



































Poets and Revolutionaries

must he be bowed down t0? Because he has been set apart as the one dog who
need not regard the rules of the house, they are so high that they can defame
God and foul their rafters!” (Barnes 39) Past and future: “To pay homage to
the past is the only gesture that also includes the future” (39). Man’s attrac-
tion to woman: “Thinking of her, visualizing her, was an extreme act of the
will; to recall her after she had gone, however, was as easy as the recollection
of the sensation of beauty without its details” (41). Innocence and guilt:
“There was no ignominy in her; she recorded without reproach or accusation,
being shorn of self-reproach or self-accusation. This drew people to her and
frightened them; they could neither insult nor hold anything against her,
though it embittered them to have to take back injustice that in her found no
foothold. In court she would have been impossible; no one would have been
hanged, reproached or forgiven because no one would have been ‘accused™
(53). Humans and nature: “We were created that the carth might be made
sensible of her inhuman taste; and love that the body might be so dear that
even the earth should roar with it” (83). Language and its referents: “Yes, we
who are full to the gorge with misery should look well around, doubting
everything seen, done, spoken, precisely because we have a word for it, and
not its alchemy” (83). These are relative sentences for the age of relativity.
They are also the kind of sentences that the French feminist Cixous encour-
ages women to write, since they write of differences withour repressing one
side of a dualism in order to present the other side as an absolute. Cixous
believes that women must create this kind of language to enable themselves to
inscribe their (as yet mostly unknown) differences into culture in a new kind
of way than difference has historically been constructed in societies (as hierar-
chy, conflict, annihilation). Of course, this sort of Cixousian sentence need
not be dully politically correct, as Barnes” quotes have amply demonstrated.

Not only in language, burt also in characterizations, Nightwood suggests
interesting similarities between literature and the new physics. Of the pro-
vocative connections which Barnes’ narrative creates between characters and
time-space, the most frequent and mysterious are about Robin, who is noth-
ing to herself and can thus be anything to anybody else, and who sets into
motion unwittingly and carelessly the causes that create the chaos of the plot.
She is almost always associated with distortions in time when she is described.
She is compared to a statue in a garden which is weather-beaten with the
decay of immortality, associated with animals as if she were a reminder of our
evolutionary past, and dubbed “newly ancient” (Barnes 42). This strange
relationship to time is intrinsic to her appeal to other characters. Felix, for
example, married her because of its power. “He had thought of making a
destiny for himself, through laborious and untiring travail. Then with Robin
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the moment she possesses it the property loses some of its value, for the owner’s
estimate is its worth” (Barnes 98). To Felix, Robin is everything he had

reviously striven for in his life, standing before him personified and com-
plete. Robin’s complicated appeal is summed up in one of the most spectacu-
lar descriptive passages in the novel.

The woman who presents herself to the spectator as a “picture” forever
arranged is, for the contemplative mind, the chief danger. Sometimes one
meets 2 woman who is beast turning human. Such a person’s every move-
ment will reduce to an image of a forgotten experience; a mirage of an eternal
wedding cast on the racial memory; as insupportable a joy as would be the
image of an eland coming down an aisle of trees, chapleted with orange blos-
soms and bridal veil, hoof raised in the economy of fear, stepping in the
trepidation of flesh that will become myth; as the unicorn is neither man nor
beast deprived, but human hunger pressing its breast to its prey.

Such a woman is the infected carrier of the past; before her the structure
of our head and jaws ache--we feel that we could eat her, she who is eaten
death returning, for only then do we put our face close to the blood on the
lips of our forefathers. (Barnes 37)

The other characters, however, are wrong if they think that they are
essentially different from Robin. They are no more a solid part of history and
society than she is. Felix, who is a Jew, has every bit as complicated a rela-
tionship to time as Robin does. Although there is perhaps some anti-Semitism
in Barnes’ characterization of Felix (it’s hard to tell with Barnes, who was free
with her observations of everybody in her writing), there is also a sensitive
insight into some of the subtler aspects of his oppression as a Jew. First is his
alienation from history, or linear time. Second is his homelessness in all coun-
tries—his lack of space.

... for the step of the wandering Jew is in every son. No matter where
and when you meet him you feel that he has come from some place—no
matter from what place he has come—some country that he has devoured
rather than resided in, some secret land that he has been nourished on
but cannot inherit, for the Jew scems to be everywhere from nowhere.
When Felix’s name was mentioned, three or more persons would swear
to having seen him the week before in three different countries simulta-
neously (Barnes 7).

He projects fantasies onto the blank screen which Robin presents to him,
imagining that the solution to all his alienation is for Robin to bear him a
son. With a son, he thinks he will finally be within the linear time line that
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Nightwood, then, may be just the sort of dream-knowledge that American
licerature needs. It is dreamlike not only in its return of the repressed to
American literature, but also in its treacment of space-time, which follows an
emotional organization rather than a chronological one; in its poetic lan-
guage, which allows imagery from the subconscious to proliferate simulta-
neously with the linear sentence; and in its treatment of cause-effect patterns,
which are nonlinear and unpredictable. The dream is a strange attractor where
the new physics, French feminist theory and poetic language overlap.

The Loverby Marguerite Duras is not as dramatic as Nightwood, but it is
powerful in a different way. It attains its power as much from what is absent
as from what is present, subtly suggestive rather than packed with concen-
trated imagery. The novel very gracefully and unobtrusively seeps into the
consciousness of the reader with a revolutionary new sense of things. The
whole process feels so natural that it is almost annoying to analyze it; it is
more enjoyable to go with the flow. At the end, the power is suddenly appar-
ent—the power of the whispy and gentle tide of words. It is difficult to
isolate anything for analysis in this work. I will start, however, with the gaps
and absences. They are an essential part of the story. Just as horror is more
effective when it is vague and unspecified, because infinite fear can be pro-
jected into the unknown, the sense of desire and loss conveyed by 7he Loveris
greater because the reader can project it into the “empty” spaces. The reader
becomes a co-creator of the work, which makes it a part of the reader’s own
thought rather than something external.

This fertile capacity of nothingness is one of the most exciting discover-
ies of the new physics in the West. In the East, space and nothingness have
always been seen that way. Eastern painters traditionally make space as im-
portant in their paintings as objects. Large areas of the work are given over to
misty areas which interact with the boundaries of objects. Objects are not
distinct from the space; the viewer has to co-create them, thus making the
space creative in a different way for each viewer and leading to more, not less.
This Eastern view of space is something that has been confirmed by the new
physics. Scientists have discovered that particles can be ripped out of a vacuum.
Thus, nothingness is more of a plenum than an emptiness. Also, in relativity
theory, space interacts with mass, contracting and expanding. It could not do
this if it were like a blank sheet of paper traversed by lines from point to
point, as in Euclidian geometry. Third, everything is, in a sense, made out of
space in the form of waves, fields, fluctuations and curves. The spaces in 7he
Lover are interactive, seething and charged in a very similar way.

Another fuzzy but fertile isomorphism between the new physics and 7he
Lover is the blurring of boundaries. In particle physics, scientists discovered
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does not pass into culture—until Duras grows up to write novels about it!
Their society breaks them up when the lover has to marry a Chinese girl
chosen by his parents. The well of resistance becomes internalized and car-
ried by the narrator into her future, when she uses it to escape her mother’s
life and write novels. Far from being ruined, she is strengthened. Yet we are
not really surprised, because it flows naturally from the narrative. We can
expect that of a girl who can flaunt the public opinion of all three classes/races
in her society. In its plot organization of cause and effect, The Lover is thus
neither purely predictable nor purely surprising.

It is a combination of freedom and necessity . In this it is like chaos,
which is neither deterministic in the classical Laplacian sense, nor arbitrary.
Dynamic interactions between order and disorder, chaotic systems change
radically through feedback and never return to their initial state. A small
input can produce big changes which could not have been predicted through
the knowledge of a linear chain of cause and effect. This chaotic sort of cause-
and-effect parallels plot constructions found in all literature. Eve’s eating an
apple leads to the Fall in Paradise Lost, Guinevere’s affair with Launcelot starts
asequence of events that leads to the rapid destruction of Camelot in Malory’s
Arthur tales, a frog gene used to fill in the gaps of the dinosaur genes in
Jurassic Park leads to the dinosaurs ability to breed . . . the examples are end-
less. Postmodern literature, which has almost completely abandoned a linear
progression of orderly cause-effect chains as a plot-ordering model, uses this
sort of chaotic cause-effect plotting almost exclusively, though. The novels 1
am writing about in this paper, which use very lyrical narrative strategies,
perhaps foreground chaos even more than most postmodern fiction.

This is a revolution in poetic language, to borrow the title of an essay by
Kristeva. In Kristeva’s theory, desires, or “chora,” or jouissance, can have
effects on language that resemble the nonlinear and unpredictable, yet pat-
terned, unfoldings of chaos envisioned by chaos theoreticians. She some-
times writes about metaphors and metonyms almost as if they are mind fractals,
explaining how signifiers are linked by psychological functions to desires in
unpredictable yet not arbitrary ways. Kristeva believes we must restore the
play of the chora.

Though deprived of unity, identity, or deity, the chora is nevertheless
subject to a regulating process [reglementation], which is different from
that of symbolic law but nevertheless effectuates discontinuities by tem-
porarily articulating them and then starting over, again and again.

(Kristeva 93)
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nothingness, shows that even static appearances have a dynamic reality
behind them, and enables us to see that everything is interrelared, not iso-
Jated. Chaos theory shows that order and disorder are not dichotomous and
that cause-effect relationships can be nonlinear and unpredictable. French
feminist theorists make political engagement playful and creative, rendering
ideology compatible with art, contrary to most of the history of ideology and

olitics (which is usually associated with the censorship of art, state art, etc.).
They help us see that language can be used both to enable the play of possi-
bilities and to repress it. They also remind us that our culture is our creation.
The lyrical novelists often put themselves inside their work, make their end-
ings open instead of closed, use techniques of poetry to replace many more
traditional narrative techniques, make the linear sentence convey simultane-
ity, play with space-time constructions that radically alter plot organization,
deconstruct binary oppositions, inscribe chaos into finished literary prod-
ucts, rewrite the machine model of composition, conflate dreams with wak-
ing life, and involve the reader in co-creation of the story by making silences
resonant. These three novels are poetic and revolutionary at the same time by
encouraging their readers to engage in infinite games, which would deconstruct
all the finite games if everybody learned to do it.
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