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DENISE LEVERTOV

Some Notes on Organic Form

For me, back of the idea of organic form is the concept tl:lat there lcsl a foml1
in all things (and in our experience) whjch the poet can dlscover}:;m revea :
There are no doubt temperamental differences between poets who use [‘)rle1
scribed forms and those who look for new ones—people who rfleedha’ t1§ t
schedule to get anything done, and people who b’ave“to hfavc: a free an H—
but the difference in their conception of “content” or “reality” is functionally
more important. On the one hand is the idea that content, rﬁahty, exl?ferlellz‘ce,
is essentially fluid and must be given form; on the other, EhlS sense 0l seeng
out inherent, though not immediately apparent, f(.)rn?. Gerard Manley op—f
kins' invented the word “inscape” to denote intrinsic fgrm, thg pattern o)
essential characteristics both in single objects and (what is moreﬂl'ntercstlwntg
in objects in a state of relation to each other‘, and the word mstrcte'ss 0(%
denote the experiencing of the perception of inscape, ‘the apl?ercgpt}tonuse
inscape. In thinking of the process of poctry as l kn(.m it, 1 ext‘en e
of these words, which he seems to have used mainly m.referenue tl(]). ier?soi'é\i
phenomena, to include intellectual and cmotion?l experience as \(I;e 3 vxyou <
speak of the inscape of an experience (which might be.composef o jmy an
all of these elements, including the sensory) or of the inscape ol a sequence
r constellation of expericences. . o
° /: partial dcﬁnitionp, then, of organic poetry mlghF be ’thzt'll és a ?Z;hgi
of apperception, i.c., of recognizing what we perceive, and 1s aie o
intuition of an order, a form beyond forms, in which forms parta lel, and
which man's creative works are analogies, resemblances, natural allegories.
' ‘try is exploratory. ‘
SUPC{}:)\l\)Od((:?s one g() about such a poetry? 1 tbink it's like th1§: first fther{%n}usi
be an expericnce, a sequence or constellation of perceptions (})] su c1'en-
interest, felt by the poet intensely enough to demand‘of hm} thelrfegulv;
jence in words: he is brought to speech. Suppose Fhere s the sxf% 1t 0 }tl es ;,1
through a dusty window, birds and cloud§ and b.ltS of paper ylndglt ronllgd
the sky. the sound of music from his radio, feelings of anger an 1ove an
amusement roused by a letter just received, the memory of somg on‘%-past
thought or event associated with what's seen or heard or felt,. an aE i eai,tﬁ
concept, he has been pondering, each qualifying the othe.r, togeth e;w
what he knows about history; and what he has.been dreaming—whet erfor
not he remembers it—working in him. This is o.nly a rough outline .od'a
possible moment in a life. But the condition of being a poet 1 thgtg)eno i-
cally such a cross section, or constellation, of experiences (.m Wh'lcd one (()]r
another element may predominate)‘ demands, or wakes in blm this em;lmt g
the poem. The beginning of the fulfillment of th.IS demand is tofcoFtem;? ate,
to meditate; words which connote a state In which the heat of feeling warms
the intellect. To contemplate comes from “templum, templg, a place, zil)spa,ce
for observation. marked out by the augur.” It means, not 51mp(liy to 0 zf:*r\::,
to regard, but to do these things in the presence Qf a god. An | to me 1tae$
is “to keep the mind in a state of contemplation”; its synonym 1s "to Muse,

I, English poct (1844-1889).
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and to muse comes from a word meaning “to stand with open mouth”—not
so comical if we think of “inspiration"—to breathe in.

So—as the poet stands open-mouthed in the temple of life, contemplating
his experience, there come to him the first words of the poem: the words
which are to be his way in to the poem, if there is to be a poem. The pressure
of demand and the meditation on its elements culminate in a moment of
vision, of crystallization, in which some inkling of the correspondence
between those elements occurs; and it occurs as words. If he forces a begin-
ning before this point, it won't work. These words sometimes remain the
first, sometimes in the completed poem their eventual place may be else-
where, or they may turn out to have been only forerunners, which fulfilled
their function in bringing him to the words which are the actual beginning
of the poem. It is faithful attention to the experience from the first moment
of crystallization that allows those first or those forerunning words to rise to
the surface: and with that same fidelity of attention the poet, from that
moment of being let in to the possibility of the poem, must follow through,
letting the experience lead him through the world of the poem, its unique
inscape revealing itself as he goes.

