underpinning of my research, as my poets negotiate broader conceptions
of space and the quotidian experience of site.

Yet there is no sense in which these poets’ sites exist in a vacuum. As Howe
firmly advocates when lecturing on Dickinson, although she was heralded in the
twentieth century as, ‘The Madwoman in the Attic’, Dickinson was, in fact, a
voracious reader (‘My Emily Dickinson’). Despite her geographical seclusion,
Dickinson’s site — her homestead in Amherst — was open to the world through
reading.2? Similarly each of my poet’s sites do not represent separation from the
external environment, but rather demonstrate how autonomous creative space
can co-exist with cultural and historical emersion. Discussing the work of artist
Robert Smithson, Shaw makes this clear:

[Smithson did] not treat these “sites” as discrete geographic or
historiographic entities. Instead, to be specific to them is to engage also
the array of discourses (geology, travel writing, science fiction, aesthetic
treatises, pulp narration, literary criticism) through which such sites
might be framed.

Fieldworks 9

To be specific to discrete sites, according to Smithson, means engaging with
neighbouring disciplines. This is especially true of my three poets, who each gain
proximity and access to cross-disciplinary studies through their unique
emplacement. Niedecker is able to interrogate politics through her
entrenchment in a working class community: Guest’s position in the studio
enables her meditations upon visual art: Howe summons and excavates US
history through her archive dwelling. Such proximity is most generative when it
coincides with a re-examination of how poetry interacts with this adjacent
discipline. As Shaw proposes in Fieldworks: ‘[such sites] allow poets new

vantages from which to see the intertwined histories of their own discipline and

20 Howe cites King Lear and Robert Browning’s ‘Childe Roland To The Dark Tower Came’ as key
texts behind ‘My Life had stood’, and so successfully reintegrates Dickinson back into literary
history; not as an anomaly, but as an integrated writer of the 19t century (‘My Emily Dickinson’).
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to recast them in relation to their neighbours’ (5). Shaw therefore affirms the
value of attending to, what he terms ‘site-specificity’ because of ‘its ability to
overcome the stark opposition between Theory and Historicism by rethinking
the relation between the empirical and the discursive, by locating meaning not
merely in discrete locations but in the discourses through which those locations
have historically been framed, and thus shifting the question from “What does it

mean?” to “Where does it mean?” (‘Site-Specific’ 2).
k * *

This exploration of poetic sites has demanded a certain kind of methodology
— to re-trace, as much as possible, the actual physical compositional spaces
inhabited by the poets. Literary fieldwork has led me to Guest’s doorway, Howe’s
archives and Dickinson’s house (now museum).?! Yet measuring the value of
such ventures has been tricky. Exploring Niedecker’s cabin was instrumental, but
there was no transcendent moment while visiting Dickinson’s bedroom — the
place where many of my favourite poems were composed. Similarly, walking
around Guest’s old neighbourhood in Greenwich Village was fascinating, but it
didn’t reveal much about her experiences in the early 1950s, residing in a cold-
water apartment on Christopher Street. This fieldwork offered up absorbing
embodied experiences, but as a concrete research epistemology was difficult to
calibrate, or easily record — it relied upon my experiential encounter with the
site, rather than the poet’s. Instead, archival research has been crucial to my
project as a whole. It is the discourse emerging alongside, or through the site that
takes precedence. Shaw agrees, as in discussion of Smithson’s work he suggests:
‘The fascinatingly rough edges of his linguistic paths suggested that the
discourses through which we see or site objects are every bit as important as
sculpture critics’ clichés about unmediated phenomenological presence or
physicality’ (‘Site-Specific’ 5).

In October 2013, while leafing through Guest’s uncategorised archive
collection at Yale’s Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, I recognised the
value of archival research. In her combination of abstract associative verse and
biographical mystery, Guest had been, for many years, unlocatable to me. But

here in her archive, the poet’s life and work were laid bare. Suddenly I had

21 See ‘Annex 1: Notes on Fieldwork and Research Sites’ for a list of the locations I visited.
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unmediated access to Guest’s personal documents: her family photographs, her
intimate correspondence, her grocery lists and dry-cleaning bills, as well as her
handwritten manuscript pages, poetry drafts and typed notes.22 To encounter
the residues of the poet’s artistic labours in this way was revelatory — this
repository offered itself up as a site of cultural knowledge and as a receptacle for
storing and framing a picture of the poet at work.23 In the coming three chapters
of this thesis, the archive is the site that underpins the poetic explorations of
Niedecker, Guest and Howe. As a valuable place for my ongoing research, the
archive became the principal space that would materialise the US experimental
female poet.

Above all, the content of this thesis had been conditioned through my
encounters with the archive. As Shaw illustrates, when discussing the work of
Williams: ‘the problem of analogising or capturing a place in language, enacting it
rhetorically, must be seen in relation to cultural, institutional receptacles for
storing and framing art: museums, galleries, archives, libraries’ (Fieldworks 34).
This ‘problem’ of ‘capturing a place’ can equally be felt in representing a site. It is
the ‘archives’ and ‘libraries’ that store and frame how we can register a poetic
site in the contemporary moment. The documents contained within a particular
archive necessarily shape how we come to read that poet.2* As Jacques Derrida
theorises in Archive Fever: ‘It is thus, in this domiciliation, in this house arrest,
that archives take place’ (2).

During my literary excavations the relationship between what would surface

in the archive and what would remain concealed was endlessly fascinating.

22 Much of Guest’s archive remains uncategorised, as the bulk of her materials are housed within
large overstuffed boxes, which contain an assortment of personal artifacts and literary treasures.
This imbrication, between the poet’s life and her work is arresting. For example, it was not
uncommon to find a letter to Guest from Frank O’Hara, beautifully articulated, with an original
poem attached, alongside receipts, bills and other household paraphernalia.

23 Having access to Guest’s archive was a privileged position, which certainly framed my critical
mediation of the poet. However, such access cannot always be afforded to researchers. It is the
methodology of the archive, necessitating slow, meticulous, detailed research, which offered up
as useful a framework as the documents themselves.

24 Trips to various archives revealed the structural inequalities faced by women poets.
Contemporary poet Howe fared best, with her well maintained papers held at the Mandeville
Special Collections Library at UC San Diego. The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at
Yale have held many of Guest's papers since 1993, yet the majority of these remain
uncategorised, and so tricky to navigate. Most shockingly, Niedecker’s collection at the Harry
Ransom Centre at the University of Texas is held under another name — that of her literary
companion Louis Zukofsky.
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Faced with dead ends, undefined scraps and illegible handwriting the route into
and through a poet’s archive often demands that the literary critic don the
mantel of the detective. Derrida reminds us that the archive is both a shelter and
a commandment. While the archive will come to limit and frame its contents, it
also demands assemblage. As he posits in Archive Fever:

In an archive, there should not be any absolute dissociation, any
heterogeneity or secret which could separate (secernere), or partition, in
an absolute manner. The archontic principle of the archive is also a
principle of consignation, that is, of gathering together.2>

3

With infinite directions, layers and contingencies, the act of ‘gathering together’
the heterogeneous materials of a poet's archive demonstrates both the
boundless palimpsest of the poet and the signature of the assembler. Derrida
defines consignation as that which ‘aims to coordinate a single corpus, in a
system or a synchrony in which all the elements articulate the unity of an ideal
configuration’ (3). While my research focused on poetic sites, this was only one
corpus in a myriad of archival possibilities.

Negotiating and subverting the ‘patriarchic function’ of archives, as Derrida
puts it, has also been central to my feminist methodology (2). Instead of
conceiving of archives as inert repositories, axiomatically associated with
historiographical androcentrism, in the 21st century feminist scholars are
recalibrating the possibilities of the archive. As Antoinette Burton asks in
Dwelling in the Archive:

What counts as an archive? Can private memories of home serve as
evidence of political history? What do we make of the histories that
domestic interiors, once concrete and now perhaps crumbing or even
disappeared, have the capacity to yield? And, given women’s vexed
relationship to kinds of history that archives typically house, what does it

mean to say that home can and should be seen not simply as a dwelling-

place for women’s memory but as one of the foundations of history —
history conceived of, that is, as a narrative, a practice, and a site of desire?

4

Burton is outlining a new vision of what can be considered an archive —

including, in her argument, the domestic home. Burton’s argument has strong

resonances with my thesis, as [ suggest that my poets similarly ‘used domestic

25 In my chapter on Howe I discuss, in greater detail, how Deleuze and Guattari's rhizomatic
model might be usefully applied to the network that an archive opens up.
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space as an archival source from which to construct their own histories and
through which to record the contradictions’ (Burton 5). Here the concept of the
archive folds back onto itself, as I argue that each of my poets read their own site
as a form of archive.

This is most acutely realised in Howe’s poetics, as ephemera from the
domestic space become evidence and source material for literary creation.
Expanding the definition of official historical documentation, Howe collapses the
value structures of historiography by offering up the sense of the home itself as
an archival structure. This collapse is significant, as Burton argues that ‘private
memories of home... claim a place in history at the intersection of the private and
the public, the personal and the political’ (4). In the home as archive, we have
another breakdown of the public/ private binary. This subversion is also found
in Dickinson, as Beard indicates that ‘home spaces were also utilised as archival
spaces in Dickinson’s writing’ (31). Moreover, claims Beard, ‘Dickinson’s
collecting and preserving activities [are] themselves artistic interventions into
the archive’ (13). It is this sense of agency that resounds when consulting each of
my poet’s repositories. Here the archive becomes a space of poetic refuge,
entrusted by the poet herself to future scholars.

The archive is also crucially a site of materialisation. This is manifested in
documents pertaining to the act of making poetry — notes and drafts that
materialise the process of poesis. Dickinson is again a central figure for exposing
poem-making to the mind of the reader. From the handwriting of her
manuscripts, to the terminal instability of her drafting and variant words,
Dickinson’s compositional practice is now regarded as a vital part of her poetics.
Dickinson scholars, including Howe, have demonstrated that through displaying
the variation and contingency inherent to her artistic practice, the poet
foregrounds shape-shifting and mutability as modes of female defiance. Beard’s
study proves the ground-breaking insights that can be uncovered ‘when we shift
our focus from the historical person of Emily Dickinson as the housebound poet,
to the work in manuscript as house-made and house-preserved’ (27). While
Dickinson’s poems are house-made, they are not housebound. Beard opens up

Dickinson’s versions of distribution to include ‘the way they circulated inside the
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home and to other homes in letters’ (27).26 Through a materialist analysis, Beard
challenges the ‘construction of the secluded poet in the enclosed home’ and
instead performs readings ‘that resist enclosure, suggesting movement,

revelation, and play in constrained spaces’ (86).

* * *

DuPlessis argues in Blue Studios that the making of poetry is not conditioned
only by the linguistic signifiers on the page: ‘Asking gendered questions of the
ideologies and social situations of poetry as a mode of practice constitutes an
opening into the deepest apparatus of poesis’ (136). This shift towards the
materiality of poetic production has emerged most explicitly from the
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E writers. Invested in Post-Structuralist theory, the US
language poets privileged the materiality of the linguistic signifier as codified
from within a certain social environment. My research on poets’ sites extends
beyond the materiality of the signifier, to identify and accentuate the social
situation of poetry originating from within a specific lived environment. In art
historian Marsha Meskimmon’s, Women Making Art: History, Subjectivity,
Aesthetics, she links this emphasis on materiality in feminist aesthetics to
feminist critical practice (6). For female poets in particular, where material
conditions of production have largely been ignored or rendered invisible, I argue
that the lens of materiality could help develop our understanding of avant-garde
poesis.

Kristen Kreider raises important materialist questions in her study, Poetics
and Place: The Architecture of Sign, Subjects and Site, asking: ‘how the qualities of
material substance can contribute to symbolic meaning’ (4). In Kreider’s study,
her analysis moves from the domain of poetry to that of visual art, as she
expands ‘the meaningful capacity of physical material’ that is recognised as
poetic (3). Following Kreider’s example, my thesis contributes towards a
feminist materialist analysis by investing in the wider symbolic meaning of a
text, treating the whole poetic object as readable. This does not amount to a
purely materialistic approach, but reveals how the material qualities of the work

can generate meanings in relation to, or in addition to, the linguistic signs at

26 In exploring Niedecker's Homemade/ Handmade poems, my reading also takes into
consideration the importance of their circulation, as gift books sent directly to close-friends of
the poet.
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work (Kreider 4). My chapters investigate the literary material forms generated
from a particular site — through an analysis of what I call each poet’s distinctive
site-production. A crucial arena of my thesis is therefore to understand the
intersections between lived environments and textual space creation. This
demands an investment in corporeal specificity: my research privileges the
tangibility of the site in which my poets worked and the materiality of the page
as site. The title for this thesis, The Poetics of Site, therefore expands to
encompass the spaces of material forms — the creation of site productions upon
the page. Correspondence, the manuscript page, linguistic variation, page space,
the revision process, visual art and the hand-made book will all be considered as
visible examples of site-production.?” Through these examples, we can witness
how the poet expands her limited physical space through her multifarious
textual inhabitations.

This apparatus for reading poetic spaces has been crystalised through
Dickinson scholarship, which considers the whole range of manuscripts
available— including fascicles, unbound sheets, letters, drawings, mixed media
collages, scraps and other miscellaneous documents — as valuable poetic
documents. As Howe comments, ‘No one has been able to fathom Dickinson’s
radical representations of matter and radiation — such singularities of space, so
many possibilities of choice’ (Birth-mark 181). Such singularities of space can
also be found in the poetics of Niedecker, Guest and Howe — particularly when
we consider a similar variety of poetic documents. An excellent manifestation of
Dickinson’s material-spatial form can be seen in ‘The Way Hope Builds His
House,” which I will analyse to demonstrate how linguistic and material readings

can inform and support one another.

27 Unless otherwise indicated, I have attempted to reproduce the visual aspects of the poet’s
writing, including emphasis, underlining, spacing, misspelling and grammatical structures.

30



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

The way Hope builds his House
Itis not with a sill -

Nor Rafter - has that Edifice
But only Pinnacle -

Abode in as supreme

This superficies

As if it were of Ledges smit
Or mortised with the Laws -

Envelope Poems 63

Written around 1879, this poetic scrap is housed at the Amherst College
Archives & Special Collections and is included in Marta L. Werner and Jen
Bervin’s 2016 edited collection, Emily Dickinson: Envelope Poems. Addressed to
‘Mrs. Edward Dickinson and Family’, Dickinson took an envelope and carefully
tore away parts of it to form this unique shape (63). The poem exists in no other
drafts. It perfectly synthesises the content of the poem, describing the space of

hope in architectural terms, with the materialisation of the poem — the shape of

31



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

(o

the envelope unfolded to resemble the outline of a house. Like ““Hope” is the
thing with feathers/ That perches in the soul’ this poem offers a new definition
and explication of the feeling of hope (Poems 140). It is not ‘built, argues
Dickinson, or constructed incrementally: ‘It is not with a sill - / Nor Rafter -’.
Rather the strong ‘Edifice’ of hope (edifice here standing for a solid structure,
and a complex system of beliefs) is erected as a ‘Pinnacle-". Hope emerges as a
peak — as the apex of human nature, with little supplementary feeling. This
argument is materialised in the form of the poem, as the unfolded envelope has,
at its tip, an analogous pinnacle. But as the second stanza makes clear, the fact
that hope appears unsupported — emerging out of thin air — gives it no less
potency. ‘Abode in as supreme,’ states Dickinson — we inhabit hope with
absolute intensity. The next line, “This superficies’ can be read in various ways,
perhaps indicating the superficiality of hope (its duplicitous surface nature) or
instead, taking into account the Latin legal definition as, ‘anything which is
placed upon and attached to the ground, and most commonly refers to a building
erected on land owned by another,” suggesting that hope is built on occupied
ground. While hope may be, as the poem admits, nothing more than a surface
emotion, we should dwell in it as if it were robustly constructed within us: ‘As if
it were of Ledges smit/ Or mortised with the Laws -’. Again, the material form of
the envelope directly supports Dickinson’s claim. The unfolded envelope creates
a singular surface paper — it occupies two-dimensional space, yet it represents a
three-dimensional object— a house. Just as the envelope can be extended into
the shape of a house, hope may appear thin and insubstantial, but can extend
itself through projection. In generating her own poetic space, Dickinson
combines philosophical enquiry with material composition. Not only does she
describe fictional, imagined space — the space of hope — but also embodies the

spatialisation of hope through the physical materiality of the page.

k * *

Given the lacuna of female experience within literary history, generating and
constructing such radical textual space is perhaps a requirement. In The Birth-
mark: Unsettling the Wilderness in American Literary History, Howe registers this
lacuna when she discloses: ‘for women of my generation there was no ground’

(170). There is a clear relationship here between an absent female genealogy
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and intellectual nomadism; without a female tradition to write into, Howe had to
make her own tracks through the literary landscape. Within the notes of her
archive, Howe also jotted down this pertinent nursery rhyme:

There was an old woman
Called Nothing-at-all,
Who lived in a dwelling
Exceedingly small;
A man stretched his mouth
To its utmost extent,
And down at one gulp
House and old woman went.
Howe Archives, MSS 201, Box 69, Folder 1

This rhyme narrates how even with private property (‘a dwelling’), without
formal recognition (‘Called Nothing-at-all’) the woman and her house are
engulfed by male consumption. Poet Caroline Bergvall crystalised the pressures
of writing into the vacuum of female literary history in conversation with Marina
Warner in 2016, where she asked: ‘how do we write the self into existence? How
do we shape a space for women in the world? How do we form in absence? How
do we form out of absence?’ Such questions are paramount to the female poet in
the 20t century. In response, my thesis proposes that Niedecker, Guest and
Howe engage in modes of self-construction enformed through their spatial
inhabitations — both physical and textual. To re-materialise female experience,
we must recognise and validate material forms of space. To disengage from male
linguistic authority, reinserting women into literary history, we must re-inscribe
their real material presence in the world.

This material presence in the world is located in each of my poets’ sites. From
within the space of the domestic, Woolf asserts the power of creative enactment:
‘For women have sat indoors all these millions of years, so that by this time the
very walls are permeated by their creative force, which has, indeed, so
overcharged the capacity of bricks and mortar that it must needs harness itself to
pens and brushes and business and politics’ (83). Starting with Dickinson’s
homestead, the domestic room, moving onto the cabin, the studio and the
archive, the sites under consideration transform from ‘a room of one’s own’,
opening outwards, becoming more fluid and expansive. No longer singular
bourgeois dwellings, sites become communal spaces in Niedecker, imagined

spaces in Guest and arrive at public sites in Howe. As Shaw suggests, ‘the
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promised concreteness of places and sites begins at a micro level’ but inevitably
moves to a macro level (Fieldworks 5.). A house, a backwater community, and an
archive — each of these discrete spaces opens out into a larger domain. Although
each site is distinct, it is not necessarily geographically definite. While
Niedecker’s cabin existed in a singular locus point, fixed in geography, Guest's
studios moved across the city, across the country and through the domestic
sphere. Howe too occupies a range of sites. The archive, as her intellectual home,
exists in multiple locations, but shares a common theoretical grounding. The
relative mobility of each site becomes one lens by which to register how poetic
space evolved in the 20t century. Niedecker’s rootedness can be registered
against Guest’s relative itinerancy: she found comfort in the ability to construct
and reconstruct versions of her studio in every abode, transplanting and
maintaining her aesthetic conditions via her reproducible studio model.
Alternatively, Howe, who sought to remain entrenched in her Connecticut home,
instead pursued mobility through her textual inhabitations — her work remains
aesthetically unsettled, formally peripatetic. Such comparisons demonstrate a
trajectory of female poetic sites throughout the 20t century — from fixed
location, to mobile site, to textual restlessness.

