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4a~Jennifer Moxley to To Whom It May Concern.* 
 
 
  “sphere of generality” / on content 
 
 When poets judge poetry, they often sidestep the issue of content in favor of defining what they 
think poetry should or should not do formally, dividing the tradition into “visionaries” and “offenders.” 
They issue strictures and reading lists, simplifying things for those of us who look back at the vast amount 
of what remains in despair of simply choosing what to read. What at first may appear an evasion, is actually 
only a question of practicality, given that the range of formal devices possible in poetry is finite, and thus 
easier to break down into categories and preferences, while the range of content or, shall I say, subject 
matter, is infinite, and there is no argument for limiting it that a good poem cannot defy. “Content” is a 
difficult word, a word Valéry might have listed among those that resist definition the minute we pull them 
out of a dialogue and ask ourselves what they really mean. We could define it as “what poems are about,” 
but I am less interested in poems that are clearly definable as about this or that, those same which 
publishers of anthologies and magazine editors fond of thematic canopies are always seeking, and more 
interested in poems with content for which this sort of reductive definition fails to adequately account. In 
analyzing such poems, we might be able to speak at length of line breaks, of rhyme, of syntax and 
alliteration, yet never feel the burden to comment upon what they are saying, though all the while we are 
harboring a thousand different feelings about it. A well-made thing does have a way of gaining our 
admiration, despite our opinion of the subject matter, as Keats observed when he admired King Lear for 
portraying “unpleasantness” without actually being repulsive. In the interest of “truth of representation” we 
allow art to place before us, in the contained environment of a museum or a book, much that we might 
studiously avoid in all other circumstances, whether subjects anathema to our being, or moments of too 
intense feeling. This quality of art goes hand in hand with the beloved dream of objectivity, as well as the 
wish that, on some level, a poem represent not the single life but rather life in general. Of course every 
individual artist inscribes this representation with personality, if not opinion or prejudice, which we then 
call their style, a word which conveniently encompasses within it the idea of both form and content. On the 
topic of love, therefore, the distance between Byron and Creeley may be less the distance between ottava 
rima and free verse than between two distinct men, two distinct nationalities and two distinct historical 
moments. 
 Radical changes in poetic form are often justified as necessary to keep pace with linguistic and 
historical change. People move, governments shift, common speech alters and poetry follows suit. The 
Modernist revolution took place therefore, because a new language, a new content, demanded it. Pound, 
Eliot, et al. sensed that this new content could not be realized in archaic form, that too much artifice would 
distort the message. They bet their chips on the direct representation of the thing, and Olson seconded the 
motion when he stressed the act and advised Duncan to beware the abstract noun. They dispensed with 
poetic diction, just as the first generation Romantics had done before them, and suddenly past writers, 
whether Pope, Dryden, Spencer or Milton, looked to be full of extra and unnecessary words. But of course, 
as C.S. Lewis rightly points out, Milton’s “poetic diction” was nothing of the sort until Milton used it, just 
as the poet who imitates Eliot today sounds “poetic” precisely because Eliot did not dispense with diction 
but changed its definition and put it in new form. It was a wise decision, for poets who adopt the formal 
devices of a previous generation, inherit not only a particular way to break a line or make a stanza, but an 
entire stance – historical, geographical, political – towards their materials.  
 When poets dispense with precedent, they also forfeit the benefit of its clarification, just as to see, 
in Ruskin’s sense of the word, without any preconceived notion of what it is you are looking at, creates 
rather more mystification than less, so too does “clearing away the past” – despite the metaphorical 
implications – strand you in the briars of the present’s complexities rather than reveal fresh ground. 
Zukofsky knew this intuitively as his interest in Einstein’s statement “everything should be as simple as it 
can be, but not simpler,” shows. But the grand gesture of making it new, which, I need hardly say, is 
always symbolic and never absolute, has the potential benefit of encouraging both the unforeseen and the 
unprecedented into the poetic field. 