During the writing of a poem the various elements of the poet’s being are
in communion with each other, and heightened. Ear and eye, intellect and
passion, interrelate more subtly than at other times; and the “checking for
accuracy,” for precision of language, that must take place throughout the
writing is not a matter of one element supervising the others but of intuitive
interaction between all the elements involved.

In the same way, content and form are in a state of dynamic interaction;
the understanding of whether an experience is a linear sequence or a con-
stellation raying out from and into a central focus or axis, for instance, is
discoverable only in the work, not before it.

Rhyme, chime, echo, reiteration: they not only serve to knit the elements
of an experience but often are the very means, the sole means, by which the
density of texture and the returning or circling of perception can be trans-
muted into language, apperceived. A may lead to E directly through B, C,
and D: but if then there is the sharp remembrance or revisioning of A, this
return must find its metric counterpart. It could do so by actual repetition
of the words that spoke of A the first time (and if this return occurs more
than once, one finds oneself with a refrain—not put there because one
decided to write something with a refrain at the end of each stanza, but
directly because of the demand of the content). Or it may be that since the
return to A is now conditioned by the journey through B, C, and D, its words
will not be a simple repetition but a variation . . . Again, if B and D are of a
complementary nature, then their thought- or feeling-rhyme may find its
corresponding word-rhyme. Corresponding images are a kind of nonaural
rhyme. It usually happens that within the whole, that is between the point
of crystallization that marks the beginning or onset of a poem and the point

at which the intensity of contemplation has ceased, there are distinct units
of awareness; and it is—for me anyway—these that indicate the duration of
stanzas. Sometimes these units are of such equal duration that one gets a
whole poem of, say, three-line stanzas, a regularity of pattern that looks, but
is not, predetermined.
When my son was eight or nine I watched him make a crayon drawing of
a tournament. He was not interested in the forms as such, but was grappling
with the need to speak in graphic terms, to say, “And a great crowd of people
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were watching the jousting knights.” There was afneiled to sdhow the t%e:n(:j
itting in them. And out ol the neea arose a to
seats, all those people sitting in t / ose a forma
i iful— d of the rows of shoulders and heads.
design that was beautiful—compose ; ulders and heads.
is i ¢ -ay that there can arise, out of tidelity to ,
is in very much the same way i o B el
i i the poem—both its total form, 1 gth
a design that is the form of e e el
i ts (e.g., the rhythmic relationship
ace and tone, and the form of its parts : i 1
Eyllables within the line, and of line to line; the sonic relatlonsl}lp's of vox;vel)s
and consonants; the recurrence of images, the play of associations, etc.).
/ jon” i livan).

“Form follows function” (Louis Su ' '
Frank Lloyd Wright? in his autobiography wrote.that the idea f)f};)rganf
architecture is that “the reality of the building lies in the space’wnh 1rf1 it, to
be lived in.” And he quotes Coleridge: “Such as the hf,e is, 1uc}i1 1sft eforrt);].
. in hi * d Imagination,” “Ask the fact for the
Emerson says in his essay “Poetry an e
éorm.”) The Oxford English Dictionary quotes Huxley (Thomas, pllresur;lab?h)e