Beyond the geographical remit, in each poetic site we witness how the female
poet conjures the space in which she seeks to exist: invoking a utopian space
within and against fixed spatial limits. The conceptualisation, production and
daily habitation of the site is therefore an act of radical transgression — in
making her own space to exist the female poet validates her position in literary
history. Such conjuring mirrors the very essence of poetic production, as
(paraphrasing Bob Perelman) Stephen Collis claims: ‘poetry may stand in a place
we recognise, but it aims to enact a space that does not yet exist. To aim at or
enact such spaces requires a capacious and elastic imaginary. It requires
compression and a spatially mobile language’ (Barricades 14). Bachelard makes
similar claims in The Poetics of Space noting: ‘The poetic image is an emergence
from language.. By living the poems we read, we have then the salutary
experience of emerging [..] these acts of emergence are repeated; poetry puts
language in a state of emergence, in which life becomes manifest through its

vivacity’ (xxiii). As poetry surfaces from the material conditions of production, it
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is poetic language that emerges and grows. Therefore poetic language is not only
‘a dwelling place’ as Heidegger suggests in ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’ — an
immobile site that must stay in place — but also an evolving, outreaching
potentiality (347). Poetic language provides the vehicle for female emergence —
for an outgrowth beyond the domestic sphere, for a voice whispering into the
wider world. As Bachelard claims, ‘poetry appears as a phenomenon of freedom’
(xxiii).

It is within the space of poetry, claims Dickinson, that liberation can be
enacted. ‘They shut up in Prose’ announces the poet, “They put me in the Closet’
— yet through the emancipatory quality of the poetic utterance: ‘Captivity... No
more have I' (Poems 206). In Dickinson, confined poetic space transcends itself
through the ceaseless variability of words, through the elastic imaginary. Howe
is attracted to Dickinson’s voice that is ‘poised, sometimes quite unknowingly, on
the uneasy edge between the enclosed and the boundless’ (My Emily Dickinson
110). This duality is what also gives potency to the poetics of Niedecker, Guest
and Howe — existing in that interstitial space that opens up between being
physically confined and imaginatively boundless: the space of poetry. Dickinson’s
poetic interiors are infinitely expanding and expansive: ‘The Brain - is wider
than the Sky -’ (Poems 269). What the confined space really offers up then is
transcendence. As Howe quotes from Allen Ginsberg in My Emily Dickinson:

a fly buzzing when you died like Emily Dickinson brings you back mindful
to the room where/ you sit and keep breathing aware of the walls around
you and the endless blue sky above your mind

ix

Or as Dickinson writes:

[ dwell in Possibility -

A fairer House than Prose -
More numerous of Windows -
Superior-for Doors -

Of Chambers as the Cedars -
Impregnable of Eye -

And for an Everlasting Roof
The Gambrels of the Sky -

Of Visitors - the fairest -
For Occupation - This -
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The spreading wide my narrow Hands
To gather Paradise -
Poems 215

Dickinson’s poem constructs private, secret, secure spaces, chambers
‘impregnable of eye’ — but such enclosed interiors open onto limitless expanse:
‘the gambrels of the sky’. Dickinson’s poetic space is autonomous and
simultaneously open-ended: her architectonics of poetry presents the inviolable
interior as the original site of creativity. To ‘dwell in possibility’ is the task of
every serious female experimental poet. How that dwelling is made possible will

be the subject of the next three chapters.
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The Cabin: Grounding Lorine Niedecker’s Poetics

I'm not young
and I'm not free
but I've a house of my own
by a willow tree.

‘In moonlight lies,” Collected 135

. - ’
' gt '

Photogrph of Niedeéker’s Cbin, W7309 Blackhawk Island Road, Fort Atkinson,
Wisconsin. Taken July 2013.

Another flood come and gone. This time not in my house. Muskrats
grinding their catch just outside [...] in the middle of the night — a heavy
door with cracks. Now it’s the greenest grass possible, yellow warblers
and the smell of honeysuckle bushes and as Ian might say: I canna leave
my home.

Letter from Niedecker to Cid Corman, May 8, 1962. Corman Collection

these walls thin
as the back
of my writing tablet.
‘Property is poverty—', Collected 195

In the summer of 1946 Lorine Niedecker’s father, Henry Niedecker, bought a ‘do-
it-yourself’ log cabin from a catalogue and built her first private home (Peters

91). Situated at W7309 Blackhawk Island Road, it was just yards down the lane
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from the family house. The cabin comprised a single room: within the four walls
was a brick chimney, a space heater, a tiny kitchen with hot plate and small sink,
a daybed, a desk, a Windsor chair, a drop leaf table, a cedar chest and Niedecker’s
‘immortal cupboard’ of books (Peters 91). To characterise Niedecker’s dwelling
as rustic would be an understatement: with no electricity, no hot water and no

telephone, the poet’s residence was so far removed from the avant-garde culture

of New York City, it was almost unrecognisable.

Photograph of the interior of Niedecker’s Cabin, with new furniture not owned
by Niedecker. Taken July 2013.

Despite this life measured by material lack, the parameters of this cabin would
offer Niedecker something, as yet, conspicuously absent in her life: the space to
read, to think and to write. As Margot Peters explains in her ground-breaking
2011 biography of the poet, in securing her own premises, Niedecker was
excused from familial obligations (her mother had been diagnosed with chronic
heart disease in 1943), secured economic independence, and, most importantly,
was granted creative autonomy. ‘[After 1945],” Peters notes bluntly, ‘her poetry
came first’ (78). As an imaginatively enabling dwelling-place, Niedecker’s cabin

was vital. As a site for the production of experimental poetry, it was unique.
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Section One: The Cabin

Little poetry survives of the period between 1945-1948, as Niedecker began
home-making in her new abode and continued to work as a stenographer and
proof-reader for the regional journal Hoard’s Dairyman. It was much later,
between 1952-1953, that she began a selection of poems that took her cabin
home as their principal focus. In 1955 Niedecker reflects on her new position:

[ sit in my own house
secure,

follow winter break-up
thru window glass.

Ice cakes

glide downstream

the wild swans

of our day.

Collected 167
The opening line establishes Niedecker’s emboldened sense of home ownership:
she inscribes these lines from within her ‘own house’. The poem operates as part
of an on-going contemplation of how the cabin as site conditions her poetic
universe. This brief verse reveals the embedded complexity of Niedecker’s sense
of dwelling-in-space.?8 The poem, like the cabin, exists in stasis; while the outside
world changes through the seasons, Niedecker herself remains indoors, ‘secure’
and sheltered from the winter outside. This sense of fixity is contrasted with the
mutable scene outside, where ‘Ice cakes/ glide’ on the river running
‘downstream’ past the residence. Here, we have a glimpse at the limitations of
Niedecker’s own real and imagined poetic inhabitations. The cabin, as a
sanctuary and refuge from nature, inescapably restricts, or mediates, the

experience of nature.

28 The cabin could be seen as reminiscent of Gaston Bachelard’s hermit hut, which he discusses in
The Poetics of Space. A similar site in terms of its solitude, refuge and as a place of ‘destitution’
Bachelard links the space of the hut with a childhood desire for a private nest to hide away (32).
While Bachelard’s idea of the hut may intersect with Niedecker’s cabin, she very quickly extends
and complicates this image in her own poetics of site.
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Photograph of the view out of the picture window of Niedecker’s Cabin. Taken
July 2013.

The ‘window-glass’ serves as this mediator, able to present the exterior world
but also forcing a separation from it. There is a question around how the window
is performing this mediation in the poem, as the process by which the ‘Ice cakes’
creatively transform into ‘wild swans’ is indeterminate. The crucial Niedecker
term here is ‘thru” — what is happening to nature ‘thru’ the changing seasons?
What access to nature do we have ‘thru’ the glass? What is the process ‘thru’
which shards of ice get re-configured as swans? The trajectory of the poem,
through nature as it happens (seasons), to the mediator of nature (windows),
and finally to our imaginative rendering of nature (ice-swans) uses the locus
point of the cabin as its fixed grounding. While the cabin facilitates this
contemplation, the verse also exposes the confines of the cabin — its physically
‘secure’ walls. As such the cabin is creatively enabling and limiting
simultaneously.

An earlier draft version of the poem, sent to fellow writer Edward Dahlberg,
opens with two additional lines: ‘Time moves, no, / explodes, / I sit in my own

house, / secure, which heightens our sense of the cabin’s placement,

40



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

independent from the natural world around it (Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2).2°
These additional lines give the impression that, for Niedecker, all experience is
filtered through the structure of the cabin. While exterior temporality might
‘explode’ with speed, the cabin is able to register that speed, whilst remaining
unaffected by its ravages. This implies that Niedecker’s cabin exists somehow
out-of-time; while history and politics play out around it, the poet remains
exempt and autonomous within her site. In this version, the cabin is resistant to
the landscape, able to withstand nature and remain ‘secure’. In reality though,
that security was illusory; Niedecker’s cabin was wholly vulnerable to her
environment. It was prone to serious flooding due to its location near to the
mouth of Lake Koshkonong on the Rock River. It was freezing in the winter
owing to Niedecker’s shortage of heating oil and it was blisteringly hot during
the summer. In a letter to lifelong correspondent Louis Zukofsky in May 1954,
Niedecker acknowledges the fragility of her living situation: “Tornado warnings
here — one yesterday evening but [ stayed put in my peanut shell cottage’
(Zukofsky, Box 25, Folder 2). The cabin, as enabler and endangerer, embodies
this sense of contradiction that grants Niedecker the creative independence she
craves, whilst leaving her exposed to the ravages of the weather. The final lines
of ‘I sit in my own house’, edited away by Dahlberg and adopted by Niedecker in
her 1956 version of the poem, confirm this incongruity: T'm a fool/ I am wise’
(Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2). If the cabin signifies the duality of freedom and
fragility, it is enhanced by Niedecker’s own oppositional mode of interiority, as
both foolish and ‘wise’. This takes the poem full circle — from the secure cabin
outwards, into the transformative power of nature — then back inwards, into the

complexity of Niedecker’s poetic mind.

29 In his reply to Niedecker’s letter, Dahlberg advises her to remove these first two lines, which
she then does (Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2).
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Polaroid photograph of floodwaters around the cabin c. 1956. Niedecker
Collection Hoard Museum.

To read the cabin merely as a metaphor for Niedecker’s interiority would be a
radical oversimplification, particularly here as we move from a sense of interior
security (‘secure’), to latent complexity (‘I am a fool/ I am wise’). Yet a growing
insecurity develops in the poet as she recognises the power of her immediate
environment, or the mutability of ‘winter[‘s] break-up’. What is certain is that
with its proximity to, and precarious position within the natural world, the cabin
becomes a centripetal force in Niedecker’s emergent poetics. Immersed in the
natural world of Wisconsin, in The Objectivist Nexus: Essays in Cultural Poetics,
Quartermain surmises that ‘after early experiments with Surrealism and other
Modernist strategies, her poetry took as its theme the rural culture and
landscape’ (161). Critical work on Niedecker has often focused on these aspects
of her poetry. As Michael Davidson argues in ‘Life by Water: Lorine Niedecker
and Critical Regionalism,” she was initially recognised as a regional poet, which
left her in a kind of ‘pastoral limbo’ (4). Rachel Blau DuPlessis points out that few
critics and fewer feminists have understood Niedecker’s importance (‘The
Anonymous’). She was ‘barely anthologised’ and until recently was little

published (‘The Anonymous’). As Niedecker told Dahlberg in 1955, on the
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occasion of four poems being published by Robert Creeley for Black Mountain
Review: ‘this would make my sixth publication in ten years!” (Dahlberg, Box 23,
Folder 2). However, Jenny Penberthy’s valuable editing of Lorine Niedecker:
Collected Works in 2002 has inaugurated a fresh interest in her poetry. The book
assembles Niedecker’s few published collections, as well as circulating many
poems for the first time.

The last fifteen years have yielded the most substantial breakthroughs in
appreciating Niedecker’s wide reaching poetic and political significance. Indeed
as her reputation has been largely forged since 2002, DuPlessis terms this
curious process a form of critical ‘unerasure’ (‘The Anonymous’). She has been
slowly re-inscribed onto the literary map and pulled in multiple directions.
When facing assimilation into particular literary groups, Niedecker proves
recalcitrant. In the introduction to her collected essays on the poet, Radical
Vernacular: Lorine Niedecker and the Poetics of Place, Elizabeth Willis
foregrounds her difficult positioning within various poetic movements. Willis
poses the question, ‘Where — or how — should contemporary readers place
Lorine Niedecker?’ (Radical pxiiv). Despite numerous appropriations — as a folk
poet, Objectivist, regionalist, eco-poet and Surrealist — Niedecker exceeds the
critical parameters in which she is placed. The argument here is that it is
precisely her site of production, which is to say her cabin that shapes such
aesthetic singularity.

This chapter will explore Niedecker’s distinctive poetics of site, considering
how her physical dwelling in the cabin and her textual inhabitations on the page
wrought a complex and, as yet, understudied poetics. The cabin as site becomes a
robust grounding in Niedecker’s oeuvre, as it functions as the filter through
which Niedecker’s political positioning, her environmental considerations, and,
as will be argued here, her poetics are rendered. Although a small space, in
Niedecker’s verse the cabin contains expansive poetic and political potentiality.
Poems address issues such as the cabin’s intimacy with nature and her local
community, self-reliance, materiality and labour. Each of these areas will be
explored in more detail throughout the chapter. At the core of Niedecker’s
emplacement is the interstitial relationship between the poet and the site. How

do the two relate? What is that space between the two? How is each rendered
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through literature? Following in the Dickinsonian tradition, I argue that we can
learn about Niedecker’s private sense of self and her broader sense of political
dissent by interrogating the poet’s interior. Additionally, Niedecker registers the
cabin as constituent of an actual geo-physical, geo-political place. As such, the
chapter will also consider the colonial history of her particular space and
investigate how Niedecker problematises land-ownership in light of this history.

When approaching Niedecker’s site there are many paths that one might take:
tracking her radical politics, her forms of auto-ethnography, her latent feminism,
or considering her eco-critical framings. Eco-studies has already privileged
Niedecker as a revolutionary voice, so the second half of this chapter will seek to
expand our understanding of the relation between her ecology and her typology.
In exploring some of Niedecker’s less well-trodden critical paths, I concentrate
on materialising the links between her site, her writing process, her poetics and
the physical form of her writing. In the latter part of this chapter Niedecker’s
writing will move beyond the singular site of the cabin, and expand to investigate
the spaces of Niedecker’s material forms. It will argue that she makes powerful
cultural interventions through her representational and textual space-making, or
her creation of sites upon the page. Correspondence, the manuscript page,
linguistic variation, page space, the revision process, visual art and the hand-
made book will all be considered as visible examples of Niedecker’s distinctive
site-production. 1 borrow my methodology from recent critical studies used to
expand and re-define Emily Dickinson’s oeuvre and poetics, principally a close-
focus on the poet’s archive, utilising correspondence, manuscripts and fascicle
series to formulate new poetic readings.3? For Niedecker studies, this materialist
analysis will provide an innovative and, as yet, untapped critical resource.

Such materialist readings go further than close reading in the traditional
sense, which can overlook Niedecker’s verse due to its deceptive simplicity. Brief
yet slippery, each poem often purposefully obfuscates the reality of a complex
and sophisticated set of intricate thematic and textual concerns. By paying
attention to individual poems, and particularly to their tangible form on the page,

this chapter will seek to draw out a number of new and variant readings of well-

30 Materialist readings were pioneered by Susan Howe in My Emily Dickinson (1985), Sharon
Cameron in Choosing Not Choosing: Dickinson’s Fascicles (1993) and Jerome McGann in Black
Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism (1993).
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known and unfamiliar poems.3! Furthermore, as Niedecker draws poems into a
complex seriality, I read them alongside and against one another, rather than
considering them in isolation. Akin to Dickinson’s use of the fascicle, Niedecker’s
sense of poetic seriality also plays upon ideas of temporality, mutability and
contingency — often enclosed within a singular poetic object.32 This is most
notable in her Homemade/Handmade books, which construct a visually child-
like, but aesthetically rich poetic object. Thus [ consider the
Homemade/Handmade books in particular as art objects, or artist’s books, as
they should be read as holistic creative pieces, which incorporate language,
visual form and tactile materiality. In this way, we can begin to open up
Niedecker’s world of sites: living remotely in her cabin, we can witness how she
expands her limited physical space through her multifarious textual
inhabitations.

Rendering Blackhawk Island

To get at Niedecker’s sense of site, we must first consider her wider landscape
of Blackhawk Island in Wisconsin. Niedecker’s poetics confront the complexities
of spatial/ environmental interaction: what is the grounding for our interaction
with the outside world? How is this interaction imagined through literature?
How can this interaction ever be mutually beneficial? Decades before eco-
literature was recognised as a distinct discipline, Niedecker’s cabin operated as a
model of sustainability — a living enactment of an eco-poetics — as she used her
residence to ground her poetic technique. In the digital magazine Edge Effects,
Steel Wagstaff recently wrote about the origins of the term eco-poetics:

The word itself is an amalgam of two Greek words: oikos [household or
family] and poiesis [making, creating, or producing], so that ecopoetics
quite literally means the creation of a dwelling place, or home making....
[Jonathan] Bate defined ecopoetics as a critical practice in which the

31 Learning to read Dickinson, slowly, meticulously, repeatedly, has invariably improved my
reading of Niedecker. Thanks to Prof. John Shoptaw and his Berkeley class on Dickinson for this
lesson in patience.

32 Sharon Cameron’s important text Choosing Not Choosing (1993) established meaningful
connections between works that were grouped together by Dickinson in her sewn together
fascicles. It is important, as it is the first of its kind to look to what kinds of relationships poems
might have between them. As a study that resists the poem as an individual unit of meaning in
Dickinson studies, it is unparalleled. It does, however, cease its material investigations of the
fascicles at the level of their gathering and places thematic boundaries around each one, rather
than extend its material investigation into the remit of the fascicle as homemade book object.

45



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

central tasks are to ask ‘in what respects a poem may be a making ... of
the dwelling-place’ and to ‘think about what it might mean to dwell upon
the earth’

In another letter to Dahlberg in 1955, the same year that she wrote ‘I sit in my

own house’, Niedecker is preoccupied with these questions about how to dwell
upon the earth and how to translate the space of Blackhawk Island into the space
of the poem. She writes:
[ wish I could do the birds, worms, plants of my little plot of earth here in
the manner of the first explorers landing in Virginia and with my own
human setting, mental furnishing etc. ...all the Greeks, your Bible people,

everyone and all ideas strained, pointed to this. I might get 8 lines! An
intellect, yours, Louie’s, could do it on my earthworms!

Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2
The poet exhibits a keen sense of aesthetic responsibility towards rendering her
region. She expresses a desire to represent ‘my little plot of earth here’ in an
accurate and pioneering fashion, like the ‘first explorers landing in Virginia’. It is
characteristic of Niedecker that she registers herself as a pioneer, the primary
poet of Wisconsin, whilst concurrently undercutting this conviction with self-
deprecation, ‘an intellect, yours, Louie’s, could do it on my earthworms!’.33 While
praising Dahlberg and Zukofsky’s ‘intellect’, such intelligence can be read
pejoratively. In a later poem from 1964 entitled ‘LZ’s’ (short for Louis Zukofsky),
contained within her Homemade/ Handmade poems, Niedecker clarifies her
position on the intellect, stating: ‘As you know mind/ ain’t what attracts me/ nor
the wingspread/ of Renaissance man’ (Collected 206). Instead it is her unique
‘mental furnishing’ as Niedecker terms it, that qualifies her to ‘do the birds,
worms’ and ‘plants’ through poetry. In her letter to Dahlberg, Niedecker affirms
that her own poetic ‘do[ing]’ may actually be sufficient, and even preferable. The
task she sets herself, to translate the environment into verse, has been ‘pointed
to’ as a central concern by artists throughout civilisation. This gives added
weight to her lament that: ‘I might get 8 lines!” As the strange, unrecognised poet
operating outside of the metropolitan centres of aesthetic experimentation,
Niedecker’s lack of publishing avenues were a real frustration. But this public

disregard was coupled with internal integrity. She describes herself as

33 This internal contradiction is similar to her earlier assertion that: ‘I am a fool/ I am wise’
(Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2).
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possessing, and being possessed by the landscape: ‘my earthworms’, ‘my little
plot of earth here’, ‘my own human setting’. Her cabin’s emplacement within the
rich, distinctive landscape of Blackhawk Island made Niedecker uniquely

qualified to express the space.

In searching for poetic material Niedecker habitually uses objects and
situations found in her immediate proximity. Lexical patterns in her work recur:
water, flooding, birds, fish, botany and characters from her local
neighbourhood. The Objectivists were committed to a poetry created within ‘a
context based on the world’ (‘Prepositions’ 15). George Oppen renders this idea
poetically in ‘Of Being Numerous’, when he writes, ‘There are things/ We live

”

among “and to see them/ Is to know ourselves”(73). Niedecker, perhaps more so
than any other Objectivist poet, constructs a poetics of lived experience in the
environment. As Matthew G. Jenkins observes, Niedecker does not ‘reach out’,
but rather, ‘hunkers down’ into experience (31). For example, in the poem ‘I said
to my head’, written in 1946, Niedecker writes about the task of looking for
artistic stimulus. ‘Write something’, the speaker demands, then looks around and
concludes: ‘dear head, you've never read/ of the ground that takes you away’
(Collected 100). The ‘ground’ of her site on Blackhawk Island becomes the
substance that can ignite creative transformation. Niedecker’s writing is

primarily ‘of the ground’, she writes of the ‘fern spray’ and ‘frosted windshields’,

the aspects of her own locality (Collected 100).
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View of Rock River frontage, from Niedecker’s acre lot (around seventy feet from
the cabin). Taken July 2013.

Two lines by Zukofsky are instructive in better understanding Niedecker’s
evolving relationship with the landscape. First Zukofsky proclaims that the poem
is a record of ‘the most immediate projections of the real’ and second, he states
that it must offer up ‘The fact as it forms, that is not as it is cooked by the
imperfect or predatory or sentimental poet’ (Poetry). Niedecker’s Objectivist
poems aim to reduce ‘the discrepancies between the world out there and the
literary constructs that seek to represent it’; so to reveal, in Zukofky’s terms, the
‘already existing, splendidly adequate fact’ (Penberthy 32). Much of her work,
including the later long poems ‘Lake Superior’ and ‘Wintergreen Ridge’ from
1968, would seem to comply with this Objectivist framework, aiming to operate
as proximate linguistic renderings of particular landscapes. Such poems seek to
find a voice for the water, for the land and for the animals of Blackhawk Island,
as if they could speak for themselves.

Penberthy labels the desire for this unobtrusive relationship between the poet
and their material as a ‘hallmark’ of Objectivism (32). Yet in Niedecker’s

fluctuating poetics, we often witness a break with this tradition, as she
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complicates this attribution of directness as central to Objectivism. Penberthy
argues that Niedecker’s poetry shows little of the ‘clean lined detachment’ of the
central Objectivists (55). Rather, her verse is ‘shot through with personality’ —
her characters and situations are ebulliently alive (55). Niedecker becomes
fascinated by the gap that exists between the world and the word, as well as in
the role of the poet in occupying that space. In her oeuvre interactions between
the mind and the environment are continually shifting — sometimes imagination
shapes the external world, but at other times the environment overtakes the
mind. It is often her poetic self that subtly exposes the impossibility of direct
representation. Through her invocation of the lyric ‘I’, which is never an overt
presence, but rather a quiet observer, almost unnoticeable, she shrewdly reveals
her material presence within the world she inhabits. For example, after an
explication of the ecology in ‘Lake Superior’, she closes with: “The smooth black
stone/ I picked up in true source park/ the leaf beside it/ once was stone’,
reminding us that the provocation for such musings has come from the hand of
the poet herself (Collected 236).

Removed from the metropolitan centres of literary experiment, Niedecker’s
concerns were markedly different from those of her avant-garde counterparts.
As Ruth Jennison identifies in The Zukofsky Era: Modernity, Margins, and the
Avant-Garde, Niedecker’s emplacement in Wisconsin meant that ‘her access to
the living avant-garde was almost entirely mediated by sustained epistolary
engagements’ (24). In T've been away from poetry’, written circa 1955, we
witness the drawbacks of Niedecker’s physical and mental isolation. An earlier
version, sent to Dahlberg with variant lines, reads:

I've been away from poetry

many months

and now [ must rake leaves
with nothing blowing

between your house
and mine

[ must scratch green
Collected 157
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The poem records Niedecker’s creative dry spell, between 1945 and 1948, and
suggests that a lack of correspondence was partially to blame. With ‘nothing
blowing/ between your house/ and mine’, i.e. no winds delivering motivating
letters to the poet from her cosmopolitan friends, she must look elsewhere for
inspiration.34

The speaker offers two ways to end this artistic deficiency: to ‘rake leaves’ and
to ‘scratch green’, both instigated with ‘1 must’ to convey the urgency of the
endeavour. There is a constant doubleness in Niedecker, between the directness
of the thing — the actual ‘leaves’ that need ‘raking’ outside Niedecker’s house (as
the season is presumably autumn, so the wind has blown the leaves off the trees)
— and the implied metaphor. Here the mind also needs raking, or shaking up, to
reinvigorate the imagination. This duality is instructive, as we can equate
external, physical labour (leaf raking) with internal creative upheaval (mental
raking); the poem opens up the relationship between exterior and interior
versions of labour. But the poem does not simplify Niedecker’s position. Physical
exertions (the domestic task of raking leaves) apparently serve to delay the
opportunity for mental exertion, with the ‘I must’ here signifying the force of
household obligation. Alternatively, the poem could be advocating that physical
activity might incite inner activity. In her later years as a hospital cleaner, Peters
reports that Niedecker ‘wielded broom, mop, and rags with no sense of debasing
herself. Work was work’ (126).

In this poem, Niedecker is certainly playing with the Whitmanesque ideal of
creative inspiration outlined in ‘Leaves of Grass’, where he affirms: ‘I lean and
loafe at my ease, observing a spear of summer grass’ (6). While Whitman ‘lean[s]’

and ‘loafe[s]’, modelling a relaxed attitude towards achieving poetic vision,

34 This sense of creative solitude is also found in the Dickinson poem:
To own the Art within the Soul
The Soul to entertain
With Silence as a Company
And Festival maintain

Is an unfurnished Circumstance
Possession is to One
As an Estate Perpetual
Or a reduceless Mine
Poems 442
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conversely, Niedecker’s verbs, ‘rake’ and ‘scratch,’ encourage active labour.
There is nothing laidback about her approach to nature poetry; she does not wait
for inspiration to find her, but instead she enacts a dynamic, even forceful
exertion upon the land. The line that captures this force of exertion is: ‘I must
scratch green’. Green may mean the landscape, the environment, or nature — but
multiple definitions of ‘scratch’ should be considered, to register the complexity
of her eco-poetics. The Oxford English Dictionary3> defines it as:

l.a. A mark or furrow produced by the grinding contact of two
substances; a shallow linear incision.
This form of ‘scratch’ may mean that Niedecker seeks to achieve contact between

two forms, namely herself and the environment.

b. A rough or irregular mark made by a pencil, paint-brush, etc.; hence, a
light sketch, a hasty scrawl. Also fig.; esp. in phr. from scratch, from a
position of no advantage, knowledge, influence, etc., from nothing.

The ‘scratch’ brings to mind the pencil marking of Niedecker working on paper.

Meta-poetically, ‘scratch[ing] green’ could signify the process of marking the

page with regional content.

2. a. slang. no great scratch: of no serious importance, of no great value. So
to scratch one's head, as a gesture indicating perplexity.

3. a. trans. To make slight linear abrasions on (a surface of any kind). Also
fig. Esp. in phr. to scratch the surface (of): to make only slight progress in
understanding, taking effective action (on), etc.; not to penetrate very far
(into). OED
These versions of ‘scratch’ indicate a lack of value being placed on the act. I
‘scratch green’ can be read as Niedecker enacting humility, that she is merely

‘scratching’ at the surface of the task, and is unable to penetrate any deeper into

the landscape.

b. To furrow (the soil) very lightly for the purpose of cultivation.

5. fig. a. To struggle to make money, to ‘scrape’. Also trans. to scrape up
(money). Now dial. exc. transf.: to scratch for oneself (orig. U.S.), to fend for

35 The dictionary was clearly important to Objectivist poets, witness Louis Zukofsky's
specification of Funk & Wagnalls Practical Standard Dictionary (1930) and Webster’s Collegiate
Dictionary (1917) as sources for 'Thanks to the Dictionary'. There is not, however, a critical
convention regarding which dictionary to cite in relation to Niedecker's work. In this case, while
an American dictionary might perhaps be more appropriate, the fact that the OED lists US
variants would seem to make it an appropriate source.
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oneself; to scratch (around) for (something), to struggle for, to labour to
achieve or find, to experience difficulty in acquiring, etc.
OED

Finally ‘scratch’ can denote cultivation of the land. This brings us back to the act
of labour, of how Niedecker was able to ‘scratch out’ or ‘scrape’ a living on
Blackhawk Island. This account of ‘scratch’ implies a reciprocal relationship with
her environment; she works to enrich the land through her poetry, while the
environment helps Niedecker to be self-reliant.36

By 1970 with the writing of the deeply disillusioned poem ‘Foreclosure’,
Niedecker returns to her earlier lexicon, employing the term ‘Scratch’ in a new,
more violent context. The poem reveals Niedecker’s ongoing financial struggles,
as it outlines the foreclosure of a house from her father’s small estate.3”

Tell em to take my bare walls down
my cement abutments

their parties thereof

and clause of claws

Leave me the land
Scratch out: the land

May prose and property both die out
and leave me peace
Collected 291

In a Dickinsonian fashion, this poem functions as an extension of, and antagonist
to, earlier Niedecker poems that privilege the sanctity of private property —‘I sit
in my own house’, being but one example. Instead, this poem records an
aggressive attack on the legislation of land ownership, as Niedecker derides the
legal language that is forcing her sale and rebuffs the politics of proprietorship.
The opening, ‘Tell em’, in a direct petition to the mortgage brokers, sets up the
central distinction between the direct language of prose and the complexity of
poetic utterance. As Marie-Christine Lemardeley notes, “The legal contract seems
an encroachment upon her desire to write’ (14). Here legal rhetoric, or in fact

any direct ‘prose’, is equated to the dominance of property, as the poet affirms:

36 My use of the term ‘self-reliance’ here does not come out of an Emersonian tradition. Instead I
locate Niedecker’s sense of self-reliance as emerging from a Dickinsonian model, which is
explored in detail in Section Three: The Niedecker Interior.

37 After her father’s death in 1954 Niedecker inherited a number of properties on Blackhawk
Island, in varying degrees of disrepair. She rented out these houses, and began to sell them off
when her financial circumstances worsened.
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‘May prose and property both die out’. What we are left with, in this absence, is
the other latent equivalence in the poem: poetry and land. In a recent Poem Talk
Jessica Lowenthal, Michelle Taransky and Dee Morris joined Al Filreis to discuss
the poem. They concurred that the ending suggested that prose is to property, as
poetry is land (without ownership) (Filreis et al). The ratio reminded the group
of Dickinson’s ‘I dwell in Possibility,” which describes poetry as a ‘fairer house
than prose’ (Poems 215). Niedecker takes on this issue of property and fairness,
or justice. While Dickinson is constructing a house of imagination, ‘numerous of
Windows/ superior for doors,” with a ‘Roof’ made of ‘sky’, Niedecker’s poem is,
by contrast, entirely house-less (215). She tells the broker to ‘take my bare walls
down’, as she concedes her property to the debt-collectors. While Dickinson
envisions a private poetic dwelling-place, Niedecker’s imagination is left
outdoors, un-housed in the wilderness.

All she requests is the remaining plot. ‘Leave me the land’, the speaker pleads,
asking that ‘the land’ be ‘scratch[ed] out’ from the sales agreement. Here
Niedecker’s basic need to ‘Scratch out’ a living has proven unsuccessful. During
an earlier foreclosure in November 1962, she writes in a letter to Zukofsky: ‘The
world has got me where I live — no one understands my position in all this’
(Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder 3). It seems that despite her desire to live
autonomously, the world outside was able to infiltrate into Niedecker’s site.
Morris goes further, suggesting that the lines ‘Leave me the land/ Scratch out:
the land’, can be read as the speaker giving up all claim to her plot (Filreis et al).
This is a radical move, as she relinquishes the possibility of claiming ownership
over the environment. This reading also emphasises self-correction; she makes a
demand, ‘Leave me’, and then in the next line changes her mind, ‘Scratch out’.
This quick-fire mutability, within the space of two short lines, demonstrates the
internal conflict of Niedecker’s predicament. Resigning her proprietorship, the
speaker seeks a quiet life in the wild, as she concludes: ‘leave me peace’.

In the scheme of the poem, foreclosure is equated to legal prose, portioning up
language into manageable units and closing off meaning. What the poem offers
as an antidote to this restriction is to expand the poetic fields of meaning
through homophones and sound play. Niedecker employs the practice of clawing

back legal terminology, this ‘clause of claws’, as she repossesses the language.
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While the house and even the land may have been reclaimed by the bank, what
remains is the language itself: ‘leave me peace’. Niedecker works with this
residue — her homegrown linguistic ingenuity. While prose and property can be
owned and corrupted, poetic language is still an open and sharable site of
exchange. The poem offers insight into Niedecker’s communism; the land, like
poetic language, must be collective.38 It also crystalises an important tension in
Niedecker’s poetics of site: the tension between self-sufficiency and collectivity.
There is a desire throughout Niedecker’s oeuvre for both of these states
simultaneously. This can be refined as the demand for complete poetic control
(as registered through her intensive linguistic condensation) alongside the
aspiration that the poem should be a shared, collective space of exchange.

Again we can turn to the cabin itself as a place to localise and work through
these tensions. When Niedecker renounces the secure walls of her private
property in the poem, she is left ‘right down among em’ — in the thick of it with
her neighbours (Collected 142). As we move from ‘I sit in my own house’ to
‘Foreclosure,” we witness Niedecker’s shifting politics of site. No longer a safe
retreat from the environment and its inhabitants, in her later verse the cabin as
site opens up a different set of social conventions. The cabin, like her poetry, is
located within a stridently working class model of community, held together by
sharing and crucially by non-privacy. Situated in the bustling community of
Blackhawk Island, Niedecker’s cabin was far from a creative retreat, but rather,
was privy to the conflicts and politics of her locale. Away from the metropolitan
avant-garde scene, Niedecker could therefore be aesthetically autonomous,
whilst aligning herself with her fellow Blackhawk Island inhabitants. In other
words, she was poetically self-reliant and personally imbricated in the collective.
Often critical of their behavior, Niedecker nevertheless was one of them — she
was a part of the Blackhawk Island community. This solidarity is cemented in the
lines: ‘all who live here —/ card table to eat on, / broken bed —/ sacrifice for

less/ than art’ (Collected 194).

38 Penberthy offers an overview of Niedecker’s political alignments in her book, Niedecker and
the Correspondence with Zukofsky: 1931-1970 (39).
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Section Two: Grounding Niedecker’s Politics

Alongside Dickinson, one of the central misconceptions about Niedecker is
that she lived a remote, secluded existence, rather than living within her local
community. Niedecker’s comprehensive embrace of Blackhawk Island is

thoroughly articulated in Peters’ biography. DuPlessis also notes:

Although Niedecker may have been figuratively lonely, she was not
literally isolated. I was astonished, in visiting Niedecker’s one-and-a-half
room cabin outside of Fort Atkinson, Wisconsin, to discover that she lived
year-round in a summer colony. The cabins are packed along the two
sides of a road on the narrow peninsula, and she was unbelievably close,
in a physical sense, to her neighbors’ houses.

‘The Anonymous’

Survey map of Henry Niedecker’s plots on Blackhawk Island, from 1950.
Niedecker Collection Hoard Museum. These images demonstrate the close
proximity each plot has to their neighbour.

Image of the Niedecker and neighbours
plots along Blackhawk Island road.
Niedecker Collection Hoard Museum.
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Niedecker’s cabin as site opens out through its contact with the local; as well as
being highly permeable to nature and the weather, Niedecker’s position in
Blackhawk Island was also permeable to her neighbours. Enmeshed in her
working-class community, Niedecker’s grandparents ran ‘The Fountain House’, a
hotel, resort and bar on the island, while her father had his carp fishing business
and later opened the Blackhawk Island Club House and Social Centre (Peters 25).
Before her own cabin was built, Niedecker was used to living in and amongst
friends and relations. She lived with her parents for the majority of her life
(around 40 years), had a brief spell living in Fort Atkinson with her first
husband, and spent time lodging with cousins in town while she was working
(Peters 52). Poems written before Niedecker had her own home built in 1946
demonstrate her embedded position in the community. In one incident from
1951, recounted by Peters, she describes how, after withdrawing from a large
party at her father’s house, Niedecker would spot ‘all the neighbours.... tear[ing]

their lace curtains trying to find out what [ was up to’ (104).

Blackhawk Island Road, c. 1960. Niedecker Collection Hoard Museum. Note the
multiple mailboxes in close proximity to one another.

Niedecker grounds her political ideas in and through her local community.

