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Abstract 

 

This is an originary study of the work of the Canadian poet Anne Carson. It attempts to respond 

to an injunction she once left in a book from our university library: follow the voice (ἴμεν φάμας 

ὄπισθεν). The voice in Anne Carson is elusive and, as a violet in winter, likes to hide itself. In 

truth, it is often figured forth in the form of an absent presence. How does one follow a voice that 

is not there? By reading what is absent in what is present. By learning to attend to the traces that 

are left behind by that voice. Our thesis undertakes to read for these traces through a number of 

forms of attention. These include: the attention to the first work (a first work exhibits everything 

that is going to be written); the attention to the totality of the oeuvre (all the works of a writer 

coalesce under a presiding unity); the attention to the sidetext (manuscripts, abandoned works, 

letters, interviews, marginalia); the attention to source; the attention to the keytext, the attention 

to the countertext; the attention to compositional genesis; and the attention to mimetic activity. 

Anne Carson is a writer who trains you as you read. The following is an exercise in fractal 

analysis. It attempts to find in the parts of one primary text (the Canicula di Anna) structures and 

patterns repeating themselves at varying scales in the text under investigation as a whole and in 

the entire oeuvre. It is an organic and immanent form of criticism that moves from within one 

work and not from outside of it. It strives to read Anne Carson through Anne Carson. And to 

follow her voice and the chorus of voices echoing within that voice as it breathlessly discloses 

the desperate drama of being a self in song. 
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FOREWORD 

 

What we have here is Anne Carson’s first published poetry book. It precedes the appearances of 

“Conversations with the Confused: Cold Feet,” “The Fall of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide,” the 

short talks, Eros the Bittersweet, and the Grand Street publications of the late 1980s, and is 

preceded only by the Oxyrhynchus papyri translations “Some Greeks” and five scholarly 

articles.1 The Canicula di Anna appeared in the fall of 19842 in No. 6 / Volume XXV of the 

Quarterly Review of Literature’s Contemporary Poetry Series edited by Theodore and Renée 

Weiss. In 1978, Renée Weiss had suggested that, after more than 35 years of publishing in the 

university literary magazine format, the QRL undertake the production of whole volumes of four 

                                                 
1 “Some Greeks: Fragments of Greek Papyri” Invisible City 23-25 (March 1979): [13]; “Aphrodite and After” 

Phoenix 34:1 (Spring 1980): 1-19; “The Justice of Aphrodite in Sappho Fr. 1” TAPA 110 (1980): 135-42; “Wedding 

at Noon in Pindar’s Ninth Pythian” GRBS 23:2 (Summer 1982): 121-28; “The Burners: A Reading of Bacchylides’ 

Third Epinician Ode” Phoenix 38:2 (Summer [June] 1984): 111-119. Several of Anne Carson’s CVs list “How Bad 

a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?,” which appeared in Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard 

Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, [June] 1984): 59-71, before “The Burners” and 

“Conversations with the Confused” (New Muses 9:2/3 (Spring-Summer 1985): 6)—suggesting that, either on a 

typographic level or according to an internal time-consciousness (innere Zeitbewußtsein), the article and poem 

always really came first (cf. Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” 

Box 3 Folder 1 and Box 3 Folder 6, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University and Meeting of Board 

of Regents. Agenda: the University of Michigan. (Ann Arbor, MI: The Board, February 2002)). Here is a 

photoquotation of one such Curriculum Vitae (from Descant Fonds (MsC 304), Box 66 File 5, Archives and Special 

Collections, University of Calgary):   

 

 
 

2 Bowker’s Books in Print gives the publication date as 1 January 1984. Library acquisition stamps and 

correspondence with poet Nancy Esposito suggest a November 1984 release. 
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to six individual poetic works chosen in open competition.3 The series would see to the release of 

collections of poetry deserving publication which the more commercial publishing companies 

were unwilling to take on, thereby providing neglected or up-and-coming poets with a larger 

readership and greater reviewing attention. In fact, years later, in 2000, the Weisses could write: 

“We look back with pleasure and pride at the number of first books we have published that 

initiated substantial careers.”4 A subsequent catalogue of writers counts Anne Carson among 

those whose careers they helped to initiate.5 For this first poetry book publication, Carson also 

received her first literary prize, the Betty Colladay Award.6 From 1978 the Quarterly Review of 

Literature had been accepting submissions consisting of “a group of connected poems,” “a 

selection of miscellaneous poems,” “a poetic play,” “a work of poetry translation,” or “a single 

long poem of more than 30 pages,” yet the poem is quite unlike anything else published in the 

                                                 
3 “QRL: Biography of a Little Magazine” in Theodore and Renée Weiss. The Always Present Present: Letters, 

Poems. (New York: Quarterly Review of Literature, 2005): 296-297. 
4 Ibid.: 297. 
5 Indeed Renée Weiss will later remind Charles Simic and the editors of The New York Review of Books of the actual 

first book of Anne Carson’s career in a letter appearing on page 57 of the March 9, 2006 issue (Volume LIII / No. 4).  

Here is that letter: 

 
 

6 See Anthology of Magazine Verse and Yearbook of American Poetry. (Beverly Hills, CA: Monitor Book Co., 

1985): 626 and Coda: Poets and Writers Newsletter 12:4 (1 April 1985): 23. The achievement was also recognized 

in Elizabeth Durbin’s “Women and the Arts: A Survey of Recent Progress” from The Green Stubborn Bud: 

Women's Culture at Century's Close. Eds. K. Clarenbach and E. Kamarck. (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1987): 

291. 
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series until then.7 The blurb inside the back flap of the dust jacket describes it as follows: “Anne 

Carson’s debut in poetry, Canicula di Anna, is a striking foray into modern thought. Laid in 

Perugia, this intricate, long poem tantalizes by interweaving Perugino, his time and art; Anna, the 

mysterious main character; and a conference of deconstructionists. The poem is a happy mixture 

of learning, lightly borne, perceptiveness, and mischievous, wry mystery.”  

     But it is a poem about death. 

     Not death as a release and parting of soul, or a hithering and thithering between worlds, or a 

mythic journey down into the unseen, but death as the cold and rigid body that lies wordless at 

the end of the story of one’s life. It is a story that, because we have known it happen only to 

other people, we may choose to tell as precisely as we wish. Or, as in Carson’s own strategy, 

resist telling altogether: “to tell a story by not telling it—” she writes somewhere. In fact, you 

can find reiterations of this sentiment everywhere: not only in the poems,8 but in the 

introductions (“I began to copy out everything that was said. The marks construct an instant of 

nature gradually, without the boredom of a story. I emphasize this. I will do anything to avoid 

boredom”9), in the epigraphs (“I hope it does not tell an obvious anecdote for none is intended. 

―Edward Hopper”10), in the letters (“I must insist however that you cannot call an essay a story. 

                                                 
7 Pre-1984 publications include collections by Reginald Gibbons, Jane Hirshfield and one issue devoted to David 

Schubert, as well translations of Anne Hébert, Wisława Szymborska and Lars Gustafsson. The Canicula di Anna 

was published alongside Nancy Esposito’s Changing Hands, Reuel Denney’s The Portfolio of Benjamin Latrobe, 

Larry Kramer’s Strong Winds Below the Canyons, and translations of Rafael Alberti—Rome: Danger to 

Pedestrians—by Brian Swann and Linda Scheer. For “Manuscript Submitting Guidelines,” see the front matter of 

Quarterly Review of Literature: Contemporary Poetry Series No. 4 / Vol. XXIII (1982). 
8 The quotation is from The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 145; see also the moment towards 

the end of the Descant version of “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother,” where the narration 

questions the very justification for its own telling: “Because…if you stop a wedding guest on the way to a wedding 

you better have something more unusual to relate. More unusual than what?” (Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 

1992 / 1993): 86). Thomas Hardy is invoked: “A story must be exceptional enough to justify its telling. We tale-

tellers are all Ancient-Mariners, and none of us is warranted in stopping Wedding Guests (in other words, the 

hurrying public) unless he has something more unusual to relate than the ordinary experience of every average man 

and woman.” Florence E. Hardy. The Life of Thomas Hardy, 1840-1928. (Toronto: Macmillan, 1962): 252.   
9 “Introduction” to “Short Talks” Yale Review 79:4 (Summer 1990 [May 1991]): 610. 
10 “Hopper: Confessions” Raritan 27:4 (Spring 1998): 72. 
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I have never told a story in my life. Storytellers are fundamentally liars. I frankly admire this, but 

cannot do it. I remain, an honest man, ac”11), in the articles (quoting Ozu: “I wanted not to tell a 

story but to show the cycle of things, their transference. I left blank spaces in the narrative so that 

they would be visible”12), in the talks (on Francis Bacon: “He hates all that storytelling, all that 

illustration, he will do anything to deflect or disrupt the boredom of storytelling, including 

smudge the canvas with sponges or throw paint at it….His aim as a painter…is to grant sensation 

without the boredom of its conveyance. He wants to defeat narrative wherever it seeks to arise, 

which is pretty much everywhere since humans are creatures who crave a story. There is a 

tendency for story to slip into the space between any two figures or any two marks on a canvas. 

Bacon uses color to silence this tendency. He pulls color right up to the edge of his figures—a 

color so hard, flat, bright, motionless, it is impossible to enter into it or wonder about it….His 

color has an excluding and accelerating effect, it makes your eye move on. It’s a way of saying, 

Don’t linger here and start thinking up stories, just stick to the facts. Sometimes he puts a white 

arrow on top of the color to speed your eye and denounce storytelling even more. To look at this 

arrow is to feel an extinguishing of narrative”13), and the interviews: 

Really have no imagination, never made up a story in my life. 

(Bruce Hainley “The Carson System” Village  

Voice Literary Supplement (10 October 1995): 8) 

 

JD:  You told me earlier that you’re more interested in an intriguing set of facts rather 

than a story, and that what you create when you write is more of a nexus for the 

facts.…Looking at most of your collected essays, just structurally or typographically, I 

see a lot of fragmented narratives. Especially those in Plainwater. Is that the effect of lots 

of facts at work? 

                                                 
11 Letter to Richard Poirier, Feast of St Martha [July 29], 1993. Raritan, A Quarterly Review: Records, Box A, 

“Carson, Anne,” (RG 51/F0/01) Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries. 
12 “Simonides Painter” in Innovations of Antiquity. Eds. R. Hexter and D. Selden. (New York: Routledge, 1992): 51. 
13 “The Untranslatable (In All of Us),” keynote address for the 16th Annual dlr Poetry Now International Poetry 

Festival in Dún Laoghaire, County Dublin, Ireland (24 March 2011). The address was a reworking (in which a 

newer ending taken from an older ending is added) of a talk “Variations on the Right to Remain Silent” given on 

March 9, 2005 at Columbia University’s Heyman Center for the Humanities. Quotations are from the latter’s print 

appearance in A Public Space 7 (2008): 178, 179 & 180. 
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AC: Facts are a substitute for story. Facts are useful to me because I don’t have any 

stories in my head, so in the absence of story you can always talk about facts to fill the 

time. Right? I don’t know what it has to do with fragmentation, though. What do you 

mean by a “fragment”? 

JD:  Well, I don’t mean that the narrative is fragmented, I mean the essays, with all their 

sections, work like… collage, maybe. 

AC: Oh, I see. Okay. Well that’s a true insight. I’ve always thought of it as painting. 

Painting with thoughts and facts. 

JD:  Which is something that a straight narrative can’t do? 

AC: I would think not. Because in a straight narrative you’d have too many other words, 

too many other words that just aren’t the facts. You’re too busy trying to get from one 

fact to another by standard methods: and; but; oh, no; then I was in this room; because; 

that’s Patti. These aren’t facts; they’re hard to paint. 

(John D’Agata “A __________ with Anne Carson” 

The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 13-14) 

 

 AC:  No story intended, no narrative intended. 

KM: This is interesting because you cast yourself often as a poet who’s oriented towards 

narrative, and yet there’s a kind of withdrawal from the narrative. 

AC:  I think I was trying to withdraw from the project of narrativizing the paintings, 

which is what they first of all demand of any viewer: you see the couple sitting in the café 

at three o’clock in the morning and you think of the story. And I believe that’s the last 

thing he wanted to have people do to his paintings, but everybody does it anyway. 

(Kevin McNeilly “Gifts and Questions”  

Canadian Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 22)  

 

The Canicula di Anna wants to stop your nose from tracking, your eyes from peering, and your 

ears from stalking and get a move on: Don’t linger here and start thinking up stories, it says. Just 

stick to the facts.14 

     Still—this resistance to telling a story is something we find Plato ascribing to Socrates, too.  

 

The Phaedo is the story of a death told in large part by one who claims to be no storyteller (καὶ  

 

αὐτὸς οὐκ ἦ μυθολογικός 61b).15 Perhaps the aversion is philosophical? Making up stories is an  

                                                 
14 Compare Theodore Weiss’ own strategy: “Somehow, I’m sorry to say, we have lost either the appetite or talent for 

story….We’re distracted. Then too stories are based on cause and effect relationships, and we’re suspicious of most 

logical procedures. Anybody who tries to tell a straight story in a poem is regarded as a throwback….But the 

impulse is strong in me, which may explain why the long poem allures me, its management and development. One 

solution I’ve tried is the suite of seemingly disparate poems, which are always looking toward a common center, 

even though it’s not visible at once. It’s a floating metaphor beyond the larger one which attempts to accommodate 

all the others. Sustaining a long poem without conventional narrative or metre taxes one’s stamina and imagination.” 

Colette Inez. “An Interview with Theodore Weiss” Parnassus 5:2 (Spring / Summer 1977): 172-173. 
15 Subsequent quotations from the Phaedo are from the Loeb Classical Library Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. 

Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914). 
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expense (and makes a lie) of the already too many words we use when we tell of how we live, 

move and have our being: and; but; oh, no; then I was in this room; because; that’s Patti. 

Heidegger, too, you’ll know better than I, had no time for stories. He writes near the beginning 

of Sein und Zeit: “The first philosophical step in understanding the problem of Being consists in 

avoiding the mython tina diēgeisthai, in not ‘telling a story.’”16 Or perhaps the fact that all stories 

must come to an end merely discloses a hidden fear of death’s door that stands before us all? 

Here is Carson again, this time a parergon on the advice of a medieval parent to her child:17 

  

                                                 
16 Martin Heidegger. Basic Writings. Ed. D.F. Krell. (New York: Harper & Row, 1977): 46-47; “keine Geschichte 

erzählen.” Gesamtausgabe. Band 2. (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1977): 8. The quote is from Plato’s Sophist 

242c: μῦθόν τινα ἕκαστος φαίνεταί μοι διηγεῖσθαι παισὶν ὡς οὖσιν ἡμῖν / “Every one of them seems to tell us a story, 

as if we were children.” Plato. Vol. II (Theaeteus. Sophist). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1921): 358 & 359. 
17 “Handbook for William (Liber manualis) by Dhuoda, translated by Carol Neel” Brick 61 (Winter 1998): 28. 
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     Does Socrates, then, keep on talking in the Phaedo, as Dhuoda keeps on writing, in order to 

stave off a death? Not at all. He is ready to go (“today I’m off” 61c) and, in his cell “rippling 

with swans,”18 of quite good cheer (85a-b). In fact, the dialogue exists just to fill the time before 

his execution (61e). Philosophers long for death (64b).19 They practice death (81a). It is only 

those in his company lingering and looking for stories who want to stave off the death. Crito, for 

example, would rather pour Socrates a glass of wine and have him go on talking, the sun still 

upon the mountains outside the prison window (ἔτι ἥλιον εἶναι ἐπὶ τοῖς ὄρεσιν καὶ οὔπω 

δεδυκέναι 116e). But philosophers, like death, can be stingy: “I think I should gain nothing 

(οὐδὲν...κερδανεῖν) by taking the poison a little later (ὀλίγον ὕστερον). I should only earn my 

own ridicule (γέλωτα ὀφλήσειν παρ’ ἐμαυτῷ) by clinging to life and being sparing (φειδόμενος) 

when there is no more profit in it (οὐδενὸς ἔτι ἐνόντος)” (117a). Nevertheless, Socrates has left 

his listeners one more story to go on with—a story (61e) about an afterdeath journey from a here 

to an over there (107c-115a). For there is no story where there is no death. 

     What do we, the living, then want from the dead with our stories? Humans, you might answer, 

invent stories and rituals in order to leave the bereaved with “something to go on.” When my 

father’s body lay cold and rigid and uncovered, I didn’t feel that he was leaving me anything to 

go on with. Phaedo, his own body tensing for a story, (ἐγκαλυψάμενος) covers his face (no 

longer able to hold back the tears) and weeps—for himself.20 He explains: “For it was not for him 

that I wept, but for my own misfortune (ἀλλὰ τὴν ἐμαυτοῦ τύχην) in being deprived of such a 

friend” (117c-d).21 Phaedo narrativizes himself into a story (of his own τύχη / tychē (the events 

                                                 
18 The phrase “rippling with swans” shows up in one of Carson’s articles dating from around the time of the poem’s 

composition: “How Bad a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?” in Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of 

Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, [June] 1984): 68. Cf. n. 34, page 11 below. 

Socrates and the swans will reappear in “Kinds of Water” Grand Street 6:4 (Summer 1987): 180.   
19 Even the grammar of dying here (θανατάω) is desiderative. 
20 The verb ἐγκαλύπτω in the middle voice is used of covering persons at the point of death as a mark of shame. 
21 οὐ γὰρ δὴ ἐκεῖνόν γε, ἀλλὰ τὴν ἐμαυτοῦ τύχην, οἵου ἀνδρὸς ἑταίρου ἐστερημένος εἴην. 
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which happen22 to him)) from a fact mirrored in the death of Socrates. That is, Plato emplots 

Phaedo to have this moment of self-narrativization in the face of an ending. The moment is one 

of self-similarity with the dialogue itself. Echecrates, you remember, had asked Phaedo for the 

story of how Socrates died (ended) (πῶς ἐτελεύτα; 57a). Plato’s dramatic frame becomes mainly 

a first-person account of the end (death) of Socrates, an account where both Socrates and the 

dialogue will meet their end (“Such was the end (death), Echecrates,…” reads the final sentence 

(Ἥδε ἡ τελευτή, ὦ Ἐχέκρατες,… 118a)). Phaedo already knows how Socrates ends (ἔμελλε 

τελευτᾶν 59a) just as Plato already knows how Phaedo ends. Ending is therefore present from 

the beginning. The dialogue begins with two co-extensive endings (πῶς ἐτελεύτα) in mind. 

Endings (Phaedo’s spoken / Plato’s written) pervade the telling. The self-emplotment that 

Phaedo will make of his τύχη / tychē in the face of the death of one who is as a father to him23 is 

already written within the τύχη / tychē of Plato’s emplotment of the dramatic dialogue form from 

the start: (Αὐτός) Were you yourself, Phaedo, there?24 One cannot escape the deterministic 

universe of Plato’s written word, where fate is plot,25 where beginning contains end latent within 

itself, where beginning and end encircle the limits of everything.26 The end itself is already in the 

beginning and yet we go on… reading for story, reading for then I was in this room. Craving a 

story for myself (τὴν ἐμαυτοῦ τύχην) when faced with my father’s death, I can no longer 

remember now, and so would not be able to tell you who saw it, to close his mouth and eyes. 

     The Canicula di Anna is a poem about death. It runs ahead to its own death, towards an  

                                                 
22 What happens to someone (such as happiness) is always linked to tychē (from τυγχάνω) or happenstance (the root 

hap from ON happ or ‘luck’). See ‘hap’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English 

Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 701.   
23 The whole company, in fact, feel as if bereft of a father (ὥσπερ πατρὸς στερηθέντες 116a). 
24 The author of the account happening to be absent himself (ἠσθένει): “But Plato was ill” (59b). 
25 “θεὸς μὲν πάντα, καὶ μετὰ θεοῦ τύχη καὶ καιρός, τἀνθρώπινα διακυβερνῶσι ξύμπαντα” (Laws 4.709b). Plato. Vol. 

X (Laws. Books I-VI). Trans. R.G. Bury. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926): 270. 
26 “καὶ μὴν τελευτή γε καὶ ἀρχὴ πέρας ἑκάστου” (Parmenides 137d). Plato. Vol. IV (Cratylus. Parmenides. Greater 

Hippias. Lesser Hippias). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926): 236. 
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ending already known to it.27 The poem’s narration is always already (immer schon) ahead of 

itself (to use the Heideggerian construction) in that it is always already having been written. 

Anna’s death is always already having happened. It is as if she were always already there waiting 

and watching for us from the moment the poem asks “WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE?” (7). 

Writing knows facts like that. (If you like, these words here can tell you right now that my last 

word there will be “Vediamo.”) The first words of the poem’s introductory section tell us that 

“what we have here / is the story of a painter” (7). I have written twice now that it is a poem 

about death. Let me reformulate that. It is a poem, without a story, about death. That is, the poem 

resists telling of death in the form of a straight story. Or, according to Carson’s own paradox, it 

tells a story of death by not telling it. How does one tell a story by not telling it? In brushstrokes. 

In daubs of ink. In painting with thoughts and facts. The poem forces you to look at it in process. 

It resists leaving you a finished product to go on with.28  

     Stepping off the end of the poem at the word “out” (37), you turn to the AFTERWORD. The 

afterword is the part you love best. I imagine it is for this reason that it is the most frequently 

quoted section of the poem. The afterword speaks to you, from beginning (“Because you would 

always like to know a little more…”) to end (“…the fact of my eyes in your back”) (38-39). 

Coming face to face with that moment that gathers at the place called the end, you first feel a 

weight (βαρύνεσθαι 117e). Then a chill comes spreading through you (ψυχόμενα 118a).  

Something in an eyeblink has uncovered and covered itself (ἐκκαλυψάμενος / ἐνεκεκάλυπτο 

118a): a wish for something else (τι ἄλλο 118a). Keys are a common image to interpretation. Yet 

                                                 
27 The words ‘story’ and ‘narration’ are both cognate with the root *weid- ‘to see, to know.’ See Calvert Watkins. 

The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2000): 96.  
28 A recurring aesthetic in Anne Carson is thus already emergent. For this her first major published work already 

displays (what will become more obvious following the 7-10 December 1999 opera installation “The Mirror of 

Simple Souls” presented at the University of Michigan) the struggle against product through the process of the 

performative.  
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it is not the key that is given, but the sound of the turning of a door lock. The sound carries 

neither more story nor an exegesis. It doesn’t point the way for you, in the way you may have 

wished, but it does give you something to go on with. This one simple fact: the fact of the text’s 

attention. A text posing a riddle turns and fixes its eyes on you:  

τῷ Ἀσκληπιῷ ὀφείλομεν ἀλεκτρυόνα (39) 

     The ending of the Canicula di Anna is framed by an afterword framing the enframed ending 

of the Phaedo. What do frames accomplish? A few pages ago you read that Plato’s Phaedo is the 

story of a death told in large part by Socrates who claims to be no storyteller. Perhaps we should 

reformulate this, too. Although Socrates does do most of the talking in the inset scene in prison, 

you’ll recall that the dramatic dialogue as a whole is reported by Phaedo to Echecrates. We then 

have dialogue within a dialogue. Such embedded speech is therefore double-voiced. For though 

we listen to Socrates discoursing with Cebes on ‘the cyclical argument’ (70a-72e) as if it were 

“actually carried on in the presence of the reader,”29 another wheel is revolving inside this 

exchange within Phaedo’s utterance “when Socrates had said that… (εἰπόντος δή τοῦ Σωκράτους 

ταῦτα… 70a). Is Plato then expecting us to be attentive listeners? Are we meant to hear 

(something impossible?) two dialogues at once: Phaedo ↔ Echecrates / Socrates ↔ company? 

When Socrates utters his famous last words “Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius,” do you hear the 

faint voice of Phaedo? What would it mean if you should? I imagine philosophers, as if looking 

at a painting,30 will block out or perhaps altogether forget the Platonic frames in order to focus 

                                                 
29 From the Loeb Classical Library’s Plato. Vol. I. “Introduction to the Phaedo”: 195. 
30 Contrast Francis Bacon, who believed the frames to his paintings to be an integral part of the overall effect. It was 

the framer Alfred Hecht who made the “heavily gilded ogee frames” that Bacon “insisted on for all his pictures.” 

Michael Peppiatt. Francis Bacon: Anatomy of an Enigma. (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2009): n. 7, 428.  

Compare this with the following image provided by Diskin Clay on the frame dialogues the Phaedo, Symposium, 

Theaetetus, and Parmenides: “These frames seem as extraneous to the dialogues they enclose as does the frame (a 

modern frame) of David’s Death of Socrates to the canvas it defines and supports.” “Plato’s First Words” in 

Beginnings in Classical Literature. Eds. F. Dunn and T. Cole. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992): 115.   
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on the major theoretical issues at stake, such as seeing Forms or anamnesis.31 They would appear 

to go along contentedly with the texts’ self-authenticating devices (e.g., as when, in the Phaedo, 

Echecrates demands three times (at 58d4, 58d12 and 88e5) that the story of the death of Socrates 

be told as “clearly” and “precisely” as possible (σαφέστατα / ἀκριβέστατα)). David Halperin, 

complicating these narrative strategies, has pursued some of the ways in which the intricate 

literary compositional forms of Plato’s dialogues can be shown to be motivated by the 

philosophical content therein, that these oftentimes elaborate and bizarre ‘outer’ formal 

structures implicate, manifest and ultimately problematize the ‘inner’ doctrinal workings of the 

text.32 Is Carson’s frame then similarly motivated by interpretive concern? Does it indeed leave 

you with something else to go on? Or does it edge you even further away from the poem? Why 

does she frame the poem’s introductory section “WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE?” with the 

“AFTERWORD?” 

     Because she was asked to.33 

     If you notice, at the bottom, you can see a note handwritten by Theodore Weiss stating that, 

on November 4, 1983 (Friday, not Thursday), he had written back to Anne Carson asking for a 

statement and black and white photo. This statement will become the afterword in the poem.34 

 

                                                 
31 See, for example, the philosophical studies of Plato found in Exegesis and Argument. Eds. E. Lee, A. Mourelatos 

& R. Rorty. (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1973). 
32 The restless state of Platonic interpreters reflects and structures a “phenomenology of hermeneutic desire” (115). 

Here is also one suggestive pursuit from the paper: “That Plato’s interpreters should have scrutinized the Phaedrus 

in exactly the same terms in which the Phaedrus represents its interlocutors as scrutinizing literary texts indicates, 

among many other things, something of the extent to which Plato’s texts mimetically construct the desires of their 

readers, engaging them in a hermeneutic activity that imitates the philosophical activity of the interlocutors 

represented in the Dialogues. (Plato’s texts read us, evidently, as much as we read them, even if they also seem to 

write, to prescribe our own responses to them)”: 119. “Plato and the Erotics of Narrativity” in Innovations of 

Antiquity. Eds. R. Hexter and D. Selden. (New York: Routledge, 1992): 95-126.  
33 Photoquotation on following page from the Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: 

Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 

Princeton University Library. 
34 Carson will enclose the afterword in a letter dated June 17, 1984 (see page 79 below). This would suggest that the 

afterword was written subsequent to the poem sometime between 4 November 1983 and 17 June 1984.   
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Writers whose work was being published in the QRL Poetry Book Series were asked to provide  

 

background material to go alongside their poems: 

 

To enrich the context of these offerings and to deepen the reader’s awareness of the poets, 

we have included brief biographies and photographs and also a statement by each poet 

about his work.35  

 

The prose statements by poets up until 1984 all follow after their work in the issues36 and would 

sometimes even appear to be responding to more specific questions such as “Why do you write?” 

and “What are your influences?,” as in the afterword by Reginald Gibbons: “You ask me to say, 

if I can, why I write and what has shaped the way I write.”37 Others could be explanatory: “The 

word ‘alaya’ comes from Sanskrit and means ‘home.’”38 Or address matters of writing 

methodology.39 Yet the prose voices of these afterwords are precise and are clearly those of their 

authors. In the afterword of Canicula di Anna, whose voice (behind the door) do you hear? Is the 

burden40 of having a life story (a biography) the frame’s author (Anne Carson) or the poem’s 

narrator? 

You do not know how this vague wish of yours fills me with fear. I have been aware of it 

from the beginning, I must be frank about this, I have worn it around my throat like a fox 

collar since the moment I said “Vediamo.” (38) 

 

The afterword breaks the silence following the poem’s end, but which side of the poem does it  

leave us on? “Now here we are,” it says (38).41 Are we still within the poem? Or somehow  

                                                 
35 Quarterly Review of Literature: Contemporary Poetry Series Nos. 1-2 / Vol. XXI (1978): front matter. 
36 The titles of those following the original poems appearing in the 1984 issue are “AFTERWORD” (Esposito: 86), 

“A MATTER OF DESIGN” (Denney: 55), “AFTERWORD” (Kramer: 58), and “AFTERWORD” (Carson: 38).   
37 “Roofs, Voices, Roads” in Nos. 1-2 / Vol. XXI (1978): 224. 
38 Jane Hirschfield. “Alaya” in No. 4 / Vol. XXIII (1982): 75. 
39 “Rarely, a poem gets finished in an afternoon, generally a week is enough time, but it can take much longer. My 

poems often go through syllabic stages on their way from jottings to finished work. And recently I’ve learned to 

hold certain poems in suspension for weeks at a time and not to finish them off prematurely. I add new material as I 

can, often without much direction in mind, until the poem itself begins to set limits and I see what shape I want for it 

and head that way. In these more expansive poems, I feel that what I’m doing is like painting semi-abstractly on a 

large canvas. Each poem becomes an intricate hypothesis about the world and how it fits together.” John Morgan. 

“The Bone-Duster” in Nos. 3-4 / Vol. XXI (1980): 53-54.  
40 Note that this onus of responsibility gnaws (a fashion accessory come alive) with its canine teeth. 
41 With mention of a rooster in the evening air, Plato suggests which side we are on: the obverse of immortality. 
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outside of it? Frames demarcate boundaries supporting edges. Carson’s frame would seem to 

unframe the expected non-fiction of the author’s statement in an afterword. The poem leaks over 

into the enclosing frames, like Kahlo’s counter-retablo Unos cuantos piquetitos! (1935), where 

blood from within the painting bleeds over onto the smooth wooden picture frame. Plato liked 

leaky frames, too.42 The moments of silence after the death of Socrates is told in the Phaedo (a 

dialogue in which (ἐν εὐφημίᾳ χρὴ τελευτᾶν) “it is necessary to die / end in silence” 117d-e) 

recur in the silence that attends the close of the dialogue’s frame. For what happens to our 

importunate friend Echecrates?43 He44 either falls off the border of story or walks off unseen into 

the surrounding white matter of the page. The same porousness can be found in Carson’s ‘I’ 

saying “Vediamo”: it doesn’t tell us who it is or where it is, it just says, “which side am I on?” 

(38). There is then no clear and precise place from which the poem speaks bordering around the 

poem. The voice from the afterword would seem to speak to us from both inside and outside the 

poem. The poem keeps daubing its ink spilling out onto the frame, granting its readers the 

sensation of ‘a statement from the author’ without the boredom of its conveyance. It repeats:  

Now move along. Don’t linger round this dead body lying here looking for the story. A story is 

already looking for you.  

     The poem is lonely and looks for you in the form of a riddle. A riddle45 is a tiny narrative that 

won’t let you go: “We owe a cock to Asclepius” (39). Indeed this one hasn’t lost its hold on 

philologists (who so love a good puzzle) right up until the present day. One recent article lists 21 

                                                 
42 See Halperin on “incomplete and asymmetrical” frames in “Plato and the Erotics of Narrativity” in Innovations of 

Antiquity. Eds. R. Hexter and D. Selden. (New York: Routledge, 1992): 97. 
43 Who even had broken the frame himself at two earlier points in the dialogue (cf. 88c and 102a). 
44 And his ‘silent face’ friends? (See ἡμῖν at 58d, 88e and 102a.) 
45 A riddle (OE rædels ‘counsel’ / ‘imagination’ / ‘conjecture’) etymologically ‘advises’ (L. ad + videre ‘looks to’) 

you to begin to imagine (L. imaginari ‘to paint a mental picture’) and ‘guess’ (Scand. ‘take aim’) at it. See Ernest 

Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 1347.   
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possible answers to the meaning of the enigma in Socrates’ ultima verba.46 As Glenn Most has  

written, “What on earth does a rooster or Asclepius have to do with Socrates dying of poison in a 

prison cell?”47 What on earth does a rooster or Asclepius have to do with Socrates dying of 

poison in a prison cell in a poem of Anne Carson’s? How are we to look back into the face of the 

riddle of its inclusion here? If, as Most suggests, any ultimate meaning the enigmatic ending of 

the Phaedo might have had for Socrates, his company or Plato may now be “quite 

unrecoverable,”48 is it with this same sensation of unrecoverability that we, as readers of the  

Canicula di Anna, are left to go on? Is it as simple as this: as Socrates ushers his guests out into 

 

the evening air with but a riddle to go on, so Carson gestures the way for her readers with a  

 

similar riddling afterword? I believe so.  