 Though we may be able to identify common themes and concerns within Modernist writing, we 
cannot say “Gertrude Stein wrote only of motor cars,” nor, “Crane of nothing but steel bridges.” For while, 
like Yeats’s “Instructors,” marvels of modern industry did provide new metaphors, as well as content, for 
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their poetry, old subjects – love, betrayal, death and so on – continued apace, if handled in ways altogether 
unique to the early twentieth century. Of course, simply filling a poem with hip jargon and technological 
terms (to jump to the present) does not perforce make it new, for the dialectic between old and new must be 
worked up through the deeper issue of formal motivation and address. As William Carlos Williams put it, 
“there is no subject the modern poem cannot address, it’s what you do with the words.” The change in 
content therefore, precipitated a change in form, metaphor and address. The move was from Wordsworth’s 
definition of the poet as a “man speaking to men,” to Williams’s definition of the poet as a man addressing 
words. This shift encapsulated the American Modernists’ problem of extricating a native language out from 
the British tongue, for before they could address “men” they had to determine what language they spoke. I 
could postulate that the move – from “men” to “words” – was a rejection of the “mortal millions,” those 
Philistines who made the new markets and who had, through their buying power, completely alienated the 
artist, who left the “speaking to men” to the media and politicians, but the trouble with such a claim is that, 
unlike their English predecessors, American poets at least since Whitman (newspaper man, lover of 
Lincoln) have kept a close, if not always comfortable, kinship to politicians and the media. Wary of “high 
culture” from the first, in a shaky, speech-based democracy, poets in American have always felt themselves 
to be a crucial voice in the linguistic and political “experiment.” Thus the Aesthetic Movement’s “turning 
away” from the world failed to take hold in this country, despite the efforts of men like James Huneker to 
promote a Mallarméan trans-Atlantic crossing. I feel another essay working its way in, and so I will leave 
aside these conjectures and return to Williams’s words – of “men,” “polish mothers,” workers, what have 
you – fought for on the battleground of address and form. 

Whenever we speak of address and form the question of comprehension very naturally follows, for 
if we are writing to an imagined someone, presumably we wish to be understood, which brings me back to 
that word “abstraction,” used above when speaking of Olson. If abstraction in language strives for a more 
reflexive representation of materiality, it also risks passing, like a spectre, right through those “things” the 
Modernists wanted to put in their poems, and wandering off into a netherworld of misty and undefined 
ideas. For matter and meaning are held together by a very fragile adhesive and, as changes in art tend to 
precede changes in artistic reception, it was not uncommon for these poets to be accused of being too 
“abstract” and by extension willfully obscure. But “abstraction” and “obscurity” are two distinct things. 
Abstraction is both recognizable and general, the words “love” and “liberty” are both abstract but neither 
is particularly obscure, not at least unless they are made so by too murky a context. The burden of the poet 
who uses such words, then, is to write in such a way that our definition of them is enriched and enlivened, 
though not simplified, by the poem’s content, without destroying what is general and accessible about them 
by enclosing them within a too willful hermeticism, thereby claiming “ownership” of their meaning by 
removing them from something I shall call the “sphere of generality.” The “sphere of generality” is nothing 
more complicated that an image, idea, or situation we recognize as part of contemporary life – all that we 
have not sought to know, yet, by the force of being alive, seem to know nonetheless. A good poet will often 
recontextualize this sphere, so that we feel both comforted by the familiar references and excited by the 
chance to distance ourselves from them, via a new or, perhaps, a clearer understanding gained through the 
poet’s insight. An example of this might be Olson’s celebrated line “What does not change / is the will to 
change.” This direct statement is both abstract and general, and had Olson not followed it with the complex 
poem that is “The Kingfishers” we might feel that he had handed us a platitude – “the lifetime of one man 
only” – instead of what he does offer, the thinking through of a state “between the origin and / the end, 
between / birth and the beginning of / another fetid nest.”  
 If we were to imagine a poetic continuum of meaning – that is to say, a continuum by which to 
measure the relative clarity of a poem’s content – Symbolist obscurity might occupy one end and Social 
Realism the other. Somewhere in the middle might lie those poems that are neither wholly aesthetic nor 
wholly social, but some combination of the two. When reading such poems we may experience 
understanding yet still have trouble explicating that experience to another person – not unlike focusing a 
pair of binoculars upon a beautiful bird and then handing them over to a friend who, excited by what 
you’ve seen, discovers that when they look through the lenses both the bird and the perspective have 
shifted, and thus where you saw a Cardinal, they see but the slight vibrations of an uninspiring twig. 
Though the truth of what you have seen is not doubted, the reproduction of it becomes a series of both 
practical and metaphysical problems. These problems of interpretation are those same that give rise to so 
much confusion and resentment around the teaching of poetry in school, where readings, though not 
necessarily wrong, are oftentimes codified and reductive. For every individual’s experience of 
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understanding a poem is not only personal but time sensitive, such that when rereading a favorite poem you 
may as likely be remembering what it once meant to you, as experiencing it anew.  
 Along the “continuum of meaning” some poems will be hastily consigned to the obscure end of 
the spectrum merely because they are difficult. In such cases (“A” is a good example, as is Paradise Lost) 
most of the shadows will vanish and the meaning of the poem will gradually come to light with careful and 
repeated readings. But even in such cases, if the poem is any good, some degree of obscurity will always 
remain, as will the desire to return to the poem over and over again, for when all is overlit and glaring with 
message the journey is robbed of its mystery. This “remainder of obscurity” notwithstanding, it is only 
when we believe we have experienced understanding that we can begin to appreciate a poem, for only then 
is it possible to feel spoken to by the poet’s content. But just as I feel there should always remain some 
degree of obscurity, I feel there should also be, within every poem, certain things that are clear, if only to 
provide the reader a handrail as she eases her way down the steps of the language. Understanding is a 
perpetual dialectic between obscurity and clarity. Some facets of knowledge come into focus, while others 
grow misty around the edges and eventually fade from view. I have noticed this phenomenon when reading 
old journals which, though I know myself to have written them, contain revelations I have altogether 
forgotten. Though I do not think my former self necessarily the wiser, I see that she knew things my present 
self does not. Perhaps this is why poems that inhabit only one end of the clarity/obscurity continuum strike 
me as either insulting or overvaluing our intelligence, and neither position seems to me particularly 
conducive to receptivity. The balance between obscurity and clarity has as much to do with a poet’s 
relationship to their content as to their craft, for if in the former a certain degree of confusion is desirable, 
one would wish the latter to be marked by certainty and control.  
 Looking recently at an essay Michael Palmer wrote on Shelley, published in Sulfur in 1993, I was 
struck to see that in his prefatory remarks he referred to that now all too familiar quotation from Walter 
Benjamin describing the “Angel of History.” This Angel, driven by the storm winds of Paradise, with his 
back to the future, sees all the debris and carnage of history piling up at his feet. At the time when Palmer 
published his essay this image was extremely resonant, and it seemed that every time I read an article, or 
opened a new book, it was again quoted. Carolyn Forché even titled her long-awaited third book of poems, 
The Angel of History. Why were Palmer, Forché and others so attracted to this image? I think perhaps it is 
because it spoke to their belief that the poet’s art is primarily a political art. Not political in the sense of 
senators and congressmen, nor even necessarily of “democracy in the streets,” but political in the sense of 
Amnesty International. The poet not as primary mover, but as primary witness to politically supported 
human atrocity. Or, better said, the poet as conscience of an ever more corrupt world. Shelley defined this 
role for poetry when he called the Imagination the “great instrument of moral good.”  
 But how might this image relate to Palmer the poet and his attitude towards his content? Taking 
his cue from philosophy, Palmer problematizes Shelley’s dictum, while nevertheless maintaining the role of 
the poet as a conscientious voice. Here’s a quotation from the first of his “Autobiographies” in The 
Promises of Glass. “All clocks are clouds. / Parts are greater than the whole. / A philosopher is starving in a 
rooming house, while it rains outside. / He regards the self as just another sign.” These fragments, for they 
seem to be just that, remind me of those encrypted messages that Orpheus receives over the radio in 
Cocteau’s film Orphée. (And, of course, Cocteau is quoting the French Resistance practice of receiving 
instructions about covert actions over the radio via poems). In Orphée, as you’ll recall, Orpheus becomes 
so preoccupied with writing down these fragmentary messages, these poems, that he loses all touch with 
reality and, by extension, Eurydice. Perhaps, then, the Angel of History was a generative image at the end 
of the twentieth century because he is freed of fragmentation and can see all of history, grim though it be, 
laid out before his feet. Thus he is a Visionary, and his vision is of a whole at the moment of its crumbling.  
 Palmer’s poems create a mood, and a tone which might be described as “thoughtful.” While his 
fragments, sometimes surreal images, and elevated tone can create a complexity and learned refinement 
risking pretension, his formal decisions keep the political content of his poems from lapsing into dogma. 
When they are good, I feel I know what they are saying, though not necessarily what they are about. In 
other words, I may understand each line, yet still at the poem’s end be baffled as to the full import of its 
meaning. His poems hover around the middle of the obscurity/clarity continuum, just as an old-fashioned 
radio dial moves in and out of receptivity. When Palmer chooses to tell us that “A philosopher is starving in 
a rooming house, while it rains outside,” and then follows with “He regards the self as just another sign,” 
he is intervening in his content in an extremely artificial and mindful way. By juxtaposing the image of a 
mindful human lacking the nourishment to sustain a body, Palmer is saying both “I am a poet of mind, 
familiar with philosophy and linguistics,” and “here is a limitation to this theory, here is a real human 
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perishing by wisdom.” The direct diction of his stichic form makes his content look deceptively simple, as 
parables or aphorisms – forms employed by prophets and visionaries alike – often do, and by implication 
the voice of the poet sounds like the voice of truth. Paradoxically, the fragment – the refusal to make a 
totality, even upon the page – in this instance, becomes a way to avoid being implicated in historical 
fragmentation. The advantage to such a poetry is clear: it retains the role of the poet as political conscience, 
albeit updated from “Men of England.” The risk in such a position is that the poet’s wisdom may become 
distant from its own limitations, losing both humor and its ability to relevantly connect to the world outside.  
 Of course in the vast category of “content,” and the attitude of the poet towards it, Palmer’s 
conscientious yet mindful address is quite unique, and many are the poets who write out of a completely 
different space. Here’s an excerpt from a poem by James Tate entitled “Carnivorous Sponges” that I 
recently read in a magazine: “At the church picnic I couldn’t take my / eyes off Marion Chisholm’s breasts. 
She had / really put them on display.” These lines are neither difficult to understand nor obscure, they need 
not be read twice. The quotidian suburban setting of the “Church picnic” juxtaposed with “Marion 
Chisholm’s breasts” (obviously attractive breasts, as far from Baudelaire’s “dugs” as can be) immediately 
sets a light and humorous tone to the poem, which leads me to think Tate chose this subject matter out of 
desire to delight and entertain his readers, perfectly suitable goals, though a long way indeed from the poet 
as conscience and the Imagination as the “great instrument of moral good.” “Carnivorous Sponges” is 
written in a conversational style using 21 enjambed lines of around 10 syllables each. It is not metrically 
overburdened and employs no complex formal artifice. The form is simple because the content demands 
simplicity and one assumes that Tate, at least in this poem, for I do not mean to generalize about “whole 
careers,” does not hold that his poem speaks a “universal truth,” or will change the world, or even 
anybody’s mind. The poet’s attitude towards his content is evident in his title and tone. The first acts as a 
critique of the poem’s characters, presumably “carnivorous sponges,” and removes the author’s complicity 
with them, the second reinstates that complicity via the author’s bemused tone and identification with the 
first person character (who, by the way, turns out to be Marion’s husband and so it is all “okay”). Similar to 
listening to a joke, the reader can enjoy the poem only in so far as she shares the particular humor of the 
poet. While Palmer appears to mean what he says, and yet uses the complications inherent in language to 
problematize that sincerity, Tate, with a slight wink, positions the poet above a content that he has 
nevertheless chosen to represent and thereby instill with value. Both poets maintain the right to “know” of 
what they speak. 
 Kevin Davies is a poet whose work evinces an attitude towards his content altogether different 
from the above two writers. Here’s an excerpt, chosen at random, from his book Comp.:  
 

The organization  
of these petals in a crowd of echoes in  
a tunnel. The trailer  
that precedes the feature 
in the polycentric theatre of the nonfuture. 

 
This little “lyric interlude” occupies the middle of a page with four lines written above in field composition 
and one isolated below reading “Money tends to inherit itself.” What sort of content is this? It is distinct 
both from Tate’s quotidian scene, written to entertain, and Palmer’s philosophical musings, written both to 
provoke thought and to comment upon it. Davies begins with an allusion to the quintessential Imagist 
poem, and by extension Modernist ideas concerning the “direct presentation of the thing” and the 
“objective correlative.” But in Davies’s rewriting of Pound there is no image and therefore no “emotional 
complex.” “The organization / of these petals in a crowd of echoes” makes no visual sense, and thus cannot 
be equated with any specific human feeling, except in that we may feel something about Pound’s poem. 
With “echoes in / a tunnel” we are back in familiar territory, though aural not visual. To be in a tunnel is to 
be in darkness, devoid of those images without which (according to the Modernist definition) we cannot 
feel anything – though there is a feeling that comes of realizing you cannot feel, palpable indeed, but I 
know of no correlative for it. From this darkness we proceed to “trailer,” a word associated with poor living 
conditions which, it becomes apparent in the next line, is actually referring to a preview in a movie theatre. 
The darkness of the tunnel now makes literal sense. “[T]hat precedes the feature” is self-explanatory, the 
content is “social” and partakes of the “sphere of generality” which is so important for grounding a poem in 
something outside its own discourses. Though we may not all know Pound, we all know what it is like to 
sit in a dark theatre watching trailers in anticipation of a feature film. By juxtaposing a reference to “A 
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Station in the Métro” with going to the movies, and by placing a tunnel filled with echoes in between, 
Davies is formally provoking a reading of his content. And the provocation says to me: an image is not 
what it used to be, and neither is an “instance of time.” The key to this passage, what turns his merely 
literary or merely social content into relevant content is the last line: “in the polycentric theatre of the 
nonfuture.” As “polycentric” means not only to “have many centers,” but to “have many centers of 
authority or control,” the interpretation Davies animates is terrifyingly clear. By adding “nonfuture,” a 
neologism, Davies makes a trenchant yet non-dogmatic comment upon the current political state. By 
situating this comment in a movie theatre – that palace of entertainment and pleasure – he completely 
destroys the possibility that he is writing “to entertain and please,” and by extension implies what such a 
project for poetry would mean in our day and age – disallowing any conflation of his content and Tate’s. 
Davies writes about our political situation in a personal and decisive yet nonauthoritative voice. He does 
not tell anecdotes, nor confess, and yet a subject infuses every utterance. He clears away all unnecessary 
obscurity and brings his message to bear. By doing so he puts himself in the embarrassing position of both 
revealing his meaning and meaning what he says. While the world represented in the poem, a world in 
which market capitalism and human stupidity coincide, perverts the old poetic desire to be the “voice of 
truth,” for in such an inhuman context that desire turns quickly fantastic, destined to bounce back in the 
form of a nostalgic echo, a form of “truth” is nevertheless represented, albeit without the traditional filter of 
the poetic “voice.”  
 Davies’s is clearly a political content, but is his attitude towards his content thereby one of 
witness? Where is the Angel of History in such a poem? Not present. Not simply on account of the 
“nonfuture” but also, and most importantly, because “the poet” in Davies’s work is wholly of the carnage 
and therefore cannot judge. Which is not to say that Davies’s work lacks outspoken opinion, but rather that 
the poet’s power to act as judge is constantly undermined by the content of the world he has chosen to 
represent. Upon that realization all talk of dogma falls away, as does the idea that one might, by long 
thought and good intentions, rise far enough above to see the problems clearly enough to act as conscience 
or theorize about what poetry can or should do within the political sphere. Though historically politics may 
prove the predominant metaphor of American verse, it still seems that for the most part poetry can only be 
actually political, i.e. affect real political change, indirectly, if at all. Poetry can, however, change people’s 
minds, and people (at least one can still hope) can affect political change. Whether these two “effects” can 
be easily equated, as they often have been in recent discourse, is not altogether clear. After all, if you 
discover you have a mind, you may feel hesitant to risk it, at least until that point when it is threatened 
beyond all bearing. Davies holds no political illusions, and his constitutive metaphor is sooner “large 
markets, small men,” than the “great governments, great men” of his Modernist predecessors.  
 In my reading of Davies’s poem I mentioned three distinct categories of content, the “literary,” the 
“social,” and the “relevant.” The first two can be subsumed within the third, but that is not a given. By 
literary content I mean words in a poem making reference to words in another work of literature, or, more 
simply said, allusion. By “social” content I mean description, of places, of persons, of things, of all that a 
poem tells us about what the world we live in looks, sounds, tastes, and smells like. This leaves the third 
and most difficult to define category of “relevant content.” Relevant content is such because we recognize 
it as such. It is not only that which is available, but all that has been made unavailable. It is what we cannot 
know until we see it, because it is created only through that strange alchemy between the “sphere of 
generality” and the poet’s mind (as distinct from the poet’s self or ego). “Recognizing relevance” is as 
elusive and personal as experiencing understanding, and the problems of expanding “relevance” from the 
personal to the universal are obviously numerous. After all, some readers may find Marion’s breasts more 
relevant than Palmer’s starving philosopher or the gutted out possibility of fully realized humanity evident 
in Davies’s poems. The hegemony of science has taught us to hunger for definitive outcomes and 
guarantees, even in our poetry, but passion and accident more often form de gustibus that do experiment 
and study, and, as with lovers, we often cannot see the limits of our taste until after we have seriously 
committed to it, and by that point, it seems only natural to have more investment in justifying the accident 
that in abandoning what we love and starting over from scratch. And, then again, what seems utterly 
relevant to one person today may seem irrelevant to another tomorrow. Nevertheless poetry continues to 
manifest its necessity through individual experience – people alone in rooms reading, each recognizing that 
certain something that leads them to dream of a universal, a language, a truth, or whatever word we use to 
signify that place that leads us out beyond the boundaries of ourselves and into the larger concerns of 
existence – that unique and glorious feeling that steals our minds away from the trivial so that we might 
partake of something important.  
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 But what is trivial, and what important? These two words, like “personal” and “political,” tend to 
be code words for “powerless” and “powerful.” But importance must be disassociated from power. No one 
poet should be asked to answer all our needs, no more than should one person. It would be disappointing 
and banal indeed if everybody wrote about the same subject in the same way, but whatever poets choose to 
write about, one hopes, at the very least, that they take their subjects seriously. Unfortunately, while 
insincerity is certain to prevent the creation of a meaningful poetry, sincerity alone falls somewhat short of 
a guarantee. This is why the “sphere of generality” is so important. As is the honest desire to reach it. A 
poet must have both something to say and someone to whom to say it. Even if, ever since Romanticism, 
that “someone” has been rather vague, and often wrongly conflated with the market, just as the idea of a 
“public voice” has been conflated with a “political voice.” And thus since that time the most meaningful 
poetry has been that which refuses to simplify its address based on the known world of reduced possibility 
and easy answers. The poet must remain independent in the art. Which does not mean that their 
independent vision is therefore a private vision, nor even necessarily autonomous. Rather it is a vision that 
accepts accountability and could be, nay, most certainly will be, harshly judged as “right” or “wrong.” But 
attempting to avoid such judgments hardly bespeaks either courage or honesty, and those who change their 
views to fit the company, or distance themselves from what they love should they suspect it unfashionable, 
or even write in the persona of the person they wish they were, may be well-liked of an evening, but are 
hardly the ones we turn to when in search of truth. 
 
Jennifer Moxley 
 
* My decision to use this impersonal address arose out of my inability to reconcile the private space of the 
letter with the public space of a magazine. As I am not terribly comfortable addressing poets I do not know, 
I tried to write to one of my already existing correspondents. This project failed, as I kept thinking how odd 
it seemed to send the letter to Canada instead of to his or her apartment. I next tried to write Kevin Davies, 
one of the subjects of my “letter,” but that felt odd as well, for my close reading seemed too impersonal, 
and I didn’t want to write a fan letter. Unlike the early Open Letter, begun by “a foursome who once had 
much experience in arguing among themselves,” I have no knowledge of who the other contributors are, 
nor what they intend to write about, and thus I could not continue a conversation that hasn’t even begun. 
My hope is that, if someone “concerned” chooses to respond to my “letter,” the conversation can then begin 
in a more personal register. 
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