Her first collection, New Goose, published in 1946, has been valued for its
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political tenacity.3° As a regional woman from Wisconsin, the fact that Niedecker
was writing such incisive verse — criticising local and global political
infrastructures — is testament to her daring poetics. As Ben Hickman points out
in his recent study, Crisis and the Avant-garde: Poetry and Real Politics, as we
continue to reel from ‘the deleterious effects of the worst economic crisis since
the Great Depression,” now is an opportune moment to reconsider the politics of
the Objectivists (8). Both Niedecker and Zukofsky had communist affiliations.
Niedecker was politically active, but she declined to become a card-holding
member of the Communist Party (Penberthy 39). Yet Hickman argues that
Zukofsky's oeuvre has been widely de-politicised:

Biographical facts regarding Zukofsky’s deep philosophical allegiance to

Marxism and his involvement with the US Communist Party and its

organs continue to be ignored by Zukofsky readers at both ends of the

political spectrum. Such ideological white-washing goes back to Eric

Mottram’s 1973 essay, ‘Politics and Form in Zukofsky’, which describes a

poet ‘without ideological dogma’ who ‘did not plump for Russian
leadership in the Thirties’ (he did).

17

[ argue that the problematic attachment of Zukofsky studies to Niedecker’s

criticism has led to a similar de-politicisation of her poetry. For example, in her
biography Peters claims that ‘ideology of any kind was antithetical to Lorine’s
subtle mind" (64).4° Not only does this statement align left-wing politics with
instrumentalism (something that Niedecker’s poetry always avoids) but it also
suggests that the “true” poetic mind is somehow adverse to politics more
generally. Such comments demonstrate the reductive, heavily de-politicised
criticism that Niedecker has received. Thankfully the 1993 Penberthy book,
Niedecker and the Correspondence with Zukofsky: 1931-1970, is testament to the
vast and nuanced political exchanges that occurred between the pair, as well as
to Niedecker’s formative years of left-wing radicalisation.

Much recent criticism on Niedecker has centred on the ecological (not itself
un-political as a subject) and yet there has been hesitancy, beyond the formative

work of DuPlessis, to interrogate the substance of Niedecker’s politics beyond

39 The poems discussed here are either from the first New Goose publication, or associated with
the New Goose manuscript.

40 While Peters’ biography is hugely important, the sections on Niedecker’s politics and formal
alignments are brief, adversary and forego any real interrogation of their significance to her
poetics.
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the speculative labels of ‘folk’ or ‘objectivist’. Without rehearsing the general
Marxist commitments of the Objectivists which have been widely discussed, this
section will unpick the specificity of Niedecker’s revolutionary principles. For
Niedecker particularly, I argue, has much to teach us. In specifying her left-wing
politics, it is Niedecker’s site — living alongside the working class inhabitants of
Blackhawk Island — that sets her apart from her fellow Objectivists. This
position, I claim, enabled her originality: she formulates her politics through the
microcosm of Blackhawk Island.

The New Goose poems cover a wide range of socio-political issues. From cheap
labour and poor housing, to debt, social hierarchy and injustice. Intensely witty
and humorous, they poke fun at the ridiculousness of government policy and
perform ‘serious whimsy’ in the style of her literary predecessors Edward Lear
and e e cummings (Penberthy 39). Surreal images such as ‘the apse in the tiger’s
horn’ are combined with nursery rhyme forms and nonsense language like ‘glee
glo glum’ (Collected 85). In combining political scrutiny with artistic playfulness,
Niedecker dissolves one of the central tensions in avant-garde practice,
principally between ‘revolutionary politics’ and experimental ‘aestheticism’
(Hickman 17). New Goose is both straightforwardly readable and politically
complex: she creates her aesthetic through the local struggle against Capitalist
inequality. What is most striking on re-reading these poems is the extent to
which they deal with structural deprivation. The Blackhawk Island community
exists in a state of perpetual poverty, as the poems include lines such as ‘my
stove’s too empty’ and ‘not enough to eat’ (Collected 95, 96). For Niedecker
poverty was not an artistic choice, but rather a dreadful reality.

She writes of the socio-political effects of unemployment in a poem from
around 1956:

Alawnmower’s one of the babies I'd have
if they’d give me a job and I didn’t get bombed
in the high grass

by the private woods. Getting so
when [ look off my space I see waste
I'd like to mow
Collected 96
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The poem centres on a classic American literary image: the lawn. Disturbing the
democratic idealism of Whitman’s ‘spear of summer grass’, as Claudia Keelan
observes, ‘the lawn became popular in this country at the end of the 19th
century, and "came of age" with the phenomenon of the suburb (the triumph of
private property) and mass marketing of the lawnmower’. If the dream of
consumerism is to separate yourself from your neighbours through material
possessions, the lawnmower is the machine that can materialise that separation:
it demarcates private land. But crucially in this poem, as with Niedecker’s plots
on Blackhawk Island, that separation is made impossible through economic
deficiency. Her land, like the ‘space’ of the poem, is undifferentiated from that of
her neighbours.

The second line layers personal financial insecurity with global political
unrest. During that period, as nuclear war with the Soviet Union loomed large,
the threat of bombing was in the air, but the air raids of the Second World War
never reached the mainland US. We might also consider how the economy
“bombed” post-war, or how getting ‘bombed’ indicates drug-taking and getting
‘high’ on ‘grass’ as a response to financial instability. As the economy is failing
and the speaker is job-less, as Niedecker frequently was, getting ‘waste[d]’ on
Whitman’s symbolic ‘grass’, seems like necessary escapism. There is a troubling
parallel being drawn here between the enforced short-sightedness of poverty, as
getting stoned makes it difficult to focus, and the ‘waste’ that ensues — getting
‘wasted’ as a form of self-annihilation. From a materialist Marxist perspective,
this poem insinuates the difficulty of consciousness-raising when faced with dire
economic circumstances. The final line, ‘I see waste / I'd like to mow’, documents
the need to trim away at the ‘waste’ of the working-class condition; the poem
conveys the urgency to gain the right tools, the ‘lawnmower’, in order to
challenge the social order. Yet the poem ends with a disconcerting circularity.
The line, ‘if they’d give me a job’, is the statement on which the poem hinges.
Without this job and the ability to purchase such tools as ‘the lawnmower’, the
‘grass’ will grow unhampered, leaving a community of apathetic potheads with
no agency to effect political change.

Other poems in New Goose are less pessimistic and convey an underlying

solidarity felt by those living locally. Niedecker admits, ‘I always thought the
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people were really good’ (Peters 12). The poem ‘We know him — Law and Order
League’ (1939) describes the injustices felt by the inhabitants of Blackhawk
Island. The policeman is characterised by his high social position, as he ‘owns
stock’ and his political opposition to trade unions, ‘testified against the pickets/
at the plant’ (Collected 99). The divisions of this small community are made
obvious by lines such as ‘fishing from our dock’, and the venom of lines like
‘There he sits and fishes/...never sprang from work—/a sport’ (Collected 99).
The possessive pronouns here, the ‘We’ and ‘our’ are contrasted with this ‘he’
who occupies an unwelcome spot in the local landscape. Niedecker uses
linguistic platitudes, but the acerbic undertones reveal the bitter feelings
towards outsiders of the community. Such lines also mark the localised
specificity of the poetic utterance: Blackhawk Island was an enclave that did not
welcome outside authority. Niedecker’s ability to register wider political dissent
through the particulars of the local is paramount to the value of this collection.
Niedecker’s Folk-talk

Attention to local speech patterns and Niedecker’s ability to transcribe the
distinctive vernacular of Blackhawk Island is an important feature of the New
Goose poems. Zukofsky saw this source as a poetic gold mine, encouraging
Niedecker to read the newspaper, talk to locals and generally attend to the
‘riches immediately at hand in her community’ (Penberthy 41). More important
than Zukofsky though, was Niedecker’s own position among this folk-talk, which
‘rang in her ears, demanding release’ (Peters 54). Written in tribute to her verbal
heritage, Niedecker’s Mother Goose poems were principally influenced by her
grandfather, ‘a happy, outdoor grandfather who somehow somewhere had got
hold of nursery and folk rhymes to entrance me’, and her mother, ‘daughter of
the rhyming, happy grandfather mentioned above, speaking whole chunks of
down-to-earth (o very earthy) magic, descendant for sure of Mother Goose’
(Peters 22). Niedecker was constantly receptive to her social environment as she
collected and refracted the linguistic materials from her surroundings. However,
her poetic form is never intrusive: she eavesdrops on folk conversations, yet she
never appears to outstay her welcome. As her cabin was a part of the local

community, Niedecker preserves a keen sense of neighbourliness.
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In ‘Mr. Van Ess’ Niedecker nurtures local gossip and implements a range of
voices to echo the polyphony of the local. The first two lines are spoken in
dialogue, ‘Mr. Van Ess bought 14 washcloths?/ Fourteen washrags, Ed Van Ess?’,
with the subtle changes from ‘Mr.” to ‘Ed’, ‘14’ to ‘Fourteen’ and ‘washcloths’ to
‘washrags’ materialising the alternation in linguistic utterance (Collected 95).
The tone of lines such as, ‘He drinks, you know’ replicates an intimate, nosy
conversation, while the local dialect, ‘he came into the kitchen stewed’, serves to
remind us of the distinctiveness of this region (Collected 95). The extended
metaphor for this poem is entirely domestic, with ‘Mr. Van Ess’ being criticised
for his alcoholism, financial frivolity and for his domestic abuse. Niedecker tacitly
infers that ‘Ed’ is a violent masculine character: ‘mixed things up for my sister
Grace—/ put the spices in the wrong place’ (95). Reading this final line as the
metaphor for the damage Ed Van Ess has done to Grace, the ‘spices’ here stand in
for bruises, and the earlier ‘day we moved’ infers the family trying to flee (95).
While the ‘washcloths’ Ed is buying remain unaccounted for, we may deduce that
they are either sought in penance for his behaviour - ‘Must be going to give em/
to the church, I guess’ - or, more ominously, will be used to mop up blood (95).

The poem appears to parody hearsay and uses a simplified rhyme scheme to
create a jolly, uncomplicated atmosphere. But this triviality masks a darker social
reality. ‘Mr. Van Ess’ is a deeply ethical poem that interrogates gender relations
in the community and explores how such relations play out through oral
narratives. The niceties of linguistic platitudes may cover up the truth of Mr Van
Ess’ character, but the underlying purpose of such chatter is significant: it
functions to warn female neighbours about his violent behaviour. So Niedecker’s
invocation of gossip becomes a powerful weapon against patriarchal oppression.
Through the poetic transmission of such local gossip, Niedecker reveals that
community and solidarity is achieved between women through these verbal
encounters. In the poem, Niedecker is also able to legitimise her own practice of
eavesdropping. Taking the common definition of gossip as the ‘casual or
unconstrained conversation or reports about other people, typically involving
details which are not confirmed as true’, this resonates strongly with Niedecker’s
poetics in New Goose. On first glance many of the poems are in a gossipy mode:

slight, superficial and seemingly insignificant. Yet just as these poems (and
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gossip itself) can be initially overlooked, they both conceal a richer meaning. The
whole collection operates as a kind of local gossip hub, with openers like, ‘My
man says’, whereby commonplace occurrences accumulate and intensify into a
penetrating critique of capitalist consumption, greed, and patriarchal inequality
(Collected 97). The ‘Mr. Van Ess’ poem demonstrates the utter imbrication of the
personal, private and the political; while Feminism was not to announce that the
personal is the political until 1969, the year before Niedecker’s death, her New
Goose poems perform this mantra fluently. This magnification of the everyday is
entirely purposeful, as the poem details the psychological distress of living amid
such conditions of precariousness. Through the minutiae of details like the
number of ‘washcloths’ purchased, wider socio-gender ramifications are
revealed.

DuPlessis argues that Niedecker was deeply implicated in articulating
women’s experience, especially rural women further disenfranchised by
engrained patriarchal codes and marginal locales (‘The Anonymous’).
Femaleness in Niedecker is inevitably a ‘social marker’ and the women she
ventriloquises often speak from the common position of subjugation (‘The
Anonymous’). The women in New Goose are unglamorous, calling themselves ‘the
dung of the earth’ and dissatisfied with their condition, stating: ‘I doubt I'll get
silk stockings out/ of my asparagus’ (Collected 87, 103). Yet the poems never
serve to universalise women’s experience, or to forge any ‘similarity or
consensus for [a] social agenda’ (‘The Anonymous’). Rather Niedecker’s poems
‘point to the world around them and let injustices speak for themselves’, in a
non-discursive, matter-of-fact way, getting on with the job just like the female
characters invoked (‘The Anonymous’). Many poems outline women’s work, with
lines that describe their domestic labour, ‘Gather all the old, rip and sew’, and
‘floods floor, pump, wash machine’, while others play with linguistic and cultural
conventions to deconstruct female subject-hood: ‘What a woman! — hooks men
like rugs,/ clips as she hooks’ (Collected 102, 107, 108).

Through such characterisations, Willis claims that ‘Niedecker celebrates the
richness of folk language while acknowledging the brutality of the culture it
supports’ (‘Possessing’). Niedecker has described the process by which she

mediates this local language, disclosing, ‘I'm a different character in a different
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drama with almost every poem I write’ (Peters 56). Due to her steadfast location
on Blackhawk Island, Niedecker was able to ventriloquise various roles in the
community and become a mouthpiece for local issues. However, there has been
some critical discussion around the role Niedecker plays in the New Goose
poems. Sometimes she functions purely as the linguistic messenger, remaining
inaudible herself. As Maegan Evans surmises:

Critics like [Jonathan] Skinner and [Lisa] Robertson characterise
Niedecker’s speech and silence as mutually supportive, creating a poetics
of listening. These approaches are fruitful because they take into account
Niedecker’s responsiveness to her aural environment and her delight in
sound, while recasting her silences as active ethical responses.

143

Even in those moments of apparent lyrical quietude, Evans argues that
Niedecker takes an active ethical stance. More than a singular, lyric
contemplation, these poems bring into sharp focus the tensions and instabilities
of the community at large. Despite being a discreet, rather unsociable character
in real life, in the New Goose poems Niedecker speaks for the Blackhawk Island
folk, giving voice to those who have been marginalised.

Niedecker focuses on the microcosm of Blackhawk Island in order to reveal
the macroscopic: the national scale of socio-political discontent. Writing after the
Great Depression when thousands of people (including Niedecker and her first
husband, Frank Hartwig) lost their jobs, severe social disharmony was not a
uniquely local problem. Michael Davidson uses the term ‘critical regionalism’ in
relation to Niedecker to indicate ‘a use of locale to comment on global forces,
placing indigenous peoples, local economies, and non-metropolitan spaces
within the orbit of capitalist production worldwide. Cultural geographers have
used critical regionalism to describe the self-conscious use of vernacular features
to critique modernist universalism’ (117). Never singular or atomised, Matthew
Jenkins argues that, ‘the bodies in Niedecker are continually enmeshed within a
larger cultural context’ (15). The post-depression climate created, as DuPlessis
notes, ‘a sense of disenfranchised social agency,” which, in turn, led to wide scale
‘political outrage’ (‘“The Anonymous’)

The poems themselves open out the complexity of Niedecker’s political
thinking. In ‘A country’s economics sick’ (c. 1936) the essentials of food, language

and politics have become intermingled in the chaos of a failing economy: ‘A
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country’s economics sick/ affects its peoples speech’ (Collected 86). The people
of the poem can no longer afford, ‘bread and cheese and strawberries’ and this
deprivation has left language ‘indigestible’ too (Collected 86). This plays on the
consumption of food as a metaphor for the indigestibility of political language.
On Blackhawk Island, in the face of actual hunger, this rings true, as the
inhabitants were left disenfranchised amid such deprivation. From within such
structural poverty, ‘they have no pay’ is all that the country-folk are able to ‘say’
about their own condition: a declarative and un-nuanced statement of lack
(Collected 86). Language and meaning have been dumbed down to the basics.

In a letter to Zukofsky in 1937, Niedecker connects the daily search for
sustenance with wider political struggle. She writes that, “The lettuce I planted
on April 7 froze on April 27. So we start all over again’, and a few lines further
down in same letter, ‘Oh me, the junction with the Reds! Did you hear
[Vyacheslav] Molotov’s voice on [the] radio? (Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder
1). Here Niedecker materialises the convergence between food and intellectual
nourishment. However in the poem just discussed, the speaker asserts a firm
resolution: ‘Till in revolution rises/the strength to change/ the indigestible
phrase’ (Collected 86). As this early poem demonstrates, Niedecker’s politics of
the mid to late 1930s was deeply rooted in orthodox Marxist-Leninist ideology,
matching Zukofsky’s view that ‘the proletarian revolution” would be ‘the savior
of mankind’ (Hickman 26). Hickman characterises Zukofsky’s poetry from the
1930s and 1940s as a form of political ‘intervention’ — that poetry must
intervene in the ‘crisis of capitalism’ — but Niedecker’s approach was quite
different (19). Niedecker insists that it will be the people via revolution who will
usher in a new era of social equality (‘Till in revolution rises’), rather than
language or poetry that will intervene. This reversal is telling; while Zukofsky
was focusing on ways to ‘press literary history into the service of socialist
revolution’, or using literature to awaken the masses, Niedecker was instead
facilitating the underclasses in pressing themselves into the territory of literary
history (Hickman 27). ‘Niedecker asserts the aesthetic value of [the] working
class, [the] non-literary’, claims Willis (‘Possessing’). It is the local populous who
must rise up and demand his or her own aesthetic and political significance. This

egalitarian value structure is itself entirely radical. Zukofsky lived a somewhat
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bourgeois existence in New York, while Niedecker was living ‘right down among
em’ (Collected 142). Zukofsky was theorising working class conditions, while
Niedecker was embodying them. The cabin as her compositional site provides
the critical grounding for her political consciousness.
Indigeneity and Race

Alongside refining the poetics of her proletarian class-consciousness,
Niedecker was also extending her research methodologies. During her time at
the Federal Writer’s Project in Madison from 1938-1942, Niedecker and her
fellow workers compiled the 650-page text, Wisconsin: A Guide to the Badger
State. Her work on the project gave her an acute understanding of the state’s
history, culture and geography. This research trained her to attend to the details
of original documents and this new relationship to materials informed a number
of poems. She wrote ‘Black Hawk Held’ and poems on Increase Lapham and Asa
Gray during this period. The Works Projects Administration (W.P.A) also became
a practice in cooperative writing, as Niedecker worked alongside colleagues to
complete the guide (Penberthy 40). This communal effort into compiling a
regional history based on the particulars of the local, including researching
home-grown figures, extended Niedecker’s materialist approach to politics. In
this way, Niedecker’s politics move beyond the theoretical; she grounds her
investigations of site in real, local history. This research, I argue, enabled
Niedecker to explore the fractious issues of indigeneity and race. As Elisabeth
Willis argues:

Niedecker's opus seems less about place in a geographical sense (she
certainly disliked the notion of being a "regional” poet) than it is about
knowing one's place: that is, about where the poet fits into the culture and
how one travels through and within the interstices of class and regional
identity - owning up to one's debased roots, whether they lead back to
colonial explorers or the "natives" who pull out their fingernails, or both.
‘Possessing’
As Willis confirms, Niedecker’s poetry is less about ‘place’ and more about the
politics of emplacement. Niedecker’s poetry is rife with acknowledgments that
the ‘territorial claims of contemporary America rest on a history of imperialist
dispossession’ (Parks 137). It was Niedecker’s emplacement in her cabin that

enabled her to scrutinise colonialism. Rita Barnard notes a ‘renewed interest in

Native American matters’ in the 1930s, as she claims that ‘the Depression decade
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was a time when cultural anthropology rose to greater prominence,” and when
the social sciences began to critique ‘the idea of Western civilisation as a
narrative of progress’ (Parks 134). Barnard explains that ‘from the point of view
of non-Western cultures, especially, in the United States, of Native Americans,
the benefits of the Machine, of technology, and of abundant commodities may
appear rather negligible in relation to what they might destroy—or might
already have destroyed’ (Parks 134).

