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In his most recent book, Black Zodiac (New York:  Noonday-Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998), Charles Wright utilizes a command of line, diction, and image to write a number of powerful and fresh meditative poems.  Wright relies upon these craft components to justify the extensive use of rhetoric in his poems.  The widespread use of philosophical and meditative rhetoric often contributes to the tone and structural integrity of the poems, although this reliance upon rhetoric to advance the poem structurally only works when the images and metaphors justify its places in the poems. GOOD. In poems where this balance between image/metaphor and rhetoric fails to occur, the work reduces itself both in its accessibility and its emotional and dramatic power.  


Wright effectively uses skill for line breaks in a number of places to establish the pacing of the poem, which in turn helps shape the meditative, self-discovering voice present in a number of the poems.  In “Poem Almost Wholly in My Own Manner,”  Wright uses the breaks and the heavy reliance upon punctuation to create a sense of pause and generative thought.  The effect reinforces the meditative voice that the speaker has assumed, as in:YES, ALSO THE GEOGRAPHY OF LINE....

Time, like a burning wheel, scorching along by the highway


side,

Reorganizing, relayering,



   
       turning the tenants out.

.....................................................................

Discreetly the evening enters us,





       overwhelms us,  (15-7, 33-4)

Here, the punctuation gives special emphasis to each act, and the line break in the second half of the quote accentuates what the speaker’s experience as evening enters.  The importance of these moments, and their power to inspire meditation and evoke an emotional reaction results in part from the emphasis and slow pace created by the breaks.  The breaks are one way to reinforce the importance of each moment.  Of course, this could only work in conjunction with image, metaphor, and a structural integrity that allows entrance and experience with the poem. HE ALSO GENERATES POWER WITH THE ACCRUING GERUNDS, SHIFTING FOCUS WITH EACH ONE, ADVANCING In places where Wright does this (the poem above being a good example) the line breaks serve as an essential pacing and voice tool.  Another place where Wright uses line to help advance the poem is in “Jesuit Graves.”  In this poem, the author uses a specific line break to help shift the voice of the poem from one engaged in image/description to one engaged in an ironic tone:

For hundreds whose names are incised on the marble wall

Above the gravel and grassless dirt.

Just dirt and those small stones--





         how strict, how self-effacing.

No suited for you,  ANOTHER EXAMPLE OF THE ACCRUING CLAUSES however, Father Bird-of-Paradise,  (3-7)

Here, the line break between three and four emphasizes a shift in the voice of the poem.  The image work has disappeared from the description, and the speaker’s tone shifts to irony and a hinting judgment.  The next line points towards this direction in the attitude inhabited by the speaker, and by giving “how strict, how self-effacing” its own line, the transition to the irony of the rest of the poem occurs smoothly, and the emphasis is placed away from the images and to the emotional attitude they evoke in the speaker.  Wright’s lines contribute to the overall effect of the poems not only as a result of where they break but also where they appear.  By breaking and having the next line follow further along the right of the page, Wright gives himself the freedom to spread a poem out and give his lines the space necessary for their density.  Wright’s breaks keep his poems from being swamped into prose and keeps his readers from getting lost in the density of the language.  


This language(?), of course, is a necessary component for the line breaks to make sense and emphasize effects brought about by the diction and imagery.  A poet like Wright, who uses such high levels of abstraction, literary allusion, and philosophical rhetoric, consistently encounters the danger of losing the poem to an overpowering opacity where the poem becomes inaccessible(ACCESSIBILITY HERE NEEDS TO BE INTERROGATED. IS INTELLIGENCE AN OBSTACLE TO POEMS/ THINK IN TERMS OF CRAFT..  In places, (sections of “Lives of the Saints” and portions of “Apologia pro Vita Sua” are two good examples) this opacity results.  More often, though, the language justifies itself through an interweaving of image, metaphor, and rhetoric.  In “Disjecta Membra,” he writes “Autumn prehensile from day one,/ Equinox pushing through like a cold front from the west,/ Drizzle and dropped clouds, wired wind”(18-20).  Here the first line is informational, and though ‘prehensile’ gives a sense of the closure and entrapment the speaker starts to feel, the simile that follows evokes a clear sense of being overtaken by the season. ONE OF THE WAY HE’S ABLE TO MAKE RHETORIC WORK IN THE POEMS INS SUSTAINING THE MUSCULARITY OF LINE WITH SURPRISING SYNTAX AND HEAVY IAMBIC RHYTHM UNDERNEATH IT. The diction of the last line gives an added emotional element to the lines, one of impending depression and suffocation that gets evoked later in the poem with:



Simplify, open the emptiness, divest--

The tress do, each year milking their veins

Down, letting the darkness drip in,





          I.V. from the infinite. (24-7

Here, the rhetorical stance of the first line sets a clear challenge for the line that come after, but Wright meets it by providing an image of divestment that structurally corresponds to the autumnal language and landscape that remains present throughout.  Similarly, the last line runs a high risk of being absurdist or non-correspondent, but Wright ensures the line’s logical connection through the diction choices (aether, drizzle and drop, darkness drip in) 
MUSIC TOO AND THE PERSONIFICATION OF THE ABSTRACTION. that justify the I.V. image.  In “Envoi,” Wright takes a great risk in beginning with “What we once liked, we no longer like” (1).  This opening line sets a philosophical tone for the poem, and the author has to work hard to make the abstraction palpable within the poem before the rhetoric overtakes it.  He provides a concrete image to correspond to the opening in line two, when he says “What we used to delight in settles like fine ash on our tongues”(2).  Wright strains the literal bit in this simile, insofar as I am willing to guess most of us have not tasted ash on our tongues.  However, the simile and its image help concretize the first line, and the diction choice of ‘ash’ certainly gives the sense of exhaustion, the gray remainders of spent fuel; these are images that hint towards the sense of exhaustion and burnout that runs through much of the poem.  In his best poems, the structure proceeds like this, meditative abstractions interwoven with vivid images and metaphors.


I have the problem in my work of letting my metaphors carry the poem away from feeling and the literal, which in turn leads to poems where the metaphor and its images overwhelm the poem within its development.  In reading Charles Wright, it seems he sometimes has the problem of letting his abstractions and rhetorical aphorisms carry the poem without enough attention to the corresponding images and metaphors.  In “Lives of the Artists” the imagery drops out of the poem, and the prosy aphorisms that constitute the bulk of the piece, though logical in their structural progression, fail to inflect the work with any emotional or physical experience.  GOOD.Wright does a masterful job of letting images and short metaphoric moments convey information, which gives him the freedom to use rhetoric to advance the poem intellectually rather than factually.  At times this image-work lessens, and in these situations (part two of “Disjecta Membra,” for example) the poems become inaccessible and opaque.  Despite these gaps, Black Zodiac is a strong book.  I feel like I have learned a lot in terms of letting images and metaphors convey emotional information while keeping them from overpowering the poem.  Wright’s use of line has helped show me how spacing in a poem can help alleviate the problem of utilizing dense language while keeping your reader located in the poem, and has shown me how line can function to aid in transitions.  Furthermore, Wright has consistently demonstrated how a writer can use rhetoric to advance a poem without letting the piece become flat and prosy.  

DENNIS,


As I’m coming to expect, a very smart and thoughtful review of the work. I have a number of detailed comments which I hope enhance and acknowledge your perceptive readings. Wright’s work is highly lyric and metaphoric, so one issue is about the place and fregmentation of narrative in his work. His clear sense of place, location in a landscape in detail – he knows the south, makes us believe in the “eye” of the philosophical writer.Actually as a philosopher he’s a little thin: we die and disappear and we worry about it. But that’s probably too reductive. Very good work here.

Ira
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