as stating that he used the word organic “almost as an equivalent for

word ‘living."” ~ ' —
In organgic poetry the metric movement, the measgre, is Fhe Ehrect;expvt’:tsh
i ' ) i And the sounds, acting together
sion of the movement of perception. nds, seth
the measure, are a kind of extended onomat()ﬁ)(;)ela—l.e.{,l they 1mt1ta::hrilco}tl
, i ‘hich may we e soundless, or to
the sounds of an experience (w 3 ’ . ch
sounds contribute only incidentally), but tht(zj fee(llmg.of ?r(;.l??perlfrsltcgngs
i its ’ ing speed and gait ol differen
emotional tone, its texture. The varying ' : , \
of perception within an experience (1 think of strands of seaweed moving
ithi i inted measures.
ithin a wave) result in counterpointed r r ? ,
" Thinking about how organic poetry differs from free verse, lfV\rote }tl}.la}i
is fai ani try, that is, organic poetry from whic
“most free verse is failed organic poetry, ; m which
i i itched off too soon, before the intr
the attention of the writer had been swi ¢ e
sic form of the experience had been revealed. B}:lt Robert Dunlc)an po;niiei(i
isa* ” of which this is not true, becaus S
out to me that there is a “free verse” o . ; :
written not with any desire to seek a form, indeed perh'apshwfh theolggigllr;%
i i 7 ible) and to express inchoate em
to avoid form (if that were possi anc i
urely as possible.® There is a contradiction here, hovx.re\fer, beclause if, asr(i
Is)u pose, there is an inscape of emotion, of feeling, it is 1m.pos'51bl'e to avoi
rgsenti;lg something of it if the rhythm or tone of the feeling is 'glvlep votllce
Ii)n the poem. But perhaps the difference is this: that free ve}:se isolates ¢ 13
) it i i ver min
“rightness” of each line or cadence—if it seems expressive, t Fn n}el HaL
the relation of it to the next; while in organic poetry 'the pecu lardr y ns of
the parts are in some degree modified, if necessary, in order to discove
rhythm of the whole. » _
}]/?»ut doesn’t the character of the whole depend on, arise out of, the Ché(l)l;]
acter of the parts? It does; but it is like painting from nature: s'up];?osg:‘ yCts
absolutely imitate, on the palette, the separate ci)lors of the (\ia.rlotuhs Oagfual
i i juxtaposed in the
t; yet when they are closely jux :
b et i dark loud h each color in
inti en, cloud, or sharpen
ainting, you may have to lighten, darken, . col
Erder t(%,pyroduce an effect equivalent to what you see in nature. Air, light,
dust, shadow, and distance have to be taken into account.

i i 5 ik i 4. American poet (1919-1988).
o l[lxmeri(cla;‘ibar?ggisl (GG, U Bt 5. “Seirior in‘stance, some off t\he firgotg??lgg?s
3 . . 5): Engli i f the early 20s—also, some of Amy Lowe 74—
3 k ey (1825-1895): Lnglish biolo- of the Y g Hosel Pl
;stﬁl h%lt:r:lsu:‘l‘utl‘zzl(gr Coleridge (1772-1834): 23‘92 ‘il]j-L(leatrcl%wr Szirlxgg:igl 95[5J878so1r2:; 7 ]lmJa(;iSt
: Lo . m . :
e ol e p(:)ems were written in ‘free verse’ in this sense, but

(1803—1882): American poet, essayist, and Tran-

d li by no means all” [Levertov's note].
scendentalist. y
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Or one could put it this way: in organic poetry the form sense or “traffic
sense,” as Stefan Wolpe® speaks of it, is ever present along with (yes, para-
doxically) fidelity to the revelations of meditation. The form sense is a sort
of Stanislavsky” of the imagination: putting a chair two feet downstage there,
thickening a knot of bystanders upstage left, getting this actor to raise his
voice a little and that actress to enter more slowly; all in the interest of a
total form he intuits. Or it is a sort of helicopter scout flying over the field
of the poem, taking aerial photos and reporting on the state of the forest and
its creatures—or over the sea to watch for the schools of herring and direct
the fishing fleet toward them.

A manifestation of form sense is the sense the poet's ear has of some rhyth-
mic norm peculiar to a particular poem, from which the individual lines
depart and to which they return. I heard Henry Cowell tell that the drone in
Indian music is known as the horizon note. Al Kresch,* the painter, sent me a
quotation from Emerson: “The health of the eye demands a horizon.” This
sense of the beat or pulse underlying the whole I think of as the horizon note
of the poem. It interacts with the nuances or forces of feeling which deter-
mine emphasis on one word or another, and decides to a great extent what
belongs to a given line. It relates the needs of that feeling-force which domi-
nates the cadence to the needs of the surrounding parts and so to the whole.

Duncan also pointed to what is perhaps a variety of organic poetry: the
poetry of linguistic impulse. It seems to me that the absorption in language
itself, the awareness of the world of multiple meaning revealed in sound,
word, syntax, and the entering into this world in the poem, is as much an
experience or constellation of perceptions as the instress of nonverbal sen-
suous and psychic events. What might make the poet of linguistic impetus
appear to be on another tack entirely is that the demands of his realization
may seem in opposition to truth as we think of it; that is, in terms of sensual
logic. But the apparent distortion of experience in such a poem for the sake

of verbal effects is actually a precise adherence to truth, since the experience
itself was a verbal one.

Form is never more than a revelation of content.’