In his 2014 thesis, Extending the Document: American Poetry and the Cultural
Politics of Depression Documentary, Justin Parks describes Niedecker’s praxis as a
form of auto-ethnography.4! Parks writes of Niedecker’s ‘recourse to the
autochthonous elements of folk cultural production’, with an emphasis on her
connection to the land as a ‘source of authenticity’, which is established through
her native roots (117). However, the definition of ‘autochthon’ is

Originally a person indigenous to a particular country or region and
traditionally supposed to have been born out of the earth, or to have
descended from ancestors born in this way. Hence more generally: an
indigenous person; an earliest known inhabitant.
OED
Niedecker is politically attentive to the fact that she is not an autochthon; in her
poetics she adamantly contests any autochthonous connection to the region.
Parks labels Niedecker a ‘native informant’ of Wisconsin, yet the very condition
of her nativity — of her occupation of the land — is exactly what she confronts
(131).

Through the lens of colonialism, the tenor of Niedecker’s relationship with the
land is heightened and problematised. ‘The Clothesline Post is Set’ (c. 1946)
performs as a mode of auto-ethnography, able to investigate and criticise
Niedecker’s own position as a white woman living on Blackhawk Island. The

poem reads:

The clothesline post is set

yet no totem-carvings distinguish the Niedecker tribe
from the rest; every seventh day they wash:

worship sun; fear rain, their neighbors’ eyes;

raise their hands from ground to sky,

41 Autoethnography is a form of qualitative research in which an author uses self-reflection and
writing to explore their personal experience and connect this autobiographical story to wider
cultural, political and social meanings and understandings.

66



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

and hang or fall by the whiteness of their all
Collected 100

Parks notes that in this poem Niedecker ‘defamiliarises the familiar “ritual” of
hanging laundry out to dry by assuming an ethnographic perspective on it’ (117).
The American household custom of hanging washing is ironically equated to a
form of religious practice. But contemporary spirituality is registered as entirely
vacuous: God no longer judges the ‘Niedecker tribe’. Instead it is the local
neighbours who assess the efficacy of domesticity, rather than the purity of
character.

The ‘post’ here, marking the site of the judgement, echoes Native-American
totem poles. Such poles contain complex symbolic meaning in Native-American
culture, but Niedecker’s ‘clothesline post’ is, in contrast, mundane and ordinary.
Like the lawnmower from the previous poem (‘A lawnmower’s one of the babies
I'd have’), which was used to demarcate private property, this post is also used to
distinguish the land — this particular site — as belonging to the Niedeckers. But,
as Parks argues, ‘unlike the aboriginal peoples whose practices their behaviours
invoke, their claim on the land they inhabit is tenuous at best; it is as if they are
held in place by nothing but the “clothesline post”: a flimsy and fair-weather
stake (Parks 132). The Niedeckers are just like ‘the rest’; there is nothing to
‘distinguish’ them from the colonisers who stole this land from the native
population. In fact, this poem functions to expose the idiosyncrasies of the
Niedecker family and the wider Blackhawk Island community, in their attempt to
perform rituals of ‘whiteness’ against a backdrop of colonisation.

This poem is a pioneering critique of the ideological fantasy of whiteness.42 As
Gregory Jay explains in his ‘Introduction to Whiteness Studies,’

Whiteness Studies attempts to trace the economic and political history
behind the invention of "whiteness," to challenge the privileges given to
so-called "whites," and to analyse the cultural practices (in art, music,
literature, and popular media) that create and perpetuate the fiction of
"whiteness." ...At bottom, "whiteness" is an ideological fiction naming
those properties supposedly unique to "white people,” properties used to
claim that they are a “superior race” and the “norm” by which others are
judged. “Whiteness” is also — or above all else — a legal fiction

42 The ideology of whiteness is explored in an earlier poem, taken from the calendar selection,
‘Next Week or I fly my Rounds, Tempestuous’, as Niedecker writes: ‘I talk at the top/ of my
white/ resignment’ (Collected 55).
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determining the distribution of wealth, power, human rights, and
citizenship among bodies denominated by this fiction.*3
The final line of the poem, ‘and hang or fall by the whiteness of their all’, reveals

Niedecker’s awareness of the fictionalisation of race in the United States. Her
family and white neighbours have appropriated Native American land, as well as
their customs and traditions, but they are judged by their ability to enact
conventional forms of ‘whiteness’. The ‘whiteness’ of the clothes being hung out
to dry becomes an exteriorisation of the ‘whiteness’ of the Niedecker’s skin-
colour. In the poem such whiteness is also set against the violence of
contemporary racism and the rise of white supremacist organisations. The final
lines invoke the lynching of black people by insurgent white mobs in the late
1930s and early 1940s. The Ku Klux Klan use the motto “blood and soil” to stake
their right to inhabit US land.#* In making reference to the on-going racialised
violence of her period, Niedecker critiques the politics of colonial landownership
which function to exacerbate separatist tribalism.

The ritualisation of ‘whiteness’ in the poem has nothing to do with moral
purity; it is merely performative. ‘The clothes-line post is set’, indicates that this
is a stage ‘set’, while the phrase ‘hang or fall’ denotes the curtain being raised on
this theatre of white absurdity, in which Niedecker is an actor. As part of the
‘Niedecker tribe’, as well as through her ownership of property on the island,
Niedecker was inevitably afforded a certain amount of white privilege. As
Elizabeth Savage describes, ‘the absence of exceptionalism shown by the

"Niedecker tribe" ties this lyric to Modernism's reinvention of poetic tradition’;

43 Gregory Jay continues: ‘Whiteness studies can be traced to the writings of black intellectuals
such as W. E .B. DuBois and James Baldwin, but the field did not coalesce until liberal white
scholars embraced it [around 1995], according to some who helped shape it” While Whiteness
Studies peaked around the mid-2000s, there is currently renewed activism around structural
racism and inequality with the formation of the Black Lives Matter movement, as well as
pioneering poetry collections about race, such as Claudia Rankine’s 2014 Citizen: An American
Lyric. There have also been recent critical reflections on the inherent racism of the experimental
poetry tradition (see Cathy Park Hong’s ‘Delusions of Whiteness in the Avant-Garde’). Now
seems a timely moment to go back and consider Niedecker’s understanding of race in mid-
century US poetry.

44 The University of Milwaukee states: ‘A Milwaukee chapter of the Ku Klux Klan was organised in
1920. Early Milwaukee Klan meetings were held in a hall over a local theater, and by 1924 the
local chapter had 4,400 members and a clubhouse at 2424 Cedar Street (now West Kilbourn
Avenue). The cities of Madison, Racine, Kenosha, and Oshkosh also had Ku Klux Klan chapters.
Throughout the 1920s, the Wisconsin chapters of the Ku Klux Klan were a major problem for
both blacks and whites. Cross burnings were a common occurrence across the state for several
years and many state and municipal officials gained office because of Klan backing’ ("Ku Klux
Klan | March On Milwaukee - Libraries Digital Collection").
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here Niedecker is merely one of the rest, neither exceptional nor unique, aligned
to her white neighbours by her structural privilege (291). But unlike the typical
Modernist performance of racial neutrality, whereby whiteness stands in for
universal experience, Niedecker acknowledges her complicity within a racialised
world; through the recognition of her personal and structural privilege, she both
challenges and implicates herself within the fractious issue of racial inequality.
By interrogating the concept of imagined, universal ‘whiteness’ in this poem and
others, Niedecker participates in the poetic production of racially-aware politics,
which remains a highly contentious, and unresolved issue in poetics, even to this
day.*>

The wider context and timeline for the poem is important, as Peters reports in
Niedecker’s biography. By the 1940s Blackhawk Island had deteriorated ‘from a
rural paradise to a blue-collar tourist destination’ and had opened two resorts
that ‘catered exclusively to African Americans’ (Peters 71). But segregation was
still a powerful force in the US at this time, as Peters tells us: ‘If an African
American ventured into other resorts.... he might be asked at gunpoint to leave’
(71). Living within this fraught political environment, race-relations were no
longer an abstracted concept for Niedecker, but a daily lived experience. Such
divisions would have heightened the poet’s sense of her own racialised body. As
Sara Ahmed confirms in her 2007 essay, ‘A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” ‘we
can consider how whiteness becomes worldly as an effect of reification.
Reification is not then something we do to whiteness, but something whiteness
does, or to be more precise, what allows whiteness to be done’ (150).

After her father’s death in 1954 and finding it difficult to work due to her
failing eye-sight, Niedecker was left in charge of his small estate: namely the
cabins he owned and rented out on Blackhawk Island. She discloses in a poem:
‘The death of my poor father/ leaves debts/ two small houses’ (Collected 117).
Niedecker’s poor economic status meant that she worked a variety of jobs,
including proofreading, librarianship and employment as a switchboard

operator. During the years 1954-1957 (until her job as a hospital cleaner) the

45 See the controversy around Conceptual poets Kenneth Goldsmith and Vanessa Place in their
appropriation of black voices as a contemporary example of how poetry and racialised so-called
‘identity’ politics is still a controversial question.
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rent on these small houses became her only source of income.*¢ Peters explains
that as ‘as a property owner’ Niedecker ‘dreaded selling to blacks because they
put off other buyers, lowering value’ (127). This economic and ethical struggle is
keenly enacted in a poem from 1955.

When brown folk lived a distance
from my cottages my hand full of lilies
went out to them

from potted progressive principles.

Now no one of my own hue will rent.
I'll lose my horticultural bent.

I'll lose more - how dark
if to fight to keep my livelihood
is to bleach brotherhood
Collected 136
The poem presents multiple layers of precarity. The lyric ‘I’ of the poem, standing

for Niedecker’s own position, is under threat of losing the profitability of her
land, if ‘brown folk’ move closer to her rental cabins. The intersections of class,
race and gender that Niedecker layers is farsighted: the verse ties together
ethical responsibility with economic instability, racial injustice, complicity and
guilt. Niedecker ridicules herself and the classic left-wing liberal, with their
‘potted progressive principles’, as she recalls how reaching out to her black
neighbours, with ‘my hand full of lilies,” only occurs from a position of relative
security.

Like in ‘The Clothesline post is set’, the poetic speaker demarcates her own
white position from the opening line: ‘When brown folk lived a distance/ from
my cottages’. Niedecker’s lyric self here makes itself known as neither universal
nor representational: her white body orients itself in consideration of racial
inequality, but not in complete solidarity with it. As Savage argues:

[Alnonymity or impartiality anchoring the lyric's authority includes,
especially, race neutrality, a factor taken easily as a given because of the
lyric's purported disembodiment (and, thus, skinlessness) of voice, and
works much like the democratic ideal of character triumphing over colour
or class. Niedecker's poetry intervenes in this supposition to observe the
lyric as racially marked, or as white and producing whiteness through its

46 Peters describes how Niedecker ‘desperately needed another job; income from the rental
properties didn’t pay her taxes let alone daily essentials, and there were [her father] Henry’s
debts’ (122).
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pretension of colourlessness.... ‘When brown folk lived a distance’ refuses
the lyric pretext of a racially transcendent consciousness.
304

Defying the normative “colourless” lyric self, this poem functions as an intense
personal scrutiny of how to ethically position oneself within a defiantly racist
community.

The middle stanza of the poem appears to be autobiographical, as in a letter to
Zukofsky the following year Niedecker admits: “Two more houses have been sold
to negroes between this neighbourhood and the hill, I'll try to buy a lot in Fort
where I could possibly live with country and main street in walking distance and
that will be that’ (Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder 3). The tone of this letter
complicates the poem. It seems there was a moment around 1957 when
Niedecker considered selling her rental homes and moving into Fort Atkinson
town, but it is unclear if this move was solely to improve her finances, or
whether Niedecker herself did not want to rent to, or even perhaps to live
amongst, the black locals. In the poem Niedecker’s position is outlined as lose-
lose: Tll lose my horticultural bent’/ Tll lose more’. The choice available is
between maintaining her much-valued ecological cabin home, or her long-
standing political principles. But Savage makes an important distinction:

Importantly, the poem doesn't say no one will rent her property, just that

no one of ‘her hue’ will — a euphemism intensifying the speaker's status

as ‘white understood’ (because we all know who doesn't want to live

beside brown people). This important distinction, not ‘no one’ but ‘no one

of my own hue,” makes the crisis clearly about the speaker's character
rather than her literal economic survival.

307

More than simply an enactment of ‘character’, as Savage describes, Niedecker’s

whole moral outlook is scrutinised in this poem.

The poem does not offer any simple solutions to the complexity of negotiating
a racialised local economy. But it does offer a range of colours — ‘brown’, ‘lilies’,
‘hue’, dark’, ‘bleach’ — to counter the black and white binary of racial prejudice
(Collected 136). In typical Niedecker fashion, minute linguistic choices become
paramount and close-reading those choices is the way to understand Niedecker’s
political standpoint. The principles of the speaker are characterised as ‘potted’:
i.e. ‘planted or grown in a pot’; not cultivated directly from the ground. These

‘potted progressive principles’ are not, therefore, naturally occurring, but are
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instead appropriated from wider liberal discourse (a slight “dig” at Zukofsky,
perhaps). The ‘lilies,” offered as an insincere gesture of solidarity, are similarly
up-rooted. This is a poem about how to cultivate equality more widely — about
how to home-grow anti-racism in the face of widespread structural poverty. As
Savage writes: ‘horticulture entails cultivating roots, which are etymologically

m

(and metaphorically) joined to "race™ (303). Niedecker subverts the association
of roots with racial purity in the phrase ‘bleach brotherhood’. The ‘bleach’ that
has used to whitewash the neighborhood, is entirely destructive to the natural
environment.4” Through these terms, as well as using the catchall term ‘folk’ to
describe her African-American neighbours, Niedecker reveals that racism is
ungrounded in her local community.

Again, it is Niedecker’s cabin site that bolsters the integrity of this
investigation. The speaker’s principles are uncomplicated when ‘brown folk lived
a distance’, revealing that proximity is really what is at issue. Space, particularly
racially marked space, plays a pivotal role in this poem and in ‘The clothes-line
post is set’. In the latter, the ‘Niedecker’ property sits directly upon historic
Native American land, which returns us to the politics of land ownership. An
emphasis on possession is strong in ‘When brown folk lived a distance’: ‘my hand
full’, ‘my own hue’, ‘my livelihood’, while the drawbacks are individualised: ‘T'll
lose/ I'll lose’. Similarly, in ‘The clothes-line post is set,’ it is ‘the whiteness of
their all’ by which the Niedeckers will be judged, as the total amount of clothing,
or the whiteness of their skin, is most valued. By focusing in upon the minute
details of daily struggles around class and race — the amount of washing and the
distance between houses — Niedecker is able to critique the wider socio-
political implications. In both poems, the characters are not reified by race, but
separated through their ability to occupy land; remnants of the colonial ideology
work to categorise and separate those who possess from the dispossessed. The
capitalist mandate for ownership, whether of land or through consumerism, is

ultimately the modus operandi that has set up this intrinsic power imbalance.

47In her astute analysis of this poem, Savage also notes: ‘The phrase "to bleach brotherhood"
paraphrases Du Bois in the first chapter of The Souls of Black Folk, where he states, “[The American
Negro] would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro
blood has a message for the world” (39).
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Enmeshed/ Unmeshed in Blackhawk Island

Compared with fellow poet and political radical Zukofsky, Niedecker was
doubtful about the capacity for poetry to aid in effecting social change. This
hesitancy grows out of being active in the community of Blackhawk Island and
her lived experience of working class adversity. She also participated in a local
culture that rarely met her intellectual demands. In 1958, after reading Thoreau
closely, she remarks to Zukofsky: ‘I wish [ had some Thoreau's living out here’
(Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder 3). Without academic companionship,
Niedecker mostly kept her poetic life to herself. In 1957 she writes regarding her
hospital colleagues: ‘I think they know they have a cleaning woman who is a little
different from the usual, but it wouldn’t do the slightest good to show them how
different’ (Peters 126). This was a decisive manoeuvre on Niedecker’s part — to
keep her poetry hidden. As she explains in a letter to Zukofsky:

[ think I've arranged it that the hospital work is one world and mine
at home is another... How am I really? I'm all right. I enjoy my home
and even myself sometimes. Enmeshed in nuisances of course but no
real troubles. How are you really?

Letter to Zukofsky, September 2 1957, Niedecker Papers, Box 39, Folder 4

In Zukofsky’s reply, he corroborates Niedecker’s need to remain detached in
order to think and write poetically. He twists Niedecker’s ‘enmeshed....
nuisances’ into the idea of living ‘unmeshed’: autonomous and un-entangled
from societal expectations (Zukofsky Collection, Box 19, Folder 5). 48

Willis argues that in Niedecker’s lyric disclosures, ‘the poet-reporter is
clearly set apart from the subjects whose speech-acts she records’
(‘Possessing’). While DuPlessis suggests that ‘her relationship to the people
is never without the judgment of an outsider: she is inside [the] social class
yet outside by virtue of her artistic production’ (“The Anonymous’). A poem
that encapsulates this position, between being ‘enmeshed’ in the local
community, but remaining artistically ‘unmeshed’ is, ‘In the great snowfall
before the bomb’, written in 1950:

In the great snowfall before the bomb
colored yule tree lights
windows, the only glow for contemplation

48 | am unable to quote directly from Zukofsky’s response to Niedecker, due to the limitations set
by Paul Zukofsky on his father’s work. Such restrictions frustrate the expansion of Niedecker
scholarship and prevent a richer critical understanding of the Zukofsky-Niedecker relationship.
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along this road

[ worked the print shop

right down among em

the folk from whom all poetry flows
and dreadfully much else.

[ was Blondie

[ carried my bundles of hog feeder price lists
down by Larry the Lug,

I'd never get anywhere

because I'd never had suction,

pull, you know, favor, drag,

well-oiled protection.

[ heard their rehashed radio barbs -
more barbarous among hirelings

as higher-ups grow more corrupt.

But what vitality! The women hold jobs -
clean house, cook, raise children, bowl
and go to church.

What would they say if they knew
I sit for two months on six lines
of poetry?
Collected 142-143

Peter Quartermain has characterised Niedecker as ‘ambivalent’ or ‘indifferent’ to
her local population, but this poem contradicts his assessment, as it offers a
range of strong emotional responses (162). It moves through the fluctuations of
affection, disillusionment, respect, contempt, inclusion and withdrawal from the
community. As Alison Caruth argues, the poem cultivates ‘critical distance as
well as quotidian intimacy’ (53).