     In other words, I don’t know what the inclusion of the ending of the Phaedo ultimately means 

in the ending of the Canicula di Anna, but I do think that the enigma of its presence is the last 

fact the poem leaves us with.49 I imagine, in order to begin to know what the poem might mean, 

one would first have to translate it back into Italian or Heideggerian German or some neater Attic 

prose. (Translation being the purest form of interpretation.) Some argue that Socrates’ last words 

“a cock for Asclepius” are meant for the author himself (then absent and under a different 

pharmakon) as a touch of self-portraiture.50 Perhaps I, too, might argue in clearer, more 

expository prose that this Platonic gesture invoked by the poem’s ‘I,’ momentarily unconcealing 

itself in an afterword, can only mean that the inclusion of the extended quotation functions as an  

                                                 
46 Sandra Peterson. “An Authentically Socratic Conclusion in Plato’s Phaedo: Socrates’ Debt to Asclepius” in 

Desire, Identity and Existence. Ed. N. Reshotko. (Kelowna, BC: Academic Print. & Pub., 2003): 33-52. 
47 “A Cock for Asclepius” The Classical Quarterly 43:1 (1993): 97.  
48 Ibid.: 98. 
49 The AFTERWORD would insist on this state of ignorance: “You do not know how…” (38); “You do not know” 

(38); “We hardly know…” (39).  
50 “Socrates was thanking Asclepius for the recovery of Plato’s health.” Glenn Most. “A Cock for Asclepius” The 

Classical Quarterly 43:1 (1993): 107. 
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allusion to an analogous recovery from red past shame (38).51 (Guilt being the purest form of 

self-hatred.) But I’d rather believe that a riddle, like a father, never ends.  

     When I described the process by which Plato’s text, spreading through the AFTERWORD, 

spreads through and enfolds you too, I meant me. Let me explain. Whenever you read, you 

inhabit an ‘I,’ and yet the ‘I’ you momentarily inhabit is not your own. Writing does things like 

that to readers. Its consciousness enjoins you into a rich tautology: 

This is the remarkable transformation wrought in me through the act of reading. Not only 

does it cause the physical objects around me to disappear, including the very book I am 

reading, but it replaces those external objects with a congeries of mental objects in close 

rapport with my own consciousness. And yet the very intimacy in which I now live with 

my objects is going to present me with new problems. The most curious of these is the 

following: I am someone who happens to have as objects of his own thought, thoughts 

which are part of a book I am reading, and which are therefore the cogitations of another. 

They are the thoughts of another, and yet it is I who am their subject. The situation is 

even more astonishing than the one noted above. I am thinking the thoughts of another. 

Of course, there would be no cause for astonishment if I were thinking it as the thought of 

another. But I think it as my very own. Ordinarily there is the I which thinks, which 

recognizes itself (when it takes its bearings) in thoughts which may have come from 

elsewhere but which it takes upon itself as its own in the moment it thinks 

them….Because of the strange invasion of my person by the thoughts of another, I am a 

self who is granted the experience of thinking thoughts foreign to him. I am the subject of 

thoughts other than my own. My consciousness behaves as though it were the  

consciousness of another.52  

 

Poulet goes on to say that even when we read through a ‘he’ (i.e., from the third person) we 

subject it, at least for the time being, within the first-person consciousness of our reading ‘I.’53 

Two consciousnesses are subsumed within the reader: you become what you are reading.54 If you 

                                                 
51 For Carson’s ‘theory of adjectives,’ see “Red Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros Make?” Raritan 14:4 

(Spring 1995): 32-35. 
52 Georges Poulet. “Phenomenology of Reading” New Literary History 1:1 (October 1969): 55-56. 
53 Ibid.: “In a certain sense I must recognize that no idea really belongs to me. Ideas belong to no one. They pass 

from one mind to another as coins passed from hand to hand.…But whatever these ideas may be, however strong the 

tie which binds them to their source, however transitory may be their sojourn in my own mind, so long as I entertain 

them I assert myself as subject of these ideas: I am the subjective principle for whom the ideas serve for the time 

being as the predications….It is I who think, who contemplate, who am engaged in speaking. In short, it is never a 

HE but an I”: 56. 
54 Ibid.: “Reading, then, is the act in which the subjective principle which I call I, is modified in such a way that I no 

longer have the right, strictly speaking, to consider it as my I”: 57. 
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become the ‘I’ of the AFTERWORD, who then becomes the ‘you’? How would you know? For 

Plato tells us that when you ask a text a question it just goes on giving you the same answer over 

and over again: writing can only mean what it says.55 Every time you look back at the Canicula 

di Anna to find out what it means, you can only find yourself, the subject of thoughts other than 

your own, confusedly looking with your own eyes at your own back. A riddle asking the same 

thing over and over again and never answering itself, the afterword reverses the direction of 

readerly attention (its peering, tracking, and stalking through page after page, looking at every 

mark) back at the reader: what do you mean? How, then, does an ending leave you with 

something to go on? By holding up a mirror in the form of a good riddle. How does a poem 

about death tell a story by not telling it? Look in the mirror. And the facts it reflects. Maybe what 

Phaedo ends up saying is that it is we who don’t leave the dead with much to go on. 

 

     There are many ways to look at a poem. The way you look reflects who you are. Take, for 

example, a line from around the centre of the poem: “to produce the chef-d’oeuvre ‘Madonna e 

Santi’” (22). The poem makes you look for, then at, a painting. Who you are is reflected in what 

you see. Maybe you first see a label: name (Pietro Perugino), title (Three Panels from an 

Altarpiece, Certosa), date (about 1496-1500). Through this who, what and when, origins are 

authenticated. You may see dimensions (left panel 114.7 x 56.6 cm / centre panel 114 x 63.5 cm 

/ right panel 113.3 x 56.5 cm) and materials (oil with egg tempera on poplar panel). Knowing 

how it was made constitutes and measures a falling away from its aura. You may see where it 

                                                 
55 “Writing, Phaedrus, has this strange quality, and is very like painting; for the creatures of painting stand like 

living beings, but if one asks them a question, they preserve a solemn silence. And so it is with written words; you 

might think they spoke as if they had intelligence, but if you question them, wishing to know about their sayings, 

they always say only one and the same thing. And every word, when once it is written, is bandied about, alike 

among those who understand and those who have no interest in it, and it knows not to whom to speak or not to 

speak; when ill-treated or unjustly reviled it always needs its father to help it; for it has no power to protect or help 

itself” (Phaedrus 275d-e). From the Loeb Classical Library Plato. Vol. I. Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1914): 565 & 567.  
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now hangs (room 60, level 2, Sainsbury Wing, National Gallery, London, across from a 

Signorelli). You may see a history (Italian Renaissance Painting) or a biography (Perugino at the 

height of his powers and popularity). You may see a certain unity in the visual elements (of line, 

shape, colour, depth and texture) or formal properties (of balance, rhythm and proportion). You 

may see other artworks (Donatello’s Saint George) and collaboration (the workshop of 

Verrocchio’s Tobias and the Angel). You may see the frames (the paintings were cut down at the 

top and bottom and reframed as a triptych). You may see provenance and a price (the panels (No. 

288 of the National Gallery Collection) were removed from the Certosa in 1784 and acquired by 

Sir Charles Lock Eastlake, the gallery’s first director (1855-65), in 1856 for £3571 8s. 7d.). You 

may see a market (the work was commissioned in 1496 by (or on behalf of) Lodovico il Moro, 

Duke of Milan). You may see the space of an original context (the three panels were ‘sundered’ 

from an original six-part altarpiece in the chapel of St Michael in the Certosa di Pavia (the 

Carthusian monastery near Milan), where today only the Padre Eterno is in situ). You may see 

authenticity (the polyptych in the chapel today displays copies of an inferior quality in the lower 

tier (done on canvas c. 1784), and the side panels of the upper tier depicting the four Latin 

doctors (left: St Gregory the Great and St Ambrose; right: St Augustine and St Jerome, 1492) by 

Ambrogio Bergognone are replacements taken from another altarpiece in the church for those 

done by Mariotto Albertinelli and Fra Bartolommeo (L’Annunciazione) in 1511 (now in the 

Musée d'Art et d'Histoire, Geneva); the red marble frame dates from c. 1650). You may see what 

others tell you to see (‘il divin pittore,’ ‘the equal of Leonardo,’ ‘angelic and very sweet,’ ‘the 

extreme cleverness of his brush,’ ‘the grace with which he used colours in his own personal 

style,’ ‘a most astonishing masterpiece’). You may see religious devotion (above the chapel altar, 

the Eternal Father blesses the Infant Christ, and, in turn, the beholder in prayer, contemplation 
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and communion with the Godhead). You may see traditional iconography, imagery and 

symbolism (wings, angels, cherubim, halos, clouds, scrolls of music, contemporary armour and 

dress, a commander’s baton, a small box of fish gall, a pilgrim’s unshod feet, Tobias’ fish and St 

Michael’s scales, God within a mandorla). You may see a discourse of patriarchy (it is ideology 

that allows us to see in the first place). Or, you may just see a story. (St Michael, vanquishing 

Satan, comes in through the door with a thousand angels around him and a sweet smell fills the 

room.) Or, you may want to see more. For there is something sticking its head out from 

underneath the bottom frame of the right-hand panel.56  

     In 1977, the National Gallery’s Conservation and Scientific Departments began to subject the 

“Madonna and Saints” for the Certosa of Pavia, one of the ‘choicer treasures of the gallery’s 

collection,’ to an extensive investigation involving stereomicroscopy, infrared photography, and 

X-radiography before a final cleaning treatment.57 Why? Because they wanted to see more. By 

using such methods they were able to uncover and see what no viewer for some two hundred 

years could. They were able to make visible the extent to which each panel had been cut down, 

how portions had been painted out, and how new layers of paint had been added on. The infrared 

reflectography was also able to reveal some of the compositional methods and other aspects of 

painterly techniques used, including particular features in the formation of paint layering. For 

example, traces of underdrawing and pentimenti (intermediate changes of mind in conception) 

                                                 
56 The data about the paintings are presented as pieces of information which were seen as facts at various points in 

the ongoing history of the paintings’ reception. See Martin Davies. The Earlier Italian Schools. (London: 

Publications Dept., National Gallery, 1961): 403-407 and The National Gallery Complete Illustrated Catalogue. 

[Compiled by C. Baker and T. Henry.] (London: National Gallery Publications, 1995): 523-524. 
57 See David Bomford, Janet Brough & Ashok Roy. “Three Panels from Perugino’s Certosa di Pavia Altarpiece” 

National Gallery Technical Bulletin 4 (1980): 1-31 and David Bomford and Nicholas Turner. “Perugino’s 

Underdrawing in the Virgin and Child Adored by an Angel from the Certosa di Pavia Altarpiece” in Perugino, Lippi 

e La Bottega di San Marco alla Certosa di Pavia, 1495-1511. Ed. B. Fabjan. (Firenze: Cantini Edizioni d’Arte, 

1986): 49-54.   
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were detected beneath the paint’s outer layers.58 Such seeing below surface allows one to delve 

deeper into questions of artistic collaboration or ‘multiple hands,’ as is suggested in the poem’s 

line “that Raphael had a hand in the work” (22). Although the masters of workshops in fifteenth-

century Italy would employ a number of assistants, a patron, for a work such as a panel painting, 

could demand solely “the hand of the master himself.”59  One such contract for Signorelli, 

roughly at the time of Perugino’s contract for the Certosa, even stipulates that “all the mixing of 

colours should be done by the said master Luca himself.”60 In penetrating beneath the surface of 

the paintings, researchers were able to see approximately how much could be said to be done by 

the hand of the master himself. That is, their eyes could now see this presence of hand. The 

result of the examination? Tutto di sua mano. The subsequent cleaning also removed discoloured 

varnishes, retouching and overpaint and brought to light Perugino’s true colouring and, in the 

bottom frame of the right-hand panel, the remaining original fragments of Tobias’ dog.61  

     I like the way they read painting. The way they see painting by looking at what is not there. 

There is still something to be said for those who see things by going under, beneath and below, 

who scrape and take away layers of colour, looking for the underlying surfaces of a painting in 

order to get at the sources of its composition. Such seeing doesn’t necessary tell us what the 

paintings mean, but it can uncover an intriguing set of newer facts to be exposed on the surface. 

                                                 
58 Jill Dunkerton points out that one such pentimento is “most clearly visible in the joined hands of Raphael and 

Tobias.” Giotto to Dürer: Early Renaissance Painting in the National Gallery. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1991): 362. 
59 Michael Baxandall. Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972): 

23. Cf. the contract for Piero della Francesca’s Madonna della Misericordia: “no painter may put his hand to the 

brush other than Piero himself” and Filippino Lippi’s demanding that all work should be ‘tutto di sua mano’— “all 

from his own hand”: 20 & 22. Baxandall’s book may have been on Carson’s mind during those early years at 

Princeton. Although not cited in the thesis (1981), the book appears in Eros the Bittersweet (1986): 14 and 175.      
60 Michael Baxandall. Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972): 

23. 
61 “In the S. Raphael panel most of Tobias’ dog had been cut away but part of its head, which had been painted out, 

showed in the x-ray by S. Raphael’s right foot.” From David Bomford, Janet Brough & Ashok Roy. “Three Panels 

from Perugino’s Certosa di Pavia Altarpiece” National Gallery Technical Bulletin 4 (1980): 10. For textual 

appearances of the dog, see the Book of Tobit: “So they went forth both, and the young man’s dog with them” (5:16) 

and “So they went their way, and the dog went after them” (11:4). 
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It can make manifest what before had been latent, thus expanding the surface content even more 

so. Seeing more, in short, is always additive. Take, for example, the following statement from 

the AFTERWORD: “at least, that is what other brave, wise and upright men have done in a 

similar position” (38). It is a self-standing line in an afterword. Yet, it is also a direct translation 

of the last line of the Phaedo: “ἀρίστου καὶ...φρονιμωτάτου καὶ δικαιοτάτου” (118a). And it is 

also a retranslation of the Harold North Fowler Loeb translation: “the best and wisest and most 

righteous man” (403). The text’s surface would seem to expand layer upon layer. Take, as 

another example, the line quoted previously about “the sun still upon the mountains” (38). This, 

too, is a layered translation of Plato’s Attic Greek (116e) and retranslation of Harold North 

Fowler’s Victorianesque English (397). For a more extensive example of such layering, compare  

the Loeb’s Phaedo (401 & 403) with Carson’s Phaedo (39) laid side by side: 

 

You’ll have noticed that Carson sees Plato’s Greek through Fowler’s English. In fact, now from 

the vantage point of the Phaedo, you’ll notice that the entire AFTERWORD is tempered with 

words and phrases translating Plato’s Greek as seen through the Fowler: story (110b / 114d); 

silence (117e); end (118a); day (57a); weight (117b-e); raise your eyes (117b); a coldness begins 

to spread (118a); questions (118a); pour a glass of wine (117b); the sun still upon the mountains 
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(116e); theory (92d); fear (77e); worn (87b-c); tracked, peered and stalked (63a); look more 

closely (73b); holding back your tears (117c-e); broken-hearted (118a); loved (57a-118a); friend 

(58e / 118a); hate (89d); uncovering (118a); covering (118a); fast (98b); losing track (75d); key 

(59d); door (59e); brave, wise and upright men (118a); a cock for Asclepius (118a); evening 

(59e); way (118a); in my company (84d); down (117e); walk (117a); dark (99b); forms (103e); 

marry (60a); speak sharply (91a); wait (116a); begin imagination (100a); look at every mark 

(98b); eyes (118a); back (117e). Carson’s voice is coloured by the Plato. The very language 

moves through (Poulet would say is overtaken by) another’s consciousness. It is up to you, as 

reader, to decide, in your own consciousness, whether this is through Plato or Fowler’s Plato.   

Or both.  

     Yet, there is not always such simplex one-through-another attribution, such unidirectionality 

between texts, such isolability in establishing a source. In fact, it is almost never the case. Let us 

imagine you are present at Anne Carson’s talk in Dún Laoghaire the moment she says, his aim as 

a painter, as we have seen, is to grant sensation without the boredom of its conveyance. You like 

this statement. Perhaps you would like to quote it yourself. For you, as listener, she is its source. 

But as it does sound vaguely familiar, you check the print version for a citation.62 There is none, 

but maybe when she said as we have seen, she had meant some prior reference. You flip back a 

page and notice David Sylvester, The Brutality of Fact: Interviews with Francis Bacon cited in 

footnote 3. Eventually you find the quote in the 1987 edition that she read:63 

 

                                                 
62 “Variations on the Right to Remain Silent” A Public Space 7 (2008): 174-187. 
63 Photoquotation from The Brutality of Fact. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1987): 65. See the ‘events materials’ 

from the 2005 talk at Columbia University, which includes a transcript along with more detailed citations.  
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It is a doubled layering of words. Carson’s is a quotation of Francis Bacon quoting Paul Valéry. 

To one, Carson is quoting Bacon; to another, Carson is quoting Valéry. It is a product of 

language that most quotation shows such polyvocality,64 such layering of voices. We could stop 

here, but one does love Valéry and you’d like to see more.65 What is the ultimate source of this 

statement? The thing that Valéry said. Before we begin to dig through the embedded quotation, 

we need to ask: when did it first come out of Bacon’s own mouth before you first heard it come 

out of Carson’s mouth? The interviews were first published in 1975. You read the editorial note 

for “Interview 2” (May 1966) in which the statement appears:66 

 

The quotation doesn’t make it into the BBC film (1966), but it is in the 1967 catalogue,67 so you 

could very well stop at the layer of May 1966 as the fons et origo. But you begin to wonder 

about the state of these “transcripts.” Are they written transcriptions of a recording or a filming? 

What happens when you set out to convey spoken words in a medium of black figures on white 

background? David Sylvester himself tells us. In 1980, in retrospect. “Like the camera,” he 

writes, “the tape recorder, roughly speaking, cannot lie, and cannot discriminate.”68 Regrettably, 

he goes on to explain, as soon as one writes speech down, things get “edited out,” “modifications” 

                                                 
64 The word itself speaks Greek and Latin in English. 
65 Deleuze, as well as those who quote the Deleuze, is quite content with the source as Valéry: “Suivant un mot de 

Valéry, la sensation, c’est ce qui se transmet directement, en évitant le détour ou l’ennui d’une histoire à raconteur.” 

From Francis Bacon: logique de la sensation. (Paris: Editions de la Différence, 1996): I, 28. 
66 Photoquotation from Interviews with Francis Bacon. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1975): 128. 
67 “From Interviews with Francis Bacon by David Sylvester Recorded and Filmed in London for BBC Television 

May 1966” in Francis Bacon: Recent Paintings [Exhibition March-April 1967 Marlborough New London Gallery]. 

(London, Marlborough Fine Art Ltd., 1967): 32. The catalogue interview differs from the “extended version” found 

in the 1975 edition. The 1980 edition of the interviews omits the line “the present extended version has been edited 

afresh from the transcript” in its “Editorial Note.” See page 170 of Sylvester’s Interviews with Francis Bacon: 1962-

1979. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980). Note, too, how “included” becomes “embodied”: 170. 
68 “Preface” in Interviews with Francis Bacon: 1962-1979. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980): 6. 
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are made “to clarify syntax,” with now and then an “altering” to the words originally used.69 

These changes are made not only to what is said but also when it’s said:  

The sequence in which things were said has been drastically rearranged. Each of the 

interviews, apart from the first, has been constructed from transcripts of two or more 

sessions, and paragraphs in these montages sometimes combine things said on two or 

three different days quite widely separated in time. In order to prevent the montage from 

looking like a montage, many of the questions have been recast or simply fabricated. The 

aim has been to seam together a more concise and coherent argument than ever came 

about when we were talking, without making it so coherent as to lose the fluid, 

spontaneous flavour of talk.70  

 

The editing brings out the very fictionality of the interview genre. To use Sylvester’s word, all  

 

written states of spoken exchanges are notional interviews. Here is the “Editorial Note” for the  

 

1980 edition:71 

 

How can we then ever hope to uncover the pure origin behind Bacon’s voice when he quotes the 

Valéry? Is he maybe reading from a book off his shelf? Is he repeating what someone had told 

him or what he once saw on TV? Is he quoting what someone else had quoted in writing before? 

Is he translating the quote? Has he given the original French, which the interviewer has 

translated for us? Has the interviewer just fabricated it? Or are there reiterations of the quotation 

                                                 
69 Ibid.: 6. Here you begin to see writerly pentimento (It. pentirsi ‘to repent,’ ‘regret’ or ‘have second thoughts’). 
70 Ibid.: 7. 
71 Photoquotation from ibid.: 202. 
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elsewhere? Perhaps we could make out the hand of Valéry himself if we were to find its earliest 

citation? Here is one instance, two years before, from 1964: 

‘What modern man wants,’ he said, quoting Valéry, ‘is the grin without the cat’; the 

sensation,’ he went on to say, ‘without the boredom of its conveyance.’72       

 

Here you see more added to the initial quotation. We could stop here at 1964, but you go off 

digging deeper. You find “From a Conversation with Francis Bacon” in an undergraduate 

magazine, Cambridge Opinion (1964): 

We can try to enjoy life—and hope to go on exciting ourselves in different ways. What 

else is there?    To find this excitement one should be allowed the greatest possible 

freedom in order to drift . . . . . Valéry puts it very clearly: What we want nowadays is the 

sensation without the boredom of its conveyance . . . . That’s very precise, isn’t it? . . . . 

Apart from that . . . . we can watch our own decay in the interval that separates life from 

death.73  

 

The quotation (from an interview reduced and condensed into a series of short statements) 

reverts to the form you initially encountered it in. You go back to compare it with the previous 

1964 interview, and then realize you’ve made a mistake. The 1964 Rothenstein “Introduction” is 

actually recalling an earlier conversation that the interviewer had had with Bacon and which is 

published in the 1962 Tate Gallery exhibition catalogue: 

However deeply he reveres the old masters, he is convinced that for the time being 

traditional forms are entirely played out, no longer an effective vehicle for conveying 

either feelings or ideas; that what is needed now is a kind of shorthand. ‘What modern 

man wants,’ he said, quoting Valéry, ‘is the grin without the cat,’ the essential, without 

the traditional elaboration, the all-over finish to which people today have become so 

resistant.74 

 

But here you uncover a different qualification of what modern man wants nowadays. You now 

begin to see what looks more like the hand of Lewis Carroll than that of Paul Valéry. Is Carson 

                                                 
72 “Introduction” by John Rothenstein in Francis Bacon [catalogue raisonné and documentation by Ronald Alley]. 

(London: Thames and Hudson, 1964): 21. 
73 Michael Peppiatt. “From a Conversation with Francis Bacon” Cambridge Opinion 37 (1964): 48. The 

conversations took place in August and December 1963. 
74 “Introduction” by John Rothenstein in Francis Bacon [Exhibition 24 May-1 July 1962, The Tate Gallery]. 

(London: Tate Gallery, 1962): [5]. 
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then quoting Bacon quoting Valéry quoting Lewis Carroll’s “Pig and Pepper” chapter from Alice 

and Wonderland?75 You do not stop here and, in fact, you haven’t gone much farther before 

another layer reveals another possible origin. In 1987, Daniel Farson makes reference to a film 

for television (no longer extant), The Art Game, in which he interviews Francis Bacon between 

copious glasses of champagne and plates of oysters. Here is an “unedited extract” from the 

typescript of the 27 August 1958 filming: 

After all…it’s only your own nervous system that you can paint at all. And you know, 

this is perhaps an aside, but there was a very interesting thing that Valéry said about 

modern art and it’s very true, of course. He said that modern artists want the grin without 

the cat and by that he meant that they want the sensation of life without the boredom of 

its conveyance. So the thing is, how can I draw one more veil away from life and present 

what is called the living sensation more nearly on the nervous system and more 

violently?76 

 

Is the Carson quotation then Bacon’s explication of Valéry’s quotation of Lewis Carroll and not 

Valéry’s own? You could pour yourself a glass of Perrier and stop here (your parent text there), 

on this August afternoon of 1958, but you then recall the lessons learned on transcribing speech 

from David Sylvester’s editorial note.77 You slide your eyes in another direction. Perhaps the last 

(i.e., most recent) instance of its citation would reveal the source of the statement? There is a TV 

documentary from 1985 in which you can see him say, with some auctoritas: 

I do believe that, um, today, or you could say modern man, wants a sensation, really, 

without the boredom of its conveyance. Or to cut down the conveyance as far as possible 

so that you just give over the sensation.78  

 

But, alas, in 1989, just three years before his death, this is how Bacon ultimately refers to his  

 

                                                 
75 “‘Well! I’ve often seen a cat without a grin,’ thought Alice; ‘but a grin without a cat! It’s the most curious thing I 

ever saw in all my life!” Lewis Carroll. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland & Through the Looking-Glass. (New 

York: Signet Classic, 2000): 66. 
76 Daniel Farson. Soho in the Fifties. (London: Michael Joseph, 1987): 122-123.  
77 In fact, Farson will present a slightly different version of the transcription in The Gilded Gutter Life of Francis 

Bacon. (London: Century, 1993): 107. 
78 Francis Bacon [The South Bank Show]. Ed. and Pres. Melvyn Bragg; Dir. David Hinton. (Chicago, IL: Home 

Vision, 1985). The statement occurs around the five-and-a-half-minute mark while Bacon and his interviewer 

Melvyn Bragg are in the storeroom of the Tate Gallery. 
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oft-quoted citation of the Valéry (given in inverted commas): 

 

What you really want is a kind of complicated simplicity—you want simplicity, but with 

all the implications of everything else within it. A reduction, a compression. That thing 

that someone said years ago, ‘what modern man wants is the sensation without the 

boredom of its conveyance,’ is absolutely true. One wants something that’s so much 

more concentrated than anything that’s gone before. But, of course, that almost never 

happens.79 

 

     There is a certain arbitrariness to the point at which source research stops. Unless you want to 

say that everything in the text alludes to a piece of bread (“bekos”), you are going to have to  

stop somewhere. The philological practice of just not knowing when to stop is known as 

Quellenforschung. The metaphor flowing within the word suggests a seeking (forschen) after a 

spring (Quelle).80 This searching for again and again (the research) takes the form of a running  

and rising obsession. Nothing stands in the way of the lure of the riddle, (le leurre de la source),  

                                                 
79 “Interview Three: Provoking Accidents, Prompting Chance” in Michael Peppiatt. Francis Bacon: Studies for a 

Portrait. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008): 197. The ultimate citation, that is, if we accept Michael 

Peppiatt’s transcription here. In the original appearance in Art International 8 (Autumn 1989) “Provoking Accidents, 

Prompting Chance” (28-33), the exchange quoted in Francis Bacon: Studies for a Portrait and above doesn’t appear. 

We are left with an underlayer of blank space. However, here is how Peppiatt fills in that empty space again (is it 

before or after?) in 1996: “This is the first example of Bacon’s masterly shorthand: ‘the smile without the cat,’ in 

Lewis Carroll’s phrase, or ‘the sensation without the boredom of its conveyance,’ as Bacon put it, paraphrasing Paul 

Valéry.” Francis Bacon: Anatomy of an Enigma. (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1996): 110. For another grin 

without a cat, see Wonderwater: Alice Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004): 155. Or compare Carson’s 

quotation of Ozu (page 4 above) in “Simonides Painter” (Innovations of Antiquity. Eds. R. Hexter and D. Selden. 

(New York: Routledge, 1992): “I wanted not to tell a story but to show the cycle of things, their transference. I left 

blank spaces in the narrative so that they would be visible”: 51. She is citing a 1983 documentary I Lived, But… 

directed by Kazuo Inoue (『生きてはみたけれど~小津安二郎伝』). Here is the quote as translated in 2003: “Ozu 

once said, ‘Rather than tell a superficial story, I wanted to go deeper, to show the hidden undercurrents, the ever-

changing uncertainties of life. So instead of constantly pushing dramatic action to the fore, I left empty spaces, so 

viewers could have a pleasant aftertaste to savor’” (小津はこれはストウリイそのものより、もっと深い輪廻と

いうか無常というか、そういうものを描きたいと思った。芝居も、皆押しきらずに、余白を残すように

して、その余白が後味のよさになるようにと思ったのだと語っている) (from the special features section of 

Tokyo Story. Dir. Yasujirō Ozu. Criterion 2003. Disc 2). How did she come to write down her quotation? Is she 

quoting a written source? Has she seen a VHS recording? Was it a bad translation (‘visible’ for ‘aftertaste’)? A 

misprint (the Merleau-Ponty quote above it evidently has “is” for “in”)? Is she quoting from the aftertaste of 

memory (‘transference’ for mujō / ‘transience’)? (The documentary was shown in New York in April 1987.) Or is it 

as simple as that is what she wanted Ozu’s blank spaces (余白/ yohaku) to say? (The subtitles for the 1987 release, 

in fact, were as follows: “Ozu once said, ‘Rather than tell a story... / I wanted to show the cycles of life, their 

transience. / I left blank spaces in my narrative... / so that they would be visible’” (from an unpublished script in the 

Margaret Herrick Library)). For one origin of the quotation, see Ozu himself on 麦秋 / Early Summer (1951) in     

キネマ 旬報 (Kinema junpō) 39 (1-14 June 1952): 35.   
80 A spring (cf. German Ursprung ‘origin’) is the site where groundwater leaps out from the earth’s surface. The 

word source (‘a rising, beginning, fountainhead of a river of stream’) comes from Latin surgere (‘rise’ or ‘spring 

up’) suggesting the idea of water bursting forth from the ground. 
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as in the lure of “the wellsprings of the Nile” (τοῦ δὲ Νείλου τὰς πηγὰς Hdt. 2.28).81 The  

Quellenforscher, fording the streams of words, stops only at the fount and origin, or, in 

exhaustion: “none can speak of the source of the Nile” (Hdt. 2.34);82 in other words, when it’s 

time to move on. The practice, discredited for over a century,83 is nowadays considered a 

perverse mode of inquiry, like walking backwards into a poem. Sources are believed to stand 

apart from the overall meaning of a poem; that is, the whole of a poem cannot be explained by 

where parts of it came from. Detecting sources becomes an end in itself: the activity stops at the 

local pointing out of a prior origin. The shortsightedness of the method produces circular results: 

you find only that which sends you out to look for it. Worst of all, source study is especially 

dangerous for the young and inexperienced reader, who, not having a wide knowledge of 

literature, cannot see the totalities of literary history: 

The defects of many studies of this kind lie precisely in their ignoring this truth: in their 

attempts to isolate one single trait, they break the work of art into little pieces of mosaic.  

The relationships between two or more works of literature can be discussed profitably 

only when we see them in their proper place within the scheme of literary development. 

Relationships between works of art present a critical problem of comparing two wholes, 

two configurations not to be broken into isolated components except for preliminary 

study.84   

                                                 
81 Herodotus. Vol. I. Trans. A.D. Godley. (London: Heinemann, 1931): 304. For the piece of bread (βεκός), see 276 

& 277. 
82 Ibid.: 314 & 315. Ultimately source cannot be fathomed. 
83 For the first fifty years, see René Wellek and Austin Warren. Theory of Literature. (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 

World, 1962): n. 17, 312. The last fifty years have given way to subtler forms of intertextuality. Compare Derrida on 

the false positivism of source criticism in “Qual Quelle: Valéry’s Sources”: “‘Valéry’s Sources,’ here, do not entitle 

those sources on which theses are written. What historians might name ‘influences’ will not be followed upstream 

toward their hidden ‘sources,’ the near or distant, presumed or verified, origins of a ‘work,’ that is of a ‘thought’ 

whose card in the catalogue thereby could be manipulated. Valéry himself warned of this in advance: concerning 

what is written here, the ‘discourse of history’ would chatter on about heritages, readings, borrowings, biographical 

inner springs. The sources could multiply themselves infinitely, but as so many ‘sources of error and powers of 

falsifications.’ We will not, as do positive historians, account for all that could have flowed into this text from the 

outside.” Margins of Philosophy. Trans. Alan Bass. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982): 275. The phrase 

leurre de la source finds its own source in this essay. 
84 René Wellek and Austin Warren. Theory of Literature. (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1962): 258. At the 

foot of the following page is a spliced photoquotation of George C. Taylor’s ‘curious list’ of 75 types of evidence 

used by scholars in the field of Elizabethan literature up until the early 1940s from “Montaigne-Shakespeare and the 

Deadly Parallel” Philological Quarterly 22 (1943): 331-32. 

 

 



29 

 

Rather than seeing a poem within the scheme of extrinsic totalities, I think that looking at one 

within its inner totality by breaking it down into little coloured pieces of glass might be a good 

thing. Fracturing the language of a poem to see its core components is an act of memory.85 

Where has this word come from? As readers we often admire an author’s ways of finding the 

right words. As source readers we try to find those ways. Reading for source matter is reading 

for the stories already within words. Every word is witness, etymologically, to its own story. 

However much Anne Carson tries not to tell a story, the words she uses tell stories of their own.  

                                                                                                                                                             
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

85 Mosaic, from Med. L. musaicum ‘mosaic work, work of the Muses’ (the daughters of Memory). See Ernest Klein. 

A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 1006. 
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A source reading would attempt to go against the current of Carson’s intent and let these stories 

be told in a kind of complicated simplicity. What might a source reading of the Canicula di Anna 

then be? A reading that tries to see more by going beneath the surface of the poem to order to 

uncover the underwriting and thereby reveal the compositional techniques used in its make-up.86 

In short, it would try to see what’s not there. Such a reading stops short of telling you what the 

Canicula di Anna ultimately means in the form of an exegesis, but it does try to get you to look 

at what might lie behind the back of the poem (for this is a poetry whose nature is to hide itself). 

It asks you to answer smaller, more basic and fundamental questions, such as: where does the 

poem get the stuff (the ὕλη / hylē or materia) of which it is made?; how are these bits of word-

stories pieced together?; and, finally, what does one do with all the handiwork that goes into a 

poetry of quotation?87  

     The following is an attempt to take 52 colours away from Anne Carson’s Canicula di Anna.88 

It is a preliminary or minor study that tries to scrape down to the undersurfaces of the poem’s  

 

canvas, the surface of which we have been looking at for more than 30 years now. It does not  

 

offer you the benefit of a straight criticism. And it makes mistakes. For how else could you try to  

 

decide first a this, then a that, but by mistaking? How else read a whence, then a when in a living  

 

                                                 
86 Looking for an author’s sources can be self-reflective. Conservators of paintings will often describe their work as 

‘a looking over the artist’s shoulder’ to see where he got his ideas. I’ve always felt source criticism more a gesture 

of the writer looking back over her shoulder and asking, where did you get that? In 1988, Harvey Edwards actually 

filmed the stages in the creation of a poem by Theodore Weiss (Living Poetry: “Fractions,” a Year in the Life of a 

Poem). Compare Francis Bacon who speaks on multiple occasions of wanting to film himself painting: “Well, I 

often wish that I had a camera and just took the thing as it went along, because, certainly, very often in working one 

loses the best moments of a painting in trying to take it further. And, if one had a record of what it was, one might be 

able to find it again. So it would be nice to have a running camera going all the time that one was working.” David 

Sylvester. Interviews with Francis Bacon. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2012): 158. 
87 Where the poet pens ‘an aggregation of quotes.’ What is a quote? A quote (cognate with quota) is a cut, a section, 

a slice of someone else’s cauliflower. Why do we like quotations? Because when we read through one it is as if we 

ourselves had created the words we’ve read. Within each quote lies a question of who said it (L. quis) and a question 

of how many times it has been resaid (L. quot). Or, perhaps, just a question of how many voices may be inside it. 
88 Colour is etymologically related to covering and concealment: L. color from OL colos ‘a covering’ (akin to celare 

‘to hide, conceal’ and occultus ‘covered up, hidden’). See Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary 

of the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 315.   
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poem about death, but by mistaking? Only death can stretch a place or a date in front of another,  

 

or, as we have said, can finalize a life story. Only death can tell you, after the fact, that a father 

who dies at 67 is at every moment of his life a man who dies at the age of 67. Source criticism, a 

continual looking back at someplace else,89 is always already a belated gesture. Perhaps, our 

poem, too, is still not done, still not dead. It may be revived, and supersede us, at any moment.90 

New sources, contradicting those you are about to see, may also arise. And yet the methodology 

of this criticism of origins (a criticism, which, in practice, first reads the reference before the 

antecedent) insists on reading an unambiguous chronological91 sequence (the earlier text gives 

rise to the later text), on establishing a clear-cut priority (the source text precedes the target text). 

It insists that we not miscarry time within ourselves, that statements such as the “Conversations 

with the Confused: Cold Feet” was written in 1984 be made, and that the order of events among 

the number of people that it takes to produce a text be as time-kept as the little run-around of life 

that a CV makes us out to be. Yet a mistake may be more factual than a fact. And as much as the 

Canicula di Anna may make us misread, mistake, and miscarry it within ourselves, it is my belief 

that we must still stick to one of its most constituent features: the fact of the presence of other 

voices echoing within Carson’s own.  

     I have called the approach ‘fractal’ because I look at Anne Carson’s work like I look at  

 

cauliflower: break a piece off and you’re bound to see the entire poem in it.92 I have also chosen  

                                                 
89 “A philologist can be recognized from afar by his stretched-out neck, slightly twisted as a result of his looking 

back, upstream, toward the works of the past or earlier authors; with the past before him, he walks backward.” 

Marcel Detienne. The Masters of Truth in Archaic Greece. Trans. Janet Lloyd. (New York: Zone Books, 1996):       

n. 28, 142. 
90 Compare the 16 April 2010 multimedia performance of “The Fall of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide” along with Peter 

Cole and Robert Currie at Boston College. 
91 The word origins of Gk. χρόνος are most likely unknown. Cf. Ernest Klein, where it is thought to be related to 

‘hand.’ See A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 284.     
92 The fewer the original ideas one has, the greedier one’s thinking becomes. The idea, a second-thought, is not mine. 

For self-affinity (the resemblance between part and whole) in literature (e.g., a poem can be separated into parts, 

each of which being a smaller-scale version of the whole), see Hugh Kenner (whose father was a classicist),  

“Self-Similarity, Fractals, Cantos” ELH 55:3 (Autumn 1988): 721-730. Here is a para-phrase: What we find in the 

Canicula di Anna we find everywhere in Carson: structures repeating themselves on ever varying scales.  
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to quote from the poem as it appears in the Quarterly Review of Literature’s Contemporary 

Poetry Series (No. 6 / Volume XXV, 1984) for two reasons: 1) in the naïve textual critical 

belief—recentior, deterior—that the earlier state of a text (one closer in time to Carson’s own 

typed MS) is preferable to a later one; and 2) the poem as it appears in the context of Plainwater 

(July 1995) is a different poem belonging to a different period of her career. What follows here is 

just something to go on with while you reread the Canicula di Anna, and, after all the stalking, 

peering and tracking, even if it is no more than dragging trails of cured kipper before you, it is, in 

all likelihood, the best I can do. But there is one thing that I must ask of you. Because it is a 

poem about a wordless dead body, the story of that body you’ll have to make up yourself. You 

could see a story of a body broken down piece by missing piece…. Or the story of a body, 

stretched out as if asleep, home from a marriage-feast, a pen in its hand…. Or the story of a body 

lying panic-struck in a field, the precise spot still unknown today. There is no end to the stories 

you might tell. As there is no end to the story she won’t tell. Who are they then? 

 who are they who are the storytellers who can put an end to stories93 

Eyes in our backs, Vediamo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
93 Raritan 11:3 (Winter 1992): 14. Three titles are given: 1) “Mimnermos: Poems, An Essay, An Interview”; 2) 

“Mimnermos: Poems, an Essay, an Interview”; and 3) “Mimnermos: Poems / Translated by Anne Carson / with an 

Essay and Interviews.” Later reprinted as “Mimnermos: The Brainsex Paintings: A Translation of the Fragments of 

Mimnermos of Kolophon” in the Quarterly Review of Literature’s 50th Anniversary Anthology issue (Contemporary 

Poetry Series No. 12 / Vol. XXXII-XXXIII, 1993): 94-104. 
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little blues for 

 

An encyclopædia tells us all we need to know. Before there were encyclopædias, where would 

you go in order to find what you needed to know? To poetry. Poetry was encyclopædic. 

[It] provided a massive repository of useful knowledge, a sort of encyclopedia of ethics, 

politics, history and technology which the effective citizen was required to learn as the 

core of his educational equipment. Poetry represented not something we call by that name, 

but an indoctrination which today would be comprised in a shelf of text books and works 

of reference.94 

 

Anne Carson’s poetry is encyclopædic, too. But in a back-borrowed way.95  

 
 

Here she returns the encyclopædic to its original poetic nature. The poem finds its source for the 

answer to the question “What do you need to know?” (7) in a work of reference giving you 

exactly what you needed to know, including things interesting to point out, or things perhaps not 

widely known (“because you would always like to know a little more” (38)). Indeed, the 

Encyclopædia Britannica is ‘the book to ask questions of.’ When in doubt, look it up. Not sure  

 

                                                 
94 Eric Havelock. Preface to Plato. (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1963): 27. Compare Faith Wallis: “Well, the 

ultimate filing system is the Bible. And in a sense, we have to backtrack here to the way epic poetry was used in the 

ancient world. The Bible is the Christians’ epic poem. In classical Greece, for instance, at the time of Plato, 

education consisted of memorizing the great classic poems of Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, not so much for, or 

not exclusively for their literary value, but because these were the encyclopedias of Greek culture. Every line in the 

Iliad and the Odyssey was a kind of hook on which you could hang information about the world around you, 

information about how to behave as well. There’s always that sort of moral aspect to this. Historical 

information….All you had to do was remember a line, and behind it would be stored all this information.” The quote 

is taken from a transcript of the CBC radio show Ideas, which aired between January 6-20, 1985. See William 

Barker. The Circle of Knowledge. (Toronto: CBC Transcripts, 1985): 3. 
95 Photoquotations from the entry “Perugia” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature 

and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 278 and Canicula 

di Anna (8-9). 
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what Perugino was up to in the year 1483? Look it up.96 

   
  

Encyclopædias present you with knowledge that rounds you out as a person. From an 

encyclopædia you can learn that the first encyclopædia was written by the son of Plato’s sister 

Potone97 and that the oldest extant encyclopædia in the Western tradition is the Naturalis 

Historia, written by Pliny the Younger’s uncle. From the latter you can learn interesting facts 

about the cynocephali (7.2.23), the rising of the Dog Star (de caniculae ortu 2.40.107)98 

 
 

and that a volcano can belch out balls of flame over a space of 50 to 100 miles at a time 

(2.106.234). Encyclopædias, representing in extent and order ‘the whole circle of human thought 

and achievement,’ are, above all, useful.99 Why does Carson use them in her poetry? 

     Encyclopædias are containers of facts: “Perugia (ancient Perusia) / is situated 1444 feet above 

sea-level” (8). Facts are taken from the perimeters of the known world to fill out the factual 

                                                 
96 Photoquotations from the entry “Perugino, Pietro” in ibid.: 279 and Canicula di Anna (12). 
97 It might also be interesting to note that the world’s first encyclopædist (Speusippos) flung his favourite dog down 

a well (D.L. 4.1.1). See Diogenes Laertius. Lives of Eminent Philosophers. Vol. I. Trans. R.D. Hicks. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1972): 375.    
98 Photoquotations from Pliny the Elder. Natural History. Vol. I. Trans. H. Rackham. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1938): 250 & 251. 
99 The “Preface” from the first edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica begins: “Utility ought to be the principal 

intention of every publication.” Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts and Sciences. 1st edition. Vol. I. 

(Edinburgh: Printed for A. Bell and C. Macfarquhar; and Sold by Colin Macfarquhar, 1771): v. 
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world of the poem: “in the city and archepiscopal see of / Perugia (ancient Perusia), / capital of / 

the province of Perugia, / which forms the entire compartimento of / Umbria” (36-37). She paints 

in these facts to delineate the figures of the poem against the superposition of the Renaissance 

and present-day Perugia setting. The flattened plane of the poem’s surface then begins to recede 

as a result of the activity of these facts in the fore-, middle- and background space of the text. 

Carson uses encyclopædic fact to give the effect of perspectival depth to the poem, as when the 

painter Pietro Vannucci walks out from the circle of historical knowledge into the line of the 

reader’s vision (compare section 27 (22) with the Britannica entry on “Perugino, Pietro”):100 

 
 

     Through the use of such encyclopædic fact, the author is able to imbue the consciousness of 

her narration with ‘the sum of human thought.’ (In other words, although Anne Carson couldn’t 

have known all this stuff, an omniscient narrator could.) The narrator’s tone takes on the  

                                                 
100 Photoquotation from Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and General 

Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 280.  
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encyclopædia’s voice of authority.101 It speaks through the very diction and register of 

encyclopædic discourse. You can hear it even in this ‘amusing’ anecdotal passage:102  

 
 

In the section, the narrator’s voice retains its authority by re-assembling and re-lineating bits of 

encyclopædic fact through grammatical and semantic alteration (the pronominal adjective his 

reverts back to the possessive proper noun “Perugino’s”; not many years afterwards is reduced to 

“shortly thereafter”; obtained becomes “acquired”; finally is sequenced into “then”; and stingy 

                                                 
101 For Pliny the Elder’s fact-collecting through authorities, see Praef. 17: “As Domitius Piso says, it is not books 

but store-houses that are needed; consequently by perusing (lectione) about 2000 volumes, very few of which, 

owing to the abstruseness of their contents (propter secretum materiae), are ever handled by students, we have 

collected in 36 volumes 20,000 noteworthy facts (viginti milia rerum dignarum cura) obtained from one hundred 

authors (ex exquisitis auctoribus centum) that we have explored, with a great number of other facts in addition that 

were either ignored by our predecessors or have been discovered by subsequent experience (postea invenerat vita).” 

Pliny will later explain how he has prefaced his volumes with the names of his authorities (his voluminibus 

auctorum nomina praetexui): “I have done so because it is, in my opinion, a pleasant thing (benignum) and one that 

shows an honourable modesty (plenum ingenui pudoris), to own up to those who were the means of one’s 

achievements, not to do as most of the authors to whom I have referred did. For you must know that when collating 

authorities (conferentem auctores) I have found that the most professedly reliable and modern writers have copied 

the old authors word for word, without acknowledgement (ad verbum neque nominatos)” (Praef. 21-22). Natural 

History. Vol. I. Trans. H. Rackham. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938): 12 & 13 and 14 & 15.  
102 Compare the “Perugino, Pietro” entry (intercut on page 271 below) with section 30 (24) quoted here. Actually, 

Carson’s narration in this section is triple-voiced. The anecdote has its origin in Vasari (The Lives of the Artists. 

Trans. J.C. Bondanella and P. Bondanella. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991): 260-261). The individual 

contributor to the Perugino entry was the Pre-Raphaelite William Michael Rossetti. (Notice how this revelation of 

the person behind the signatory initials puts pressure on the notion of the objectivity of encyclopædic discourse—

that is to be anonymous, impersonal and point-of-viewless. The 11th edition is, in fact, known as one of the most 

literary and readable works of reference. The author of the Perugia entry was the archaeologist Thomas Ashby.) In 

inhabiting these three voices, does Carson somehow neutralize (make neuter) her own? 
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suspiciousness is particularized into a “stinginess”), transposition (pigment and colour are 

interchanged) and overall relative fidelity to the source text (only the word “uneasily” is 

introduced).  

     It is through authority that authors augment themselves in the face of a world they haven’t 

written. It would seem that only firsthand experience (that of the expert) could bridge the 

separation of (as one of the chapter titles of Havelock’s Preface to Plato quoted above has it)103 

 
 

the knower from the known—that folded boundary between the polar opposites ‘account’ and 

‘deed.’ The French Encyclopédistes felt this discrepancy between writing about something and 

doing it yourself to such extent that they began doing those very things themselves before 

writing about them: 

There are some trades so unusual and some operations so subtle, that unless one does the 

work oneself, unless one operates a machine with one’s own hands and sees the work 

being created under one’s own eyes, it is difficult to speak of it….Thus, several times, we 

had to get possession of the machines, to construct them, and to put a hand to the work. It 

was necessary to become apprentices, so to speak, and to manufacture some poor objects 

in order to learn how to teach others the way good specimens are made. It is thus that we 

have put ourselves in the position to show that even men of letters who know their 

language best still do not know one-twentieth of its words.104  

                                                 
103 Photoquotation from Eric Havelock. Preface to Plato. (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1963): 199. PA 227 H38. 

Robarts copy no. 10. 
104 Quoted in William Barker. The Circle of Knowledge. (Toronto: CBC Transcripts, 1985): 9. 
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It might be a sad thought for you that we only experience five percent of the language we use in 

everyday life, that we really can’t know a word until we have done it ourselves, but not for a poet. 

Havelock points out that it was one of Plato’s objections to poetry that “the poet was not an 

expert.”105 Yet the poet doesn’t need to experience the fact within a word (its factum: the thing 

done or performed by it). How does a poet come to know a word? Does one need to know 

viniculture in order to write about it? What if there is no Vitis vinifera nearby your desk? Look it 

up. Encyclopædias are useful to an author who wishes to create a written world from written 

words. The aesthetic here in the Canicula di Anna is not of a writer walking down a road holding 

up a mirror to the world, but of a writer holding up a mirror to the encyclopædia on her desk.106 

Words mirror forth other words (many of the earliest enycylopædias were themselves known as 

mirror books, as in the recurrent title Imago or Speculum Mundi).107 What is the injunction 

behind the use of the encyclopædia in Carson’s poetics? Write what you don’t know. Need some 

facts about art history to sketch out a figure against a background? Look it up.108 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
105 Eric Havelock. Preface to Plato. (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1963): 83. 
106 Volume XXI (PAYN to POLKA) of the 11th edition Encyclopædia Britannica is ‘11½ inches long, 9 inches wide, 

3 inches thick, and weighs about 5 pounds.’ 
107 William Barker. The Circle of Knowledge. (Toronto: CBC Transcripts, 1985): 3-4. 
108 Photoquotations from “Perugino” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and 

General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 279 and Canicula di 

Anna (29). 
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Need some geographical facts to add local colour to that background? Look it up.109 

 

 
 

Carson’s encyclopædism encircles the reader with all you need to know. This circumscription is 

figured within the encyclic form (ἐγκύκλιος: circular, rounded; revolving in a circle) of the 

structured occurrences of the entries in the poem as a whole: 

    2 (Perugia) │ 9 (Perugino) │ 27 (Perugino) │ 30 (Perugino) │ 39 (Perugino) │ 52 (Perugia)                    

 

The poem circulates the facts. Their circulation gives form to the poem: 

 

AC: I think that that is a pure moment, when you see that a fact has a form, and you try to 

make that happen in language. Form is a rough approximation of what the facts are doing. 

Their activity more than their surface appearance.110   

 

The Canicula di Anna uses these facts to measure out the dimensions of the text’s written world 

so that you might move about within it.111 Its use of the 11th edition Encyclopædia Britannica is 

an act of instauration. Old words are made new (“vetustis novitatem dare” says our Roman 

encyclopædist)112 through the use of a circle text whose orb of reference knows no walls save the 

written world itself.  

                                                 
109 Photoquotations from “Perugia” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and 

General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 278 and Canicula di 

Anna (36-37). 
110 John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 13. 
111 Encyclopædias measure things like time (“1483 to 1486” (12)), distance (“1444 feet” (8)), history (“the siege of 

Florence” (24)) and geography (“the province of Perugia, / which forms the entire compartimento of / Umbria” (37)). 
112 Pliny (Praef. 15). Natural History. Vol. I. Trans. H. Rackham. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1938): 10. Note also how bits of the language from the Encyclopædia Britannica entries go into this construction of 

the textual world: “meeting-place of the conclaves” (“Perugia”: 279) and “commissions” (“Perugino, Pietro”: 279) 

in “Some philosophers of the present day / meet in conclave upon the ancient rock of Perugia. / They seem to have 

commissioned…” (7).  
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maroons for 

 

Here is a disorienting moment in the poem: 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                             (8-9) 

 

We are landlocked here, and yet the ocean floor is down there. We read the lines and the mind  

 

trips. Where are we? The narration makes us see the ocean from landlocked Perugia. It makes us  

 

hear a voice from another age call out the first syllable of a woman’s name. The narration  

 

narrates impossible acts in an impossible world. And yet we find ourselves, in spite of ourselves,  

 

participating in the poem’s thinking as we read: “doubled” reels and folds our thought over  

 

before we are thrust forward into the next’s line’s “and fell”; then, pointing us “over the parapet /  

 

gone by now,” our minds rebound back “in the sea” (9). A good imitation of lofty Etruscan walls  

 

can make the mind of a reader topple headlong.113 Despite stumbling and feeling disoriented, you  

                                                 
113 Cf. “A poet may take us into his imitation, so we almost forget its device” from “How Bad a Poem is Semonides 

Fragment I?” in Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, 

CA: Scholars Press, 1984): 71. 
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still try to get your balance in a poem that continually takes your feet out from under you through 

its rhythmic acts of thought, drawing you into the very experience of losing your footing through 

its collusion of imitative form with imitated content.   

     Let’s try to regain our feet in the poem by reorienting ourselves around 3 things: a postcard, a 

painting, and a description of a painting. First the postcard: 

 

It is among the materials you can find in the Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives  

 

housed in Princeton University’s Firestone Library.114 On the reverse side, there is no stamp, no 

 

address and no writing. What is it doing there? Why deliver an unsent postcard? One thing you  

                                                 
114 Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume 

XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 

Postcards (glowingly factitious, intrinscically hard to place) are artefacts of an elsewhere. See those in the Ben 

Sonnenberg papers, on the cover of Short Talks, in the French translation of “TV Men: Hektor,” in the argument to 

“Fight Cherries,” and scattered about Autobiography of Red, “Water Margins,” Nox & “We’ve Only Just Begun.”  
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can read is the painting’s information given in the top left-hand corner of the divided back: 

 
 

The postcard names itself The Gate of Mars — The Church of Saint Herculanus and other 

contiguous buildings. What is the provenance of the painting on the face of the card? For that we 

need to look to see what lies at the origin of the preposition “from.” The picture on the postcard 

is a 19th-century partial copy on canvas of Benedetto Bonfigli’s fresco Presa di Perugia da parte 

di Totila e sepoltura di sant’Ercolano (c. 1454-1480) now in Sala 21 (La Cappella dei Priori) of 

the Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria.115 The original fresco depicts, in a simultaneous narrative 

(where the artist makes consecutive events coexistent), the ‘whole fantastic pageant’ of the 

Ostrogoth King Totila’s siege of Perugia in 549.116  

During the terrible siege, the Bishop of Perugia, Herculanus, attempted a ‘childlike and 

vain subterfuge of war.’ He had the citizens bring to him all the remaining grain found in 

the city’s walls—one small measure of corn, which, to the wonder and silent indignation 

of the people, he fed to the city’s sole surviving ox. Once the ox had eaten abundantly, he 

threw it with great force down from the ramparts. When the captains of the enemy beheld 

this, they begin to ask themselves whether they would be able to subdue the Perugians 

into famine seeing now they had so much grain that they could give it to their beasts and 

so much meat that they could cast it so carelessly from their walls. But it chanced that a 

young acolyte unwittingly betrayed to some Goths the true distress and want of food 

reigning within the city. Once Herculanus’ ruse had become known, the infuriated Goths 

                                                 
115 Identification by Tom Henry (email correspondence). You can see reproductions of Bonfigli’s Siege of Perugia 

by Totila and Burial of Saint Herculanus on the National Gallery of Umbria’s website or in Un pittore e la sua città: 

Benedetto Bonfigli e Perugia. Ed. Vittoria Garibaldi. (Milano: Electa, 1996): 75 (plate 31).  
116 The following account follows Margaret Symonds and Lina Duff Gordon’s The Story of Perugia. (London: J.M. 

Dent & Sons, 1927): 242-246. 
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returned to the attack with such impetuous fury that they easily assailed and took the 

deserted walls. Herculanus was then conducted to the ramparts where, after his skin had 

been torn off in strips from the neck downwards, he was beheaded and thrown, in like 

manner of the ox, over the city walls into a ditch below. Faithful adherents, astonished 

when they found his head rejoined to his body, gave him secret burial, and, discovering 

the corpse of the foolish young acolyte nearby, laid him in the same grave. 

 

Thus fell Perugia. However, if you compare the above account or the original fresco itself with 

the postcard, you’ll notice that all of this has been erased. Gone are the horses and tents. Gone 

the scorpion flag. Gone the ladder and Totila’s men entering the besieged city via the Porta 

Marzia. Gone the foolish acolyte informing the throned king. Gone the bloodied ox. And gone 

the faithful of the patron saint of Perugia giving secret burial. The copy removes all the 

foreground activity transforming the historical pageant into a portrait of a city. The postcard tells 

an emptying out of story. Yet what are those bluish hues doing at the lower edges of the frame? 

Why the ebb and flow of waves of blue in the bottom corners? Why that boxed body floating 

over the ocean floor down there below?   

     Just to your right, as you enter the room with the Priori Chapel Frescoes, on the north wall, 

diagonally across from the Siege of Perugia by Totila, is another section from Bonfigli’s series 

Storie di san Ludovico di Tolosa e di Sant'Ercolano / Scenes from the Lives of St Herculanus and 

St Louis of Toulouse, the painting Miracolo del mercante che ritrova il denaro, perso durante un 

naufragio, nel ventre di un pesce (c. 1454-1480).117 Here is a description of that painting from 

The Story of Perugia:  

The landscape is one of those half real and half fantastic follies of a wise man which 

always charm one. Bonfigli knew that he must paint a town by the seashore; he painted 

the sea, but he put his own fair Umbrian city straight down upon its shores. There stands 

the church of San Domenico with its celebrated absidal window, and up behind it, tier on 

                                                 
117 Reproductions of the Miracle of the Merchant who Found his Purse Lost during a Shipwreck in the Stomach of a 

Fish can be found on the National Gallery of Umbria’s website or in Un pittore e la sua città: Benedetto Bonfigli e 

Perugia. Ed. Vittoria Garibaldi. (Milano: Electa, 1996): 73 (plate 27). 
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tier, there rise the towers and the brown roofs of the city that we read about, the Perugia 

of the middle ages, against a dark blue sky. The miracle is a naïve one….118 

 

Three things here are suggestive: a superposition of geography (sea and valley); a superposition 

of time (14th century and 15th century); and a superposition of setting (coastal town and hilltop 

town). For some, the superposed layers are disorientating; for others, charming. 

     When you read the line “in the painting” (8), where are you? Is what follows a narration of 

actions (“two things happened”) or a description of “the painting” (“a supposition of colors”)? 

That is, are we in an ekphrasis or an event? How does one then get one’s bearings in such a 

poem? One way would be to recognize that a postcard may be behind a poem’s logic. Carson 

makes use of its imaginary geography (the Valley of the Tiber becomes an ocean) and its 

collapsing of time and conflation of place (present-day, medieval, and ancient Perugia exist 

coextensively). Another way would be to recognize that a stanza may be a refiguration of a room 

in a museum. Perugia is thus refracted through the media of paint and language. One last way 

would be not to bother getting your bearings at all, but to move within the charming rooms of a 

poem whose narration tells of events in process as if they were already the product of those very 

events themselves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
118 Margaret Symonds and Lina Duff Gordon. The Story of Perugia. (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1927): 240. 
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white for 

 

This is a poem that tells you to beware of dogs: “Attenti ai cani” (9). That is, if you can heed the 

warning. Indeed, this is a poem whose title you may not even be able to understand. It is 

macaronic. Presumably, the base language, Italian (di Anna), mixes in a noodle of Latin: 

Canicula. What is a canicula?119  

 
 

From the above dictionary entry we can learn that the word is of the feminine gender and a 

diminutive (‘little dog’); that it is used in a tropical or figurative sense of a passionate or 

quarrelsome woman, as when a character in a comedy of Plautus, wishing to be rid of a certain 

slave girl, exclaims: “Lord deliver me from that little bitch!” (apage istanc caniculam);120 that, in 

the Elder Pliny, it is used in a transferred sense to refer to a type of fish known for its maleficent 

snout (rostris canicularum maleficentiae);121 and that it is used, as in the satirist Persius, to 

indicate the worst throw of the die, the damned ‘dog throw’ (damnosa canicula).122 However, the 

most significant of the senses given in the entry is that of the Dogstar, whose appearance (after 

the summer solstice (“post solstitium Canicula exoritur”), on 22 June, according to Cicero) 

                                                 
119 Photoquotation from OLD (1968), s.v. ‘canicula.’ If the title were in Italian, it would be Canicola di Anna. 
120 Curculio V.i (598) in Plautus. Trans. P. Nixon. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965): 252. 
121 Natural History. Vol. III. Trans. H. Rackham. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938): 186 & 187. 
122 Satire 3.49 in Juvenal and Persius. Trans. G.G. Ramsay. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957): 348. 
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signalled the parching hot weather that rages during the Dog Days of summer.123 In fact, the 

dictionary entry can almost be read as a star-chart to the poem, as a constellation of its canicular 

themes: 

*canis (‘dog’)124 

 

                    *aestus (‘burning heat, fever, rage of fire’)125  

 

 

 

                                              *rubra (‘red’)126 

 

 

                                                              * sitiens (‘thirsty, desiring eagerly’)127  

 * insana (‘mad’)128 

 

 

The rage of a dog (rabiem Canis) infects the poem. Canine anger (“wild dogs, mouths dripping 

with…bloody / syllables” (9), “Anna’s dogs…running in…blood” (21), “dogs / lurching through 

flames” (30)) and barking (19, 20, 22, 24, 30) pervade it.129 Heat spreads through it in feverish 

“pure motion” (36): a narrator sleeps and wakes “in a fever of dogs” (9); a painting is removed 

“feverishly” (10); phenomenologists walk with “feverish feet” (13); “dogs…eat one another’s 

throats / …for the heat” (14); the very setting boils—“the pure lines of Umbria / are a fever” 

(20); summers are “hot” (22); afternoons are “hot” (25); all is “heat and brutal suns and fever” 

(30). A redness, too, blazes and seeps through the lines: feet are “blood-red” (13), throat-holes 

“blackish-red” (15), crowing and air “dark red” (25, 34), and “vermilion” tinges the death of 

                                                 
123 Cicero. De divinatione 2.93 in Cicero. Trans. W.A. Falconer. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959): 

474. Here the dog days would extend from late June to late July. 
124 Propertius. Elegies 2.28.3-4: “For the season has come in which the air seethes with heat and the earth begins to 

glow under the scorching Dogstar / venit enim tempus, quo torridus aestuat aer, / incipit et sicco fervere terra Cane.” 

Trans. G.P. Goold. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990): 212 & 213. 
125 Horace. Odes 1.17.17-18: “Here in my secluded valley you will escape the burning heat of the Dogstar / hic in 

reducta valle Caniculae / vitabis aestus.” Trans. N. Rudd. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004): 58.   
126 Horace. Satires 2.5.39-40: “The red Dogstar splits the speechless statues / rubra Canicula findet / infantis 

statuas.” Trans. H.R. Fairclough. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961): 200.  
127 Ovid. The Art of Love 2.231: “Let not the thirsty Dogstar delay you / nec grave te tempus sitiensque Canicula 

tardet.” Trans. J.H. Mozley. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985): 82. 
128 Persius. Satires 3.5-6: “The mad Dogstar has long been cooking the dried crops / siccas insana Canicula messes / 

iam dudum coquit.” Trans. G.G. Ramsay. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957): 344. 
129 Dogs overrun the poem from section 2 (9) to section 51 (36) and the AFTERWORD (38). 
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Anna (35). The male characters suffer parching desire: they “hunger” (10, 27), starve (12), and 

are assaulted (12). Impotent, enfeebled and enervated, they are brutalized and enraged, 

 as the singing of a mad person 

 behind you on the train 

 enrages you (33) 

 

in a poem of “men going mad” (23), of cocks crowing “crazily” (25), of infants wandering 

“demented” (25), and of artists “delirious” (31), calling out through the flames.130 

     Why such an interest in the Dogstar? Because it was something getting in the way of herself. 

That is, then, in its Greek form:131 

 
 

For it was in the form of Seirios (            ) that it preoccupied Anne Carson during the writing of 

her doctoral thesis “Odi et amo ergo sum” at the University of Toronto from 1976 to 1981. She 

deals with the star and its effects throughout Chapter III, “Eros and Women: the Insulation of 

                                                 
130 One account of the effects of the Dogstar (Canicula) can be found in Manilius Astronomica 5.207-233: 

“When…the brilliant constellation of the Dog appears: it barks forth flame, raves with its fire, and doubles the 

burning heat of the sun. When it puts its torch to the earth and discharges its rays, the earth foresees its conflagration 

and tastes its ultimate fate: Neptune lies motionless in the midst of his waters, and the green blood is drained from 

leaves and grass. All living things seek alien climes, and the world looks for another world to repair to; beset by 

temperatures too great to bear, nature is afflicted with a sickness of its own making, alive, but on a funeral-pyre: 

such is the heat diffused among the constellations, and the whole sky consists of the light of a single star. When the 

Dogstar rises over the rim of the sea, which at its birth not even the flood of Ocean can quench, it will fashion 

unbridled spirits and impetuous hearts; it will bestow on its sons billows of anger, and draw upon them the hatred 

and fear of the whole populace. Words run ahead of the speakers: the mind is too fast for the mouth. Their hearts 

start throbbing at the slightest cause, and when speech comes their tongues rave and bark, and constant gnashing 

imparts the sound of teeth to their utterance. Their failings are intensified by wine, for Bacchus gives them strength 

and fans their savage wrath to flame. No fear have they of woods or mountains, or monstrous lions, the tusks of the 

foaming boar, or the weapons which nature has given wild beasts: they vent their burning fury upon all legitimate 

prey. But wonder not at these tendencies under such a constellation: you see how even the constellation itself hunts 

among the stars, for in its course it seeks to catch the Hare in front.” Trans. G.P. Goold. (Harvard, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1977): 317 & 319.   
131 Photoquotation from The Greek Anthology. Vol. III. Trans. W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann, 1917): 308 & 309. 

Robarts copy 2. PA 3458 A2 1916 v.3 cop.2. 
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Love.” Here we can look behind the Canicula di Anna to the roots (and underwriting) of the 

maddening resentment the painter feels towards Anna:132 

 

The dies caniculares are a time when men are parched to impotence by the heat. Anna and her 

dogs flourish furiously in the heat of high summer, while the painter, threatened, heads for the  

                                                 
132 Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 188. The thesis refers to Sirios 

and the Dog Days at 125, 187-190, 194, 198, 201, 203, 226, 228, 237 & 243. Chapter III and the three interchapters 

“Women and Wetness,” “Women Leak,” and “Putting the Lid on the Bride” would later appear, in a slightly 

different form, as “Putting Her in Her Place: Woman, Dirt, and Desire” in Before Sexuality. Eds. D. Halperin, J. 

Winkler, & F. Zeitlin. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990): 135-169. Endnote 20 in the photoquote reads 

“Cf. Theokr. 6.15-17” (267): 

 

 
 

“Beware lest your dog rush at her legs and lacerate her fine skin as she comes in from the sea. She who, even from 

there, enervates you. Like dried thistledown, her summer’s wantonness roasts you, as she flees who loves her and 

follows who doesn’t…” (6.13-17). Photoquotation from The Greek Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: 

Heinemann, 1919): 84. Robarts copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4. The erased marginalia on the left would read 

enervates? / summer’s wantonness / women.  
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shade: 

 I was practising my Italian in the bar 

 … 

 when Anna came. 

 An event which threw me into bad temper. 

 I told her 

 to sleep with her eyes open 

 and left for a walk. (17-18)  

 

The underlying fear and anxiety the painter feels towards Anna is sexual:133 

 

 
 

 
 

For the resentful painter, Anna takes on the semantic undertones of the Latin word canicula: of 

being a little bitch, a maleficent dog-shark, a bad throw of the dice. It is as if he, believing her to 

                                                 
133 “Woman is the wrath of Zeus, a gift given in place of fire—cruel counterfeit! For she burns a man with cares and 

withers him up and brings old age on youth too soon.” Photoquotations from The Greek Anthology. Vol. III. Trans. 

W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann, 1917): 86. Robarts copy 2. PA 3458 A2 1916 v.3 cop.2 and “Odi et amo ergo 

sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 190. Endnote 22 reads “A man and woman in Theokritos debate this fear: 

27.27-8” (267): 

 

 
 

“AKROTIME: Indeed they say that women fear their bedfellows. DAPHNIS: But women are always the more 

powerful. Why should they fear?” (27.27-28). Photoquotation from The Greek Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. 

(London: Heinemann, 1919): 336. Robarts copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4. Erased marginalium reads fear of women. 
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be under its astral influence, entitles the poem himself in an attempt to reinscribe his manliness. 

It is Anna who, under the effect of the Dogstar, becomes, to use Hesiod’s (Op. 582-596) and 

Alkaios’ (fr. Z23LP) terms, “most perverse.”134 Anthropological insight in a dissertation is thus 

turned back upon itself and distilled into poetry. It is this turning askew of what one has thought 

through for years in a thesis that so contaminates the poem’s thematics, a thematics that keeps on 

getting inbetween the poet and the world around her, culminating in the final image of the poem: 

 τῶν καὶ ψυχαὶ μὲν χθόνα δύμεναι Ἄιδος εἴσω 

 κάκκιον, ὀστέα δέ σφι περὶ ῥινοῖο σαπείσης 

 Σειρίου ἀζαλέοιο μελαίνῃ πύθεται αἴῃ. 

 

Their souls, sinking beneath the earth, go down to rest in the house of Hades; but the 

whitening bones stand forth from the flesh wasting away beneath parching Sirios and 

moulder on the black earth.135 

 

      

                                                 
134 Or perhaps “most confounded” or “most damnable” (μαχλόταται / μιαρώταται). For “most polluted,” see page 

228 of “Odi et amo ergo sum” and compare the margin of page 121 of Marcel Detienne’s The Gardens of Adonis. 

Trans. Janet Lloyd. (Hassocks: Harvester Press, 1977). Robarts copy 1. BL 795 A7D4713 c.1. 
135 Hesiod. “The Shield of Heracles” in Hesiod. Trans. H.G. Evelyn-White. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1967): 230. The above translation is based on Charles A. Elton. The Remains of Hesiod the Ascræan: 

Including the Shield of Hercules. (London: Baldwin, Cradock and Joy, 1815): “Below this earth their spirits to th’ 

abyss / Descend: and through the flesh that wastes away / Beneath the parching sun, their whitening bones / Start 

forth, and moulder in the sable dust” (222).  



51 

 

What is a thesis but a setting down of one’s dogged obsessions? What a dissertation but a desire 

to arrange words in that certain way that sets you apart from the others: you are only that which 

you attend your heart to.136 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
136 Photoquotation from A.R. Luria. The Working Brain. Trans. B. Haigh. (New York: Basic Books, 1973): 277. 

Gerstein copy. QP 360 L8713 1973. The obsession attends over three decades. See also “Dirt and Desire: Essay on 

the Phenomenology of Female Pollution in Antiquity” from Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 130-

157. Notice, too, the dog lurking under the surface of the translation of the Electra (1986-2001). See Michael 

Shaw’s note (to line 816) in Sophocles: Electra. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001): 116. For more 
 

 
 

scorings and marginalia, there’s Plutarch. Moralia. Vol. VIII. Trans. P.A. Clement and H.B. Hoffleit. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1969): 423 (photoquoted above), 273 (erased) et passim. Robarts copy 1. PA 4368 

A2 1920 v.8 c.1.      
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bluish marks for 

 

 
 

Italian is a beautiful language. And also very difficult. The poem speaks to you in a foreign 

language. “‘È difficile’” (35). It enjoins you to understand it: “Vediamo” (8, 38). It will warn 

you: “Attenti ai cani” (9). And inform you: “Lei ha una ferita. / Cara ferita” (10). But it will also 

learn the language with you: “È il treno giusto per Perugia?” : “A train…. / ….Justice?.... / 

….No trains were going where you were” (11); “‘bungler in art’ / (goffo nell’arte)” (22). And 

guide you through its confusion of tongues:  

A small phenomenologist 

from Brussels 

plans to write an article about the place 

for a publisher in New York. He is eager 

to ask the curator about the mirrors, 

and about hoarding, 

but the question 

is not understood. 

(She perceives him 

to be enquiring 

after the difficulty 

of piloting herself about La Rocca 

on high-heeled shoes, such as she 

is wearing. 

She assents vigorously. ‘È difficile.’) (34-35) 

 

Helpful phrases for your travels may in future come to mind: “tutta l’Italia” (10); “Grido” (25); 

“Senza uscita” (33). For you will have mastered a few of these during the time you spend in the 

poem: “Il mio sbaglio. / Il mio grido” (36). A poem in English pivots on an axis of the Italian 

language.137 

                                                 
137 È difficile: ‘It is difficult.’ Vediamo: ‘We see / Let’s see.’ Attenti ai cani: ‘Beware of dogs.’ Lei ha una ferita:  

‘She has / You have a wound.’ Cara ferita: ‘Dear / Sweet wound.’ È il treno giusto per Perugia?: ‘Is it the right 

train for Perugia?’ tutta l’Italia: ‘all of Italy.’ Grido: ‘Cry.’ Senza uscita: ‘No exit / No way out / Dead end.’ Il mio 

sbaglio: ‘My mistake. / My error.’ Il mio grido: ‘My cry.’ 
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How would one translate the Canicula di Anna back into Italian is one interpretative question 

you might want to ask yourself.138  

 
 

She will say in interviews that she has learned French and German.139 Never Italian. 

 

 
 

It should be strange to you (strano). Why would Anne Carson wish to know Italian? Why feel 

drawn back to it? Why, in the poem, is she making up some notion of the meaning of Italian 

through incongruous odds and ends (incongrui dettagli)? 

 

Why this standing on the far side of language (dalla parte più estrema, più remota del 

linguaggio)? 

 
 

Was it to better understand ‘                                                               ’ of ‘the Italian 

commentators’ that she had been reading nell’interlinea (between the lines) for her thesis?140 

                                                 
138 When Antonella Anedda, Elisa Biagini and Emmanuela Tandello asked themselves this, they answered with 

Antropologia dell’acqua: riflessioni sulla natura liquida del linguaggio. (Roma: Donzelli, 2010). 
139 See Mary Gannon. “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 

28. 
140 Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 55. The ‘Italian commentators’ 

were Giuseppe Aurelio Privitera, Maria Grazia Bonanno and Bruno Gentili, whose work often appeared in the 

classical journal Quaderni urbinati di cultura classica (Urbino). 
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Or to just get out-of-doors (L. foris) and feel the climate of another language (all’ aperto)? 

 

 
 

For learning a foreign language enlarges the little space you live through, as a small room is 

enlarged by mirrors put in odd corners (specchi in strani angoli). 

 
 

Learning a language completes you as a person by making you start anew. As my Wheelock’s 

Latin Grammar (4th edition revised) tells me in this (untranslated) proverb: “Apprendre une 

langue, c’est vivre de nouveau.”141  

 
 

New words, emptied of echoes and associations, grant the promise of a renewal. Of going out of 

bounds. ‘Untrodden’ spaces at your feet: mare, morte, fiore, stella («non calpestato»).  

 
 

La realtà è molteplice. Every language makes you realize the real differently. Realities enfold 

before you in a variety of ways. For example: English lacks verbs with the exact meaning of 

λανθάνω. Sentences with these verbs are best translated in two stages: a literal, if awkward, 

version, and then a more colloquial version. Note especially that the direct object in the Greek  

                                                 
141 Frederic M. Wheelock. Wheelock's Latin Grammar. (New York: Harper Perennial, 1992): xiv. 
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will be translated as a possessive or as the object of a preposition in English.142 

 

A teacher is one who tells you: one must encounter Italy in Italian. It is useless, then, to read 

Italian in translations— 

 tu, che per sempre piangi nella tomba rocciosa 

is not 

 buried in rock yet 

 always you weep.  

 

 
 

Perugia is a good place to learn Italian in Italy. You can go to the Università per Stranieri di  

Perugia. “The courses enable foreign students to learn Italian in the most speedy and certain 

manner possible, and to study and obtain a full knowledge of the age-old Italian culture.”143 

There you can go seek the ancient mother tongue. 

 
 

I really don’t know why Anne Carson was learning Italian. The interviewers never asked. 

Perhaps it’s better to ask why she used Italian in the poem. 

 
 

I am presently considering the two problems of density (of Italian and of painterly  

 

                                                 
142 Hardy Hansen and Gerald Quinn. Greek: An Intensive Course. (New York: Fordham University Press, 1987): 

403. 
143 Perugia and the Italian University for Foreigners. (Roma: Ente Nazionale Industrie Turistiche, 1933): 13. 
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terminology) that you raised and will return the MS when this is complete.144 

 

One reason she seems to have used Italian in an English poem was in order to render it more  

dense. Another would be as an authenticating device to add a more concentrated local flavour to 

the poem, —a thickening of the reality effect.145 

 

But maybe she employs the Italian to hint at a step of regression;146 i.e., as a homecoming of 

sorts (ritorno). 

 

A going back to a home no longer there. 

 

Why seek to go back? is also a question you might want to ask yourself. Is it to return to the  

 

shadows of a past home and sneak unseen through its corners once more, like some do an old  

 

song or photograph? Is it what Heidegger means when he says: “Il farsi-di-casa esige l’andar via  

 

verso la terra straniera”?147 Is journeying abroad in a language not one’s own essentially a  

                                                 
144 Letter from Anne Carson to Theodore Weiss (dated 20 January 1982) from the Quarterly Review of Literature 

(QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. Department of Rare 

Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.  
145 The ‘Italianness’ of the poem attracted the attention of the two editors of the journal Canadian Literature, W.H. 

New and Laurie Ricou. They subsequently included selections from “The Fall of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide” in 

their ‘Italian-Canadian Connections’ issue (106) for the fall of 1985: 76-79. Carson’s first two long poems will both 

incorporate Italian within the verse. It will not be until The Beauty of the Husband (2001) that the language again 

peeks through from behind some of the lines.  
146 Learning a language is firstly a step towards infantilization (L. infans: in ‘not’+ fari ‘speak’). See under ‘infant’ 

in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 

791.   
147 “Das Heimischwerden verlangt das Weggehen in die Fremde / Becoming homely demands a going away into the 

foreign.” Italian from L’inno Der Ister di Hölderlin. Trans. C. Sandrin and U. Ugazio. (Milano: Mursia, 2003): 129. 

German from Hölderlins Hymne »Der Ister.« Gesamtausgabe. Band 53. (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1984): 

178. English from Hölderlin’s Hymn “The Ister.” Trans. W. McNeill and J. Davis. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1996.): 142. 
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return to the homelike, to the foreign that was once familiar, once one’s own?148  

 

Why in the present seek to repeat a past experience? Is it to enjoy running after the pleasure of  

re-experiencing how words-not-your-own awaken a remembrance of what-was-once-yours, like 

wine upon the lips?149 As if you could taste a sensible thickness in it? A strange language, after 

all, is really ‘very beautiful macaroni.’ Through it we want to eat la tristezza alle spalle della vita 

(that sadness at the back of life):150 

 

Italian is a beautiful language, also very difficult. So long.151 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
148 “Das Eigene das Fernste / one’s own as what is most remote.” German, ibid.: 179. English, ibid.: 143. 
149 Virginia Woolf. Jacob’s Room. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000): 52.  
150 Photoquotation (untranslated) from Đura Jakšić. Pesme. (Novi Sad: Matica Srpska, 1973): 29.   
151 Photoquotations are from five sources: 1) G. Aurelio Privitera. La Rete di Afrodite. (Palermo: Aracne, 1974). 

Robarts copy. PA 4409 P7; 2) Dina Micalella. “Vino e amore: Ippocrate, Antica medicina 20” QUCC 24 (1977): 

151-155. Robarts copy. PA 1 Q25 n.24-26; 3) Adele Filippo. “‘Eros, di nuovo, dolce versando….’: Alcmane fr. 59a 

P.” QUCC 25 (1977): 17-22. Robarts copy. PA 1 Q25 n. 24-26; 4) Anacreon. Ed. Bruno Gentili. (Romae: In aedibus 

Athenaei, 1958). Robarts copy PA 3865 A1. 5) James W. Halporn. “Agido, Hagesichora, and the Chorus: Alcman 

1.37ff. PMG” in Antidosis. Eds. R. Hanslik, A. Lesky & H. Schwabl. (Wien: Böhlau, 1972): 124-138. Robarts copy 

PA 3003 A58. In order of appearance: perno (Filippo 19); medesimo (Privitera 65); spiegherebbe (Privitera 61); 

ricade (Privitera 63); traccia (Filippo 19); cf. Gentili (Halporn 137); se (Privitera 65); quali (Micalella 151); 

l’integrazione (Privitera 62); rivissuta (Privitera 63); vale (Privitera 65); orientamento (Privitera 64); maestra 

(Gentili 191); chiave (Micalella 152); nell’icastico (Gentili 191); rivolge (Privitera 61); cerca (Privitera 64); 

sfumatura (Privitera 61); corra dietro al piacere (Privitera 64).           
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cool, pale blue for 

 

A traveller’s method of knowing something is to eat it. In the epistemology of Anne Carson to eat 

is to know.152 The metaphor of the ingestion of knowledge is no new thing. Eve’s innocence was 

to bite its beauty and delectability in half. Indeed, philosophers, like Plato, are fond of the 

metaphor, too: “knowledge is food for the soul.”153 The phenomenologists in our poem, however, 

are no Platos. Throughout they suffer from a canine hunger and thirst literalized to such an extent 

that there seems to be more eating and drinking than philosophizing going on. “Lunch” appears 

to be the major subject of interrogation here (10, 13, 14)—that which is really at stake being 

what they would do “when the food ran out” (27). The painter, too, is hungry: “I hunger for 

Anna” (10). His desire to know Anna, like the reader’s, is to want to eat her.154 When he (thinks 

he) sees her in a painting (a painting which transforms into food and drink), it is the hungry fact 

of the crack in the glass plane separating the lover from the beloved that stills his appetite. 

Cracks can make one self-conscious. Paintings covered by glass both deflect and reflect an 

onlooker. The deflection tells you not to touch while the reflection shows you that what you see 

in a painting is only the concupiscence you read into it: this hunger you see here is your own. 

Otherwise “we would eat / many more paintings” (14). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
152 See “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 

80-81; The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 139-140; “Decreation: How Women Like Sappho, 

Marguerite Porete, and Simone Weil Tell God” Common Knowledge 8:1 (2002): 199.  
153 “Τρέφεται δέ, ὦ Σώκρατες, ψυχὴ τίνι; Μαθήμασι δήπου, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ” (Protagoras 313c8-9). Greek text from the 

Loeb Plato. Vol. II (Laches. Protagoras. Meno. Euthydemus). Trans. W.R.M. Lamb. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1977): 106. The translation above is Jowett’s: “And what, Socrates, is the food of the soul? Surely, 

I said, knowledge is the food of the soul.” The Dialogues of Plato. Vol. I. 4th edition. (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1964): 138.  
154 “While the impetus can be mastered by the will, the lack always remains uncoercible—I can refrain from eating, 

but I cannot help being hungry.” Paul Ricoeur. Freedom and Nature: The Voluntary and the Involuntary. Trans. 

Erazim V. Kohák. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University, 1966): 91. 
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ultramarine for 

 

The Canicula di Anna acts as if there were no centre of orientation to the poem. What I mean is 

that the poem proceeds by continually shifting the personal, spatial and temporal relationships 

structured around an enunciating subject.155 Take the opening section, for example. The 

perspectives of the encoder (enunciator of the narration) and the decoder (reader) may at first 

appear pretty straightforward: 

In the story which we have here 

Some philosophers of the present day… (7)  

  

1) “We” as person deixis indicating subjectivity relative to the speaker and to the addressee. 

2) “Here” as space deixis indicating proximity relative to the speaker and to the addressee. 

3) “Of the present day” as time deixis indicating temporality relative to the speaker and to the addressee.   

 

Yet, if we step away from the text, the identity of ‘we’ might be seen to shift between the 

speaker’s inclusive ‘we’ (in which the ‘you’ (the addressee) is conjunctive) and a reader’s 

exclusive ‘we’ (in which the speaker’s predominating ‘I’ is disjunctive). In other words, do we 

read ourselves within and along with the speaker’s ‘we’ or without and apart from it? Similarly, 

the location of ‘here’ (as well as the contradistinction of “there” (7)) might be seen to shift 

between a proximity within the poem (centered around the speaker’s world) and a distance 

without the poem (centered around a reader’s world). Is it the speaker’s ‘here’ or a reader’s 

‘here’? And, finally, the time ‘of the present day’ might shift between the moment of enunciation 

(from within the poem) and the moment the enunciated message is read (from without the poem). 

Is it ‘the present day’ of the speaker or that of the reader? Whichever notional stance you end up 

taking, the reading situation is anchored within an ‘I’: the speaker designates spatio-temporal  

co-ordinates egocentrically and the reader reads them in an identical egocentric manner. It is thus  

                                                 
155 What follows stems from a reading of Gisa Rauh’s “Aspects of Deixis” found in Essays on Deixis. Ed. Gisa Rauh. 

(Tübingen: Narr, 1983): 9-60. 
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within these three deictic dimensions of the poem—personal (who?); local (where?); and 

temporal (when?)—that a reader takes up a position of perspective, a point of orientation relative 

to the narration. And it is the vacillation within these dimensions, between the encoder’s 

perspective and the decoder’s perspective; i.e., between the site of enunciation’s ‘I’ and a 

reader’s ‘I,’ that sets the poem along. 

     Who says the lines: “The painter has used / colored earths to capture / the ugly stain on the 

windowsill” (21)? Up until this point a reader may have been attributing the perspective of the ‘I’ 

to the painter, yet here we can observe a shift in narrative standpoint towards a ‘he.’ This 

moment of shift is an explicit one that alerts us to the ekphrastic moments in the poem, where, 

when paintings are described, another enunciating consciousness takes up the centre of 

orientation. Note how the perceiving ‘I’ of the painter is subsumed within a consciousness of 

‘him’ (the painter) when a painting of the aforementioned events is described:156 

  

                                                 
156 Photoquotion from page 30. Compare other such narrative shifts in sections 16, 24, 25, and 28 towards: “the 

painter” (17); “the painter” (21); “the artist” (21); and “the painter” (23). Section 1 can be taken as external to the 

predominant instantiation of the narration from the viewpoint of the painter’s ‘I,’ hence the references to “a painter” 

(7) and “the painter” (8). In short, there is no one centre of consciousness for the reader to move within.   
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     The poem insists on positioning the reader within the poem by shifting its centre of reference 

between a ‘here’ and a ‘there’: within a (t)here. In the beginning, ‘here’ is the predominant 

designation.157 The orientation then shifts to a predominant ‘there’158 before both positions are 

removed from the reader’s viewpoint altogether. Spatially the poem is indefinite: 

 The nuns were more callous. 

 They saw her moving 

quietly back there 

like a metaphysician in a novel, 

glancing in. (26) 

 

It is unclear whether a reader is to take up a conceptual location near the speaker (proximal) back 

there; somewhere between the speaker and the nuns (medial) back there; or remote from both the 

speaker and the nuns (distal) back there. The direction of the glance (inwards), too, is 

disorienting. In which direction are we to read the ‘in’? From which stance does one read the 

section’s final line: “Eyes left” (26)? That is, whose eyes are sliding to whose left (19, 20, 23)?  

     When we participate in a poem, we orient ourselves chronologically as well. But the Canicula 

di Anna doesn’t so much present us with a clear linear chronology as it does a vague temporality. 

It is difficult to read a poem in which events tend to happen “today” (11, 15, 25). There is an 

inclination towards centering the orientation around a present: “by now” (9); “now” (12); 

“nowadays” (24); “by now” (30). A reader might then choose to ascribe a linear chronology to 

the ‘story-time’ based on the linear disposition of the words on the page and the direction in 

                                                 
157 The deictic adverbial expression is instanced 10 times: “WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE?” (7); “What we have 

here” (7); “In the story we have here” (7); “Now we are landlocked here” (8); “They do not know her here” (9); 

“There are other women here” (10); “…have foregathered here” (10); “Lunch is the central meal of the day here” 

(10); (“here” takes up an entire line in section 14 (15)); “Here is a point” (19). The end of the poem returns to the 

primary designation in the AFTERWORD: “Now here we are” (38). 
158 This deixis is instanced 8 times: “the ocean / floor down there” (9); “down there” (12); “down there” (14); 

“down there” (21); “down there” (25); “back there” (26); “down there” (30); “down there” (30). 
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which the reader turns those pages. The tendency would be to read the poem like a chronicle. 

However, the continual shifting of time deixis makes such a straightforward reading difficult, not 

only because the poem generally moves within two different time frames (“the present day” and 

“the fifteenth century” (7)), but also because the temporal reference point of the poem’s 

enunciating subject (the encoding time) is not always determinable from the temporal reference 

point of a reader (the decoding time). When the narration says, 

                    Doubled 

 and fell over the parapet, 

gone by now in the sea (9) 

      

does the past participial aspect in “gone” and the temporality in “by now” delimit the time before 

the speaker’s enunciation or a reader’s reception of the statement? The “now” shifts back and 

forth from the “now” of the event to the “now” of the account to the “now” of the construal and 

back again. A reading consciousness is thus forced to circle around a narration with no fixed 

deictic centre from which one could clearly determine the who, where and when of the poem. 

The Canicula di Anna advances away and towards us pointing its finger: there is where I am now 

and here was where it is.  
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blood-red for 

 

How to give a thin description of the thickness of the Canicula di Anna is another question worth 

asking. Perhaps we might try one out in the form of a list. 

Item I: One phenomenologist who mentions “thickness” (11) is Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

For Merleau-Ponty, one “delve[s] into the thickness of the world by perceptual 

experience.”159 The sensible world of weight, of colour, of sound, of tactile 

texture, indeed of all synaesthetic perception, is filled with a ‘true thickness’ 

(épaisseur vraie).160 The density of the Canicula di Anna gives depth to a world 

in which we see, smell, hear, taste, touch, and move through. 

 

Item II: Here is a memo in mid-flight replying to the problem of l’épaisseur in an earlier 

version of the poem:161 

 

 
                                                 
159 From Phenomenology of Perception. Trans. C. Smith. (London: Routledge, 1962): 204. Phénoménologie de la 

perception. (Paris: Gallimard, 1945): “je m’enfonce dans l’épaisseur du monde par l’expérience perceptive” (236).   
160 Merleau-Ponty. “Eye and Mind” in The Primacy of Perception. Ed. J.M. Edie. Trans. C. Dallery. (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1964): 174. L'oeil et l'esprit. (Paris: Gallimard, 1964): 48. Merleau-Ponty’s L'oeil et 

l'esprit appears in Carson’s thesis “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981) on pages 301 and 380.    
161 Photoquotation from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. 

“Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
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Item III: Theodore Weiss’ criticism of the earlier version of the C di A raises the problem 

of density because density is a problem he likes to see. In a review of Randall 

Jarrell, “What Each One Loves,” “what delights” is Jarrell’s “continuous 

density.”162 

 

Item IV: “For years I was attacked for being too rich, too dense” says Weiss in an 

interview.163 Here is an example of such thickness in his poetry:  

 

Till slowly rising to the surface, 

answering this sunlit probing, 

but suffused throughout the fresco’s 

flesh, thus visible and not, 

crushed lapis lazuli with ocher, 

umber, smalt, viridian 

and other oxides from exotic  

realms.164 

 

The poem is Recoveries, published (1982) in the same year he has coffee at 

Princeton with Anne Carson. Recoveries, set in a church in summertime Italy, is a 

dramatic monologue, fiercely resistant to interpretation, whose speaker is a 

background figure in a fresco: “I SPEAK THAT CANNOT SPEAK”: 5. Framed 

by an introductory section in the voice of a conservator about to restore the fresco, 

the poem becomes a speaking ekphrasis.165    

 

Item V: The opacity of Anne Carson’s poem has come about through a process not unlike 

that of a deteriorating fresco. (“The years of all / the centuries, as dirt collects / in 

sticky stuff, mix in our paints / till they’ve become one massive coat, / its folds 

too packed to separate, / the guises, the disguises we / have had to don”: 5.) A 

deeper criticism of the Canicula di Anna would attempt to recover what lies 

underneath the layerings of this “darkening of the light parts” (27) (this making of 

it as a more densely enigmatic poem).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
162 Quarterly Review of Literature 20:3-4 (1977): 152.  
163 Colette Inez. “An Interview with Theodore Weiss” Parnassus 5:2 (Spring / Summer 1977): 168. 
164 Recoveries. (New York: Macmillan, 1982): 26. 
165 For an account of the poem and Weiss’ “fascination with what is difficult,” see Willard Spiegelman’s How Poets 

See the World. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005): 113-124. The dust jacket of Weiss’ poem features a detail 

from Giotto’s The Last Judgement in the Scrovegni Chapel. 
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Item VI: Heidegger’s language, too, suggests the high modernist dictum DICHTEN =  

CONDENSARE.166 There is a thickness of formulation: “Truth, as the clearing 

and concealing of what is, happens in being composed (gedichtet), as a poet 

composes a poem. All art, as the letting happen of the advent of the truth of what 

is, is, as such, essentially poetry” (Dichtung).167 Poeticizing is thick thinking.  

 

Item VII: Une épaisseur vraie:  

 

 
                                                 
166 Ezra Pound. ABC of Reading. (New York: New Directions, 1934): 97. For Carson on Pound, see the letter (dated 

“Feast of St John Eudes [19 August], 1995”) to James Laughlin: “EP is a harder plate of soup to swallow. Paranoia 

can only excuse so much. And it is not forgivable what he did to Sophokles’ Elektra. But he has a strong effect 

especially on young people. Some of my best students have been Poundians, imitating his manners, swiping his 

adjectives. He teaches a lot in passing. I remember I spent the whole of my last year in high school (in a small 

watertown of southern Ontario called Port Hope) reading everything he wrote and composing a vast essay on him 

(no longer extant). For days shot through with the light of old Cathay, I have him to thank.” New Directions 

Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folder 4. Houghton 

Library, Harvard University. The question of Pound in Carson is a thick one: The dry earth pants against the 

canicular heat.  
167 “The Origin of the Work of Art” in Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1971): 72. The original German is from Holzwege. Gesamtausgabe. Band 5. (Frankfurt am Main: 

Klostermann, 1977): 59. Of translating Heidegger’s style, Hofstadter writes “Throughout his writings Heidegger is 

at work shaping his language, that is, his thinking, in the intense, condensed way—dichtend—characteristic of the 

poet, der Dichter”: xxii.  
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blue-black for 

 

The night before I wrote this, or rather the morning, I dreamt that I had overheard it all on the 

bus home. Dreams give us more than we ask. I had been asking myself why the oneiric is an 

important constituent of Anne Carson’s poetry.  

INTERVIEWER: Do sound, smell, something you overheard on the bus also come into 

play? 

CARSON: Yes, phrases on the bus, or phrases in dreams. Sometimes I dream a sentence 

and write it down. It’s usually nonsense, but sometimes it seems a key to another world.168 

 

The voice from behind me sang three reasons (warning no one’s dreams are of any use to anyone 

else). First, dreams suggest new forms of narration (non-sequential, non-causal, non-sense). 

Nothing takes place but the place. Second, dreams suggest new forms of narrative consciousness 

(non-individuated, non-identical, non-sense). They are merely experiments an experimental 

surface. Third, dreams suggest new forms of narrative imagery (non-intelligible,  

non-determinable, non-sense). Just a telephone ringing in an empty house.  

     Only a dream can give you the key to unlock you back into the world. What happens, then, 

when one begins to report dreams, to translate them, from the dawn side, into nonsense? Well, 

the dream becomes a written text, a verbal thought: 

 She is in a room, 

and she is trying to close the door. 

Arms and legs are forcing their way in. 

Violent as lobsters. She thinks 

this dream is very general. 

I never heard of it 

from anyone else. (11-12)  

 

Narration is localized (a room), focalized (it is ‘front-sided’ from within) and sequenced (while 

she is trying to close the door, arms and legs are forcing their way in); a causality is inferred 

                                                 
168 Will Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 206. For an instance of 

a poem stumbling out of a dream of a book, see “Ice Blink” Raritan 16:3 (Winter 1997): 49. 
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(they push in, she pushes back); a literary conceit concretizes the situation (simile); and you are 

on your way to interpretation (if only you might dream the dream yourself!): a door (θύρα) that 

has a bolt-pin may signify a husband, and lobsters (ἀστακοί), because they are crustaceous and 

slough off their coverings, prophesy travels abroad (ἀποδημίας).169  

     But what interests me about the presence of dreams in her work is their source: language. We 

are told that the sensory mode of dreams is predominantly visual.170 And yet, however much 

Anne Carson herself is a decidedly visual writer, she is still one who dreams images of—

sentences. She dreams about writing. The dreams written down afterwards in her works are 

beforehand writing. A dream forms into a sentence which would save you if only you could 

remember it later! Here is one dream about a word (λυπεῖν) in Sophokles’ Elektra: 

     During the days and weeks when I was working on this play I used to dream about 

translating. One night I dreamed that the text of the play was a big solid glass house. I 

floated above the house trying to zero in on v. 363. I was carrying in my hands wrapped 

in a piece of black cloth the perfect English equivalent for lupein and I kept trying to 

force myself down through the glass atmosphere of the house to position this word in its 

right place. But there was an upward pressure as heavy as water. I couldn’t move down, I 

swam helplessly back and forth on the surface of the transparency, waving my black 

object and staring down at the text through fathoms of glass. And I was just about to take 

the black cloth off and look at the word so as to memorize it for later when I awoke, 

when I awoke.  

     I never did discover, asleep or awake, what was under that black cloth. I never did hit 

upon the right translation for lupein.171 

 

In the Canicula di Anna, Carson’s writing dreams dreams of writing. The activity of Anna’s 

dreaming is reported in a cognate object construction: the intransitive verb ‘dream’ takes the 

verb’s own noun form in a semantic loop in which the agent merges into the action. Just as the  

                                                 
169 Artemidorus. Oneirocritica. Trans. D.E. Harris-McCoy. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). Doors (2.10): 

168 & 169. Lobsters (2.14): 182 & 183. 
170 J. Allan Hobson. The Dreaming Brain. (New York, Basic Books, 1988): 240. Cf.: “To connect to our capacities 

of consciousness dreams arrive translated, as it were, into a language of sensory images. The dream’s ‘logical’ frame 

of reference, then, is that of sense perceptions. These images can be visual, auditory, proprioceptive, or kinesthetic; 

although they tend predominantly in dreams to be visual.” From Edward C. Whitmont and Sylvia Brinton Perera. 

Dreams, a Portal to the Source. (New York: Routledge, 1989): 26. 
171 Sophocles: Electra. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001): 45. Cf. the dream of “a page in a book containing 

the word ‘bird’” in “Gnosticism I,” first published in The New Yorker (24 March 2003): 56. 
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Electra translation self-reflexively translates itself,172 so Anna’s dream self-reflexively dreams  

itself. There is often this whiff of paradox when a dream flutters by in Carson,173 a writer, we  

 

remember, whose earliest memory is of an un-forgotten dream.174 You would need a poetics of  

 

sleep to read this conceit—lest you find yourself in the dream of a thesis, dreaming you’re sitting  

 

on the bus home. Streetcar. Queen. East. As if it were alone in the world and what dreamer is  

 

not?175 

                                                 
172 In the “Translator’s Foreword” to the play, Carson gives a literalized rendition of the Greek (363-4): 

For me yes let be not damaging me the only food. 

and four other authors’ versions:  

For me be it food enough that I do not wound mine own conscience. (R.C. Jebb) 

For me let it be meat and drink not to put my self out. (R.H. Mather) 

All the food I need is the quiet of my conscience. (D. Grene) 

Keep my self-respect anyhow. (E. Pound) (44-45)  

before you come to her own translation within the play itself: “I need one food: / I must not violate Electra” (lines 

494-495, page 64). I.e., I must not violate the play the Electra by failing to show how this word sums her up as 

human. A reader, here, may not know which side of this door to insert the key into. 
173 “A dream dreamt in a dreaming world is not really a dream, says classical Chinese wisdom, but a dream not 

dreamt is.” Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 236  
174 The Anne Szumigalski Memorial Lecture. “Every Exit Is an Entrance (A Praise of Sleep)” Prairie Fire 25:3 

(Autumn 2004): 6. 
175 Drawing to short talk “On Trout.” From Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 21. Thomas Fisher Rare Book 

Library, University of Toronto: 
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white for 

 

Turn back to page 6 above, to the photoquote from “Handbook for William (Liber manualis) by 

Dhuoda, translated by Carol Neel.”176 You may have noticed two typographical slips: 

   
 

These are corrected in a later version of the text that appeared in The Threepenny Review:177 

        
 

Or are they? Perhaps in the Brick instance Carson is replicating Dhuoda’s 9th-century Carolingian 

Latin or a retained MS reading? The only way we would know is if we could see what Carson 

truly wrote. Here is one version she sent to Ben Sonnenberg on the Feast of St Bibiana 1998:178 

       
 

The Threepenny Review instance would then seem to be reproducing what Carson had truly 

written rather than correcting it and the instance in Brick would then seem to be simply 

introducing misprints to the typed manuscript (a for o in Deo; m for n in Consummatus). We 

could just let these be with but the raising of an eyebrow,179 but we may have been witnesses to 

more than one type of slipperiness here. 

     Carson’s text180 is on Carol Neel’s Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman’s Counsel 

for Her Son by Dhuoda (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1991), an English translation 

based on a French edition of the original Latin. The Neel gives no Latin, so Carson is likely 

                                                 
176 Brick 61 (Winter 1998): 28. 
177 Photoquotation from “Dhuoda’s Mirror” Threepenny Review 81 (Spring 2000): 13. 
178 Photoquotation from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 

Folder 8, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
179 The misprints in Brick are preserved in Lost Classics. (Toronto: Knopf, 2000): 35. 
180 In Brick (the “Lost Classics” issue), it is one of many “essays on books loved and lost.” In The Threepenny 

Review, it is in the “Books” section (suggesting a ‘review’ of the then recent 1999 paperback publication of the 

Neel). 



70 

 

using the Riché edition (Manuel pour mon fils) in bracketing her treatment.181 Riché’s text is an 

eclectic one. Of the three extant manuscripts for the Liber manualis, it follows, for the most part, 

the readings transmitted in the 14th-century Barcelona MS (B). Now, Riché gives:182 

                                                                      but 

How are we then to account for Carson’s “Consummatus est”? Is this more typographical 

slippage or has her mind slipped into the very language she is giving to her English readers: 

Consummatus est (sc. hic…liber) / (This book) is finished? Yet the phrase doesn’t stop slipping 

there. For Riché retains manuscript B’s reading “Consumatum” (with only one m), thus allowing 

the expected (‘more correct’183) Vulgate “Consummatum est” (Christ’s ultima verba at John 

19:30) to slide back into the critical apparatus:184  

 

 

 

 

We may imagine that he does so, as an editor, with the aim of slipping into our hands the mirror 

of a word Dhuoda herself had truly written:185 

 

 

                                                 
181 Manuel pour mon fils. Ed. Pierre Riché. Trans. B. de Vregille and C. Mondésert. (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1975). 

Note also how the translations are her own (not those of Carol Neel) and often follow the French, rather than the 

Latin, more closely. The Greek word ἐγχειρίδιον (enchiridion ‘handbook’) found on page 11 of Riché’s introduction 

will show up as “Inquiridion” in a (later abandoned) project on ‘longing’ with the artist Peter Cole. See “Longing, a 

Visual Primer” in Art on Paper 5:3 (January-February 2001): 58-60. Carson translates Dhuoda’s volens, Riché’s 

j’aimerais and Neel’s wishing as ‘longing.’   
182 Photoquotations from the Riché: 352 and 370.  
183 Perhaps this would be an instance of an ‘un-doubling’ of consonants (consonnes dédoublées) which is especially 

prevalent in manuscript B. See Riché: 40. 
184 Photoquotation from ibid.: 370. The later 17th-century Paris MS (P) shows consummatum. Dhouda’s first modern 

editor, Edouard Bondurand, finishes his edition with “« consu[m]matum est. »” See Le manuel de Dhuoda (843). 

(Genève: Mégariotis Reprints, 1978): 249. 
185 “Il faut se demander si le texte du Manuel représente vraiment la langue qu’écrivait Dhuoda.” See Riché: 38. 

Photoquotation from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 

Folder 8, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
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It is up to you, now, to ask yourself (mente), with the turn of each page (corpore), if the text of 

the Canicula di Anna you see in your own hands truly mirrors the language that Anne Carson 

herself had originally written. 

      The Canicula di Anna exists in two published states: the version published in the Quarterly 

Review of Literature (edited by Theodore Weiss) in 1984 and the version published in 

Plainwater (edited by Gordon Lish and Amy Scheibe) in 1995. Fortunately there is Carson’s 

own typed manuscript of the poem in the Quarterly Review of Literature Archives, against which 

both published versions may be checked. The typescript shows substantial differences from the 

printed versions in capitalization, punctuation, spelling, lineation, spacing, and overall layout. 

     The QRL version alters the intentions borne within the typed MS in a number of ways.  Here 

is the MS title page:186 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
186 Photoquotation from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. 

“Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University. 

Photoquotations of the texts of the Canicula di Anna hereon are from the QRL Issue Files (Box 19 Folder 1), the 
Quarterly Review of Literature: Poetry Series No. 6 / Vol. XXV (1984), and Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995).  
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The QRL style renders “Canicula di Anna” as 1) italicized and then as 2) capitalized in bold: 

            1)                                                        2)  

The introductory section’s title and the afterword are thereafter given in bold and in all caps.187  

Compare Carson:   with Weiss:  .  Weiss also 

normalizes Carson’s typewriter conventions: he substitutes em-dashes for en-dashes; reinserts all 

punctuation inside quoted speech; and gives double for single quotation marks. Underlined 

foreign words are italicized and the poem is neatly Americanized.188  

     Or is it? Editors love consistency, writers consistent inconsistency. Writers need editors, but 

why readers should need the latter’s insistence on systematic uniformity might not be such a bad 

question to ask. Consider quotation marks. Quotation signals instances of writing wishing it 

could speak. Typographical signs can suggest the tone or volume or distance from which a writer 

might want a reader to hear a voice. Carson’s use of marking voice through single and double 

quotation marks in the typed MS of the Canicula di Anna is quite idiosyncratic and therefore at 

odds with the standardizing tendencies of editing. She employs double quotations marks in only 

two instances:189                                                                                                              

 

 

and 

 

                                                 
187 The QRL series style prints all titles following the italicized main book title in slightly louder bold capitals. Weiss 

also gives Carson’s                an honorific “P” (21).  
188 There are a number of improvements to the MS, such as the adding of a comma after “the rain” in section 2 (9) 

and the italicization of the Italian in 4 (10) and of “Dasein” in 48 (34). Whether the QRL’s “Besides that, she is 

fortunate.” (20) improves upon the MS’s “Besides, that she is fortunate.” is up to you. It should make you wonder, 

nonetheless, whether editing is just one person’s attempt to normalize what seems normal to them.   
189 Compare those, however, found within the quotation of Plato’s Phaedo in the afterword. 
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Yet the QRL version insists on drawing the voices of the text into closer proximity to the 

narration by rectifying with double quotations marks what previously had been oblique.190 The 

result is that the Canicula di Anna becomes a louder text. Here is what Anne Carson had to say 

on one aspect of this matter:191  

 
                                                 
190 Weiss appears ‘systematically’ to retain single quotation marks for what he considers to be ‘non-immediate,’  

‘non-attributive’ ‘non-speech’ (9, 11, 13, 18, 24, 26, 31, 33; but cf. 28: who says, “The joy of living is to alter it”?). 

Note also that Carson’s typewritten single quotation marks are ‘dumb.’   
191 Photoquotation of letter from Anne Carson to Theodore Weiss (dated 18 June 1984) from the Quarterly Review 

of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
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A distant voice evokes a written quote for ‘authority’ (precedent) on ‘the problem of single 

quotation marks.’ Carson’s use of inverted commas would seek to make enigmatic the presence 

of voice in her text. But the aura of irony she has in mind for the ‘philosophical’ discussions 

contracts through the editing into clearer, more discriminate dialogue: 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What was once within the skepticism of single quotation marks is now presenced in direct 

speech. That is, something that may just as well have never taken place is made to take place. 

     Quotation also marks origins by dividing what I say from what another ‘I’ says. Its 

typographic effect is that of the gesture of a finger pointing into the distance. Look:    
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Now look again: 

 

 
 

The first photoquote is from the QRL version; the second from the typed MS. Has Weiss 

corrupted the text here (by introducing an unreferenced pronoun) or has he emended or perhaps 

even restored it? Or has Carson herself authorized the alteration by marking it in among her 

corrigenda in an intermediate stage of revision? One way we could go about thinking about these 

things is by looking off into that distance the inverted commas are pointing to:192  

 
 

Carson’s quotation marks point to an instance of a source text (Heidegger’s essay, “The Origin 

of the Work of Art”) helping to establish a reading in the text proper: what the narrator says (in 

inverted commas) is not what Weiss has it say, but what Heidegger himself had said (“ipse 

dixit”). Semi-technical words surrounded by ‘dumb’ single quotation marks revert to their 

original, unpunctuated philosophical context. Philosophers do talk this way. 

     There are a number of things Weiss makes the Canicula di Anna say that it doesn’t say in the  

                                                 
192 Photoquotation from Martin Heidegger. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1971): 65. The phrase recurs at xii, 72 (twice), 74 and 77: “Poetry is the saying of the 

unconcealedness of what is” (74).   
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typescript.193 But what may be most upsetting to you are those moments when the silence of the 

poem is made to say things it had never been meant to. Let me explain. The Canicula di Anna is 

a poem that demands a graphireader,194 that is, one who reads not only the words on the page, 

but also the spaces between those words. For example, there is a rhythmic balance that no 

turnover line can communicate. Compare195 

 

  

 

 

with 

  

 

 

 

 

 

to see the loss of the single optic pause that occurs at the end of the longer line. Perhaps you find  

 

lineation trivial? Now watch what happens to simple spacing. Watch how 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
193 The QRL version introduces a number of editorial inconsistencies: the en-dash in section 3, instead of being 

altered by convention, drops out altogether (9); on one and the same page, the MS “fifteenth” is regularized to “15 th” 

in the first instance and retained in the second (7; cf. 34); “but” is capitalized in accordance with rules of speech 

presentation (24), yet, on the following page, “when” is not (27); punctuation is placed outside double quotation 

marks on page 38 of the afterword, but inside them on page 39; Greek is given unaccented, unbracketed, and 

unpunctuated (29); and the poem is, at times, made to speak American (“colors”: 8, “color”: 9, “colors”: 13, 

“traveled”: 16, “color”: 18, “colored”: 21, “color”: 21, 23 & 24, “favored”: 25); at others, not (“centres”: 29, 

“ochre”: 30, “centre”: 32, “enquiring”: 35, “aeroplane”: 35, 36). The result is that while some QRL spellings allow 

you to hear the voice of the source (e.g., that of William Michael Rossetti’s in “centres” (29) and Daniel V. 

Thompson’s in “ochre” (30)), others don’t (e.g., Rossetti’s (8, 24) and Thompson’s (21)). Carson, too, alters the 

spelling of some of her sources (e.g., Thompson’s ‘medieval’ (15) and Thomas Ashby’s ‘archiepiscopal’ (36)). 
194 The term is Donoghue’s. See Ferocious Alphabets. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1981): 151-152. 
195 Compare also the opening line from section 27. You’ll notice these longer breaths of verse occur at the outset of 

each stanza (13, 21 & 22). 
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muffles the spatial cadence196 of 

 
                                                 
196 Some slips can be improvements. The following is an example of mis-spacing becoming a felicitous mistake in 

that it concretizes the ‘continuous discontinuity’ of the narrative voice in the poem. First the MS: 

 

 
 

Now contrast the way the QRL version enjambs the poem’s shifting ‘two centres of vision,’ allowing for no pause 

between 1) the narration of events and 2) the description of works of art (see page 60 above and 433ff. below): 
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The iconic effect of cadenced space is something Anne Carson gives special attention to in her 

compositions. We should too. Tell me what you see here: 

 

A coffee stain on a section from the poem? Scribbled numbers? I’d like you to see the sound of 

space. I want you to watch an editor attempting to count out the sound of this space: “18 lines” of 

section “22.” Carson’s writing is in the top right-hand corner counting the number of spatial 

planes to the poem. Here we are on side “21.”197 Now look what happens in the printing:198   

   1)                                                                                                        2)     

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
197 See pages 242-248 below on counting the number of sections to the poem. 
198 The photoquotations for 1) are from the QRL version: 18-19 & 20-21; 2) is from Plainwater: 64-65. 
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You should be able to make out section 22 by the figure of words against the ground of space.   

But the layout of the QRL version makes this difficult as the stanza-break coincides with the 

page-break. The mind of the reader then cannot step properly between sections and199   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

it slips. 

                                                 
199 Photoquotation of letter from Anne Carson to Theodore Weiss (dated 17 June 1984) from the Quarterly Review 

of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
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     No doubt it was because he had found himself in the presence of sentences he hadn’t seen 

before that Gordon Lish telephones Anne Carson early in 1993:200 

 
                                                 
200 Photoquotation of letter from Anne Carson to Gordon Lish (dated the Feast of the Chair of Peter [February 22], 

1993) from the Lish MSS., 1951-2012. Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 2. Lilly Library, Indiana 

University, Bloomington, Indiana. The reference to “blue triangles” suggests that it was the short talks that appeared 

in The Best American Essays 1992 (New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1992), edited by Susan Sontag, which had gotten 

Lish’s attention (see “Short Talk on the Total Collection”: 4). 
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On March 4, in addition to these three, Carson will send to him four works of poetry that might 

‘combine well’ with Short Talks: “The Life of Towns,” “: Carmina,” “Mimnermos: The 

Brainsex Paintings,” and “The Truth About God” (mentioned in item 4 of the letter). And, on the 

Feast of the 40 Persian Martyrs, one last work:201 

 
                                                 
201 Photoquotation of letter from Anne Carson to Gordon Lish (dated the Feast of the 40 Persian Martyrs [March 10], 

1993) from the Lish MSS., 1951-2012. Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 2. Lilly Library, Indiana 

University, Bloomington, Indiana. One of the books Lish had sent Carson was Denis Donoghue’s Warrenpoint: 

. See the letter dated the Feast of St Casimir [March 4], 1993 from Box 2. 
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It is from these works that Plainwater: Essays and Poetry is put together.202 I can’t tell you why 

Lish ultimately chose the Canicula di Anna to be included in the collection, (perhaps it was 

because he felt it to be of “the same colour” as the other pieces?), but I can suggest to you some 

of the ways in which further transformation (reforming? deforming? doctoring? fixing? 

conniving? revising?) of the text takes place in the process of its continued transmission.203 

     Because Plainwater was set from the QRL version, it retains most of Weiss’ alterations.204 

Yet, as you know as well as I, the joy of editing a text is to alter it. “Canicula di Anna” is now 

given on a separate page in the all-capitals quasi-Greek inscriptional typeface used for the main 

titling within the book:205  

 

The version also standardizes a number of surface features in accordance with the publishing 

house style: capitalization occurs after colons; double quotation marks replace all remaining 

                                                 
202 Lish seems to have chosen to redo Short Talks (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992), which becomes Part II, and 

“The Anthropology of Water,” which becomes Part V, first. (“Kinds of Water” had appeared in Grand Street 6:4 

(Summer 1987): 177-212 and “Water Margins” had appeared in Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 49-

89.) Next he seems to have added “The Life of Towns” (Part IV) and “Mimnermos: The Brainsex Paintings” (Part I). 

(“The Life of Towns” had appeared in Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 182-194 and “Mimnermos” in Raritan 11:3 

(Winter 1992): 1-15.) From the works which Lish ‘throws out,’ “The Truth About God,” which had appeared in The 

American Poetry Review 22:1 (January / February 1993): 16-19, (where it got the attention of James Laughlin), will 

turn up in Glass, Irony and God (New York: New Directions, 1995). The first part prose version of “The 

Autobiography of Red” will later become Autobiography of Red: A Novel in Verse (New York: Knopf, 1998) and 

the Catullus translations, which had first appeared in The American Poetry Review 21:1 (January / February 1992): 

15-16, will have to wait until Men in the Off Hours (New York: Knopf, 2000).  
203 Gordon Lish left Knopf in December of 1994 (see New York Magazine (12 December 1994): 14). Lish’s assistant, 

Amy Scheibe, then took over, but, at that stage, the book needed only editing for typos. (Special thanks to Amy 

Scheibe for providing me with information on the editing via email.) Plainwater was released in July 1995.    
204 Some of the improvements to the text seem to come, not from checking the MS, but by accident. For example, 

the introductory section’s title (49) and afterword heading (88) return to their MS form of capitalized lowercase 

lettering. That the Greek katēgoria (77) is accented, but still stands without the MS parenthesis and punctuation, 

suggests some authorial alteration to the QRL text, as does the use of the non-Latinate forms of Sokrates, Krito and 

Asklepios, which reflects Carson’s own customary method of transliteration. Perhaps the MS “Afterword” shows 

Latinization because it was then a more Italian poem?      
205 This appears to be Carol Twombly’s 1989 Lithos font. A classicizing touch for the classicist? According to “A 

Note on the Type,” the text proper is set in Simoncini Garamond.    
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single quotation marks and hyphenated forms of compound nouns and modifiers are removed; 

spelling is more thoroughly Americanized; and the setting takes pains to reproduce the spacing 

and lineation of the QRL version, as can be seen in the use of the three-dot symbol (               ) to 

indicate a stanza-break coinciding with a page-break. These further alterations make the 

Plainwater version a more consistent and coherent whole. Or do they?  

    Consistency is meant to prevent confusion in the reader. In order not to confuse the reader, an 

editor must confuse the text. For example, the MS never shows capitalization after colons. The 

Plainwater version, almost never (58, 82), and yet compare (66, 90) with (50): 

     

Although we saw how the MS employs double quotation marks in only two instances, the 

Plainwater version is intent on making the text sound even louder, as speech is made to take 

place clearly and discriminately: 

 

    

Notice, too, how the punctuation206 of the Plainwater text overdetermines the reading: the 

impression of a voice calling in the rain becomes, as it were, a speech direction. Here 

punctuation interprets the text for you: the suspension point tells you that the old Etruscan has 

more to say. Turn back to page 74 above and compare how the ‘philosophical’ discussions are 

now made to alternate (according to editorial logic) between finished (four-dot) and unfinished  

                                                 
206 The typographic markings imposed on the MS can be rigorously systematic: commas are introduced before or 

after all introductions of direct speech (e.g., 51, 74); all punctuation goes within quotation marks; all dashes from the 

QRL version are retained; and, because the “pale green dead Christ” only appears to speak, what he appears to say is  

re-punctuated (lowercase ‘b’) accordingly (71).    
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(three-dot) bits of presenced dialogue: 

 

 

 

 

The Plainwater version also shows a distaste towards hyphenation. That is, it dislikes the way a 

hyphen marks the desire to assume, and yet not subsume, several attributes within one entity:207 

one feels brokenhearted (89), not broken-hearted. Many of the MS’s hyphenated forms are 

colour terms (e.g., “blood-red” is made “blood red” (56); “pale-green,” “pale green” (71)) and 

                                                 
207 The MS shows 34 hyphenated forms; the QRL version 34; Plainwater 12. 
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noun compounds (e.g., “A disagreement over perspective-technique” becomes “A disagreement 

over perspective technique” (68); a “sight-line,” a “sight line” (69)). Yet such insistent 

standardization, again, can silence the sources of the poem’s many voices: “egg-white” (cf. 79) is 

that of Daniel V. Thomson; “sea-level” (cf. 51) is that of Thomas Ashby; and “oil-painting” (cf. 

76) is that of William Michael Rossetti. The same can be seen in the normalization of the MS’s 

spelling:208 “aqua minerale” (53) contaminates the pure source of the Italian “acqua minerale”;209 

“Sistine Chapel” (55) effaces the origins of its entry in the Encyclopædia Britannica (Rossetti’s 

“Sixtine Chapel”);210 and “under way” (80) obscures the vestiges of Heidegger in “underway” 

(unterwegs).211                 

     Many of the transformations that the Plainwater text undergoes are due to an intense strain of 

hyper-correction. All titles of artworks are italicized (cf. MS                                  and 

                                     ) and all century dates are written out (cf. MS alteration between 

numerical and spelled-out forms). Punctuation surrounding direct speech is added stringently and 

a number of semi-colons are introduced. Compare the MS:   

 

                                                                                          and  

with 

 

                                                                                          and  

     Now, Anne Carson is someone who does not take punctuation lightly. In fact, she once said  

                                                 
208 Americanized; i.e., “inquiring” (84), and yet “aeroplane” (85)? 
209 The Italian accent (accento grave) in “È” is lost at two points in the poem (54, 84). “E” is a conjunction. 
210 Notice how Carson’s substitution of “destroyed” picks up the assonance of a following word: “space” (see page 

34 above). Note, too, how “dragons’ blood” (59) prevents Thompson’s own citation in “dragonsblood” from 

speaking. 
211 Carson’s “jah” is translated and italicized into “ja” (60-61, 66; and see 74 above). (Gordon Lish was an English 

and German major.) 
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(quoting a quotation quoting T.S. Eliot) that “Poetry is punctuation.”212 The question now 

becomes an age-old one in textual criticism: how much of this alteration did she actually 

authorize? Was she too busy erasing commas to notice that her grammar had been corrected 

(restrictive “that” for non-restrictive “which” (59); marked plural “cannons” for ‘cannon’ used 

collectively in “cannon were” (67)), that her dating had been fact-checked (a circa (“c.”) is added 

to “1445-1523” (49)),213 and that   

couldn’t be found in any dictionary?214 

 

Again, there is always the possibility that she authorized these alterations. Or that she had no say  

                                                 
212 Will Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 201. The ultimate 

source of the T.S. Eliot quote is a letter to The Times Literary Supplement (27 September 1928): “Verse, whatever 

else it may or may not be, is itself a system of punctuation.” Quoted in Christopher Ricks. The Force of Poetry 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984): 89. (For a carrying out of this dictum, see “The Life of Towns.”) Here is more 

Carson on punctuation from a letter to James Laughlin (dated Feast of St Liberatus [20 December ], 1994):  

 

 
 

And here is Laughlin presaging her feelings in a letter (dated 8 December 1994) to Griselda Ohannessian, managing 

director at New Directions: 

 

 
 

Both photoquotations are taken from New Directions Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: 

Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folder 2. Houghton Library, Harvard University.  
213 A source critic would have found support for the plural cannon and the date in a Michelin guide: Italy. (London: 

Michelin, 1981): 177.  
214 See page 111 below. An editorial rule arises: The more corrections you make, the more prone you are to error. 
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in the matter. That there was nothing she could do to stop the re-relineations of lines:215 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

or the very restructuring of lines:216 

   
 

That she had learned from previous editors that no one (not just yet) was going to allow her to  

 

print each separate poem on each separate page:217 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What happens when editors win? This. First look back at page 78 above. Try to find the visual 

pattern of section 22 in item 2 from the Plainwater version. If you can’t, there is a reason why. 

Here is section 40 from the typed MS: 

                                                 
215 Compare page 76 above. 
216 Perhaps the editor did not like a set-phrase, ‘from time to time,’ broken by a line-break. A reader might see the 

MS lineation as conveying more effectively the syncopated rhythms of intermittent barking.  
217 Photoquotation of letter from to Ben Sonnenberg (dated Feast of St Mario [27 January], 1989) from Grand Street 

Publications 1981-2004, Series I: Literary Files 1982-1990, Box 36 Folder 3, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 

Columbia University. “Deb” is publisher and designer Deborah Thomas. Carson had envisioned each town of “The 

Life of Towns” on a separate page.   

Here is the reaction from the editors  

at Grand Street (photoquotation is  

also from Box 36 Folder 3): 
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Now here is the QRL version of the MS’s separate poem of three stanzas on a separate page: 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice the first stanza-break coinciding with the page-break. What happens next? 

 



89 

 

 
 

The Plainwater version doesn’t recognize the first stanza-break (though it gives the three-dot 

symbol to indicate the second). Instances of the misstep are repeated in sections 4 (52), 22 (65) 

(shown above on page 78), 36 (75), and 41 (79). These are all due to editing at two removes. The 

decision by the QRL editor to divide the poem by pages ends up breaking up the Canicula di 

Anna arbitrarily and the reader (materialized in the Plainwater editor) misapprehends the poem. 

The result is that the layout of the Plainwater version consistently misrepresents the intentions of 

the MS text (what Carson had truly written). 

     “I worry about the topography and spacing and just the presentation of it,” Anne Carson once  
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confided to Will Aitken.218 An editor of the Canicula di Anna would have to heed this concern 

and look at each page as if it were a canvas, as if the composition of the arranged white space 

were as semantically charged as the words themselves. Perhaps the most difficult task for the 

editor of the poem would be to bring out (L. edere ‘to give out,’ ‘bring forth’) the surrounding 

white ground of the text. For you will have noticed that the material fact of each sheet of the MS 

poem determines the imaginative design of the whole (no section exceeds the dimensions of the 

page).219 An ideal printing—an iconic printing—would be one where each separate poem is 

printed on a separate page. And one where correction is uncorrected, editing unedited.220   

     But no text will ever be wholly consummate. The calls to Theodore Weiss couldn’t rectify 

everything, and those to Gordon Lish only ended in a dead and dull dial tone. Literature is one 

long game of broken telephone which readers are not allowed to play. Words make their way 

toward you, and by the time you remember the question I had asked of you before, ‘the text’ has, 

before your eyes, already slipped through your fingers.  

 

 

                                                 
218 The statement itself was edited out of the published version of the interview, which appeared in The Paris Review 

171 (Fall 2004): 190-226. See the version on the Paris Review website. Here is a screenshot: 

 
219 “What Do We Have Here?” (at 43 lines) fits onto one side of one page. Note that, in keeping with the spatial 

aesthetic, section 20 (at 1 line) fills one entire side of one sheet of paper. Carson types only on the recto sides. 
220 How else would one strike out the need for the awkward three-dot symbol at the top of page 72 in Plainwater? 

Here is Robert Bringhurst on one element of such an ideal printing: “Major works of recent Canadian literature—the 

novels of Margaret Atwood, Marie-Claire Blais, Anne Michaels, and Michael Ondaatje, for example, and the poems 

of Dennis Lee, Anne Carson, and Don McKay—are not as a rule much beholden to typography. Even in their finest 

typographic dress, they may not seem visually striking. They could be made so.” From The Surface of Meaning: 

Books and Book Design in Canada. (Vancouver: CCSP Press, 2008): 98. For Anne Carson on the value of the book 

editor, see Martin Arnold. “With Editors Up Their Sleeves” The New York Times (4 April 2002): E3. 
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blue for  

 

The love of wisdom is nourished by a love of names. Remember how the Phaedo begins. The 

speaking characters (τὰ τοῦ διαλόγου πρόσωπα) are named (57a). And those present and not 

present at the death of Socrates are named (59b-c): Apollodorus of Phaleron, Critobulus of 

Alopece, Crito of Alopece, Hermogenes of Alopece, Epigenes of Cephisia, Aeschines of 

Sphettus, Antisthenes of Athens, Ctesippus of Paeania, Menexenus of Athens, Plato of Collytus, 

Simmias of Thebes, Cebes of Thebes, Phaedondas of Thebes, Euclides of Megara, Terpsion of 

Megara, Aristippus of Cyrene and Cleombrotus of Ambracia. Philosophical schools, too, are 

‘named’ by their practitioners.221 The Phaedo takes place in Phlius, a centre of Pythagoreanism, 

where Pythagoras is said to have first used the name of ‘philosopher.’222 The dialogue is named 

after and narrated largely by Phaedo of Elis, the founder of the Elean school, to Echecrates of 

Phlius, a member of the Pythagorean school. Two of Socrates’ interlocutors (Simmias and Cebes 

of Thebes) are believed to have been followers of Pythagoras, and philosophers of the present 

day, such as David Sedley and David Gallop, believe, like Cicero, that Plato “interwove obscure 

and weighty Pythagorean learning” intentionally into the Phaedo.223 Of course, none of these 

names may mean anything to you. If they don’t, this means you haven’t stepped within the circle 

                                                 
221 For the resonance of these names and their schools, see Debra Nails. The People of Plato: A Prosopography of 

Plato and Other Socratics. (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Pub, 2002). 
222 Cicero. Tusculanae disputationes 5.3.7-9. See Tusculan Disputations. Trans. J.E. King. (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1971): 431-433. 
223 Cicero. De re publica 1.10.16: “cum obscuritate Pythagorae et cum illa plurimarum artium gravitate contextuit.” 

See De re publica. Trans. C.W. Keyes. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966): 34. For the paradoxical 

humour behind Socrates trying to convince his Pythagorean listeners of their own doctrines, see David Sedley’s 

“The Dramatis Personae of Plato’s Phaedo” in Philosophical Dialogues: Plato, Hume, Wittgenstein. Ed. T.J. Smiley. 

(Oxford: Published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1995): 11. And compare also David 

Gallop’s introduction to his translation of the Phaedo. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993): “Echoes of 

Pythagorean teachings or practices can be heard in Socrates’ denunciation of bodily pleasures (64d-65a), his 

devotion to intellectual reasoning and spiritual purity (65b-66a, 67a-b, 69b-d), the prohibition of suicide (62b), the 

theory of reincarnation in animals (81e-82b), and the hypothesis of a spherical earth (97d-e, 108e-109a)”: x. Perhaps 

Cleombrotus committed suicide at the rebuke of 59c and never got to 62b? (See the epigram of Callimachus on 

Cleombrotus the Ambracian at AP.7.471). 
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talk of philosophy where names, like a sly in-joke, rotate and enclose a rapport. Shut out from 

this bearing of wisdom, you watch as the names philosophers may utter fall from their mouths 

like rain outside a window. 

     The Canicula di Anna is frustrated with this trope of name dropping: metonymy. What I mean 

by metonymy is probably not what you mean. I’ve never read Jakobson. One of the uses of 

metonymy, as I understand it, is when those-in-the-know use the generality of a name to stand in 

place for the specificity of the work. A trope of reduction, it essentially functions as a private 

intellectual shorthand. If you ever find yourself at an academic conference, you will no doubt be 

swallowed up by a deluge of names. Take any conference programme. This one, for example:224 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
224 Photoquotation from The Collegium Phaenomenologicum: The First Ten Years. Eds. John Sallis, Giuseppina 

Moneta & Jacques Taminiaux. (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988): 326-327. 
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The conference is the Collegium Phaenomenologicum that was held in July of 1981 at the Casa 

del Sacro Cuore in Perugia, Italy. You’ll notice that each morning course and afternoon seminar 

is sign-posted by a name. (For Samuel IJsseling’s seminar, it’s understood that you know the 

name of the author of “The Origin of the Work of Art.”) It is always difficult to find one’s 

thoughts in a name. For instance, where does the mind go when it moves through ‘Derrida’ on 

‘Heidegger’ on ‘Nietzsche’ on ‘Kant’? Here is a moment where Heidegger himself gets a little 

weary of the use of proper names: 

The mere mention of Nietzsche’s name brings rushing to our minds a flood of ideas—

ideas which today less than ever offer assurance that they point toward what this thinker 

really thought.225  

 

This weariness is borne out in the Canicula di Anna, where names of philosophers are always 

uttered, as it were, within ironic single quotation marks:  

what Heidegger thought during the winter term of 1935 (13)  

 

He confronts the circle in Heidegger  

with the circle in Hegel (13) 

 

‘Heidegger, jah, like farmers very much….’ (16) 

  

                                (Except 

where we have to deal with crypto-Hegelians. 

A crypto-Hegelian will try  

to place himself behind Hegel.) (18) 

  

And where those who name are, in turn, nameless—being referred to periphrastically by 

toponymic epithets: “a phenomenologist from Louvain-la-Neuve” (13); “the phenomenologist 

from Paris” (15); “the phenomenologist from Sussex” (15); “the phenomenologist from 

Wiesbaden” (19); “the keeper of the Husserl archives in Berlin” (20); “a small phenomenologist /  

                                                 
225 What Is Called Thinking? Trans. J. Glenn Gray. (New York: Harper & Row, 1968.): 46. He continues, in this 

transition (Übergang) from the fourth to the fifth lecture, with: “The name ‘Nietzsche’ threatens to become merely a 

label of ignorance and misinterpretation (zum bloßen Titel der Unkenntnis und Mißdeutung)”: 47. German from Was 

Heißt Denken? Gesamtausgabe. Band 8. (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 2002): 51. 
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from Brussels” (34).226 The poem thus investigates the ways names are exchanged in both an 

inclusory and exclusory fashion. It attempts to let this philosophical discourse of naming show 

itself to us as it really is. In a thoroughly phenomenological manner, it manifests a means for the 

reader to get inside this frustrating discourse and think through it.227 But before we ask how this 

is done, we first must ask why. Why phenomenology? 

     When does Anne Carson first go to philosophy? When does she begin to seek out those 

‘phenomenology books’?228 Here is a book she got out (twice) in 1978: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
226 Some of these place names carry associations with continental philosophical inquiry: Louvain-la-Neuve is the 

site of the Husserl Archives (whose director was Samuel IJsseling from 1974-1997); Jacques Taminiaux, a Belgian 

philosopher, also taught at Louvain-la Neuve from 1967-90; and Robert Bernasconi completed his PhD at Sussex 

University in 1982 and subsequently taught there for 13 years. Hegel spent his last years in Berlin, as did Merleau-

Ponty his in Paris. As for Wiesbaden, Martin Heidegger gave lectures on Spengler in Wiesbaden, his wife Elfriede 

Petri was from Wiesbaden, and Theodore Kisiel notes that the Heideggers were married (for the second time) in a 

Protestant ceremony in Wiesbaden. See The Genesis of Heidegger's Being and Time. (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1993): n. 4, 519. It is also possible that ‘Wiesbaden’ was suggested by a footnote to Poetry, 

Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 104. The Rilke poem is later 

quoted in “Writing on the World: Simonides, Exactitude and Paul Celan” Arion 4:2 (Fall 1996): 13 and n. 28, 25.    
227 “I can’t enter into conversations with philosophers when they’re talking without examples. I have to say, ‘Give 

me an example of that concept,’ and then I can get inside and think.” From an interview with Mary Gannon. “Anne 

Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 30. 
228 “remember the time we were driving across the Mojave desert and saw the big yellow letters I LOVE YOU 

JOHNNY AND I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING painted on a boulder? you were reading aloud to me ‘heat feelings do not 

answer specific moral dilemmas but may alter the relations between a set of objects’ from one of your 

phenomenology books Too bad we can’t get this news to Johnny I said.” From “Water Margins: An Essay On 

Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 70.  
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It is the thesis of Professor Emmet Robbins. The thesis is noteworthy because of its then quite 

radical use of continental thinkers such as Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty in a dissertation for a 

department of classics in 1968.229 Friends tend to read what other friends have read and Anne 

Carson will go on to make use of both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty in her own dissertation of 

1981.230 Further traces of phenomenological thinking can be found in the transformation of the 

thesis into its book form, Eros the Bittersweet. The essay begins with a captatio benevolentiae, 

written shortly after the publication of the Canicula di Anna, on a parable of Kafka’s (Der 

Kreisel), about a philosopher who “[had] become a philosopher (that is, one whose profession is 

to delight in understanding) in order to furnish himself with pretexts for running after tops,”231 

and goes on to embody an imaginative envelopment of the metaphor theory of Paul Ricoeur.232 

Carson was no doubt attracted to the “desire of the phenomenologists” to “‘return to things 

themselves,’” to the “retreat to something anterior to ‘noematic reflection,’” where “there is no 

‘inner man,’” where “man is in the world and only in apprehending the world does he know 

himself.”233 But what did she make of the practitioners of this mode of phenomenological 

thinking, these men in the world, ―a world where, arguably, the only woman’s voice one hears, 

is a voice asking for matches (16)? What did she really make of her own revolving delight 

(glücklich sein) in and disgust (einem übel werden) with philosophy? 

     Here are two things she says: 

                                                 
229 “The Concept of Inspiration in Greek Poetry from Homer to Pindar” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1968): 20ff. 
230 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 209, 271 & 374 (What Is Called Thinking?); 301 & 

380 (L’Oeil et l’esprit). 
231 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): xii. 
232 Ricoeur’s ideas on the metaphoric process can be especially detected in the bookended “Preface” (xi-xii) and 

“Mythoplokos” section (168-173). Ricoeur himself appears at the heart of the essay on pages 73-74. Carson signs 

the “Preface” “Princeton, New Jersey / August 1985”: xii. She had spent the school year of 1984-1985 on leave to 

complete the book at The Centre for Hellenic Studies in Washington, DC. See her letter (dated 31 October 1983) on 

page 12 above. 
233 Emmet Robbins. “The Concept of Inspiration in Greek Poetry from Homer to Pindar” (Diss. University of 

Toronto, 1968): 21, 21 (quoting Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception. Trans. C. Smith. (London: 

Routledge, 1962): viii), 21 (quoting Merleau-Ponty: x), 23 (quoting Merleau-Ponty: x) & 23. 
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Well philosophy is talking about interesting things, asking interesting questions, more 

than Classics does. Though philosophers keep their world shut off somewhat, thinking 

that they alone do it right. But all you have to do is take it slowly and anyone can 

understand it. What I’m trying to do is to understand literature, and it doesn’t ever work 

for me to read the standard secondary sources that we have available because they seem 

to start in the middle of questions that I want to have the beginning of, so I can think 

through them.234 

 

Well, my acquaintance with phenomenology was through the conference of philosophers 

described in “Canicula di Anna.” They don’t seem to me very different from any other 

school of philosophy in that they have a jargon that they use to the exclusion of anybody 

not of their school. So when I was there listening to them I don’t think I penetrated what 

they were saying, nor did they wish it to be penetrated. So the main problem, the main 

emotion, in that piece, is the frustration of trying to get through the fog of other people’s 

way of thinking. And I guess that’s true of Heidegger. I mean Heidegger is certainly 

someone who went about dispelling fog, but in a way so idiosyncratic it seems to set up a 

new kind of fog. If you want to study Heidegger you have to get inside his jargon, which 

is a sort of a jargon of jargon.235  

 

A classicist runs after the promise philosophy affords of thinking through questions at their 

origins only to be chased away by the unintelligible chatter of the in-group. What could a 

‘making’ of this feeling of being lost within the fog (im-Nebel-sein) of another person’s thinking 

be?236 That is, how does the world of the Canicula di Anna admit the forbidden language of 

philosophical discourse? How does Carson get inside the jargon of its jargon and into that other 

world shut off by its thinkers? 

     Phenomenology is accessible only through a phenomenological method, says one 

phenomenologist. This method speaks in the middle voice: it lets what is to be seen show itself in 

the manner in which it itself appears. The main problem of the Canicula di Anna is to bring a 

poetics of this self-manifestation to light. In order to think through the jargon of philosophers, it 

                                                 
234 Catherine Schlegel. “An Interview with Anne Carson” Favonius 3 (1991): 12. 
235 Dean Irvine. “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” Scrivener 21 (1997): 81. 
236 “It (sc. fog / der Nebel) arises from the region of what is most thought-provoking—that we are still not thinking; 

none of us, including me who speaks to you, me first of all.” From What Is Called Thinking? Trans. J. Glenn Gray. 

(New York: Harper & Row, 1968): 14. 
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works this proposition of self-showing (where phenomenology reveals itself to us in us) into a 

fundamental and grounded connection with its own argument. The argument is frustration. As it 

appears in you. That the poem frustrates you is a concretization of its own constituent frustration. 

For it is a poem made from frustration, the frustration of another’s way of thinking. How to get a 

reader inside this frustration is what the poem is thinking through you. The poetic thinking of the 

text is to attune you to other patterns of thoughts not your own. The access point is the unquoted 

quotation. A quotation calls up a voice: 

 They seem to have commissioned, 

 for purposes of public relations, 

 a painter to record them 

 in pigments of the 15th century. 

 Perhaps they do so for historical reasons 

 (Perusia has a painted past). 

 Perhaps, a small verbal joke: 

 parousia needs a painted face.  

 You will understand 

 more of that than I do. (7-8) 

  

The quotation here, and often elsewhere, is one word. The voice present within and alongside it 

(parousia) is that of Martin Heidegger. Paronomasia reveals his name to us. If you believe the 

narration, you’ll have understood that parousia is a ‘being by,’ as when Carson says there in:237 

So when I was there listening to them I don’t think I penetrated what they were saying, 

nor did they wish it to be penetrated. 

 

Here is Heidegger speaking alongside Steiner:  

 

The veritable translation would be a set or cluster of significations compromising 

‘homestead, at-homeness, a standing in and by itself, a self-enclosedness, an integral 

presentness or thereness.’...Parousia tells us that ‘something is present to us. It stands 

firmly by itself and thus manifests and declares itself. It is. For the Greeks, ‘being’  

basically meant this standing presence.’238 

 

                                                 
237 As in the Phaedo, where ‘the beautiful’ is but the presence (παρουσία) of ‘absolute beauty’ (100d): 344 & 345.  
238 George Steiner. Martin Heidegger. (New York: Viking Press, 1978): 46. The latter citation is ‘translating’ Ralph 

Manheim’s 1959 translation of An Introduction to Metaphysics. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959): 61. 

Compare, also, “the thing has a face, it can let itself be seen, it stands” from the previous page: 60. 
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But the word instances a frustration: I don’t get it. In other words, the narration’s professed  

ignorance takes the form of Socratic irony (cf. Phaedo 96a ff.). It gets the joke, but the logic of 

its own poetics of self-manifestation requires it to share in the pretense of readerly frustration. 

For the Canicula di Anna, like all of Carson, knows its sources. It knows that when you read the 

poem you will find yourself at one and the same time present inside other voices: Husserl’s,239 

Heidegger’s, Hegel’s,240 Merleau-Ponty’s, Aristotle’s,241 Ricoeur’s242 and Plato’s. And thus it 

dissimulates.243 It says one thing (e.g., a philosophical concept) and masks another (e.g., the 

name as a text). All the while knowing it understands more of this than you do: La 

phénoménologie n’est accessible qu’à une méthode phénoménologique.244 

     The Canicula di Anna discloses itself through three texts, texts unnamed and unquoted. What 

poetry luminously conceals, criticism flatly reveals. Here they are: 

1) Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought  
 

2) Merleau-Ponty, Eye and Mind 
 

3) Merleau-Ponty, Cézanne’s Doubt245 

  

                                                 
239 The maxim “zurück zu den Sachen selbst” (Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1971): xvii) in “They take things back to the sophists” (10); “surplus” (13) has reverberations 

through Husserl, Heidegger, and Ricoeur (see the footnote by Theodore Kisiel in Continental Philosophy in America.  

Eds. Hugh J. Silverman, John Sallis & Thomas M. Seebohm. (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1983):    

n. 18, 182). It was Jacques Taminiaux who translated “Überschuss” as ‘surplus’ (excédent) or ‘excess.’ 
240 “Ich bin ich” (13, 18) is Hegel’s reformulation of Fichte’s formula for the principle of identity “Ich = Ich.” See 

Phänomenologie des Geistes. (Hamburg: Meiner, 1952) & Phenomenology of Spirit. Trans. A.V. Miller. (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1977): “die bewegungslose Tautologie des: Ich bin Ich”: 134 & “the motionless tautology of: ‘I am 

I’”: 105; cf. 176 and 177 (German) & 140 and 141 (English).  
241 “‘One’ is prior, among numbers, to ‘two’….The order of being, in consequence, cannot be changed and reversed. 

Thus of two things we call that one ‘prior’ which precedes in irreversible sequence” (The Categories. Trans. H. 

Cook. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938): 99) in “That is, / one is prior to two. (Of course, / the 

reverse is also true)” (18). 
242 “Libertas ad peccandum et ad non peccandum” (26) from “‘Original Sin’: A Study in Meaning” in The Conflict 

of Interpretations. Trans. P. McCormick. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1974): 278. 
243 Its pretension is to pretend to not be (dis) pretending (simulare). That is, what the philosophers pretend to know 

(simulare) the narration pretends not to know (dissimulare).  
244 Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Phénoménologie de la perception. (Paris: Gallimard, 1945): ii. 
245 All subsequent quotations are from 1) Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper 

& Row, 1971); 2) “Eye in Mind” in The Primacy of Perception. Ed. James M. Edie. Trans. C. Dallery. (Evanston, 

IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 159-190; and 3) “Cézanne’s Doubt” in Sense and Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. 

and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 9-25. 
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The three manifest the poem. Their words (their own and the poem’s) awaken in you an 

experience of disappointment, of being duped, of having been made useless (L. frustra). The 

frustration reads you without your knowing. This is the method of the Canicula. Words arise, 

giving texture to the poem. And the poem plies on, the poet folding each voice with one hand.  

     We mark the number of these intertwinings (entrelacs) here:  

 

Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought 246 
 

They drew / together in a circle (8) Anyone can easily see that we are moving in a circle: 18 

unconcealedness (11)                       unconcealedness: 30 et passim247 

the winter term of 1935 (13)  Cf. November 13, 1935: xxiii; cf. 80    

read ‘essence’ / for ‘nature’ (13)  What something is, as it is, we call its essence or nature: 17 

his proper sense (14)   its proper sense: 227 

on the way to (14, 16)   On the Way to Language: front matter 

ontological differences (15)    ontological difference: 86 

fourfold (16)    fourfold: 150 et passim 

twofold (16)    twofold: 53 et passim 

farmers (16)    farmhouse in the Black Forest: 160 

mirrors (17, 21, 34)   mirror-play: 179-182 

tautologies (18)   tautology: 190  

enigmata (18)    enigmatic: 96; cf. “riddle”: 79  

Seinsfrage (18)    Zur Seinsfrage: 87 

Greek temple (18)   Greek temple: 37, 41, 58  

                                                 
246 Is it largely from the fog of Heidegger that Carson’s Canicula di Anna arises and from which she puts things 

together (syncrasis) in her own peculiar way (idios), thus setting up a new kind of mist (ἀήρ) of poetic thinking (das 

dichtende Denken). She shows us that she read this text in the interview with Catherine Schlegel (“An Interview 

with Anne Carson” Favonius 3 (1991)): “Well this thing I’m reading here, this Heidegger (Poetry, Language, 

Thought)”: 12. The German (das dichtende Denken) is taken from George Steiner’s Martin Heidegger. (New York: 

Viking Press, 1978): 39. Steiner is another conduit through which the philosopher shines forth in the poem. Much of 

‘the presence of Heidegger’ in the Canicula di Anna is sourced through the 1978 study: etymologizing: 7, as in “To 

categorize / means to name in public” (29); neologism: 10, as in “haemolethesis” (21); tautology: 38, as in “The 

color as color, the stone as stone” (18); diction, as in “overcoming”: 12 / (13) and “Seinsfrage” (beingquestion): 40 / 

(18); phraseology (“the being of Being”): 18, as in “the Geschichte of Geschichte” (16); structures of circularity: 34, 

as in “There was…” / “There was…” & “There may be…” / “There may be…” in section 11 (13-14); interrogative 

starts: 19, as in “WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE?” (7); terms surrounding Heideggerian criticism, such as “the 

Spiegel interview”: 120 / (16), “pastoral”: 149 / (16), and the Kehre (or ‘turn’): 33-34, as in the many ‘turnings’ in 

the poem (16, 25, 35, 36); not to mention Carson’s own uses of hyphenation: 9, grammatical compaction and 

condensation: 7,  and an overall “lapidary plainness” of style: 8. 
247 “The Greeks called the unconcealedness of beings aletheia”: 36. In a later essay (“Writing on the World: 

Simonides, Exactitude and Paul Celan” Arion 4:2 (Fall 1996)), Carson will comment on this ‘argument from and 

through etymology’ in her own voice: “Heidegger would like us to think of the Greek word for truth, alētheia, as 

derived from concepts of ‘uncovering’ or ‘exposure’”: n. 40, 25.   
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a being is inclined / to place itself / One being places itself in front of another being: 54 

in front of another (18) 

discoursing (19)   discourse: front matter, 6, 174  

her lecture (20)   a lecture: xxiii; cf. 199 

dance (21) The mirror-play of world is the round dance of 

appropriating: 180 

uncanny (24)  uncanny: 54 

ancient (32) ancient: 69, 85 et passim 

dialectic (32) dialectic: 83  

essential (32) essential: 28 et passim 

sacrifice (32) sacrifice: 52, 62  

Dasein (34)     Dasein: 71, 138     

passageway (36) like a passageway that destroys itself in the creative process 

for the work to emerge: 40  

 

Merleau-Ponty, Eye and Mind 
 

‘thickness’ (11)    having no true thickness [épaisseur]: 174 

There are no lines visible in  there are no lines visible in themselves: 183  

themselves (23) 

A curious system of exchanges (31)   this strange system of exchanges: 164248 

 

Merleau-Ponty, Cézanne’s Doubt 
 

Let us make no mistake  But let us make no mistake about this freedom: 20   

about the freedom (9, 23) 

All the little blues and maroons (9)    ‘If I paint all the little blues and all the little maroons’: 16249 

A snowy tablecloth (14)  ‘that tablecloth of new snow’: 16 

Pure lines of fever think  ‘The landscape thinks itself in me’: 17250 

themselves (31) 

                                                 
248 Hugh J. Silverman’s “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” (The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 

1982): 369-379) is another interesting conduit. Carson’s “A curious system of exchanges” (31) is more accurately 

reflected in Silverman’s “a ‘curious system of exchanges’”: 372. Note also how page 371’s “the Renaissance theory 

of perspective tries to account for every point in space” is mirrored in “In Renaissance painting / every point in 

space is accounted for” (19). The “interrogation of art” (13) refracts in both Merleau-Ponty (“the interrogation of 

painting”: 167) and Silverman (“The task of the philosopher is to interrogate”: 372). Citation is rarely, if ever, 

unilateral. Even the slide ‘to the left’ is a gesture derived from the Silverman. E.g., see pages 117-119 below. 

Silverman gave three lectures at the Collegium Phaenomenologicum in July of 1981: “Eye and Mind versus The 

Origin of the Work of Art,” “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage,” and “Interrogation and Deconstruction.” See page 379 of 

“Cézanne’s Mirror Stage.” 
249 Note that it is unclear then who ultimately ‘speaks’ this line. Cézanne? Merleau-Ponty? The painter? The 

narrator? The narrator of WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE? Of the AFTERWORD? Anne Carson?  
250 Merleau-Ponty reverberates right into the AFTERWORD: “Let us look more closely” (38) / “Let us look more 

closely”: 22. 
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     “Reality is not what I think but what I live through,” wrote Emmet Robbins.251 Reality is not 

what I live but what I write through answers this thoroughly phenomenological poem, the 

Canicula di Anna. Maurice Merleau-Ponty would put it this way:  

It is not enough for a writer to create and express an idea. They must also awaken the 

experiences which will make their idea take root in the consciousness of others.252 

 

How does Anne Carson make frustration take root in you? By interweaving philosophical 

thought without quotation marks into the poem and by ironizing that dropping of names which 

makes us so unhappy. I am thinking the thoughts of another. Only a dull criticism would go to 

the lengths of finding the sources in order to give back the names to these thoughts of another. 

So that lovers of wisdom might eat them.  

     Bon appétit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
251 “The Concept of Inspiration in Greek Poetry from Homer to Pindar” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1968): 23. 
252 “Cézanne’s Doubt”: 19. “Un peintre comme Cézanne, un artiste, un philosophe, doivent non seulement créer et 

exprimer une idée, mais encore réveiller les experiences qui l’enracineront dans les autres consciences.” Sens et 

non-sens. (Paris: Nagel, 1948): 36-37.  
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black for  

 

                                      …they drew 

 together in a circle, gesturing, 

 hopeless… (8) 

 

Writing about reading can feel like trudging in a circle within a circle. What to call what you are 

doing? An interrogation? Research? Some sort of quest for meaning? A poem lies before you, a 

hoop, already twirling, that you must leap into, the words spinning in front and drawing 

themselves together. You hesitate: these are not words from your life. Yet you’ve already paid 

the price of entry. There’s no question now of not jumping. How are you to find your footing in 

this space the poem encircles?  

     The circle is both hermetic and hermeneutic. Hermetic in that it seals the reader off from a 

straight story. Hermeneutic in that in order to understand who “they” are (third-person plural 

pronoun referent whose antecedent is “everyone”), and what they “drew” (simple past tense of 

‘draw’: ‘to cause something to move toward oneself,’ ‘pull so as to make it follow along’), you 

need to go through “together” (adverb with intransitive ‘draw’: ‘to come together’) and 

“gesturing” (present participle modifying “they”) to get to “hopeless” (adjective with negative 

suffix: ‘without hope’). But who or what is “hopeless”? Are “they” (you read back to “some 

philosophers of the present day” (7) of the conference) hopeless? Is the “I” (you read forward to 

“I went out quietly”) hopeless? Or is the situation (the rain encircling the moment: “When I 

arrived it was raining” (8) : “Outside still raining” (8)) hopeless? What you make of all this is 

your own leap within the revolving circle. How you might read this circle within the circle of the 

whole is another leap you must take if you want to have something to say about the poem, such 

as: Circles are crucial to the Canicula di Anna. That is, a reader must confront the circle in the 

parts of a sentence with the circle in the poem as a whole. Whatever you might make of the short 
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scene quoted above, that the philosophers draw themselves together in a circle is a helpful 

gesture made by the poem. For although the poem’s content may be exclusory (“they” are a 

closed circle), the form itself is inclusory (the ‘rain’ is in ring composition). It tries to lead you in. 

Recurring patterns will help you time your leap into the twirling hoop. 

     The Canicula di Anna revolves, as it were, in rings of circles.253 The shape of the circle shows 

you how to read the whole in the part. Each concentric concatenation is rounded off by loops: 

lexical loops and conceptual loops. Here are some: 

Lexical Parallelism 
 

Section 1: “the story” (7) ↔ “a story” (8)  

Section 4: “dogs” (9) ↔ “a dog” (9) 

Section 5: “hunger” (10) ↔ “hungry” (10) 

Section 8: “dream” (11) ↔ “dream” (12) 

Section 11: “interrogation” (13) ↔ “interrogation” (13) 

Section 13: “portrait” (14) ↔ “painters” (15) 

Section 18: “I” & “eyes” (17) ↔ “Ich” & “eyes” (18) 

Section 19: “one phenomenologist” (18) ↔ “one of the phenomenologists” (18) 

Section 21: “accounted for” (19) ↔ “unaccountable for” (19) 

Section 22: “see” (19) ↔ “see” (20) 

Section 24: “windowsill” (20) ↔ “windowsill” (21) 

Section 25: “inside a rock” (21) ↔ “inside La Rocca” (21) 

Section 26: “two things” (21) ↔ “three things” (22) 

Section 27: “there were” (22) ↔ “there will be” (23) 

Section 36: “Inside La Rocca” (27) ↔ “Inside La Rocca” (28) 

Section 37: “alter” ↔ “alter” (28) 

Section 38: “Helena” (28) ↔ “Helen” (29) 

Section 40: “categorize” (29) ↔ “category” (30) 

Section 41: “smoke” (30) ↔ “smoke” (31) 

                                                 
253 The words are Plato’s. See Phaedo (72b): ὡσπερεὶ κύκλῳ περιιόντα. Note that the Phaedo itself moves in a 

cyclical process from heat to cold. We first meet Socrates sitting up from his couch and warming his leg by rubbing 

it (60b) and last see him lying on that same couch, his leg now returning (the effect of the poison) to its initial 

coldness (118a). The Canicula di Anna, too, begins in heat and ends in this coldness (38-39), a coldness anticipated 

at once in “cold” (7). For Carson’s concern for the periodic technique of pure Ringkomposition, see the circles fitting 

one upon the other in “The Burners: A Reading of Bacchylides’ Third Epinician Ode” Phoenix 38:2 (Summer 

1984): 114; “How Bad a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?” Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of 

Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984): 63; Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1986): 113; “A Dangerous Affair” The New York Times Book Review (26 June 1988): 3 

& review of The Nature of Early Greek Lyric by R.L. Fowler in The Classical Journal 84:4 (April-May 1989): 363.   
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Section 43: “painter” (31) ↔ “painter” (31) 

Section 46: “enrages” (33) ↔ “enrages” (33) 

Section 47: “father” (33) ↔ “father” (34) 

Section 48: “La Rocca” (34) ↔ “La Rocca” (35) 

Section 50: “aeroplane” (35) ↔ “aeroplane” (36) 

AFTERWORD: “you” (38) ↔ “your” (39) 

 

Conceptual Parallelism 
 

Section 2: “Anna” (8) ↔ “bloody / syllables” (9) 

Section 6: “famous phenomenologists” “here” (10) ↔ “French phenomenologists” “here” (10) 

Section 7: “È il treno giusto per Perugia?” (11) ↔ “she answered” (11) 

Section 12: “language” (14) ↔ “argument” (14) 

Section 14: “the phenomenologist from Paris” &  

                   “the phenomenologist from Sussex” (15) ↔ “the Anglo-French dialectic” “here” (10) 

Section 17: “Pietro Vannucci” (17) ↔ “Buonarroti” (17) 

Section 23: “fever” (20) ↔ “barking” (20) 

Section 31: “concerts” (24) ↔ “sound” (25) 

Section 32: “crowed” (25) ↔ “Grido” (25) 

Section 34: “first issue” (26) ↔ “third” (26) 

Section 35: “freedom” (26) ↔ “choice” (27)254 

 

The pervasive structural principle of this encircling directs your reading. The sections circle back  
 

upon themselves in an inward guiding spiral. Your understanding of the poem as a whole then  
 

becomes circular: the individual sections teach you to how to read each accompanying section  
 

and the correspondence (how sections talk to each other) between. You begin to relate segments  
 

to one another through a backward and forward movement (Heidegger’s Rück- oder  
 

Vorbezogenheit).255 You go from beginning to end and end to beginning to reach a middle. That  
 

is, these patterns are cues that concentrate your attention towards the middle where meaning is  
 

centralized at the ‘mid-turn’ or cross-over.256 Just what meaning lies at these turning-points is for  

                                                 
254 Sections not showing such cyclical patterning are often ‘unmixed’ or ‘pure source’ (Section 9, Section 12, 

Section 16, Section 29, Section 30, Section 39, Section 42, Section 49 and Section 52), dialogue (Section 15 and 

Section 44), or show shifts into ekphrasis ((cf. Section 12), Section 16, Section 28, Section 45 and Section 53). 
255 “Relatedness backward or forward” in Basic Writings. Ed. D.F. Krell. (New York: Harper & Row, 1977): 49. 

German from Sein und Zeit. Gesamtausgabe. Band 2. (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1977): 11. 
256 “Meaning is located in the middle.” Mary Douglas. Thinking in Circles: An Essay on Ring Composition. (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2007): x. See the illustration on page 35 and the concept of ‘central loading’: 37, as 

well as 7 & 31-32. 
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you to decide in part, and in whole. 

 

     Or perhaps the meaning isn’t in the middle. Perhaps the meaning is your going around and 

around in circles, from “the story” (7) to “a story” (8), and back. Perhaps these are paths that lead 

nowhere (chemins qui mènent nulle part)?257 Another circle closes over you again. You begin to 

notice your own footprints. Everywhere you move you find you were already there. Quoi, ce 

n'est que ça? “Is this the highest point of reason…to pompously name ‘interrogation’ what is 

only a persistent state of stupor, to call ‘research’ or ‘quest’ what is only trudging in a circle?”258 

My words trudge on, before you, hopeless, gesturing, in a circle drawing together 

 

―trying to protect themselves from your interpretation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
257 “…als die Rede von einem Zirkel stets vordergründig bleibt.” Unterwegs zur Sprache. (Pfullingen: Neske, 1959): 

151. “Talk of a circle always remains superficial.” On the Way to Language. Trans. P.D. Hertz. (New York: Harper 

& Row, 1971): 51. 
258 Merleau-Ponty. “Eye and Mind” in The Primacy of Perception. Ed. J.M. Edie. Trans. C. Dallery. (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1964): 190. “Le plus haut point de la raison est-il…de nommer pompeusement 

interrogation un état de stupeur continuée, recherche un cheminement en cercle.” L'oeil et l'esprit. (Paris: Gallimard, 

1964): 92. 
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blackish-red for  

 

The Canicula di Anna is quinquelingual. Besides English, it speaks to you in Latin, Italian, 

German and Ancient Greek.  If you don’t understand those languages, well, you could always 

pretend or just skip over those bits. I don’t really understand them myself. So let’s try to keep 

this part to our own language. How does the poem speak English? 

     If you believe that poets make ordinary language (in its proper sense) strange, then you’ll 

believe the following categorization:  

A scheme (Greek schēma, form, shape) involves a deviation from the ordinary pattern or 

arrangement of words. A trope (Greek tropein, to turn) involves a deviation from the 

ordinary and principal signification of a word.259 

 

A good poet would then be a good deviator; a good reader someone sensitive to these means of 

deviation, whether through tropes (transferences in meaning) or schemes (transferences in order), 

which defamilarize what is normally one’s own regular, everyday language. The reader is thus 

confronted with a surplus of meaning. (Different or difficult language, according to the above 

criteria, always means something more.) What to do with all this meaning is one of life’s central 

tasks. If the meanings of life do not interest you, there is always the question of how life means. 

Or, in our case, how the Canicula di Anna means.260   

     The poem generates meaning by repeating itself. It keeps on saying the same words. It keeps 

on using the same patterns. It speaks to its own repetitiveness repeatedly. It repeats itself in parts 

and in wholes. Break off a piece of the poem and you’re bound to see the entire poem repeated in 

it. It’s just there. Take the introductory section. WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE? is programmatic. 

It structures the repeating patterns of the poem that will follow on ever varying scales. Sounds 

                                                 
259 Edward P.J. Corbett. Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student. 3rd edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1990): 425-426. 
260 The following is partly a recirculation of ideas present in Damian Tarnopolsky’s “Beckett's Repetitions: The 

Trilogy” (M.Phil. diss. Oxford University, 2001).  
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are repeated (paroemion): like letters will alliterate, as in initial /p/ (the phoneme begins 25 

words of the first section):  

 They seem to have commissioned,  

for purposes of public relations, 

 a painter to record them 

 in pigments of the 15th century. 

Perhaps they do so for historical reasons 

(Perusia has a painted past). 

Perhaps, a small verbal joke: 

parousia needs a painted face. (8) 

 

There is accompanying repetition of consonantal (consonance) and vowel (assonance) sounds, as 

in the sibilants above or in the short i (/ɪ/) of “withdrew within the rock on which their city was 

built” (7). First words are repeated (anaphora): they carry back to themselves their own report, 

as in “WHAT” : “What” : “What” (7) and “Perhaps” : “Perhaps” (7-8). Last words are repeated 

(antistrophe): they go back to themselves in counterturn, as in “HERE” : “here” : “here” (7). 

Root words repeat in different forms (polyptoton): they are turned and tranlaced into various 

shapes, as “paint” morphs into “painter,” “painted” and “painting” (7-8). Syntactical patterns are 

repeated (parison): there is an even balance in   

 Perhaps they do so for historical reasons 

(Perusia has a painted past). 

Perhaps, a small verbal joke: 

parousia needs a painted face. (7-8) 

 

And there is a doubled repetition (symploche) where all is weaved together, plaited in swift  

 

reply (‘folding back on itself’) and repeat:  

 

 Perhaps they do so for historical reasons 

(Perusia has a painted past). 

Perhaps, a small verbal joke: 

parousia needs a painted face… 

 

 …She too has a face 

 and a past 

 worth painting. (7-8) 
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Most significantly, that the envelope pattern (antimetabole) of “painted” : “past” : “past” : 

“painting” is mirrored in the counterchange at the central hinge of the section: 

What we have here  :   is the story  :  in the story  :  which we have here (7) 

 

suggests to the reader the very concentricity of the poem in part and in whole. Tropes (those 

‘turnings’ of speech), too, are repeated. The text likes to both question then answer itself 

(anthypophora): there are three instances of this self-response in  

WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE? : What we have here (7) 

 What do you need to know? : There are a few things (7) 

 Does that look like enough for a story? : Vediamo (8) 

 

It likes repeated word play (paronomasia): “parousia” nicknames “Perusia” (7-8). It likes to turn 

away repeatedly from itself to tell you directly (apostrophe):  

 WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE? (7) 

 What do you need to know? (7) 

 Does that look like enough for a story? (8) 

 

And it likes to re-voice its sources:261 

 

 “Perugia / (ancient Perusia)” (7) repeats                              ———           

 “(1445-1523)” (7) repeats  

“teacher of Raphael” (7) repeats  

“meet in conclave” (7) repeats  

“commissioned” (7) repeats    

“parousia” (7) repeats  ―――–     

 

     Why does the Canicula di Anna keep speaking in this mode of re-petio (re-attacking a 

moment)? Why is everything a re-folding on itself (a re-plica)? Because it’s one way of figuring 

impasse. You move through a text (i.e., through repetitive tropical and schematic designs262) that 

                                                 
261 Photoquotations from the entries “Perugia” and “Perugino” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, 

Sciences, Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1911): 278 (item 1) & 279 (item 4) and 279 (item 5); Italy. (London: Michelin, 1981): 177 (items 2 & 3); Martin 
Heidegger. Basic Writings. Ed. D.F. Krell. (New York: Harper & Row, 1977): 71 (item 6). 
262 Tropical: adynaton in “both impossible” (8); anthypophora in “Justice?...” (11); simile in “violent as lobsters” 

(12); apostrophe in “Anna” (14); prosopopoeia in “The Seinsfrage is growing haggard…” (18); synaesthesia in 

“you do not see the sound” (19); neologism in “haemolethesis” (21); figura etymologica in “ultramarine” : “across 

seas” (23); epanorthosis in “That is…” (24); horismus in “To categorize / means to name in public” (29); auxesis in 
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goes nowhere that it hasn’t already been before. The thought may take you aback at first, but 

repetition does differentiate itself by being, at one and the same time, the same and yet different. 

Through repetition, one becomes re-flective, and the reflective mode is Carson’s primary mode 

of poetic cognition:263 one is compelled to re-assess those moments in which one gets stuck 

(aporia). Repetition looks both backward (retrospectively) and forward (prospectively) in time. 

But it’s always the possibility of that latter future-to-come which has priority: 

The future has priority in repetition only because it accounts for the possibility of further 

repetition, and in this manner, the future embraces the whole.264 

 

In reflection (in bending back on oneself in self-questioning, self-searching and  

self-consciousness), the future embraces a past whole: “in the act of repetition all events are 

contemporaneous.”265 Carson will compel you to re-read time contemporaneously. Again and 

again. Repetition would be the attempt to get somewhere else—a deviation then and now—in 

order to stop the repeating.266 È una delusione? 

     The Canicula di Anna speaks to you in plain English. Repetition is horrible. 

 

Now watch the source critic fold this page over  

      lest you think, fair reader, that she means she. 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
“He grew thin: eccentric. / Thinner: monstrous” (34); and metaphor in “The darkness roared” (36). Schematic: 

anastrophe in “where lived…” (7); diacope in “slept, woke, slept” (9); antimetabole in “here” : “lunch” : “Lunch” : 

“here” (10); antistrophe in “feet” (3x, 13); asyndeton in “They cough, drop pencils” (15); ellipsis in “….” (13x, 16);  

epizeuxis in “Buonarroti, Buonarroti” (17); anadiplosis in “Vannucci, Buonarroti. / Buonarroti, Vannucci” (22); 

symploche in “turn” (4x, 25); arithmos in “first” : “Second” : “Third” (26); polyptoton in “dancing” : “dances” : 

“dance” (27); polysyndeton in “Ochre / for heat and brutal suns and fever” (30); epanalepsis in “Touch / for touch, 

grace / for grace” (31); homoioteleuton in “irrelevant” / “innocent” / requirement” (32); brachylogia in “‘Drink hard, 

love deep, rest easy’” (33); parenthesis in “(she / lost her sunglasses…)” (35); parallelism in “Which side of the 

door are you on? You do not know. Which side am I on? It is up to me to tell you” (37); and anaphora in “She” (3x, 

20), in “an ancient” : “An ancient” (28), in “Black” / “black” / “black” (37), and in “as you…” (5x, 39). In fact, the 

master trope of the Canicula di Anna (it is difficult to look at a page and not see it) would have to be anaphora. The 

text keeps bringing the same things back upon itself.    
263 For Carson reading Sappho in the reflective mode (                  ), see the Robarts copy 2 of Lyra Graeca. Vol. I. 

Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1922): 262 et passim. PA 3443 E4 1922 v.1 cop.2. 
264 Anne Freire Ashbaugh. “Platonism. An Essay on Repetition and Recollection” in Kierkegaard and Great 

Traditions. Vol. 6. Eds. N. Thulstrup and M.M. Thulstrup. (Copenhagen: Reitzel, 1981): 17.  
265 Ibid.: 17. 
266 The formulation is not mine, but that of Damian Tarnopolsky. 
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dragonsblood for  

 

My mother’s favourite museum is the Frick Collection in New York City. She used to go there 

with my father. My mother began her BA in Art History when she was my age now. I think I 

remember her telling me once that the reds Cimabue used for his ‘The Flagellation of Christ’ 

were mixed with the blood of an ox. That time that I went with her to the Frick Museum, after 

my father had died, I preferred to look at St Jerome, pointing his elongated old thumb, a bearded 

scowl across his face, in the margins of a text. Let’s translate that gesture here:267 

 

If you look closely to the left, you’ll notice that Carson had written Touch in the margin of this 

poem of Theokritos. I, too, am not a person who feels easy talking about blood, but there is 

something tangible about the way blood is figured in the Canicula di Anna. That is, as it 

circulates throughout the poem, the image of blood is concretized by sensorial expressions. We 

hear bloodthirsty dogs, their “mouths dripping with such bloody / syllables” (9). We see the 

contrast between “the beautiful white feet of Christ” and the flushed, bared and feverish  

“blood-red feet” of the phenomenologist (13). The painter paints with blood (15). The dogs run 

through blood (21). Sounds smell like blood (30). And boarding stairs are built on blood (35) in a 

poem set in a city known also as “Sanguinia” (37).268 Why all this bloodiness? 

      

                                                 
267 Photoquotation from The Greek Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1919): 30. Robarts 

copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4. The poem is Idyll 2, “The Pharmaceutria” (lines 55-56): “Woe’s me, remorseless 

Love! why hast clung to me thus, thou muddy leech, and drained my flesh of the red blood every drop?” (31). See 

Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 32. 
268 The word is from the ‘fantastic information’ provided by Margaret Symonds and Lina D. Gordon in The Story of 

Perugia. (London: Dent, 1927): “‘Perugia lies beneath the sign of the Lion and of the Virgin,’ Ciatti says in his 

account, which is as usual, unlike the account of anybody else, and highly entertaining, ‘and from this cause it 

comes that the city is called Leonina and Sanguinia’”: 95-96. Carson foregrounds blood by suppressing Leonina. Fra 

Felice Ciatti may well have written Sanguigna ‘of blood,’ ‘hot-tempered,’ ‘of the colour of blood,’ ‘sanguine.’ Latin 

would be Sanguinea ‘of blood,’ ‘bloody,’ ‘blood-red,’ ‘bloodthirsty.’   
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     I imagine you are not thinking about the blood pulsating right now through your veins. 

Neither am I. Blood often escapes our notice. Or we just forget about it. But what does it mean 

when Anna is made to suffer from ‘a forgetting of blood’? Anna’s defect of the heart, 

“haemolethesis” (21), connects her with her father who similarly suffers from a “disorder of the 

blood” (33). Could, then, the blood (αἷμα / haima) that is being (the suffix –σις / –sis denoting 

activity, process or condition) forgotten (λήθη / lēthē) be that of blood relation? What relation? 

Both Latin sanguis and Greek haima connote elements of passion, of close relationship, and of 

pure consanguinity. Does blood in the poem unconceal matters of love (where the offer of love 

sucks the life out of one), of friendship (where the treatment of others poisons the relation), or of 

parentage (where blood by birth is murderous)? However you take the bloodiness in the poem, 

whether you see it as amatory, philial, or just plain violent, our last glance of Anna is of her body 

lying there dead, bone-dry and “bloodless” (37).269 One thing the poem leaves you with is this: 

where there is death, there can be no forgetting of blood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
269 Carson will later state that blood is the place where understanding takes place. See Economy of the Unlost. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 70. For understanding Anna’s death, compare the following on 

Euripides’ Helen: “‘Deadly dangling noose’ is a fudged translation of the adjective φόνιον (‘bloody’) and the noun 

αἰώρημα (‘hanging’ or ‘suspension’ or ‘hanged object’). Balanced on the edge between blood and bloodlessness, 

Helen’s oxymoron is a microcosm of the female relation to dramatic death.” “Chez l’Oxymoron” Grand Street 7:4 

(Summer 1988): 171. If you see in the death of Anna a ‘poetics of blood,’ “it is a poetics of tragedy and pain, for 

blood is never happy.” Gaston Bachelard. On Poetic Imagination and Reverie. Trans. C. Gaudin. (Indianapolis: 

Bobbs-Merrill, 1971): 57. “Il y a donc une poétique du sang. C’est une poétique du drame et de la douleur, car le 

sang n’est jamais heureux.” L'eau et les rêves: essai sur l'imagination de la matière. (Paris: J. Corti, 1942): 84.    
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pink for  

 

Philosophers like bugs. You’ll remember that it was being a bug (a μύωψ / a gadfly) that got 

Socrates into prison. Heidegger devoted part of his course, “The Fundamental Concepts of 

Metaphysics” (1929-1930), to them, and Merleau-Ponty used the image of a mosquito’s sting to 

contribute to his idea that the body is a form of consciousness in the chapter, “The Spatiality of 

One’s Own Body and Motility.”270 Another use philosophers will make of the world of insects is 

to provide a perspectivism onto the human world. For if we could communicate with the 

mosquito, we would learn that it floats through the air with the same self-importance, feeling 

within itself the flying center of this world. The thought picture they bring before your mind is of 

an allegory of our smallness and insignificance in the remote corner of the universe that we 

occupy. We extinguish upon a day or die for a higher being’s sport. You might think the 

presence of mosquitoes in the Canicula di Anna an insignificant thing in the scale of things (a 

flea hath smaller fleas that on him prey), but, remember, this is a tricky text (what wouldn’t one 

give to see it with the multi-faceted eye of a fly / avec l’œil à facettes d’une mouche?) and every 

tricky text needs its tricky schemes and tricky figures. Allegory is one such wily figure. It allows 

you to say two things at once. The otherwise that is spoken in the outrageous scene with the 

mosquito-machine (15) is a thought picture that belittles the heady philosophical dispute at the 

very foundations of the conference: the rift between analytic and continental philosophy. The 

scene shocks by reenacting a clear, literal-minded, logical, and rigorous solution to the problem 

of mosquito bites that figures forth the “wide ontological differences” between the two  

                                                 
270 Apology 30e. Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 112. In the Phaedo (91c), Socrates compares himself to a bee (μέλιττα) at its 

death: 314. (Perhaps he still has the Aesop on his mind? See the fable “Zeus and the Bee.”); The Fundamental 

Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude. Trans. W. McNeill and N. Walker. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1995): 228-253; “Consciousness is being towards the thing through the intermediary of the body.” 

Phenomenology of Perception. Trans. C. Smith. (London: Routledge, 1962): 138-139. For the mosquito, see 103, 

105-106 & 122. And yes, the French mosquito stings (pique). 
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philosophical traditions, differences which, I’m told, continue to this day. It might be silly to 

dwell here on mosquitoes, but the scene has a wiliness that is important not to take simply. (The 

etymology of Latin simplex suggests reading only one way, as if a text were without fold.) It is 

time we consider just what sort of bottle we’ve flown into.271 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
271 “AC: Well you don’t look to Plato for a poetic, you look to him for thought in general—he did that pretty well. I 

think that The Republic is a tricky text, and the whole thing is some kind of allegory, and I frankly think it’s an 

allegory in which he tried to make Socrates say the most outrageous things anybody could ever say about a city, in 

order to cause people to think back from that extreme image to a city in which they might actually live. I mean it’s a 

deliberate exercise in shocking, and it does shock, and it would have shocked his own audience to expel poets from 

the city. But he has a wiliness that’s important not to take simply. I think Plato is a place to train yourself in how to 

use thoughts; he’s not a person to quote for the opinions of his interlocutors.” Kevin McNeilly. “Gifts and Questions”  

Canadian Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 16. “For if we could communicate with the mosquito…” is quoted from 

The Portable Nietzsche. Ed. and Trans. Walter A. Kaufmann. (New York: Viking Press, 1954): 42. For the fly as a 

negative exemplum onto the human world, see “Simonides Negative” Arethusa 21:2 (Fall 1988): 151. The bee 

marginalium of Carson’s that was once here has now buzzed off this page to the margins of page 212 (right). 

Photoquotation from The Greek Anthology. Vol. I. Trans. W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann, 1916): 250. Robarts 

copy 2. PA 3458 A2 1916 v.1 cop.2. For the cricket on page 376 (left), see The Greek Anthology. Vol. III. Trans. 

W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann, 1917): 140, 146 & 204. Robarts copy 2. PA 3458 A2 1916 v.3 cop.2.   
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verdigris for  

 

I like how Thomas Nashe’s The Unfortunate Traveller calls itself different things at different 

points of the narrative.272 Perhaps this was his way of answering Anne Carson’s question: 

What do ‘shelves’ accomplish, in stores or in the mind?273 

 

Is genre how works shelve themselves or how we shelve them? If you ask the Canicula di Anna 

what genre it is, it will only tell you that it is a “story” (7). Others will tell you that it is: a “long 

poem,”274 a “long poem of 53 parts,”275 an “extended narrative piece,”276 a “chronicle,”277 “53 

numbered poems,”278 a “verse novel,”279 and an “academic fable.”280 Because Barbara K. 

Fischer’s dissertation (directed by Denis Donoghue) is the best thing there is written on the poem, 

let’s stay with the last designation: academic fable. I like this label because it makes no 

determination of either poetry or prose (Latin fabula (from fari ‘to speak’) means ‘thing told,’ 

‘story’).281 I also like it because it highlights the academic setting of the conference (7, 34). Anna 

is an academic. She is one of the “philosophers of the present day” (7). We watch her 

                                                 
272 “Life of”: 207; “fantastical treatise”: 207; “history”: 207, 237; “handful of leaves”: 208; “pages of misfortune”: 

208; “pamphlet”: 209, 224; “chronicle of the King of pages”: 209; “Acts and Monuments”: 209; “tragical tale”: 279; 

“elegiacal history”: 279; “tragical matter”: 302; “chronicle”: 309. The editor’s introduction calls it in one breath 

“jest-book tricks, a sermon, satire, travel literature, historical fiction, revenge tale, tragedy, tragic-comedy”: xx. 

From An Anthology of Elizabethan Prose Fiction. Ed. Paul Salzman. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
273 Mary di Michele. “The Matrix Interview” Matrix 49 (1996): 10. 
274 Dust jacket of Quarterly Review of Literature’s Contemporary Poetry Series No. 6 / Vol. XXV (1984).  
275 Barry Silesky. Review of “Quarterly Review of Literature Poetry Series VI, Vol. 25” Another Chicago Magazine 

15 (1986): 164.  
276 Christopher Millis. Review of “Quarterly Review of Literature Contemporary Poetry Series VI, Vol. XXV” 

Literary Magazine Review 5:2 (Summer 1986): 32. 
277 Dust jacket of Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995). 
278 Richard Holinger. Review of Plainwater. The Midwest Quarterly 38:2 (Winter 1997): 235. Marion K. Stocking 

counts “fifty-one short poems” in her review of Plainwater in the Beloit Poetry Journal 48:4 (1998): 44. 
279 Jeff Hamilton. “This Cold Hectic Dawn and I” Denver Quarterly 32:1-2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 110. Hamilton 

goes on to use the designation “novel” three more times: 111, 112 & 113. 
280 Barbara K. Fischer. “Museum Mediations: Reframing Ekphrasis in Contemporary American Poetry” (Diss. New 

York University, 2004): 296. 
281 You’ll recall that in prison Socrates was making verse fables from prose fables (Phaedo 60c-d). The poem, in 

Plainwater, would seem to have to be either an ‘essay’ or ‘poetry.’ Or, if you see the “Afterword” as integral, both 

[prose] essay and poetry (prosimetrum or ‘verse with prose’?). It appears that the subtitle, in a ‘publisher’s sketch’ 

on the advanced copy that Mark Ably received, read “Plainwater: Selected Stories and Poetry.” See “Carson’s Work 

like Pale Fire amid Smoke of Others” The Gazette (15 July 1995): I1.   
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“discoursing with the phenomenologist from Wiesbaden” (19). We see her “working on her 

lecture in the library” (20). And we are witness to the kind of seminars she would have attended 

(13, 15-16, 18, 29, 32). She is the reason why we are there. If I had to market the Canicula di 

Anna, I would call it an academic fable. What does a fable do? 

     One of the things a fable does is to make a point by making fun of others. (Ha! What an idiot 

that dog was to drop the bone and bark at its own reflection!) Fables satirize behaviour that is 

(categorically) not our own. Making fun of the way academics behave was as popular in the time 

of Socrates (e.g., Aristophanes’ Clouds (423 BCE))282 as it was in the time of Carson’s poem 

(e.g., David Lodge’s Small World (1984)). Editorial notes will tell you that there are moments in 

Aristophanes where fun is made, too, of his fellow comic poets.283 But why would a professor 

write something that makes fun of himself, his profession, and the very academic conferences 

that he participates in?284 Or better yet, why would anyone like to read a professor writing 

something that makes fun of himself, his profession, and the very academic conferences that he 

participates in? Because a fable is a mirror in which I discover everybody’s face but my own. 

Why do so few people like to read the Canicula di Anna? Because it is a fable that makes you 

bark at your reflection.285 Or it reflects the loneliness that is an academic conference, where the 

sharing of what you alone have long thought about and long worked on is lonelier than the 

                                                 
282 See Apology 19c. Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 75. In that same year, there were two plays about Socrates (Aristophanes’ and 

Ameipsias’ Konnos). See Aristophanes. Clouds. Ed. K.J. Dover. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968): xlvii, l-li.   
283 See Dover on Clouds, lines 518-562 (the play’s ‘parabasis proper’) on pages 164-171.  
284 Some conferences that Anne Carson attended before 1984, according to her CV (n. 1, page 1 above), were: the 

American Philological Association, Annual Meeting (Boston 1979); the American Philological Association, Annual 

Meeting (San Francisco 1981); and the Classical Association of Canada, Annual Meeting (London 1982). Whether 

Carson attended such a conference of phenomenologists is for you to decide. You might even begin by seeing the 

conference programme (on page 92 above) as if it were modelled after the poem: Phenomenology and Aesthetics; 

Aesthetics Male and Female; Hugh Silverman: Merleau-Ponty, Eye and Mind; Heidegger, The Origin of the Work of 

Art; Anne Ashbaugh: Merleau-Ponty, Metaphysics and the Novel; Heidegger’s Interpretation of Plato in Nietzsche; 

Overcoming of Aesthetics; Merleau-Ponty, Cezanne’s Doubt; Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra….  Se non è vero, 

è ben trovato.  
285 “BEWARE LEST YOU LOSE THE SUBSTANCE BY GRASPING AT THE SHADOW.”  



116 

 

research itself. The Canicula di Anna is an academic fable that figures forth our lack of 

connection. Or worse, our shared pretense of connection. Pencils drop. 

     What do ‘shelves’ accomplish in the mind? For Carson, an idea has its own shape or morphē. 

The work that embodies an idea’s morphē should ‘play out’ that same contour in its form. That is, 

there is a genre already inherent in the shape of an idea that is to be let out or set free by the form 

that a work arrives at. If this is beginning to sound like a ‘fantastical treatise,’ perhaps we might 

remember that the Greek word Aristotle uses for genre (εἶδος / eidos) is cognate with our word 

‘idea.’286 Genre, in Carson, would then be the negotiation of ideas of form. This negotiation is a 

shelving that takes place in the author’s mind (what she thinks the essential quality of the ‘thing 

made’ (ποίημα / poema) is), in your mind (what you think the essential quality of the ‘thing 

made’ is), and in the minds of various interpretive communities (what others have thought and 

said about the essential qualities of the ‘thing made’).287 The form of the Canicula di Anna 

ultimately generates a space amongst the contextual frameworks, assumptions and expectations 

of these three orientations, a space of some chaos, distress and despair to both writers and readers 

of the present day.288 If I had to decide in my own mind what genre is in Carson, I would say that 

it is ‘a making of an occasion of life.’ In this case, death. 

 

                                                 
286 “περὶ ποιητικῆς αὐτῆς τε καὶ τῶν εἰδῶν αὐτῆς, ἣν τινα δύναμιν ἕκαστον ἔχει” (Poetics 1447a). Greek text from 

the Loeb Poetics. Ed. and Trans. Stephen Halliwell. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995): 28. A 

parenthetical translation might run: “Concerning poetic composition (the making of things) in and of itself and its 

forms and what (certain) capacity (essential quality) each form has.”  
287 Each work of Carson’s may entitle, as it has been put, a shelf of its own. But a genre unto itself (Schlegel’s 

Gattung für sich) is also a genre unto you and unto others. Schlegel’s word for genre ‘Gattung’ is derived from 

gaten ‘to come together’ ‘fit,’ ‘agree.’ See Friedrich Schlegel. Literary Notebooks: 1797-1801. Ed. Hans Eichner. 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1957): 116. Recall here that Carson has proved to be a reader of Benjamin. 

See Illuminations. Ed. Hannah Arendt. Trans. Harry Zohn. (New York: Schocken Books, 1968): 201. 
288 “I think the forms are in chaos. I seize upon these generic names like essay or opera in despair as I’m sinking 

under the waves of possible naming for any event that I come up with. I really don’t know what to call anything. 

And if I can ever get some generic name that seems close enough that nobody will laugh out loud, I clamp it on. It’s 

like closing the windows on a rainy night. It just feels a little safer to have a genre to be in, but I don’t think most of 

them work.” From the interview with Mary Gannon. “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” in Poets & Writers 

Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 31. 
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copper for  

 

Wasn’t it you who taught me that a trope was a turning? What does it mean when a word turns, 

as in ‘a turn of speech’? Is it we who set words spinning away from their literal meanings, or are 

they already in a state of spin from their origins? Here is a philosopher who believes that the very 

act of predication, of saying of something that ‘it is,’ is already a trope: 

The concept of being! As though it did not show its low empirical origin in its very 

etymology! For esse basically means ‘to breathe.’ [Denn esse heißt ja im Grunde nur 

»athmen«.] And if man uses it of all things other than himself as well, he projects his 

conviction that he himself breathes [athmet] and lives by means of a metaphor, i.e., a 

non-logical process, upon all other things. He comprehends their existence as a ‘breathing’ 

[Athmen] by analogy with his own. The original meaning of the word was soon blurred, 

but enough remains to make it obvious that man imagines the existence of other things by 

analogy with his own existence, in other words anthropomorphically and in any event, 

with non-logical projection. But even for man—quite aside from his projection—the 

proposition ‘I breathe, therefore being exists’ [»ich athme, also giebt es ein Sein«] is 

wholly insufficient. The same objection must be made against it as must be made against 

ambulo, ergo sum or ergo est.289 

 

How did the word ‘trope’ breathe at its origins? We can follow it back through French (trope), 

Latin (tropus), and Greek (τρόπος) to its Indo-European base *trep- ‘to turn,’ from which also 

arises the Sanskrit cognates trapā ‘shame’ and trapate ‘is ashamed’; i.e., ‘to turn away in shame,’ 

as in the Greek ἐντρέπω and Latin turpis.290 Shame is at the roots of the turning of words. 

     Do the turnings of the poem turn towards or away from shame? At the wedding, we see 

everyone turn towards it (16), just as they turn towards Perugino heading for his bungling 

                                                 
289 Friedrich Nietzsche. Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks. Trans. M. Cowan. (Chicago: Regnery, 1962): 

84. Original German from Die Philosophie im Tragischen Zeitalter der Griechen. (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1994): 51. 

Immortal language is straight. Mortal language, in its fallen state, is bent. Why? Because 

 

 

Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 173. For the quote “god does not 

breathe / μὴ μέντοι ἀναπνεῖν” (D.L. 9.19), see Diogenes Laertius. Lives of Eminent Philosophers. Vol. II. Trans. 

R.D. Hicks. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972): 426 & 427.  
290 Following ‘trope’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. 

(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 1656.   
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moment of mortification with Michelangelo “on a hot afternoon / in 1504” (25). The perception 

of these turnings is often auditory. The turn to shame to see it on the cheeks or upon one’s 

eyelids is heard, like “applause” (25). But where is Anna’s final turn directed towards (35)? 

What is she looking back at? The first turning is of the dogs: “you could hear them turn” (25). 

The final turning is of the dogs again (36). This time she does not hear them. She had been 

looking past the sun (ἡλιοτροπαλιζομένη) in mid-turn towards a shame that is, literally, 

mortifying. 

     What suggests this turning in the poem? Is this a play on Heidegger’s Kehre?291 Or Ricoeur’s 

aversio?292 Or Plato’s τετράφθαι?293 Or is it a recurring technique of Carson’s: the literalization 

of a trope? Perhaps to see it as such might be as if to hear a key turn in the lock. For the 180° 

motion of the body294 literalizes the many turnings to the poem: the apostrophic turns toward the 

reader, the divergent shifts in the narrative voice and narrative logic, the epanaleptic295 verse 

structure of annular composition, the turn to diverse languages and the return to diverse sources, 

the turning of painting into poetry, the converting of prose into verse, and the convolution of life 

and art in the very constitutive gesture of the poem—that backward turning or back-stretched 

glance—, which figures, like the moment of return from a journey, a present act of looking back 

                                                 
291 A turning from the theological to face the ontological? Or from the philosophical to the poetic? “Long is the time 

because even terror, taken by itself as a ground for turning, is powerless as long as there is no turn with mortal men. 

But there is a turn with mortals when these find the way to their own nature.” “What Are Poets For?” in Poetry, 

Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 93. 
292 A turning away toward sin? Quoting Augustine: “‘The movement of turning away (aversio) which, we realize, 

constitutes sin is a deficient movement (defectivus motus), and every deficiency comes from nonbeing (omnis autem 

defectus ex nihilo est). This is why we come to confess without hesitation that this movement cannot be from God.’” 

From “‘Original Sin’: A Study in Meaning” in The Conflict of Interpretations. Trans. P. McCormick. (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1974): 275. 
293 A philosophical turning away from the body toward the soul? τετράφθαι is the perfect infinitive middle from 

τρέπω ‘to turn.’ See Phaedo 64e. 
294 Compare Paul Ricoeur: “The very expression ‘figure of speech’ implies that in metaphor, as in the other tropes or 

turns, discourse assumes the nature of a body by displaying forms and traits which usually characterize the human 

face, man’s ‘figure’; it is as though the tropes gave to discourse a quasi-bodily externalization.” “The Metaphorical 

Process as Cognition, Imagination, and Feeling” Critical Inquiry 5:1 (Autumn 1978): 144.  
295 George Puttenham calls epanalepsis the figure of “Slowe Returne.” See The Art of English Poesy. Eds. F. 

Whigham and W.A. Rebhorn. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007): 284.  
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on a past. The technique itself turns backwards, for literalization is, among other things, a return 

to the sensory-motor domains that a trope initially arises from.  

     I’ll end with a story one of my teachers once told me: 

 

When Adam and Eve first spoke to each other, they talked straight. An apple was an 

apple. Cattle cattle. Fowl fowl. Beasts beasts. In paradise, there was only one case, the 

nominative. Nouns would adjective, would adverb, would preposition. There were no 

verbs. And there were no grammar mistakes in the first language. Even a snake could 

speak it. But in that moment Adam and Eve began to feel shame, they began to breathe. 

The first verb they breathed was the verb ‘to be.’ A cool breeze passed. Then, footsteps  

in the garden. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



120 

 

bluish tone for  

 

A journey begins with a voice calling your name out behind you. One form the voice can take is 

that of the traveller’s guide. A traveller’s guide tells you how to go somewhere. It can warn you 

of climate, prices, people’s etiquette, and other such divers things. Take the Michelin Guide to 

Italy, for example.296 Here are some facts about a town in Umbria:   

 
 

Words form what facts you see: 

 

 
 

The guidebook explanation tries to bring things before your very eyes (the rhetorical figure of 

enargeia), such as a well and its jack-knifing staircases: 

 
 

In a guidebook it is the sense of sight that predominates. You see time (                  ), names       

(                                                           ), legends (                                                                      

                        ) and, above all, landscapes:  

 

                                                 
296 Photoquotations from Italy. (London: Michelin, 1981): 164, 165, 166, 177, 177, 177, 177 & (page following) 

179.  
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Carson will impersonate this voice of the tourist guide (“                     ”) because doing so enacts   

the idea that when we travel we often read before we see. Why describe “the pure lines of Umbria” 

(20), “the pines,” and “the cypresses” (37) in your own words when it was the words that you read 

which cause you to turn towards and see them in the first place? Her sources source your desire to 

say I have seen it all with my very own eyes! In short, there is rarely a place we travel to that we 

haven’t read of somewhere else beforehand. How else would we know where to go?   

I hate travel. 

     A tourist guide then tells you how to see your travels, yet how you see your encounters with 

the originary is determined by how you read. Here is a case of reading and seeing in paint. It is 

from “The Fall of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide” (section LXIII). We have been told to look at the 

series of grisaille medallions illustrating scenes from Dante’s Commedia (Purgatorio V) along 

the lower walls of the Signorelli chapel of the Cathedral of Orvieto (Duomo di Orvieto). Pointing 

a finger (drizzando ’l dito), someone cries, Look! Those souls are also casting shadows! Didn’t I 

read that the dead cast no shadow? We look to the standard guidebook explanation:297 

 

 

This explanation fails to nourish because the seeing and reading here (both mediated by texts)  

 

are literal. Carson’s own text then questions such literal reading and seeing by pointing to this  

 

notion of poetic veracity. For Dante’s text itself is already iconologically suspect (how can you  

 

narrate hearing someone point behind you?):298 

                                                 
297 Photoquotation from Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 18. Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of 

Toronto. Notice that Carson later relineates the ‘poetic essay,’ according to section length, into three stanzaic 

patternings: 1-line stanzas; 1+2-line stanzas; and 2+1+3-line stanzas (the 3-line stanzas continuing to the end). 
298 Photoquotation on the page following from Dante's Purgatory. Translation, notes and commentary by Mark 

Musa. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1981): 53. Had Signorelli been literal in his rendering, the whole 

scene would have floated away. In order to render the painting iconographically legible, he chose to use shadows to 

anchor the figures depicted to the ground. See Roberto Casati. The Shadow Club. Trans. Abigail Asher. (New York: 

Knopf, 2003): 161-163. 
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In pointing to a prior text, in this case Dante’s Commedia, the text following generates its own 

critique.299 The reader has only to borrow from the works themselves the very concepts and 

methods for reading them. Each work, read in this wise, is already an exegesis (38) of itself, a 

guide to its own reading. The task for you, then, is to look to those places (loci) where, at the 

appropriate moment, the text points. To read Anne Carson becomes “like looking at a map on 

which one sees clearly the names of all the cities and rivers and principal provinces, but not the 

name of the country itself.”300 Take, for example, the names on the maps at the end of “The 

Anthropology of Water. Just for the Thrill: An Essay on the Difference Between Women and 

Men”: “Maps (Ta’o Trek) 1553.”301 Where you see them pointing towards will determine how 

you find your way (道) through the text’s itinerarium. Here are six inroads to set you en route: 

3.   Jade Hills      “Who were likened to jade yet said to remain fragrant” (193)302 

 

10. Free Zone      “The character for cornfield plus the character for oneself mean freedom” (199)303 

 

22. Ten-Heart Hermitage  “The ten radicals…. …the heart is the basis of…” (207)304 
 

                                                 
299 One way of unlocking a work of Anne Carson’s is through the use of a keytext. One of the keytexts of “The Fall 

of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide” is Roger Shattuck’s Proust’s Binoculars. Compare the following pages with the 

corresponding sections from the poem: 3 (XXV); 4 (XXV); 5 (XXIV); 6 (XXV); 7 (XXV); 8 (XXV); 12 (LI); 15-17 

(LI); 17 (LXIII); 34 (LI); 57 (LI); 67-68 (LXVI); 77 (LXIX); 78 (LXX); 84 (LXX); 95 (LXIX) & 98 (LXIX).      
300 Roger Shattuck. Proust's Binoculars. (New York: Random House, 1963): 4. 
301 Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 242-244. Page numbers in parenthesis are from this edition. 
302 “They were likened to sculptured jade yet said to be freshly fragrant.” Ray Huang. 1587, a Year of No 

Significance: The Ming Dynasty in Decline. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981): 28. 
303 “Freedom is indicated by two characters: an individual (oneself) and germinating corn, one’s own land.” 

Edoardo Fazzioli. Chinese Calligraphy. (New York: Abbeville Press, 1987): 29. 
304 “We may take the ten radicals which are the basis of the largest number of words and observe the interests 

suggested by them.” “The mere fact that the heart is the basis of one hundred words in a vocabulary of three 

thousand, indicates a high degree of moral interest.” Herbert F. Rudd. Chinese Moral Sentiments Before Confucius. 

(Shanghai: Christian Literature Society Depot, 1914): 35 & 34. 



123 

 

26. Spring Hermitage     “Like the legless Buddha Daruma dolls that always spring back” (210)305  

 

41. Third Elevation     “A wise badger has three burrows…. …pavlatche” (221)306  

 

65. Shrine of the Strange   “Not explainable then do not explain it, says classical Chinese wisdom, not 

Pairing                                 explaining then resolve it without explanation” (240)307 

 

The map in the text points to where you are to go to arrive at an understanding. 

 

And I think I recognized that early on. And also that that hatred throws a person into a 

kind of clarity that is never achieved at home in the same old overcoat. 

 

     Some philosophers like to travel, others do not. Socrates, as far as we know, never went to  

                                                 
305 “The slang nickname for courtesans was ‘Daruma’ because they were like the legless Daruma toy dolls that 

always sprang back ready for more, each time they were placed on their backs.” Stephen Addiss. The Art of Zen: 

Paintings and Calligraphy by Japanese Monks, 1600-1925. (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1989): 148. 
306  

 
 

Photoquotation from A Chinese-English Handbook of Idioms. Ed. Zhiyuan Chen. (New York: Hippocrene Books, 

1987): 191. Carson changes the wily hare (兔 / tù) to a “badger” in keeping with the substitutions elsewhere (cf. 217 

for “tiger” & 223 for “lotus”) and the images of the badger throughout (205, 217, 221, 223 & 236). “Pavlatche” 

(Pawlatsche) is “the Czech word for the long balcony in the inner courtyard of old Austrian houses” according to the 

‘Publisher’s Note’ to Franz Kafka’s Letter to his Father. Trans. E. Kaiser and E. Wilkins. (New York: Schocken 

Books, 1966): 127. Of the night alluded to, Kafka concludes thus: “Even years afterwards I suffered from the 

tormenting fancy that the huge man, my father, the ultimate authority, would come almost for no reason at all and 

take me out of bed in the night and carry me out onto the pavlatche, and that meant I was a mere nothing for him”: 

17. The reference forms a bridge leading you to more Kafka. A dream of a painting by Ingres: “Here Ingres’ 

draftsmanship was to be admired, but I actually found with satisfaction that there was too much real nakedness left 

in this girl even for the sense of touch.” The dream is quoted in Calvin S. Hall and Richard E. Lind. Dreams, Life 

and Literature: A Study of Franz Kafka. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1970): 106-107.   
307 Photoquotation from Fang-yu Wang’s “Chu Ta’s Shih Shuo Hsin Yu Poems” in The Translation of Art: Essays on 

Chinese Painting and Poetry. Ed. James Watt. (Hong Kong: Centre for Translation Projects, Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, 1976): 70. 

 

 
 

The footnote to the asterisk reads: “This quotation, source unknown, epitomizes the difficulty of rendering into 

English the artist’s cryptic poems, which were based in turn on some of the more obscure stories found in the book 

Shih Shuo Hsin Yu.” For a certain (after the fact—c. 1993) distillation of these mapped distances, see “TV Men: 

Lenz In China” Descant 100 (Spring 1998): 37-51. 
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Italy. It seems he never even went beyond the frontiers of Attica.308 Cicero tells us that Plato 

went to Italy in search of philosophy.309 Heidegger went to Italy, too. He stayed ten days.310  

 

And most likely brought with him no guidebook.311 

You always feel when travelling that you have the wrong clothes, and the wrong face, and 

the wrong accent. And it’s good to dislodge all of those categories. 

 

     Being a tourist means, largely, being wrong. Heidegger, perhaps still hesitating on his boat, 

the Yugoslavia, feared this mode of thinking (Denkweg): errancy or Irrweg.312 Drenched in  

                                                 
308 “You are an amazing and most remarkable person (ἀτοπώτατος / atopōtatos). For you really do seem exactly like 

a stranger who is being guided about (ξεναγουμένῳ / xenagoumenō), and not like a native. You don’t go away from 

the city (ἀποδημεῖς / apodēmeis) out over the border, and it seems to me you don’t go outside the walls at all” 

(Phaedrus 230c-d). Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 422 & 423. 
309 “After Socrates’ death, Plato went on journeys, first to Egypt for purposes of study, and later to Italy and Sicily in 

order to become acquainted with the discoveries of Pythagoras.” De re publica. Trans. C.W. Keyes. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1966): 33 & 35.   
310 In April, 1936. Robert Bernasconi raises the question of the experience of the originary in Heidegger’s reference 

to the Temple at Paestum in “The Origin of the Work of Art.” See Heidegger in Question. (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: 

Humanities Press, 1993): 118-119. Photoquotation from Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 18. Thomas Fisher 

Rare Book Library, University of Toronto. 
311 Here is Heinrich Wiegand Petzet on Heidegger’s 1962 sojourn to Greece: “It was typical of Heidegger that he 

refused to use even a well-meaning ‘introduction’ to this trip. Someone had sent him a widely read new book about 

Greece by the writer Peter Bamm. In response he said that he was not too happy with the book, ‘which is written as 

a secondary text and which actually mixes what is Greek with Roman and Hebraic elements. The success of the 

book obviously rests on this mixture. Preparation for the trip consists in bracketing out all preconceptions and in 

keeping oneself ready for that which is there—in Greek terms, for that which, unconcealed, emerges (anwest) in the 

light.’” From Encounters and Dialogues with Martin Heidegger, 1929-1976. Trans. Parvis Emad and Kenneth Maly. 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993): 164.  
312 Sojourns: The Journey to Greece. Trans. J.P. Manoussakis. (Albany: State University of New York Press,  

2005): 5.  
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confusion and anger (verwirrt und ärgerlich), having no day of his own, the tourist gets things 

inside-out. With no fissure into the world around him, his rhythm becomes deranged (拍子ちがひ

になりて/ hyōshi chigai ni narite).313 There is, nonetheless, one way in. Two ways. Be like 

Robinson Crusoe.314 Or become a clown. No one knows you here. You are free to invent 

yourself. Quando Romae sum…. But make no mistake about such freedom. To attempt to alter 

yourself (ieiuno sabbato) is to invade an other-world as a barbarian. Occide, verbera, ure!315 It is 

to step into this world “like an untried gladiator entering the arena for the first time.”316 To the 

surrounding spectators, “poor, voracious and turbulent,”317 the tourist is a clown in the true 

sense.318 Che posso farci? 

I remember the first trip to a very different place was a trip I took to….  

     The nightmare that travel is means being in situations you do not know how to get out of. 

Entrata. Entrata. Entrata. 

And it was so horrible that I really thought I would never leave home again. But I did 

learn from doing that to take notes on the horror while it’s happening. 

 

     Travel unconceals that immense desire to know life. The desire is mirrored in the disappointment. 

In chagrin.319 Cet étranger, c’était moi-même. The inevitable disappointment is due to a disjunction 

of the self: 

                                                 
313 Musashi Miyamoto. A Book of Five Rings. Trans. V. Harris. (New York: Overlook Press, 1974): 75. Japanese 

from Miyamoto Musashi Go Rin no Sho. (Tōkyō: Soruto Shuppan, 1984): 193.  
314 Here is Jane Kramer on the French novelist Emmanuel Bove: “He admires ‘Robinson Crusoe.’ He wants his 

characters to be like Robinson, fighting to survive, fighting to be esteemed and honored, so that their past vanishes.” 

“Letter from Europe” The New Yorker (20 May 1985): 115. 
315 Seneca. Ad Lucilium epistulae morales. Vol. I. Trans. R.M. Gummere. (London: Heinemann, 1925): 32. 
316 Roger Shattuck. Proust's Binoculars. (New York: Random House, 1963): 78. 
317 Edward Gibbon. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Vol. II. (New York: Modern Library, 1932): 440. 
318 Late L. villanus ‘inhabitant of a farm’ and so someone who is not from around here. “The most important phases 

of the sense development of this word may be summed up as follows: ‘inhabitant of a farm; peasant; churl, boor; 

clown; miser; knave, scoundrel.” See under ‘villain’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of 

the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 1710.   
319 “J’ai une tendance à la mélancolie. Me méfier.” See Jane Kramer. “Letter from Europe” The New Yorker (20 

May 1985): 115. French from Raymond Cousse. Emmanuel Bove. (Bordeaux: Castor Astral, 1994): 199. 
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Rome and Italy—for the first time. We travelled all together at the same time: my wife, Jörg, 

and Hermann. Actually, I was confused for the entire ten days in Rome, almost angry and 

furious—I understood why only later; impressions do not at all affect me directly; things 

seem to simply sink into me, and then, one day, they arise for the first time in memory—and 

these seem to be stronger than in the present—I suddenly catch myself unawares, standing in 

front of Michelangelo’s Moses in the semidarkness of San Pietro in Vincoli, or on the Piazza 

Novona, or in Tusculum; in general, the landscape.320   

 

Perhaps a tourist is someone who acts for that day he will laugh about it (tendimus in Latium).321 Or 

perhaps won’t. 

Travel has these unexpected benefits. 

DI: I thought you might comment on your compulsion, let me call it, for travel narratives.  

AC: I guess it’s compulsion to find that quality, that structuralists call estrangement,  

which is a way of getting slightly outside the membrane of your own normal life so you 

can look back at it. Travel physically displaces you and puts you in a context where you 

don’t know the rules. I think in my writing I try to do this in other ways—grammatical, 

syntactical, and so on. But the largest structure of estrangement that one can find is travel, 

just going somewhere other.322  

 

In the Canicula di Anna, there is a ‘discomfiting of the reader,’ a making you feel out of place 

(atopos). What am I doing in the poem? This estranging of the reader recreates the experience of 

travel. It recreates the feeling of being a straniero in a strange land, of being put off-kilter,      

off-balance,                    .323 The principle of this strategy (兵法の道 / heihō no dō) is “to 

defamiliarize and therefore cause a friction of mind and spirit in the taking up of the page into 

the reader’s mind.”324 This will leave many readers baffled, perhaps annoyed.325 

That edge of alienation that is the beginning of thinking. You don’t think until you 

stumble on something. And travel always makes you stumble. 

                                                 
320 Martin Heidegger to Karl Jaspers (16 May 1936, Freiburg). From The Heidegger-Jaspers Correspondence, 1920-

1963. Eds. Walter Biemel and Hans Saner. Trans. G.E. Aylesworth. (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 2003): 154. 
321 Virgil. Aeneid. 1.205. Virgil. Vol. I. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940): 254. 
322 Dean Irvine. “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” Scrivener 21 (1997): 82. 
323 From a letter to James Laughlin, dated “Feast of St Simon [28 October], 1996.” New Directions Publishing Corp. 

Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folder 7. Houghton Library, Harvard 

University. 
324 Dean Irvine. “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” Scrivener 21 (1997): 83. 
325 Bernard Knox. “Under the Volcano” The New York Review of Books (19 November 1998): 58.  
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     A tourist is someone who walks into a word around him: vivi! This could be torturous for  

 

some (‘travel’ is derived from the verb tripaliare ‘to torture with the tripalium’).326 Other places  

 

really are terrible. Indeed, there is something uncanny to going abroad. It is as if there is  

 

something waiting to unhome us, something like death. (Recall that Socrates, in the Phaedo (61e  

 

& 67b), refers to death as a being away from home (ἀποδημία / apodēmia).)327 Why does Anne 

  

Carson’s compulsion for travel narratives always contain this idea of death? Of death like a  

gentleman in autumn,  

  …which will one day walk up to you 

 in just such a fashion. 

 Buon giorno, death will say.328 

 

Is it possible to travel and think something beyond   

death?329 What guidebook is there to make us  

masters of entrata and uscita? In travel, it is always  

we who, at the last, watch others turn to look back  

at us, squinting, and then step back into lives  

infinitely more immense than ours, stuffing our  

shadow into their mouths as they go. It is always  

the other who leaves us. And what is death but the  

world leaving you? 

                                                 
326 L. tripalium: “An instrument of torture consisting of three stakes.” See under ‘travail’ in Ernest Klein. A 

Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971). Under “travel,” 

(whose origins are identical with ‘travail’), Klein has: “‘To travel’ must have first denoted ‘to have a toilsome 

journey,’ whence arose the meaning ‘to travel,’ in general”: 1643. The suggestion of the etymology comes from the 

special issue “Travel / Travail” in the North Dakota Quarterly 54:4 (Fall 1986).    
327 Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1914): 214 & 232. 
328 “The Fall of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide” (section LII) in Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions 

Book, 1995): 93. 
329 Photoquotation right from Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 18. Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, 

University of Toronto. 
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I wish I could say something profound and philosophical like life is a road and we’re all 

going…, but I don’t believe any of that. Really there is nowhere to get to…. You’re just 

always in the middle. So journeying is not profound, but it is spooky. And it’s good to get 

spooked…for art’s sake, I mean.330  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
330 The offset quotations are from the interview “Anne Carson with Brighde Mullins” that took place on 21 March, 

2001 at the Lensic Performing Arts Center in Santa Fe, New Mexico. See the Lannan Foundation website.  
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saffron for  

 

The search (and research) after where authentic meaning331 comes from must have been there 

from the beginning (a father is disappearing without a trace: o gnate!). Later, the thesis will make 

use of Benveniste’s Origines de la formation des noms en indo-européen, of Chantraine’s 

Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque, of Sylburg’s Etymologicon Magnum, and, as a 

matter of course, of Frisk’s Griechisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch.332 For if you really want 

to know the origins of words, you better practice your German:333 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
331 An αὐθέντης / authentēs is “one who does anything with his own hand.” LSJ (1882): s.v. 
332 See “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 361, 365, 388 & 370. 
333 Photoquotation from Helmut Saake. Zur Kunst Sapphos. (München: F. Schöningh, 1971): 73-74. Robarts copy. 

PA 4409 S2.  
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Here is a moment of the making use of etymology from that thesis. First, what some name ‘the 

original source’:334 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Then its instantiation:335  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
334 Photoquotation from Martin Heidegger. What Is Called Thinking? Trans. J. Glenn Gray. (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1968): 186-7. 
335 Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 209. Carson’s endnote and 

bibliography give the date of the first German publication (1954): 271 & 374.    
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Etymologizing is a conundrum of the veil. The words we use today are derived from older words 

which are themselves wrapped within layers of words within words. (One of Plato’s verbs for 

this wrapping is ἐπικαλύπτω / epikalypto (Cratylus 395b), a compound verb whose base form 

καλύπτω / kalypto ‘to conceal’ is cognate with the core that also gives rise to κάλυμμα / kalymma 

and κάλυπτρα / kalyptra or ‘veil’).336 Tracking the derivation of a word can begin to feel a lot 

like lifting veils upon veils upon veils.337 But if words are veils, what do they hide? For Plato, 

this is ideally “the essence [οὐσία / ousia or ‘being’] of the thing named” (Cratylus 393d).338 An 

etymologizer unveils being. The demand of this gesture of uncovering is that a word be admitted 

to its own essential nature (in sein Wesen eingelassen werde339): 

The word ὄνομα seems to be a word composed from a sentence signifying ‘this is a being 

about which our search is.’340 

 

The use341 of etymology in the search after authentic meaning involves listening to what words 

say (diachronically) as opposed to what we mean them to say when we use them 

(synchronically). Listening to what words say to us is a fitting response to their being (im 

Brauchen liegt das sich anmessende Entsprechen342). What etymologizing does, then, is to cut 

open a word to unveil its essential nature as it tells its own story of its own origins.  

     If a word were to tell of its origins, what would it say? How might the purely originated  

                                                 
336 Quotations from the Cratylus are from the Loeb Classical Library Plato. Vol. IV (Cratylus. Parmenides. Greater 

Hippias. Lesser Hippias). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926). Jowett will pick 

up on this image of the veil in his introduction (‘antiquity has cast a veil over the truth’) and in rendering 425e. See 

The Dialogues of Plato. Vol. 3. 4th edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964): 23 and 89. On καλύπτω, see 

Hjalmar Frisk. Griechisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch. (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1960): s.v. For the use of the 

Cratylus in “Odi et amo ergo sum,” see 144 & 154-155. 
337 This search after the nature of things makes one dizzy (Cratylus 411b). 
338 ‘Ousia’ itself has an etymology at Cratylus 401c-d. 
339 Martin Heidegger. Was Heißt Denken? (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1954): 114.  
340 “Ἔοικε τοίνυν ἐκ λόγου ὀνόματι συγκεκροτημένῳ, λέγοντος ὅτι τοῦτ’ ἔστιν ὄν, οὗ τυγχάνει ζήτημα ὄν, τὸ ὄνομα” 

(Cratylus 421a): 126 & 127. 
341 “‘To use’ means, first, to let a thing be what it is and how it is. To let it be this way requires that the used thing be 

cared for in its essential nature—we do so by responding to the demands which the used thing makes manifest in the 

given instance.” Martin Heidegger. What Is Called Thinking? Trans. J. Glenn Gray. (New York: Harper & Row, 

1968): 191. 
342 Martin Heidegger. Was Heißt Denken? (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1954): 114.  
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(Rein- / entsprungenes) speak? How are we to arrive at that pure origin of a word to hear what it 

has to say? And where would we know when to stop?343 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not knowing when to stop is the mark of the source-obsessed. At this point in the dialogue, Plato 

appears to have Socrates wanting to stop at letters (στοιχεῖα) or indivisible sounds (phonemes). 

Primal grunts such as *kel-, *weg-, and *lē-. But these grunts are likely derived from earlier, 

more primaeval grunts. Alas, you cannot get behind the back of a word, no matter how deep you 

go. You can only cut open the words that we use today (in ‘this fine modern language of ours’) 

to look for those ‘first words’ (prōta onomata) that we can know of in order to see some shape of 

significance floating through them, away from us, on their way back towards their true essence 

(οὐσία). Etymology can only take you up to a threshold of pure authentic meaning.344  

     When Anne Carson was years younger than we are, she sensed that there was a bus you could 

take that still went towards ‘the true essence of things.’ One stop was called Ancient Greek. It is 

still there today. You, too, can find her desire to get at οὐσία in a place called Hamilton.345  

                                                 
343 Photoquotation from Plato. Vol. IV (Cratylus. Parmenides. Greater Hippias. Lesser Hippias). Trans. H.N. 

Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926): 130 & 131. Burnet’s apparatus criticus notes that in 

one of the primary medieval manuscripts, Socrates does not say ‘ge’: 

 
Photoquotation Platonis opera. Vol. I. Ed. John Burnet. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950): 422b.   
344 “Etymology…takes us only so far as the threshold of [a] word’s difficulty.” “How Bad a Poem is Semonides 

Fragment I?” Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: 

Scholars Press, 1984): 62. 
345 ‘A cheesy town where there is nothing whatsoever to do on the weekend except go to the shopping centre.’ A 

Hamiltonian is marked by various infelicities of grammar; e.g., the use of ‘better’ as a modal auxiliary verb.  
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What drew you in a passionate way to the dead languages? 

I don’t know exactly. I think just the way…the magical way Greek looks on the page… 

because I read it first when I was 15, I think, in a bookstore in Hamilton, Ontario, which 

is a medium-sized town where we lived, in a shopping mall…just by accident….and it 

was a little fragment of Sappho, a book of Sappho that had the Greek and English on 

facing pages. I don’t know why they had it….It was in Coles, which is like a Borders 

kind of store and, anyway, I looked at that and I was just seized by it and so I bought the 

book and couldn’t read the Greek, but then I met this lady in my last year of high school 

who could teach Greek and so she taught me unofficially to do the Greek and so it just 

took hold.346 

 

We are in the Centre Mall. She is too old now to climb up the sides of the fountains, so she walks 

into Coles, picks up the book and turns to this page (a single metaphor can give birth to love347): 

 
                                                 
346 From an original transcript kindly provided to me by Mary Gannon. Compare page 28 of “Anne Carson: Beauty 

Prefers an Edge” in Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001). For another account of this coup de foudre, 

see Eleanor Wachtel’s “An Interview with Anne Carson” Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 30. You can hear Anne Carson 

tell the story of this ‘little experience’ herself in the episode from CBC Radio’s Writers & Company and in the 

Poetry Society of America’s “Anne Carson on Translating Sappho” (recorded 29 April 2002 at the Culture Project, 

New York). 
347 Photoquotation from Sappho. Trans. Willis Barnstone. (New York: New York University Press, 1965): 8-9. 

When I got the copy of the Barnstone I ordered,  

I saw this: . Then this: . 

Sometimes your research topic comes looking for you. 
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Why Greek, you ask? Perhaps because it gives you a different sense of the validity of your being.  

I think every language has its own set of possibilities and you gradually grope out what 

they are over years of inhabiting that language, but it seems it always did seem to me that 

Greek always had a sort of…it was close to the ground, so that if you’re thinking in 

Greek words you’re sort of among the roots of meanings that we still have, but now 

we’re way up in the leaves and the branches at the top of the tree because the tree kept 

growing with the meanings in it. So when you’re in Greek you can somehow…you can 

dig down to the very earliest morning of the words, which just gives you a different sense 

of validity when you’re messing around with those meanings.348 

 

Or because it gives the stranger a feeling of being welcomed home.349 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Or because knowing Greek allows one to imagine the roots crawling underneath the house of 

language. 

Carson:  I think it’s that they’re…kind of…at the roots of things that then grew up into 

the trees where we now live so it’s just like they’re fresh, like their ideas have dew on 

them and just say what they say. And thousands of years later our ideas have some of that 

in them but they’re all kinda crusted over and with all the centuries inbetween. Yeah, it’s 

                                                 
348 From Mary Gannon’s original transcript. Compare “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers 

Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 28. 
349 Screenshot from the Paris Review website: “Anne Carson, The Art of Poetry No. 88. Interviewed by Will Aitken.” 

The end of the exchange was edited out of the published version of the interview, which appeared in The Paris 

Review 171 (Fall 2004): 190-226. Compare page 199. 



135 

 

the newness of the world to them keeps dawning on them and on the reader when you 

read them.350 

 

Or because we value the original. Untranslated and untranscribed; e.g., “κατηγορία” (29).351  

 

Because we value earliness. 

 

AC: When you’re travelling around in Greek words, you have a sense that you’re among 

the roots of meanings, not up in the branches. 

 JD:  Why? 

 AC: I don’t know. Because they’re pure, they’re older, they’re original. 

 JD:  Even though there are older languages? 

AC: But they’re not older in a continuous line. Well, maybe. Who knows? But as far as 

we can take any language back there is always a thing called Greek. And you can feel 

that sense of beginning from these people who were stumbling around in the world 

saying, ‘The name for this is blank and it’s just the right name for it.’ More reality in the 

words. They just shine right out at you. 

JD:  That’s interesting. 

AC: It’s insatiable! Once you experience it it’s addictive. Germans know this. That’s why 

all those German guys keep going back and inventing philosophical terms out of Greek. 

It’s qualitative, there’s more life there. 

JD:  Others would call it being closer to the garden. Smack under the tree, even. 

AC: I’m not interested in using vegetable metaphors. It’s more like mining to me. Mining 

metaphors work like the texture of the experience, like the ore of language.  

JD:  The first human impulse to name. Is Greek the closest we can get to things?  

AC: I think so. Though I’m not sure that linear time is more than a metaphor. It’s really 

the quality of those words that’s exciting. They are early. We value earliness, we call it 

original.352   

 

To think originally demands that you think etymologically. For roots are alive and the leaves of 

meaning can still come back home (Aesch. Ag. 966). Older words, such as those from dead  

                                                 
350 From my own transcription of the unedited audio interview of Anne Carson by Eleanor Wachtel for CBC Radio’s 

Writers & Company. Nancy McIlveen and Mary Stinson graciously provided me with the original uncut recording. 

This unedited master copy version dates from 20 June 2011. Compare Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 30. 
351 “With adolescent self-importance she gives over whole stanzas to informing us about the derivation of pigments, 

drops lines in German, Latin, Italian, and Greek, and thinks herself engaging (see her ‘Afterword’) for not having 

said anything about the painter, the woman or anything else. The book is no mere disappointment; it is an insult.” 

Christopher Millis. “Quarterly Review of Literature.” Review of Quarterly Review of Literature: Contemporary 

Poetry Series No. VI / Vol. XXV (1984). Literary Magazine Review 5.2 (Summer 1986): 33. 
352 John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 7-8. 
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languages like Ancient Greek, always have more life in them.353 Germans know this. Heidegger,  

for example, uproots Ancient Greek in German to “follow the etymological ‘arteries into the  

primal rock of language.’”354 He allows his words, if one listens to them closely enough, to speak 

etymologically, that is, to speak Greek (in German355): 

If we listen now and later to the words of the Greek language, then we move into a 

distinct and distinguished domain. Slowly it will dawn upon our thinking that the Greek 

language is no mere language like the European languages known to us. The Greek 

language, and it alone, is λόγος....In the Greek language what is said is at the same time, 

and in an eminent way, that which it is called (designated as). If we hear a Greek word 

with a Greek ear, we follow its λέγειν (its speaking), its direct, immediate presentation of 

what it says. What it presents is that which lies immediately before us. Through the 

audible Greek word we are directly in the presence of the thing itself, not first in the 

presence of a mere word-sign.356 

 

For Carson, too, etymology has something magical, and mystical, to it.357 Something religious.358  

 

 

 

 

           Something wild.  

                                                 
353 For the same thought from the perspective of Plato’s own 4th-century Attic Greek, cf. Cratylus 418b-419a.  
354 From the ‘new introduction’ to the 1991 edition of George Steiner’s Martin Heidegger. (Chicago, IL: University 

of Chicago Press, 1991): xiii. Steiner is quoting Hans-Georg Gadamer. Compare Dialogue and Deconstruction. Eds. 

D.P. Michelfelder and R.E. Palmer. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989): 105. Notice the similar 

movement of metaphor (vegetal to metallurgic) during D’Agata’s exchange with Carson above. In the short intro to 

the talk, he notes that Anne Carson had grown up in “the same town as the Cowboy Junkies.” See John D’Agata. “A 

_________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 1. 
355 “Along with German, the Greek language is (in regard to its possibilities for thought) at once the most powerful 

and the most spiritual of all languages.” Quoted in George Steiner. Martin Heidegger. (New York: Viking Press, 

1978): 46. Steiner is quoting from An Introduction to Metaphysics. Trans. Ralph Manheim. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1959): 57. Here is more equating and privileging of the Ancient Greek and German languages 

from the Spiegel interview: “Heidegger: I am thinking of the special inner kinship (die besondere innere 

Verwandtschaft) between the German language and the language of the Greeks and their thought. This is something 

that the French confirm for me again and again today. When they begin to think, they speak German (wenn sie zu 

denken anfangen, sprechen sie deutsch).” “‘Only a God Can Save Us’: The Spiegel Interview” in Heidegger: The 

Man and the Thinker. Ed. Thomas Sheehan. Trans. W.J. Richardson. (Chicago: Precedent, 1981): 62. 
356 Following the re-translation given by Steiner on page 24 of Martin Heidegger. (New York: Viking Press, 1978). 

Compare Martin Heidegger. What Is Philosophy? Trans. W. Kluback and J. T. Wilde. (New York: Twayne 

Publishers, 1958): 45.  
357 Compare Steiner’s Gadamer’s Heidegger’s “Wortgenie” in Martin Heidegger. (Chicago, IL: University of 

Chicago Press, 1991): xiii. 
358 Photoquotation from A.E. Crawley. The Mystic Rose. Vol. I. (Ann Arbor, MI: Gryphon Books, 1971): 20. 

Robarts copy GN 480 C8 1971 v.1 c.1.  
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It is as if she would like for us to see the veils flying freely up in her mind. “The method of 

producing ultramarine / from lapis lazuli / was known in Europe only after the 13th century. / 

Before this it was imported, from across seas” (23). 

     Etymology is the place where I begin any research. The story of how a word began to mean 

what it means is a point of entry to everything else about it, she once said.359 So let’s end by 

marking our point of departure with one last etymology that will trouble some (all etymologies 

are really preposterous—they pretend to give the before afterwards, the parent from the child), 

yet elate others, the etymology of etymology:  

It comes from Greek ἔτυμος, an adjective meaning ‘real,’ ‘true,’ ‘actual’ and λόγος, the 

basic noun for ‘word,’ ‘story,’ ‘account,’ ‘analysis.’ But the adjective ἔτυμος, in turn, has 

an etymology. It’s probably derived from εἶναι, the verb ‘to be,’ ‘to exist.’ So an 

etymology can be thought to give the true meaning of a word because it has ‘is-ness’ in it. 

The etymologist makes cuts that show being as it floats inside things and how it floats and 

how can it.360 

 

This cutting is, in Carson, a writerly tactic—what Socrates would call a “μηχανή / mēchanē.”361 

The fissures etymology opens up to thought make one bold. It is a contrivance that becomes 

usable through use itself.362 It allows the unseen to be seen: the soul, the invisible (aeides), 

departs into another place like itself, noble, pure and invisible (aeidē); i.e., to Hades (Haidēs).363 

Or the unknown known:  

And the name ