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It has often been claimed that writing about music is like dancing about architecture. The general distrust of methods that combine or aggregate knowledge from different research fields, and therefore tend to elide or smooth out some of their particularities, may account for the paucity of critical writing dealing not only with the role of voice and song in poetry but also with the history of the interdependencies of verbal, textual and musical materials in the broader context of contemporary American literature. Even among scholars interested in interdisciplinary approaches to literature and the arts, the difficulty of mastering the language and conventions of different disciplines—and of avoiding the demon of facile analogies and sterile metaphorical models—has so far proved rather dissuasive and prevented the emergence of serious works considering the mutually collaborative possibilities between musical and poetic composition.  

     In his introduction to Close Listening, a recent collection of essays dealing with a variety of issues related to the performing, sounded and visualized word, the interaction of body and thought, the poetics of polyphony and the role of poetry readings, Charles Bernstein writes:

In an age of spectacle and high drama, the anti-expressivist poetry reading stands out as an oasis of low technology that is among the least spectaclized events in our public culture. . . . In contrast to theater, where the visual spectacle creates a perceived distance separating viewers from viewed, the emphasis on sound in the poetry reading has the opposite effect—it physically connects the speaker and listener, moving to overcome the self-consciousness of the performance context. Indeed, the anti-expressivist mode of reading works to defeat the theatricality of the performance situation, to allow the listener to enter into a concave acoustic space rather than be pushed back from it. . . . 

(10-11)

Poetry, Bernstein concludes, cannot “compete with music in terms of its acoustic complexity or rhythmic force, or with theatre in terms of spectacle” (11). And yet, if one cannot but agree with T.S. Eliot’s oft-quoted remark that “some poetry is meant to be sung” but “most modern poetry is meant to be spoken,” the long tradition of mutual influences and collaborative efforts between US poets and musicians—from Gertrude Stein’s libretto for Virgil Thompson’s Four Saints In Three Acts to Amiri Baraka’s jazz poetry and Clark Coolidge’s ROVA Improvisations—testifies to a much more theatrical and “expressivist” dimension of poetry performance, a dimension that exceeds the acoustic intimacy of traditional poetry readings. With the exception of the last three essays in this volume—which examine the works of three composers whose musical theories intersect with American poetry and poetics—the works discussed in the following chapters encourage us to seek new understandings of poetry’s “live” potential at the same time as they interrogate the logistics of composing or performing a poem inspired by or responding to a musical piece, whether or not accompanied by a musical instrument.

The purpose of this book is to develop an informed and imaginative understanding of the interrelationships between poetry and music in a way that reflects the diversity and richness of contemporary artistic practice in the US since the beginning of the 20th century. Related topics such as theories of representation, the aesthetics of rhythm, the material production of literature and music, the links between poetry, politics and popular culture, the making of music from literary texts, or literature from musical models, all provide the focus for a study that deals with the theoretical and practical interrelationships between poetry and music. All represent innovative thought—either in the form of extending or challenging current critical positions—and are committed to the notion that the study of the relationships between literature and music involves the examination of literary issues in the context of the theories and methodologies of musical forms, and conversely the use of literary theory to elucidate the formal and structural systems which are operative in musical composition. 

The three essays under the heading “The Everyday Blues” focus on various ways in which the musical dimension combines with words to bespeak the cultural emancipation of African American communities. They mark different stages in the development of self-awareness and expressive power among the US black community. In his opening essay Richard Quinn passionately explores the role that improvisation as both a literary and a musical phenomenon played as a lever in the civil rights movement, showing how jazz takes listeners into a dimension “where tension . . . transforms anger into song” and how Black Arts poets embraced this “ethic of the ensemble” on similar rhythms. A significant part of his text develops a detailed analysis of John Coltrane’s “Ascension” and compares its aesthetics with poems by Sonia Sanchez and Haki Madhubuti. 

Starting from the climax that the Black Arts movement represented in the years 1965 – 1975, with Amiri Baraka / LeRoi Jones as its most mediatized figure, the next two essays look backward and forward respectively, first at the Harlem Renaissance with Zora Neale Hurston, then at Harryette Mullen’s late twentieth-century writing. A figure head of the New Negro Movement in the 1920s and 30s, Hurston, who had studied anthropology at Barnard college, was not a poet herself but eloquently vindicated the African strain in such features of “negro” culture as jazz and Negro spirituals which are essential in emancipatory developments in Black poetry. Writing as she does in our own later era, Harryette Mullen no longer needs the kind of exclusive assertiveness of the sixties. Her reliance on musical forms is particularly obvious in the collection presented here, Muse and Drudge..... But she can afford to draw on different traditions, for instance to vivify the experimentation of Language writing with a direct appeal to the experience of black women. In an interview with Farah Griffin, Michael Magee and Kristen Gallagher (1997) she said about this collection “I think it’s the rhythm and the rhyme, those musical qualities that the poem has. I thought of this as a poem that people could hear even if they didn't really understand it all,” and next to the notion of “visionary heteroglossia,” she explicitly refers to the need for cross-breeding between the Aesthetic Schools of writing and the codes of oppressed peoples, in the words of Ron Silliman in “The Political Economy of Poetry”.

The second part of this book analyses the music/poetry interface in a variety of texts and musical artefacts that interrogate, either explicitly or implicitly, the interdependencies of verbal and musical signs. What they have in common is a desire to examine the fate of subjectivity, that of the performing and/or listening “I”, from a perspective that is poised between rhythm and words, tone and theme, speech and sound. Christophe Den Tandt’s “Staccato, Swivel and Glide” assesses the functionality of early (1950s) rock lyrics with regard to the formal and commercial constraints that defined the performers’ practice. Den Tandt’s close readings of rock’n’roll lyrics and rhythms emphasizes rhythmic (ir)regularities and speech inflections that, far from being meaningless, produce connotative meanings that create links between speech and musical sounds. In theoretical terms, the lyrical technique of 1950s rock is examined in the light of Julia Kristeva’s description of poetic language as a language that plays off fully articulated language (the symbolic) against a more fundamental system of communication out of which language initially grows (the semiotic). From a cultural standpoint, Den Tandt demonstrates at the level of lyrical and musical form how rock was experienced as a libidinal release transgressing both sexual and ethnic boundaries and how white rock singers acted out a gesture of rebellion by appropriating the hallmarks of African-American performance. 

Alex Csiszar’s contribution to this volume considers what the term “improvisation” means in the context of literature, a medium where the primary space of performance consists of the written page. Comparing the practice of jazz musicians with the rhythmic and semantic complexities of Clark Coolidge’s “jazz” poetry, Csiszar investigates the connections between creativity and memory, spontaneity and control, in the process of improvisation. Being aware of the difficulties of describing “how a written text might reconstruct an experience for its audience consonant with the experience of improvisation,” Csiszar is careful to distinguish between the so-called improvised poetry and poetry that sounds like an improvisation. He eventually concludes that “the writer of a sounded text works in a situation of perpetual crisis” and that even though Coolidge claims that he rarely revises his written texts at all, “writing itself is conceived of as a kind of revision”, the whole poem being “composed of / the empty space of the first thought / the second thought erased.”

Starting from the “monstrous” image of the hand – a particularly expressive part of the body, but still a bodily part – as discussed by Heidegger and Derrida, Selby’s essay sets out to uncover the role played by musical elements such as measure in a couple of poems by Robert Creeley and Hilda Morley. To use his own words, Selby explores “the interdependencies that [these two poets feel] between poetry in/and music and a recovered sense of the bodily.” His gendered approach shows that the measure / music in Morley’s poems is quieter, more self-assured, more ‘grounded.’ Whereas one might object that this approach comes dangerously close to what we were eager to avoid, namely a merely metaphorical use of music as a handy referent for the force behind a poem, the essay was included for the subtlety with which it deals with music as a presence within the poem and as a necessary connection with the world at hand while also countering, from their shared background as Black Mountain poets, Heidegger’s evasive essentialism. The poem is the music is the body. But the poem is also, always, the sign of an absence. 

Tim Woods points to the displacement from sight to hearing and from linear reasoning to punning ramifications in some of Zukofsky’s poems, particularly the later sections of A. He notes how “through his exploration of the musical structure of language, [the poet] increasingly utilizes the gap between signifier and signified to achieve a polyphonic writing,” and thus, “effectively denies the possibility of the discourse being reduced to a fixed notion of ‘truth’.”  While tracing his kinship with the work of Language poets, he shows how this “attention to musical materiality rather than linguistic ideality in language” connects him to Levinasian ethical preoccupations with a necessary open-ness to other perspectives as well as other voices. 
The last section of this volume approaches the interrelationship between poetry and music from the other side of the institutional line that separates the sung from the written lyric. Antoine Cazé’s “Pas de Deux” examines French composer Pascal Dusapin’s “lyrical opera”, To Be Sung, which adapts a libretto from Gertrude Stein’s An Opera Made by Two and is described in the first page of the manuscript score as “an attempt at staurating an American text.” For Cazé, the main purpose of Dusapin’s “machine à penser” (a “thinking machine” as much as a machine that sets us thinking) is to make us reflect simultaneously upon the nature of operatic singing itself. Focusing on the textual, sonic, and structural repetitions which bind text and music together, Cazé’s analysis also addresses more general considerations about the lyric mode, which is here understood not as a straightforward, transparent expression of subjectivity but as “an alteration (making other) of the speaking subject” that returns us to what the French poet and critic Jean-Michel Maulpoix recently proposed to call the “fourth person singular.” 

If Dusapin’s musical adaptation of Stein’s poetry attempts to answer the question of “how to create a musical structure that would prolong […] a reflection on the nature of language”, the interdisciplinary soundscapes of Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer—which combine theater, opera, film, music and other environemental stimuli and use textual sources ranging from Pound’s Cantos to The Tibetan Book of the Dead—urge to reconsider common assumptions regarding the relation between language and music as existing on a sliding scale between sound and sense (“language is sound as sense. Music is sound as sound”), rather than as two separate fields of expression. Focusing on Schafer’s fascination with polylingual utterance and his use of “representational graphic notation,” Stephen Cain’s essay considers Schafer’s works and musical theories in relation to contemporary poetry and poetics and, more particularly, to the works of Ezra Pound (whose music criticism Schafer collected and edited in the late 1970s) and the theories of Charles Olson which display a similar attention to sound and environment as well as the importance of “active listening” in the context of both performance and composition. 

Erik Ulman’s article also takes Olson “sensitivity to sound in poetry” as its starting point and considers the implications of the poet’s rhythmic sense for musical composition. Creeley’s famous remark, later quoted in Olson’s essay on “Projective Verse”, that “form is never more than an extension of content” inevitably raises the question of content in music, a medium that “lacks language’s relative stability of reference, except in certain immediate ‘descriptive’ ways (program music), or by adoption of specific codes of significations (e.g., marching rhythms), or by the incorporation of text.” Olson’s comparison of musical and poetic practice in “Projective Verse” also raises the issue of how the body itself articulates rhythm into compositional elements. By drawing upon examples drawn from Morton Feldman, Brian Ferneyhough as well as his own compositional activity, Ulman explores the interaction of musical notation, performance and “energy transfer” in a way that is directly linked with Olson’s conception of the dual nature of the work as both “energy-construct” and “energy-discharge”, two terms that stress the “solidity of the object” and “the elusiveness of process”, respectively.

While the long-lasting love story between words and sounds, between poetry and music, which at one time and in several cultural traditions could hardly be thought away from each other, had been interrupted in some circles by a measure of mutual suspicion, it appears that the proliferation of approaches and techniques that has marked the last fifty to eighty years has established new, often unprecedented, bridges. An important element that has contributed to the reconciliation of these related fields of artistic experience is the revival of performance poetry, for a variety purposes, not least the assertion of an emerging or denigrated cultural tradition. The present contribution is only intended as a contribution to an ongoing exploration of the  possibilities that open as the merging of constraints challenges set references and unfolds new combinations of soundsense and sensesound. While most of the essays contained herein were presented, in an embryonic form, at the international conference on “Poetry &/In Music”, held at the University of Liège in April 2001, some were commissioned especially for this volume. The four-day symposium, which was organized by the recently-founded Centre Interdisciplinaire de Poétique Appliquée (CIPA; http://www.ulg.ac.be/cipa/), was designed to bring a broad range of writers, musicians, composers and scholars into conversation. It featured roundtable discussions, keynote lectures, workshops, poetry readings and musical performances by poets such as Steve McCaffery, Karen Mac Cormack, Ben Watson (aka “Out To Lunch”), Catherine Bowman, Kimberly Taylor and musicians such as John Lindberg, Garrett List, Simon Fell and Liège-based sax player Domgué.... The sum of their efforts sought to create a multi-dimensional space between speech and music which climaxed in a memorable collective improvisation on the second evening of the symposium.. Neither the conference or the book would have been possible without the help of a great many people. For their continuing assistance we give special thanks to Andrew Norris and Eriks Uskalis as well as to our two CIPA researchers Valérie Bada and Quanah Zimmerman, who also assisted us in assembling the final manuscript. Financial support within the University of Liège came from the Faculté de Philosophie et Lettres and the Fonds Spéciaux pour la Recherche; external help came from the following institutions : Fonds National de la Recherche Scientifique, the CUD (Coopération Universitaire au Développement), the US Embassy (USIS), the Canadian Embassy, the Belgian Luxembourg American Studies Association (BLASA), the Association Belgo-Britannique, the Communauté Française de Belgique and the Maison du Jazz.