It opens with a comparison between the glow from Christmas trees with the
glow emitted from the first nuclear explosion. This imaginative association
reveals the heightened literary mind of the speaker who is able to conjure and
compare disparate elements. In contrast the ‘folk’ are characterised as lacking
such enlightenment: their ‘windows’ reflect artificial light, rather than internal
‘contemplation’. Still the poetic subject is reluctantly implicated within this
community. ‘I was Blondie’, she discloses, a local nickname that, in truly
Niedecker fashion, is ordinary and modest. But the nickname shrewdly reveals

the gender-dynamics at play, as ‘Blondie’ is shorthand for unintelligent,
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superficial — a stereotypical “dumb blonde”. It seems that the speaker
encourages this false perception, as she can utilise this misconception to her
advantage. As she tells us, the locals provide the foundation to her poetics, as it is
the ‘folk from whom all poetry flows’.4° Performing as humble ‘Blondie’, she is
able to surreptitiously exploit her position ‘right down among em’ to procure
their folk vernacular. The ‘Blondie’ of the poem is therefore a double agent — a
local and a poet — an interlocutor and an interloper.59 In fact, the poetic subject
is able to carry out these dual functions because she is undervalued and
misjudged. This idea gets to the heart of Niedecker’s social persona within the
collective of Blackhawk Island. She can operate within the community, appearing
as one of the ‘folk’, but her poetic craft generates her sense of separation and
self-reliance.

Niedecker shared this position of under-appreciation with the local women
she esteems. The poem chronicles the diversity of work undertaken by women,
stating that ‘The women hold jobs’, which subtly criticises the men of the area
who could not “hold-down” long-term employment. She also praises the
women’s ability to enact a multiplicity of roles; she contests the disregard
afforded to women’s domestic tasks, affirming housework as a full-time
occupation. But it is precisely the invisibility of female labour that Niedecker
exploits to her advantage. While her physical work at the Hoards Dairyman
printing press is recognised by the town, as she ‘worked in the print shop....
carried my bundles of hog feeder price lists’, her poetic labour remains hidden as
she whimsically questions: ‘What would they say if they knew/ I sit for two
months on six lines/ of poetry? Here Niedecker is again drawing parallels
between tangible, highly productive manual work, and occluded or slow
aesthetic labour. She reveals that her own poetic practice is long and onerous.
While her writing appears spontaneous, casual, and even artless, Niedecker’s

poems demand intense scrutiny: she toils away at language, condensing and

49 The next line continues ‘and dreadfully much else,’ lamenting that while their linguistic
utterance is rich, they are otherwise impoverished.

50 DuPlessis makes similar claims: ‘So when Niedecker distances herself from, yet collects this
language, she is setting herself at a class and gender distance from her peers, unwilling to be
absorbed into the same joshing easy going formulas’ (“The Anonymous’).
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crafting her verse. While her poesis might not be as highly productive as her
work in the ‘print shop’, it is equally labour intensive.

The speaker of this poem does not shy away from hard graft. She does,
however, draw the line at sexual exploitation. An aspect as yet overlooked by
Niedecker scholarship, the lines ostensibly about her work at the print shop, ‘I'd
never get anywhere/ because I'd never had suction,/ pull, you know, favor,
drag,/ well-oiled protection’, also operate at the level of sexual innuendo. The
interpolation of the gossipy, ‘you know’, in the middle of this section makes such
innuendo likely. The position here, we should remember, is ‘right down among
em’, making the poetic subject susceptible to male ‘barbarous’ advances. Sexual
relations are reportedly encouraged in the Hoards Dairyman workplace, as there
are condoms, or ‘well-oiled protection’, to prevent pregnancy. Despite being
sexualised as ‘Blondie’ by her co-workers, the lyric voice remains incorruptible,
telling the reader: [They said] ‘I'd never get anywhere/ because I'd never had
suction’. Repudiating male harassment, the speaker carries no ‘favor’ or ‘pull’
with management. As an early example of the sexual politics of the workplace,
the poem reveals an insightful and pioneering cultural critique. There is an
imperative to remain on her own terms, and not be susceptible to her debauched
environment. Ultimately then, while living ‘right down among em’, Niedecker
retained a sense of self ‘protection’ in order to achieve poetic ‘contemplation’.
Grounded in her cabin on Blackhawk Island, she had the lived experience of local
political issues while maintaining a critical distance in order to write poems.
Straddling two worlds, the site of the local and the space of the mind, Niedecker

constructs a poetics that does justice to her internal and external inhabitations.

Section Three: The Niedecker Interior

— All my surfaces are hard, all my interiors quiet and relocating.
Niedecker to Zukofsky, June 16, 1959. Zukofsky Collection, Box 25, Folder 3

As a poet who valued self-protection, the site of Niedecker’s interiority — her
unique ‘mental furnishing’ as she terms it — offers up manifold research
potential. Yet the particulars of her complex sense of poetic interior have gone
widely unexplored by Niedecker criticism. This is probably because the poet

herself offered very little in the way of articulating her own poetics, her methods
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of working, or her sense of herself as a poet. To explore Niedecker’s interior, we
must turn to the two major sources that scholars have access to: namely the
poems themselves and her remaining correspondence.>! These sources reveal
the complexity of Niedecker’s subjectivity as it is constructed through the
literary act. Her letters often reveal her identity being strategically performed,
while her poetry can register a greater depth of self-investigation. Yet, like
Dickinson, Niedecker was invested in exploiting literary genres, particularly
epistolary writing. She blurs the boundaries between the performative
disclosure and poetic utterance, to obfuscate any facile notions of literary
selfhood.

It is well established that Niedecker was reclusive, taciturn and reserved. In
an early letter to Harriet Monroe, in February 1934, she discloses: ‘One’s fear is
people — going social’ (Penberthy 36). This personal reticence extends to her
poetry:

Scuttle up the workshop,
settle down the dew,
I'll tell you what my name is
when we’ve made the world new
Collected 87
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Example from Niedecker’s New Goose manuscript, with ‘Jim Poor’s his name’

51 Niedecker’s correspondence is patchy at best. Upon her death she requested that her husband,
Al Millen, destroy her remaining correspondence. Additionally after their tumultuous first
decade, Niedecker and Zukofsky dedicated time to erasing the personal intimacy of their letters,
leaving only a few scraps from their first ten years of correspondence.
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typed, and ‘Scuttle up the Workshop’ handwritten beneath. Niedecker Papers,
Box 33, Folder 6.

In this manuscript example, the speaker’s personal evasion is heightened
through her distinctive handwriting.>2 The poet is present textually, as her hand
has visibly written the typography, but the lyric subject is determined to remain
evasive. She will not even unveil her name, a designation that is utterly arbitrary.
Niedecker’s poetic model, however, is not Shakespeare, but Dickinson, who
writes:

I'm Nobody! Who are you?

Are you - Nobody - too?

Then there’s a pair of us!

Don’t tell! they’d advertise - you know!

How dreary - to be - Somebody!
How public - like a Frog -
To tell one’s name - the livelong June -
To an admiring Bog!
Poems 166

Like Dickinson, there is a reluctance in Niedecker to disclose anything at all
about the private self. Instead, she claims in a letter to Jonathan Williams in
August 1965, T'm a different character in a different drama with almost every
poem I write’ (Penberthy 35). Many of the New Goose poems are ‘shot through
with personality’, but the poetic speaker herself remains elusive (Penberthy 35).
Playing with personae and extending her ‘tendency towards self-dramatisation’,
any real sense of self in Niedecker’s first collection is not easy to locate
(Penberthy 35).

Niedecker nourishes self-contained privacy. Unlike other poets of the period
— including Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, Ted Berrigan and Zukofsky — who,
through the mechanisms of self-promotion, recognised the cachet in curating a
public identity to enhance their poetic career, Niedecker entirely repudiated this

practice.>3 As she articulates in a letter to Clayton Eshleman: ‘No, No, No! —

52Cid Corman noted in a letter to Gail Roub: ‘I never saw her handwriting — with its
immaculate clear modest script — without at once feeling a twinge of pleasure — at whatever
she has to say... She is both unpredictable and characteristic’ (Arnold).

53 See Libbie Rifkin’s pioneering Career Moves: Olson, Creeley, Zukofsky, Berrigan, and the
American Avant-garde, for a detailed examination of the wider cultural implications of shaping a
(male) poetic career.
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Please do not print my letters.... | do not want to be known by what I say outside
poems’ (Penberthy 125). During her lifetime, Niedecker did not actively seek out
a literary career, even refusing to give interviews. As she explained when
approached for a poetry reading in 1965, ‘I fight shy of that kind of thing’
(Between Your House 77). DuPlessis contends that ‘fighting shy’ could be a
Niedecker ‘motif’, describing her as ‘shy, resistant, reluctant and what one might
call “fighting shy,” that is, ‘presenting her shyness and maneuvering it' (‘The
Anonymous’). Peters’ biography affirms that Niedecker would choose when to
appear timid. During her time at the Federal Writers’ Project, an account given
by close-friend Vivien Hone ‘belies Niedecker’s famous shyness’ as the poet
arranged a large Thanksgiving feast for friends and associates (Peters 65).
Instead, claims another friend Edwin Honig, introversion was ‘a mask she wore
to avoid certain people, rather than an affliction’ (Peters 65). Resistant to poetic
culture at large, DuPlessis makes the case that Niedecker ‘embraced, worked
towards, and improvised playfully on the condition of anonymity as a gesture of
career building’ (‘The Anonymous’). As DuPlessis notes, this adoption of
anonymity was not in opposition to achieving literary fame. Rather, as Evans
argues, it centered on ‘quietness, obliquity, and even self-effacement as integral
to her poetics’ (126).

To understand the context for this self-effacement, we must attend to the
complexity of the Niedecker—Zukofsky relationship. Niedecker’s well-
documented initiation into Objectivism began in February 1931 when she read
the Objectivist issue of Poetry magazine.>* Niedecker first went to New York to
meet Zukofsky between November and December of 1933, and maintained
correspondence with him for the rest of her life. But their relationship has often
been critically cast as ‘tutelary’ argues Penberthy, with Niedecker dismissed as
Zukofsky’s ‘acolyte’ (3).55 Carl Rakosi described Niedecker’s ‘adulation’ for

Zukofsky in a letter to Oppen, and she has been considered a ‘loyal disciple’ of

54 A home-grown American movement, Objectivism’s aesthetic epistemology centred on how
objects come to bear meaning in the modern world. Dissenting from increasingly hegemonic
Modernist methods, the Objectivists practiced new ways to consider the world through poetry.

55 For example, as Penberthy points out, in the introduction to From This Condensery: The
Complete Writing of Lorine Niedecker edited by Robert Bertholf, we are told: “The early letters to
Zukofsky are those of a daughter writing to a father, a fledgling poet to a mentor’ (3).
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Zukofsky in her attraction to Objectivism (‘The Anonymous’). Their remaining
correspondence confirms that Niedecker was often effaced in order to promote
Zukofsky’s work. She spent much of her life deferring to Zukofsky. In August
1955 she wrote to Dahlberg: ‘So good of you to write me for material. I'm
enclosing what I have on hand.... By far the most important for readers would be
my 18-page essay on the poetry of Louis Zukofsky. I wonder if you'd want it’
(Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2). Setting aside her own desire for publication,
Niedecker puts Zukofsky before herself, in a classic act of female self-effacement.

This complicates the possibility of ‘anonymity’ as a method for ‘career
making’, as outlined by DuPlessis (‘The Anonymous’). It is the job of the feminist
critic, DuPlessis reminds us, not only to locate female agency in decision-making,
but also to unpack the complex gender-power dynamics at play. Research on
Zukofsky and Niedecker has sidestepped their complicated, often exploitative
relationship. It has yet to critique the manipulative control that Zukofsky
maintained over Niedecker throughout her life. As her mediator to the avant-
garde, Zukofsky abused his position by making significant demands of her. She
worked for him for free, typing his poetic manuscripts, despite being
impoverished and working many hours at various low paid jobs. Peters reports
that she frequently sent the Zukofsky family money, which ‘Zuk said, they used
for an occasional movie and dinner’ (122). Furthermore, Zukofsky insisted that
the pair burn their early correspondence, which presumably included content
that revealed Zukofsky’s demand for Niedecker to have an abortion in the mid
1930s.

However, accurately researching their complex relationship is currently
impossible, as Zukofsky’s son Paul was given his father’s copyright, which he
held to ransom.>¢ Even in the 21st century the Zukofskys continued to impede
Niedecker’s poetic career, by restricting what could be published on the pair.
Penberthy works hard to rebalance the picture, but, as yet, there has been no

possibility of an objective comparison on the influence that each poet had upon

56 See Paul Zukofsky’s ‘Copywrite Notice’, in which he catalogued his distaste for those who have
a ‘misguided interest in literature, music, art’ and might want to work on his father’s oeuvre as
‘self-interest’ to which he responded with a decisive ‘““do not trespass” sign where LZ aficionados
may see it’ (z-site).
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the other. At present we must defer to the Niedecker expert Jenny Penberthy,
who after studying the archival and currently un-publishable correspondence
between the couple, insists on labelling their poetic enterprise ‘a joint
endeavour’ (24).

Coded Agency: Niedecker’s Correspondence

[t is in their correspondence that Niedecker’s hidden agency can be located, as
she artfully constructs her public performance. The construction of self in her
letters is meticulous, nimble and incisive. As Zukofsky states in an undated
fragment, ‘your letters are your best writing’ (Zukofsky Collection, Box 19, Folder
4). Penberthy agrees as to their intrinsic value, if not the status within
Niedecker’s oeuvre, suggesting that ‘letter writing was her subsidiary art’ and
moreover that her correspondence often folded into her poetic work (8). As
Penberthy relays, ‘Her news from home often proved to be a rough draft on its
way to the condensed nugget of the poem’ (8). Like Dickinson, who blurred the
genre boundaries between letter and poem, Niedecker too relished the
epistolary form as a mode to enact the contingencies of literary form.
Furthermore, for this socially retiring poet, letter writing enabled new modes of
collectivity without leaving the site of the cabin. As for Dickinson, epistolary
forms facilitated Niedecker’s participation in vibrant cultural exchange without
renouncing poetic autonomy.

Niedecker’s writing is often playful, slippery and occasionally duplicitous. In
letters to the Zukofsky family in the late 1950s for example, she signs off with,
‘To your tenth floor cliff dwelling from my knot hole in the woods’, in one letter,
and, ‘from my tree not so high as your tenth floor’ in another (Zukofsky
Collection, Box 33, Folder 4). During this period the Zukofskys lived at 30 Willow
Street in Brooklyn, New York. They had a large house with views of the harbour,

but they did not live on the 10th floor, as the building is only four stories high.
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Zukofsky Collection, Box 33, Folder 4.

Photograph of the Zukofskys’
house at 30 Willows Street,
Brooklyn, New York. Taken May
2015.
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It is significant that Niedecker sets herself apart from the Zukofskys based on
their different dwellings. Seemingly innocuous, Niedecker calls her cabin, a ‘knot
hole in the woods’ and a ‘tree’ in contrast to the Zukofsky’s privileged ‘tenth floor
cliff dwelling’. As a parting remark, the undercurrent of Niedecker’s meaning is
clear: she is ‘not so high’ as the Zukofskys, inferring that she lacks their
importance, but it also implies that she is not so high and mighty. Modesty here
masks sharp criticism. Niedecker manoeuvres herself into a position of self-
deprecation to shrewdly attack the bourgeois Zukofsky lifestyle. This duality of
humility and acerbity is a potent double-attack upon her so-called “mentor”. Far
from the model student, Niedecker can both perform that role and undercut it
through her mischievous wit.

In another example, Niedecker plays with her identity as Zukofsky’s pupil. In a
letter to Kenneth Cox in 1966, Niedecker writes, ‘I literally went to school to
William Carlos Williams and Louis Zukofsky’ (Penberthy 23). While placing
herself in the role of schoolgirl, she also simultaneously positions herself within
the tradition of Williams and Zukofsky, two contemporary heavyweights of the
poetry world. She is non-threating, conceding their superlative tutelage, but also
present in their poetic domain. In this late letter, Niedecker has perfected the art
of self-deprecation as a means of self-promotion. She would foster this identity in
letters to other male poets. She insists to Jonathan Williams in 1970, ‘I probably
have a folk base and even LZ knew it many years ago, that so far as I can see it
might actually be my only claim to any difference between most poets and
meself (Penberthy 4). Playing down her abilities by performing self-deprecation,
she invites compliments from her correspondents. These extracts also intensify
her poetic uniqueness: her singularity as a writer. Niedecker makes the
conscious decision not to fit within the Objectivist school, or follow in the
Surrealist tradition. Instead she labels herself as a ‘folk’ writer, impossible to
assimilate into a particular avant-garde movement. While other Objectivist
contemporaries also valued singularity (most notably Oppen), Niedecker raises
the bar. She positions herself as artistically and geographically unprecedented
and unparalleled — matched only, perhaps, by Dickinson in her enactment of

creative singularity. Her unique site in the cabin cultivated this singularity.
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What emerges when we consider the various shifting identities Niedecker
adopts through her correspondence is her mobilisation of adaptation, discretion
and play. In another letter to Dahlberg, she fluctuates between extreme
reverence and complete self-determination. In 1955 she writes:

Dear Edward Dahlberg:

Well, the enclosed does make a whole “inward landscape”. Omission of
middle lines of “February almost March” is the way you want it? - and of
last two of “I sit in my own house” and second stanza of “In Europe we
grown a new bean”....

It is so good of you to tell me so kindly what I lack.
Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2
This oscillation between obsequious gratitude and assured artist confidence

marks this as a fascinating example of her outward and inward sense of herself
as poet. Outwardly she defers to Dahlberg’s judgement, whilst inwardly she
knows better. Compare her self-inscribed sovereign ‘whole “inward landscape™
with her specious compositional ‘lack’; Niedecker tells Dahlberg that her internal
poetic world is whole, while her outer world (publication, acknowledgment) is
lacking — needs support. This letter, among others, demonstrates her
consciousness of precarity: she desperately needs publishers and promotion, but
she wants to remain creatively autonomous.>’

Niedecker’s agency and self-confidence is necessarily coded, or hidden. For
instance, in response to a picture of the author printed with Zukofsky’'s Some
Time, Niedecker suggests, “‘They can put a creeping mint for me when I have a
book’ (Penberthy 235). The suggestion that her jacket photo should be ‘a
creeping mint’ plant is unassuming, but it works to disguise the conviction of the
statement, ‘when | have a book’. Divergent and oftentimes contradictory
strategies for literary survival collide and merge in Niedecker’s correspondence;
reverence slides into exaggerated praise, which then becomes covert criticism.
Whatever the strategy, the end goal remained the same: maintain a presence in

the poetic world in order for her poetic talent to one day be recognised.

57 This problem of getting published was something that she shared with Dickinson. In an
unpublished fragment from 1951, Niedecker concedes, ‘Well, ED (I just remember, that's Emily
Dickinson and so we’ll keep it. for her. (...) what happens to these people?’ (Niedecker Papers,
Box 25, Folder 1). As this extract demonstrates, the future of both poets was unknown,
unknowable. Conserving a place in history for their poetry was of the greatest importance for
both women:‘... As you know, I'd be happy if a book of my own poems could come out by some
publisher somewhere before I die’, Niedecker discloses to Cid Corman, just five years before her
death (Between Your House 65).
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‘nothing in it/ but my hand’: Niedecker’s Self-reliance

This sense of personal and poetic autonomy was shared with Dickinson.
Indeed there are multiple parallels that can be drawn between the pair.>8 While
most critics make some comparison between the writers, based primarily on
their similar, isolated household set-ups, there has been relatively little work
that draws out the complexity of their relation. Their formal poetic confluences
include: linguistic brevity and concision, parataxis, slant rhymes, no formal titles
for poems, drafting and revision processes, collecting poems into informal
groupings or fascicles, the heightened significance of the manuscript, lacking
formal publication for most of the oeuvre (and instead utilising letter writing as a
creative act).5? Notwithstanding these various parallels, in an article for Jacket,
Gloria Frym rejects the Dickinson/ Niedecker equivalence:

The analogy to Dickinson seems part of an attempt to construct some sort
of meta-genealogy of ‘women poets,’ potentially distancing Niedecker
from historical context and lessening her relationship to those
Objectivists with whom she may rightly claim association. Carl Rakosi
summed up the difference between Dickinson and Niedecker: ‘Of course,
Lorine was absolutely objective, whereas Dickinson dealt in
subjectivities.’