“The law—one perception must immediately and directly lead to a further
perception” (Edward Dahlberg,' as quoted by Charles Olson in “Projective
Verse,” Selected Writings). I've always taken this to mean, “no loading of the
rifts with ore,” because there are to be no rifts. Yet alongside this truth is
another truth (that I've learned from Duncan more than from anyone else)—
that there must be a place in the poem for rifts too—(never to be stuffed
with imported ore). Great gaps between perception and perception which
must be leapt across if they are to be crossed at all.

The X-factor, the magic, is when we come to those rifts and make those
leaps. A religious devotion to the truth, to the splendor of the authentic,

6. German-born composer (1902-1972) and
director of music at Black Mountain College from
1952 to 1956. His music, structured in nonlinear,

9. CI. Robert Creeley's (b. 1926) statement “Form
is never more than an extension of content,” cited
by fellow Black Mountain poet Charles Olson
or “organic,” modes, allowed for the unplanned (1910-1970) in his essay “Projective Verse,”
element of ambient noise. reprinted above.

7. Konstantin Stanislavsky (1863-1938): Russian [. American poet (1900-1977).

theater director associated with "method” acting, 2. Cf. the English Romantic poet John Keats's
in which the actor makes use of personal memory suggestion in a letter of August 16, 1820, to fellow
and emotion to create a believable character. poet Percy Bysshe Shelley: “be more of an artist,
8. Albert Kresch (b. 1922): American figurative and ‘load cvery rift' of your subject with ore” (ech-
painter. Henry Cowell: American composer oing Lnglish Renaissance poet Edmund Spenser’s
(1897-1965). Faerie Queene 2.7.28.5).
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H ) H > ‘. . 2 . (Y7 ‘()']
involves the writer in a process rewarding in itsell; but w hcln lhd]l (l(l\oll ’
\ i selves saili 3 ove
brings us to undreamed abysses and we {ind ourselves sailing slowly
N . g anf® ca (Aol snEne
them and landing on the other side—that's ecstasy.
1965

WHEN We DEAD AWAKEN

i shape the n's ‘ement of the
One of the preeminent literary figures who helped shape the women's moven !
’ ites i i Sy 1 "awakening conscious-
1960s and 1970s, Adricnne Rich writes in this essay about her d\\d]\tnlnglt "
» i Nl as an exe > ol a more
"as a woman writer. She uses her own poctic development as an example o :
o ’ . T i i 1 erfmis *tics. Groundin
general trend away from self-eftacing formalism toward a feminist poetics. Gr | g2
‘ ‘ ‘ ) ‘ & H . 3 e -
: ! i she fuses social ¢ ‘ntary, literary
her insights in her self-translormation as a poet. she fuses social u);}\r;]uhl - g ;
‘ . i resists the polarities of the personal an
itici srsonal exploration and thus resists the pole S
criticism, and personal explor: ' f
i ive "re-vision"—i or view, not a luxury but a sun
itical. Enacti rpretive “re-vision”—in her view, )
the political. Enacting inter) b= i A i
tool for women—she analyzes disempowering images of femininity in carlie ruture
. ‘ i i ality age at social an
She traces a path from alicnation and inert impersonality, lhroughdrilgl,L dl. ‘()(. ‘
. aces . L - i
i i “integrated self-expression and liberation. Orig
‘ictimiz a poetics of integrated self-expre ;
cultural victimization, 1o a | J | , Fep nand ibentton. Driet
nally delivered as part of a pancl on "tThe Woman Writer in the l\‘\(llﬂll( til Ll o : ¢
" : 7 i in College English 34 ctober
ssociation in 1971 and printed in College English 34.
n age fation in 197 1 and g
the Modern Language Assoc ‘ j g Lisg | (Dctober
972), the essay has been reprinted from the revised version, with introductory pe
o ; Lies, S ts, and Silence: Selected Prose, 1966—1978 (1979).
aphs, in Rich's On Lies, Secrets, and : sC,
graphs, in Rich's (