Such an identification of Niedecker with the Objectivists has its own limitations,

principally that, as illustrated in this passage, there has been a reluctance to
consider the scope of Niedecker’s ‘subjectivities’.

DuPlessis argues that Niedecker was a poet ‘deeply implicated in the
Objectivist nexus,” but also points out that she considered herself to be ‘on the
periphery’ of the group (‘The Anonymous’). Even in her most sincerely
Objectivist poems, there is an undercurrent of recalcitrance. While Niedecker
read her fellow Objectivists veraciously, in her own work she continuously
‘modified [the Objectivists’] terms’ (Heller xii). Evans considers the issue of
subjectivity to be the point of contention (150). In Sounding Silence: American
Women’s Experimental Poetics, she argues that: ‘In its fixation on objects and its
scrupulous avoidance of the subjective, Objectivism is not able to accomplish

what, for Niedecker, is essential to art: interiority and self-exploration’ (Evans

58 Niedecker’s investment in Dickinson is evident. On November 27th 1960, in a letter to
Zukofsky, she states, ‘At 57 I have two people ED and LZ, after a lifetime almost, of reading’
(Niedecker Papers, Box 39, Folder 4).

59 Rather than attend to the multiple formal commonalities between the poets, my consideration
here will be around their formulation of poetic subjectivities.
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150). The Objectivists have been characterised as disinterested, even hostile to
exploring the mysteries of the self, with Zukofsky dismissing the unconscious as
a product of history and acculturation (DuPlessis and Quartermain 11). But in
The Objectivist Nexus: Essays in Cultural Poetics, DuPlessis and Quartermain point
out that some Objectivist work, like that of George Oppen, was interested in
‘blending inside and out’ (11). These same critics conclude that: ‘[Niedecker]
interpreted Objectivist practise as having to focus its materiality of objects in the
real world to express intensities of interior feeling’ (DuPlessis and Quartermain
11).

Attempting to access every level of experience to understand our innate
nature, the Surrealist movement provided a valuable counter narrative to
Objectivism. The Surrealists offered ‘tools for looking inward that were
stringently denied by [some of the] Objectivists’, explains Evans (151).
Niedecker’s early work is saturated with Surrealist influences. She visited
Salvador Dali’s one man show in New York at Levy’s in 1933 and published the
Surrealist inspired ‘Promise of Brilliant funeral’ the following September (Peters
128). She also wrote ‘Progression’ and ‘Canvass’ in a Surrealist style. Both
DuPlessis and Peter Quartermain agree that Niedecker differs significantly from
other Objectivist poets because her work ‘has a distinct, liberatory, pre-
Objectivist phase of Surreal writing’ (10). This interest outside of the rigidity of
Objectivism can be viewed as ‘muted criticism’ of Zukofsky, argues DuPlessis
(‘The Anonymous’).

However, beyond her early experiments, Niedecker’s poetry does not adhere
to the ‘flowing, expansive expressiveness’ model of the unconscious as outlined
in Surrealism (Evans 162). Instead, I argue, she turned to the poetry of
Dickinson, a poetic forebear whose intricate renderings of female self-hood
became crucial to Niedecker’s construction of subjectivities.®® The affinities
between these two women poets do not, as Frym suggests, ‘attempt to construct

”

some sort of meta-genealogy of “women poets,” which ignores Niedecker’s own
‘historical context’. Despite the century between them, the central questions for
both poets remained the same: how to be a woman poet in a patriarchal world,

how to maintain personal autonomy despite exterior pressures and how to be

60 Dickinson occupied a central place in Niedecker’s ‘immortal cupboard’ of writers (Peters 75).
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read on your own terms. The effort to read Niedecker through and against the
Dickinsonian model is twofold: firstly it follows Marjorie Perloff’s lead in arguing
that, while Niedecker’s work portrays Objectivist/ Surrealist tendencies, it
possesses ‘a personal stridency that looks beyond the stylistic habits of her male
counterparts to the specific problems of her own situation’, namely, her gender
(88). Secondly, it registers the formal affinities between the pair, reading their
construction of a poetic self as directly emerging from the limitations of the page
space.

Niedecker’s enactments of interiority owe much to the Dickinsonian idea of
solitude and self-reliance. Before her marriage to Al Millen in May 1964,
Niedecker described herself as ‘I who needed no one -’ (Peters 133). However,
unlike Dickinson, who relied upon continued emotional and financial family
support, Niedecker’s determined self-reliance was unsupported and precarious.
The poet was fiercely independent financially, refusing alimony from her first
husband Frank Hartwig, despite on-going money worries (Peters 69). Her poor
economic status meant that she worked a variety of jobs, including proofreading,
librarianship and employment as a switchboard operator. After the death of her
parents, her poverty increased: her cabin did not have plumbing until 1962 and
she frequently lacked the money to heat her home. In 1959, she describes being
‘settled and sitting and heating myself occasionally with the organ-stove’
(Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder 3). During the same period, Niedecker could
not afford writing paper, so instead she scribbled on the backs of bills, on
envelopes and on scraps of paper (Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder 3). Thus the
prime difference between Niedecker and Dickinson’s autonomy was based on
class. As Alan Marshall argues, ‘Niedecker puns on the hidden affinity of owning
and being on one’s own, sees that security is also economic, even when it seems
purely existential’ (138). As such, Niedecker contests and expands Dickinson’s
idea of self-reliance, constructing a poetics out of her lived experience of
financial and aesthetic isolation.

A poem that encapsulates the complexities of self-reliance, economics and
precarity is ‘You are my friend—’, written in 1960, and revised in 1961 (Collected
189). Perloff argues that the final lines, ‘nothing in it/ but my hand’ point

towards the poet’s self-sufficient sexual pleasure through masturbation (91). But
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Penberthy’s careful editing in the Collected Works reveal an earlier draft in which
such a reading is brought into question. The first draft opens with: ‘Why do 1
press it: are you my friend?, an anxious question directed from self to other
(Collected 421). While Perloff asserts that the speaker rejects friends or lovers
for absolute independence, this earlier draft exposes a more vulnerable poetic
speaker — a speaker whose weaknesses are laid bare in her apprehensive
questioning (90). Here, emotional self-reliance is detached from economic
independence. There is a demonstration of friendship and care through the
physical actions exhibited by the other: ‘you bring me peaches/ and the high
bush cranberry/ you carry/ my fishpole’ (Collected 189). But unfortunately for
the poetic speaker, these actions do not equate to romantic love, as her hand has
‘nothing in it’ (that is, no hand to hold) ‘but my hand’ (Collected 189). The
speaker’s hand may be empty, but it is full of latent desire. She is reaching out for
the other — but rewarded with gestures of friendship. The implicit contrast is
between the friend who can offer materials or care and Niedecker who can offer
nothing but herself, through ‘my [empty] hand’ (Collected 189). Again, looking to
the revised version we can uncover a sharper angle on this situation, as the
speaker states, ‘The trouble of the boot on you, friend’ (Collected 421). Twisting
the saying, “the boot is on the other foot,” when an advantage has been reversed,
Niedecker’s draft line implies that the friend holds all of the power in their
relationship. This power imbalance is the poem’s real focus. In the draft version,
Niedecker offers another romantic cliché, “the ball is in his court”, to summarise
her current predicament (Collected 421). While the earlier version makes this
imbalance more explicit, the later draft performs Niedecker’s enigmatic style
more effectively, with her final line, ‘nothing in it/ but my hand’, signifying her
lack of material wealth, her desire for companionship, and her hand at work on
the page simultaneously. The empty hand symbolises the different aspects of
Niedecker’s self-reliance: while she is economically precarious, she does not seek
financial provision, but only emotional support.

For Niedecker, this emotional and aesthetic support came principally from
Zukofsky. Yet, recalling Dickinson’s famous line, ‘Tell all the Truth, but tell it
slant,” there is a familiar obliqueness and confidentiality in the correspondence

between the pair (Poems 494). In their letters there is almost a code language

88



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

being employed, as the two share in secrets to which the general reader has no
access. This enigma is symbolised in their intimate non-verbal sign-offs —

through the open brackets that close most letters.
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Zukofsky Collection, Box 22, Folder 7

This open bracket - [ ' - is an enclosed space of contingency and emotion,
recalling the confined walls of the cabin. It signals what cannot be said in words,
but is known in sentiment. Rich in meaning unknowable to anyone beyond
Niedecker and Zukofsky, it performs as an intimate sharable space for the pair,
as well as a stark reminder of exclusion for anyone eavesdropping on their
correspondence. Coming at the end of Niedecker’s informal, open conversation
with Zukofksy, it enacts the limits of Niedecker’s inner legibility. The open
bracket shows us that there are elements of her correspondence that should
remain hidden, undisclosed and illegible to the public. This mode of obliqueness,
of language that we can register, but that remains unknowable, is a common
Niedecker trope. In her letters, Niedecker withholds the full legibility of her
interior self to foster the same enigmatic persona that has come to define
Dickinson’s career.

This inscrutability emerges in Niedecker’s work through the distinctions
between legibility, authenticity and truth. Throughout her correspondence,
Niedecker cultivates a trustworthy mode of expression based on her humble
background and education, which frames authenticity as integral to her creation
of self-hood. For example, when Niedecker tells Edward Dahlberg, I'm just a
sandpiper in a marshy region’, we believe her (Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2). This
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authenticity performs as an honest, heartfelt disclosure, leaving little room for
doubt or suspicion on the part of the reader. Yet this constructed sense of
authenticity often disguises the truth hidden beneath. The early poem
‘Progression’ uses the phrase, ‘what I am and why not’ (Collected 31). The result
is that Niedecker can appear authentic even when she is lying: she appears to be
‘what | am’, so that few look beneath the surface to ‘why not’. There is a
hiddenness to her writing, just as she conceals herself in the cabin. This topic has
not been observed by critics, who tend to regard the poet’s commentary on her
own work as straightforwardly indicative of Niedecker’s thinking and practice.
What has been largely overlooked is her masterful evasion and misdirection.
Niedecker, I argue, can never fully be taken at her word: she is always telling it
‘slant’ - confessing much, but telling little. While DuPlessis has labelled
Niedecker ‘anonymous,” we could call her duplicitous.

Such misdirection and duplicity nourishes one of Niedecker’s most valuable
possessions: concealed inner autonomy. This autonomy was generated through
Niedecker’s poetic site of the cabin in particular. Here her poetic practice was
uninterrupted by the distractions of wider avant-garde culture-making and,
moreover, within the cabin, Niedecker could construct her image within literary
society. Take, for example, the way she presents her compositional process when
writing the poem ‘I Married’ (1965-1967). She tells fellow poet Cid Corman:

Just a few minutes ago rather spontaneous from a folk conversation and I
suppose some of my own dark forebodings. We shd. try to be true to our
subconscious? Sorry it is another I poem. My god, | must try to get away

from that.
132

The poem reads:

I married
in the world’s black night
for warmth
if not repose.
At the close -
someone.

[ hid with him
from the long range guns.

We lay leg

in the cupboard, head
in closet.
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A slit of light

at no bird dawn -
Untaught
[ thought

he drank

too much.
[ say
I married
and lived unburied.
[ thought -
Collected 228

One of the key questions arising from this poem, but also from Niedecker’s
account of its genesis, is: can we take Niedecker at her word? Can we believe that
what she tells us is honest?

Looking at the letter to Corman, who was a key literary agent and promoter of
Niedecker at the time, we can begin to unravel Niedecker’s subtle deception. She
discloses the circumstances of the poem’s composition, emphasising its ‘rather
spontaneous’ emergence from ‘a folk conversation’. Yet on closer reading, the so-
called “folk” dialect (reflected plainly in other poems) is entirely absent here. ‘I
Married’ uses precise English and is highly crafted so it cannot be termed
‘spontaneous’. Furthermore, it harbours the language of literary heritage: namely
the lexicon of Dickinson (explored in more detail below). The central issue
becomes plain: why does Niedecker deliberately divert our attention away from
the true account of this poem’s creation? Why does she disguise its genuine
origins? Such questions get to the heart of the poet’s sense of interiority, as well
as revealing important aspects of her poetics. In such self-presentations,
Niedecker wilfully conceals the complexity of her poetic thought, claiming rural
spontaneity, rather than thorough rumination, as the grounding of her poesis.

In reality, the poem comes straight out of a rigorous relation to Dickinson. ‘I
Married’ is superficially about a marital relationship, but when read alongside
several of Dickinson’s poems, it reveals intimate scrutiny about the interior self -
about partnership, enclosure, and self-sufficiency. Through its shared lexicon,
the poem operates as a conversation with Dickinson, or even an argument. This
indentured lexicon is not immediately obvious, but discloses its meaning with
patient reading. Niedecker’s line mid-way through, ‘at no bird dawn’, references

one of Dickinson’s most utilised symbols — the bird — and brings to mind her
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poem which begins: ‘The Birds begun at Four o'clock—/ Their period for
Dawn—' (Poems 229). Another, more explicit reference, is found in Niedecker’s
‘A slit of light’, which directly references Dickinson’s famous line, ‘There’s a
certain Slant of Light’ (Poems 142). The variation between ‘slant’ and ‘slit’ is
important: slant indicates ‘taking an oblique direction or position; to deviate
from a straight line’ (OED), and slit suggests, ‘a straight and narrow cut or
incision’ (OED). Niedecker’s distinction from Dickinson can be located in this
subtle linguistic change; while Dickinson’s poetics emphasise oblique derivation,
Niedecker chooses concision.

Dickinson’s poem ‘There’s a certain Slant of Light’ is characterised by the
agony of ‘internal difference’: her transcendent experiences of nature are
experienced singularly, by her alone (Poems 142). Niedecker’s poem ‘I married’
echoes this problem of creative independence, as the ‘slit of light' goes
unrecognised by her partner. The following line, ‘Untaught’, confirms the
growing distance between the married couple, as the speaker’s mental capability
is clearly greater than her husband’s. A careful reading of Dickinson affirms this
idea, as in her theory of artistic perception she proclaims that, ‘None may teach
it’, implying that the condition of poetic interiority is ultimately un-teachable
(142). Like the Dickinson poem, ‘I married’ infers that ‘internal difference’ exists,
despite the advent of formal marital union. However, the Dickinson poem that ‘I
married’ most closely relates to is ‘My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun’ (Poems
341). Niedecker’s poem plays out a parallel version of companionship. In
Dickinson we have a complex master/ servant relationship, where the narrator
of the poem is given agency through her engagement with a dominant male
figure. In Niedecker this male “husband” figure is afforded far less power; the
repetition of the ‘I’ of the subject virtually erases his presence: ‘I thought’, ‘I say’.
The twice recited ‘I married’, instead of the normative “we married” establishes
the poetic subject as entirely self-reliant. Niedecker’s second stanza, beginning, ‘I
hid with him/ from the long range guns’, mirrors Dickinson’s second stanza, ‘And
now We roam in Sovereign Woods/ And now we hunt the doe —’ (Poems 341).
Yet Niedecker’s hiding is directly contradictory to Dickinson’s roaming. This
roaming points towards an escape into exteriority; Dickinson’s speaker leaves

the ‘Corners’ of the domestic space, and is ‘carried.... away’ into the outside
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wilderness. Alternatively what we see in Niedecker is the insistence upon
sheltering, through the word ‘warmth’, and concealing in ‘hid’.

In order for the poetic subject to evade outside forces, those ‘long range guns’,
she selects a mode of self-enclosure encapsulated in the lines, ‘leg/ in the
cupboard, head/ in closet. This echoes Niedecker’'s much earlier poem
‘Progression’ (1933) which, claims Jennison, invites us to ‘rethink the gendered
alignment of interiority with retreat, and exteriority with advance’ (24.). As in
Dickinson’s poems, enclosure presents challenges as well as possibilities.
Niedecker’s description of old age as ‘At the close-’ reminds us of the imminent
tomb-like enclosure of the grave. Similarly the imagery of the ‘cupboard’ and the
‘closet’ presents a cramped, domestic space, not unlike Niedecker’s cabin.
However, the reason behind Niedecker’s preference for enclosure is revealed in
the last stanza, as the statement ‘I married’ leads to the qualification, ‘and lived
unburied./ I thought — ’. By living a constricted marital life, the poetic speaker
has been afforded different luxuries, such as the means to live in ‘unburied’
creativity.®! The characteristic Dickinsonian dash that ends the poem provides
the final nod to her predecessor, as Niedecker invokes the possibility of
Dickinson-style autonomous interiority from within the space of marriage.

This mode of withdrawal — from the world at large, if not the actual reality of
Blackhawk Island — operates as an effective form of resistance in Niedecker’s
writing. As Lee Upton suggests in his book Defensive Measures, ‘Defence depends
on establishing distance, a boundary, and as such defence is most recognisable as
a device that creates the illusion of distance’ (21). The cabin as site was key in
enacting this withdrawal from the wider world. Niedecker rarely travelled,
instead entrenching herself on-site in Blackhawk Island. Such fixity enabled the
poet to form a defensive position, as she could determine the boundaries
between herself and others. This sense of self-protection is also registered in
Niedecker’s verse, as despite using familiar language and simplistic rhyme
schemes, the reader is often held at arm's length, establishing a protective
distance between herself and her audience. These ‘mechanisms for shielding’, as

Upton designates them, become a key tool in Niedecker’s poetic arsenal (15).

61In a letter to close friend Gail Roub, dated May 9th, 1967, Niedecker notes that her preferences
for writing poetry are: ‘Solitude yes, but not confinement’ (Niedecker Collection, Hoard Museum).
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But this form of public shielding was not without its consequences. ‘So this
was I’, written in November 1951, four months after her mother’s death,
captures the complexity of hiding her inner life:

So this was |
in my framed
young aloofness
unsuspecting
What I filled

eager to remain
a smooth blonde cool
effect of light
an undiffused good take,
A girl
Who couldn’t bake

How I wish
[ had someone to give
this pretty thing to
who’d keep it —
something of me
would shape
Collected 133

The poem uses the image of a woman looking in the mirror to explore the
relationship between the external and the internal self. The female subject here
is ‘framed’ by the mirror, reading her superficial external appearance, as ‘a
smooth blonde’, and trying to reconcile it with her internal discontent. It
chronicles the frustration with playing the role of a ‘good take... girl’, as her
reflection registers the surface-level expressions of being likable, submissive but
lacking depth. The mask has grown into the flesh, as beneath the surface lies only
emptiness, a hollowed-out self that is unrecognisable to the speaker.

This poem operates in conversation with earlier works. It signals to the
‘Blondie’ of ‘In the great snowfall before the bomb’, written just a year earlier. In
that poem the speaker is able to brush off her ‘Blondie’ nickname, as she
withdraws into deep poetic contemplation. But in ‘So this was I’, her blonde hair
colour is ‘an effect of light’, supporting the image of the woman as un-substantive
and ephemeral. It also recalls the much earlier poem, opening, ‘There’s a better
shine/ on the pendulum/ than is on my hair’, written in 1936. The hair here is

less shiny, unencumbered by societal pressures of beauty, existing, as it were,
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out of time. By contrast the light upon the narrator of ‘So this was I’ is
‘undiffused’, or in scientific terminology, ‘specular’ and directly absorbed. The
‘undiffused good take,’ suggests that she is directly immersed in her
environment, as a straightforward good-time girl. Moreover, she reflects back
what others want to see, as in her letter to Dahlberg: ‘It is so good of you to tell
me so kindly what I lack’. She’s also described as ‘a girl/ who couldn’t bake’,
indicating that she is either undomesticated, or unable to conceive children and
thus unwomanly. It is this lack that seems to ‘shape’ the identity of the female
speaker. A lack, perhaps, also recognised in the back-catalogue of the poet.
Niedecker seems to be invoking her own poems, looking for substance, only to
reject their apparent triviality. The poem, ‘What horror to awake at night’,
written in September 1951 (just two months earlier) incites a similar sense of
dejection with the refrain: ‘I've spent my life on nothing’ (Collected 147).

Ultimately the character of ‘So this was I’ is searching for both internal
substance and external recognition. ‘How I wish/ I had someone to give/ this
pretty thing to/ who’d keep it —, implores the speaker. The simple phrase, ‘this
pretty thing,’ referring to the face of the female subject, also invokes the poem as
artefact. She is searching for someone to cherish and preserve the poem — ‘keep
it" — as a way of materialising the substance of the internal self. While Dickinson
relied upon her literary worth being recognised after her death, Niedecker hopes
to ‘shape’ a poetic career to form ‘something of me’ in the here and now. This
contrast between the immaterial, external reflected self: ‘framed’, ‘light’,
‘undiffused’ is set against the real task of materialising inner substance, ‘what I
filled’, ‘something of me/ would shape’. Dickinson entirely sacrificed her public
self to live in her poems, and in questioning how to materialise the inner self,
Niedecker’s only answer also seems to be — through the poetic act itself: ‘who’d
keep it/ something of me/ would shape’. By a reader ‘keep[ing]’ the poem, and
preserving it into futurity, Niedecker implies that her poetic self could be
formulated in the process.
Containing/ Retaining the Self

If Niedecker’s poems operate as a container for experience — a space in which
the self and the world can be conserved — then the shape of that container, its

dimensions, volume and capacity must be examined. Marshall stipulates that for
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Dickinson, the entire house becomes a container for experience: ‘the image of the
house reflects her remarkable sense of self (143). In contrast, Niedecker’s
container for the self and for memory is far smaller. As we witness in this well-
known poem from the New Goose collection:

Remember my little granite pail?
The handle of it was blue.
Think what's got away in my life—
Was enough to carry me thru.
Collected 96

Niedecker transforms Dickinson’s memory house into a ‘pail’ — a bucket of
limited capacity to hold experience.®2 And scale in this poem is important, as
memory is shaped through a tiny object: the pail operates as a vessel for
extensive remembrance.

The purpose of Niedecker’s poem is to query the basis of retention — how do
we retain things, contain things, remember things and hold onto them? She is
also concerned with that which cannot be held: what gets away. A pail can be
used to hold and transport water, but it is only a temporary container. Like
memory, the pail’s function is both to enclose and to flush it away its contents.
Thus Parks claims, ‘the granite pail stands in the economy of everyday items
proliferating throughout Niedecker’s work for the partial object, a cipher for the
unlocalisable sense of loss that provides the elegiac ambiance of these poems’
(148). He continues, ‘Put differently, the granite pail is an empty container, a
receptacle into which any number of objects can be imaginatively placed’ (148).
Niedecker treats such objects as loaded subjects. In the poem’s concluding lines,
she suggests that even though the pail has been lost, its absence has been
inconspicuous: ‘Was enough to carry me thru’. Alongside the idea of retention is
the notion of sufficiency — what can be ‘enough’. Despite the loss of this totemic
object, there has been enough left over for the speaker to persist. The substance
of this sufficiency is contained in the word ‘Think’. Whilst losing the ‘little granite
pail’, the speaker is still able to ‘Think’ and indeed to ‘Remember’ — two

characteristics vital for the perseverance of poetry. In her analysis of the poem

62 Dickinson’s large, bourgeois homestead is also transformed by Niedecker in a letter to
Zukofsky in Nov 25, 1952, as she says: ‘Henry is putting up a mailbox for me... I'm thinking of
living in it... and putting my house out as a mail box’ (Niedecker Papers, Box 25, Folder 1).
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DuPlessis  agrees, arguing that: ‘Remember andthink guide the

meditation, remember addressed to a listener, think addressed to the self’ (‘The
Anonymous’). Niedecker claimed, ‘I conceive poetry as the folk tales of the mind
and as creating our own remembering’ (Penberthy 88). In her use of folk
materials, she presents the mind as a collective resource, a place in which to
collect and redistribute the objects of experience. This is present in Niedecker’s
other symbolic objects from New Goose: ‘Pa’s spitbox’, ‘Misses Dorras.... silkalene’
and ‘Mr. Van Ess’.... 14 washcloths’ (Collected 101, 88, 95).

Later, in the For Paul collection, the idea of the poetic receptacle would be
revisited. In ‘He lived - childhood summers’, the poem concludes: ‘He wished his
only daughter/ to work in the bank/ but he’d given her a source/ to sustain her -
/a weedy speech,/ a marshy retainer’ (Collected, 170). DuPlessis has noted that
in this poem ‘retainer’ is a term that ‘[can] travel laterally across a dictionary
definition, assimilating all definitions to the poem. Retainer—in apposition to
“speech” or oral language—is a richly allusive word involving some thing or
person she is able to keep or hold in her possession, keep in a particular place,
keep in mind, or remember, or hire for a fee’ (‘The Anonymous’). Niedecker
defines herself as a ‘weedy retainer,’ playing upon the latent economic holdings
she has, the cabin and land itself being Niedecker’s retainer. Niedecker’s mind is
also capable of retaining or preserving her surroundings through poetry. These
examples demonstrate that forming a retainer or container of experience
through poetry was paramount for Niedecker. Thus, I argue that the container
becomes one of three integral elements to her poetics, including: water (fluidity),
container (holding) and solidity (grounding). Each of these ideas emerge through
the lens of the cabin; they are interlinked but discrete and construct a
triangulated process, occupying a foundational place in Niedecker’s poetics of
site.

The locus point of these areas of poetics is Niedecker’s cabin. The cabin stands
next to the Koshkonong River, contains Niedecker and is the grounding for her
creative explorations. While other critics have already explored Niedecker’s
watery forms (particularly Evans, DuPlessis and Skinner) in such poems as ‘My
Life by the Water’ and ‘Paean to Place’, emphasising her flooding of connectives

and her uses of the relational qualities of language, Niedecker’s grounding — her
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generation of poetic solidity, has been unappreciated. As the poem ‘So this was I
makes apparent, formulating a substance for the self and grounding that self in
its particularities of site, became a key objective. As she explicitly tells us in
‘Poet’s work’, her ‘trade’ was ‘to sit at desk/ and condense/ No layoff/ from this/
condensary’ (Collected 194). To condense is to increase the density of a
substance, or to make something solid — which is a crucial maneuver for
Niedecker. It is to this mode of materialisation that this chapter will finally turn,
in order to observe how her poems are formed and physically crafted in the

cabin.

Section Three: Materialising Sites
“the real potato”: The Substance of Niedecker’s Poems
In a letter to Edward Dahlberg, dated Sept. 26, 1955, Niedecker praises her
correspondent for his appreciation of the substance of life:
Another besides Louie who knows — ‘the real potato’. Thank you, your

honesty, my good lines and my poor ones. It's hard to make a poem.

In view of the problems you mention, I shouldn’t be sending you the parts
of spuds enclosed but until [ hear that you absolutely cannot go on with
your plans, I'll wish you had seen these. More like the migrating warblers
[ saw from my window this morning than anything, these are going to a
warmer climate tho you may not be able to publish.

Dahlberg, Box 23, Folder 2

Niedecker’s compliment to Dahlberg that he too knows “the real potato” offers a
concrete insight into the grounding of her poetic thinking. This “real potato”
could be paraphrased as ‘real poetry’, particularly as later Niedecker
affectionately identifies some lines as ‘parts of spuds’. The poet is enriching
Williams’ mantra, ‘No ideas but in things’, into an even more tangible refrain: the
poem as potato (17). If as Williams suggests, poetry should focus on objects
rather than abstractions, Niedecker is honing the Objectivist ideal here with her
use of the poetic potato. This emblem is repeated in a poem published in Origin
July 1961: ‘May you have lumps in your mashed potatoes.... /Don’t melt too
much into the universe/ but be as solid and dense and fixed/ as you can’
(Collected 149). As these lines suggest, the sturdiness of the potato, the fact that
even when ‘mashed’ it can retain its bulk, is a perfect metaphor for Niedecker’s

poems. Niedecker will never allow herself to ‘melt too much into the Universe’;
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her language is ‘solid and dense and fixed’ as it sprouts directly from the ground
of Blackhawk Island.

This solidity becomes a crucial Niedecker motif. As early as 1933, in another
letter to Zukofsky, she writes: ‘[Henry] Poincaré [the French mathematician]
says something to the effect (in the science of hypotheses) that: were there no
solid objects in nature, geometry would be impossible. Ditto poetry’ (Zukofsky
Collection, Box 19, Folder 8). In this extract Niedecker relates solidity to
mathematics, but later, like with “the real potato” her sense of what is
substantive becomes less abstract and more local and familial. In a letter to
Zukofsky in 1945, she describes:

Last night we were sitting here and I was reading and B.P.s [her
mother’s] voice came out of the void: “Some good binding material here.”
[ looked and saw nothing. Finally she explained that Henry had bought
home bananas, potato chips, cheese and crackers. How do things stack up
and cohere by you?

Penberthy 134

Despite its breezy, jovial tone, this extract is significant. Niedecker writes how
‘B.P.’s voice came out of the void’, which provides the first non-substance, or
immaterial feature of narrative, as well as her confession that ‘I saw nothing’.
Interestingly, it is Niedecker’s mother, and not Niedecker herself, who
demonstrates a primary poetic sensibility. The ‘good binding material’ of
‘bananas, potato chips, cheese and crackers’ offered up by B.P. is heavy, stodgy
and filling sustenance — it will certainly bind together in the stomach. The
process by which these foods bind together, how they make contact through
digestion, leads Niedecker to consider how she might emulate this method in her
poetry. The ‘binding’ of substances attaching themselves together, is compared
to how language can bind itself to the real world. But there is not a
straightforward answer, as she asks Zukofsky, ‘How do things stack up and
cohere by you?’ Just like “the real potato,” Niedecker ruminates on how to render
experience into solid poetic form.

This desire for poetic substance is often conflated with the need for
subsistence. Written around the same time as ‘May you have lumps in your
mashed potatoes’ in around 1952, the poem below considers the conflict
between poetic directness and material sustenance:

You know, he said, they used to make
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mincemeat with meat,
it's raisins now and citron - like
a house without heat -

I'll roof my house and jump from there
to flooring costs. I'll have to buy
two doors to close two openings.
No, no more pie.
Collected 155

Working through complex associations of linguistic directness (meat), similes
(houses) and metaphors (openings) this poem operates through a socio-
economic and a meta-poetic register. It is through the meticulous interrelation
between these two registers that Niedecker makes radical claims about the
political and social reach of her poetry. Through an Objectivist framework,
Niedecker would seem to be seeking out the real thing in this poem — just the
authentic mincemeat (meat) filled pie. The ‘raisins and citron’ are presented as a
substitution of the real, a metaphor for the original designation of ‘mincemeat’;
disconnected, sweetened, more palatable perhaps. At its opening the poem
seems to be asking whether the poet can use language that is entirely direct, free
from metaphor and substitution; in other words, can we put the real meat back
into a mincemeat pie? But as the speaker demands this directness, a simile is
utilised: ‘like a house without heat’. Through this simile, Niedecker negates the
possibility of poetry without substitution and comparison. However if ‘raisins’
and ‘citron’ are ‘like’ a heat-less home, is this technique of poetic substitution an
inherently impoverished condition: cold and unwelcoming?

In the second stanza, Niedecker modifies the simile, as the speaker declares:
Tll roof my house’. These next lines become about the transformation of the
impoverished condition. The narrator is now going about making the house
habitable, insulating it from the outside. The important factor here is the process
of making — the labour of roofing. In poetic terms, Niedecker is making the
indirect thing (the raisin, the cold house) bearable, liveable. Where the central
metaphor (i.e. the meat for directness) has been derailed, instead a new
metaphor is summoned (the house). The ‘two openings’ that occur in the final
lines are the two metaphors leading out in different directions — the house and
the mincemeat. But the speaker still seeks the potential closure of these gaps,

and final autonomy by buying ‘two doors’ which can close off these openings.

100



The Poetics of Site Claire Hurley

Does the ending close off the potential for substituted metaphorical experiences?
The final line, ‘No, no more pie’ would suggest that poetry is overstuffed with
meanings, both direct and metaphorical. The closing off of meanings (‘two
doors’) combined with the utter rejection of poetic objects (‘no more pie’) points
towards the irreconcilability between aesthetic representation and actual
poverty. Why worry about the semantics of mincemeat when you don’t even
have a roof over your head?

Becky Peterson reads the poem in terms of bodily physicality and literal
deprivation:

The body is central to the conflict the speaker is having in this poem, as
his comparison between food and houses is explicitly concerned with
basic human bodily needs: hunger and shelter. A sense of an empty or
lifeless body pervades the images of the cheapened pie and the un-roofed,
un-floored, un-heated house—these absent resources threaten the
speaker’s ability to sustain himself.

119

This poem performs at the limit of aesthetic fortitude. While it sets up a rich
meta-poetic world, it ends abruptly, forcing the reader to confront physical and
practical reality. As Willis explains, ‘Niedecker repeatedly reminds us of poetry’s
status as both a labour and a luxury’ (‘Possessing’). Living, as Niedecker did, a
precariously wrought existence, where economic survival was never guaranteed,
the poem suggests that living without — without food, without warmth — can
amount to living within a literal poetics of poverty. In this pared down world, the
initial reflection that ‘they used to make/ mincemeat with meat’ become
superfluous, redundant. In a very real way, this poem highlights the stakes of
poetry for Niedecker.

As Peterson states, ‘For Niedecker, poetry is at the crux of debates about use
and uselessness, work and leisure’ (117). In an apparent turn away from the
indulgence of the poetic imagination, the verse critiques the real, socio-economic
system (‘a house without heat—’) but also interrogates the place of the poem as
a source of sustenance (‘no more pie’). As DuPlessis notes, ‘poetry moves
material from the axis of selection/substitution to the axis of
contiguity/combination by the principle of equivalence’ (‘Dickinson Electronic
Archives’). The substitution here is from literary metaphor to actual poverty —

with the issue being of its supposed ‘equivalence’. How can poetry ever be
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contiguous with real world deprivation? The poem is both necessary (through
political critique) and redundant (through poetic imagination). Similarly it both
negates itself and validates itself through its written presence. Its strength
emanates from these irreconcilable poles: it is a poem about the uselessness of
poetry in the face of actual hunger and homelessness.

In a much earlier poem, Niedecker conveys a similar disillusionment with the
efficacy of poetry in times of socio-political crisis. Written during the Great
Depression, she writes: ‘Nothing nourishing,/ common dealtout food;/ no better
reading/ than keeps us destitute’ (Collected 112). There is ‘nothing nourishing’
for this speaker to eat, or to read, as the rations of ‘common dealtout food’ are
equivalent to bad literature. What is keeping ‘us destitute’ is the poor quality of
food, and equally the poor equality of reading, perhaps indicating that ‘better’
reading might in fact remedy the situation. This ambiguity about whether
reading does in fact cause, or solve destitution is left unresolved. Does reading
provide any kind of sustenance? Or is reading futile if you are physically
destitute? Again, it is Niedecker’s working class emplacement on Blackhawk
[sland that gives legitimacy to these articulations — her embodied, lived
experiences of poverty in the cabin. Despite the conflicts, Niedecker elects to
continue writing poetry and in her later collections she works to close the gap
between literal and poetic sustenance.

The Sustenance of A Cooking Book

Sent as a Christmas gift from Niedecker to Maude Hartel in December 1964, A
Cooking Book was printed in 2015 in a small batch of 250 copies by Bob and
Susan Arnold. Previously unpublished (and not included in Penberthy’s
extensive Collected Works from 2002) the booklet is a prime example of
Niedecker’s expertly crafted poetic gift books. The publishers tell us that ‘the
book has been transcribed line for line from the holographic text — to retain
Lorine’s feeling for the small page— notebook/ memo space’ (67). This
meticulous spatial transcription offers up Niedecker’s words and pages as
individual units for consumption — just as she intended. The book is
wonderfully playful as it combines anecdote, poetic utterance, domestic
performance and linguistic dexterity with actual recipes and cooking

instructions. Not just aesthetically pleasing, the book is also a practical guide to
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Wisconsin cuisine. Each poem is also a recipe, tit-bit, or cooking suggestion: the
language operates at multiple registers (poetic, gastronomic) and for multiple
purposes. This conflation, between the aesthetic and the functional, connects
with Niedecker’s earlier food/sustenance poems that doubted their own use.
Finally, in this small, humble, unpretentious gift book Niedecker has found a way
to resolve the previously irreconcilable poles of poetry and hunger: the book is
quite literally sustaining mind and body.

On the first page, Niedecker states that her husband Al, ‘Reads while he eats./
Away from the table: I eat books’ (21). Al can undertake the two processes at the
same time (reading, eating) whereas Niedecker’s intake of literature is all-
consuming. This sets up the central contrast of the text, between the ‘poet’
Lorine and the everyman Al. While Niedecker admits, ‘I don’t know much about
the subject of cooking,” which ‘should entitle me to write a book about it’, she
also states, ‘But Al seems to know about cooking’ (18, 21). So Al will handle the
food, and Lorine the writing. But like with her mother, as with her wider
appropriation of the folk dialect, Al is also unknowingly lyrical. The book is rich
with the couple’s disparities in education and taste, yet this is the foundation for
much of the poetic material. Niedecker notes: ‘Al at the Art Center/ after seeing a
lot of abstract/ paintings. Ah, here’s one —/ now we're getting somewhere —/
watermelon and rutabagies!” (35). Just like Niedecker and her Objectivist
contemporaries, Al too favours the tangible — the “real potato” rather than pure
abstraction. Niedecker’s citation of Al's comments justifies her grounded form of
poetics, illustrating that her ideas for poetry come directly out of the folk. As Al
and Lorine perform scenes of everyday domesticity, we become aware that
Niedecker’s poetic material comes straight out of her immediate household.
Midway through the book Niedecker quotes from Al that, ‘People should eat
simple, everyday, nourishing things like boiled dinners’ (29). A Cooking Book is
the litera