ADRIENNL RICH
When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision

The Modern Language Association! is I‘)()th 1nurl'<etp!accl’lzn;(| 1‘u.n‘e’>rall H:Zrl(:ﬁ
for the professional study of Western literature in }orl’ / m(\zlss‘il(.m“of t(he
gatherings of the professions, it has I)em? and rem.ulﬁslfl lplr;)t ssion of th
sons of educated men” (Virginia Woolf):? a congeries of o (l- )(l)\s l.d wors.
academicians rehearsing their numb canons in 505510115;‘(0[()11.(“}11lc Orish"
literature of white males, junior scholars undcr the lash (').f' pu _15, ‘()}:(l))t(;b. )
delivering papers in the bizarrely lit d'ra'\\'mg—room§ o Mmirzioge :
ritual competition veering bcl\\'e‘cn cynicism and df:s})erallollj Mare Dal's
However, in the interstices of these gentlemanly rites (or, in ) : {r}\h ; _S\
words. on the boundaries of this patriarchal space).’ SOlE fe:?mlst - do ;:lrb
teachers, and graduate students, joined by feminist writers, e llors ax? (}‘)hv,]_
lishers, have for a decade been creating more sul)vc'ltslve }:)f(d(sjl'(,m;;,cn,‘of
lenging the sacredness of the gcntlcmar‘ﬂy canon, shiar!ng.l cl‘rte‘ 1'sc very of
buried works by women, asking women's questions, bringing literary \

f 7 " [Rich's note]. Man

iati ) ars, critics, ¢ achers of Beacon, 19711, pp. 40 41 [Ric ] 3

N \“”"""l“l’“].“‘ \Lt‘hol‘“\ rties and eachers.o Daly (h. 1928): American feminist philosopherand
language and literature.

2. English novelist (1852 1941),

3. "Many Dady. Beyond God the Pather (Boston

theologian.

WHEN WE DEAD AwAKEN: WRITING AS RE-Vision / 1087

and criticism back to life in both senses. The Commission on the Status of
Women in the Profession was formed in 1969, and held its first public event
in 1970. In 1971 the Commission asked Ellen Peck Killoh. Tillie Olsen,
Llaine Reuben, and myselfl, with Elaine Hedges as moderator, to talk on
“The Woman Writer in the Tw entieth Century,™ The essav that follows was
written for that forum, and later published. along with the other papers from
the forum and workshops, in an issue of College Fuglish cdited by Elaine
Hedges ("Women Writing and Teaching,” vol. 34, no. 1. October 1972,
With a few revisions, mainly updating, it was reprinted in American Poets in
1976, edited by William Heyen (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976, Fhat later
text is the one published here,

The challenge flung by feminists at the accepted literary canon, at the
methods of teaching it, and at the biased and astigmatic view of male “literary
scholarship.” has not diminished in the decade since the first Women's
Forum: it has become broadened and intensified more recently by the chal-
lenges of black and lesbian feminists pointing out that feminist literary
criticism itself has overlooked or held back from examining the work of black
women and leshians. The dynamic between 4 political vision and the demand
for a fresh vision of literature is clear: without growing feminist movement,
the first inroads of feminist scholarship could not have been made: without
the sharpening of a black feminist consciousness. black women's writing
would have been left in limbo between misogynist black male critics and
white feminists still struggling to uncarth a white women's tradition: without
an articulate lesbian/feminist moy ement, lesbian writing would still be lving
in that closet where many of us used 1o sit reading forbidden books “in a had
light.”

Much, much more is vet to be done:; and university curricula have of
course changed very little as a result of all this. What iy changing is the
availability of knowledge, of vital texts. the visible effects on women's lives
of seeing, hearing our wordless or negated experience affirmed and pursucd
further in language.

Ibsen's™ When e Deud Awaken is @ play about the use that the male artist
and thinker—in the process of creating culture as we know it—-has made of
women, in his life and in his work: and about a woman’s slow struggling
awakening to the use 1o which her life has been put. Bernard Shaw wrote in
1900 of this play:

[Tbsen] shows us that no degradation ever devized or permitted is as
disastrous as this degradation: that through it women can die into luy-
aries for men and yet can kill them; that men and women are becoming
conscious of this: and that what remains 1o be seen as perhaps the most
interesting of all imminent social developments is what will happen
“when we dead awaken, ™

It's exhilarating to be alive in a time of awakening consciousness: it can
also be confusing, disorienting, and painful. This awakening of dead or sleep-
ing consciousness has already affected the lives of millions of women, even

4. The panelists are writers and teachers. Tillie

6. "G B Shaw, The Quintessence of Thsenism
Olsenth. e 191344 o prominent Jewish American

New York: Hill & Wang 19220, o 1397 [Rich's

fiction writer, note . George Bernard Shaw VNSO 1SS0, Trish
5. Henrik Ihaen o 1825190601, Norwegian play-
wright und poct.

plaswright and eritic.




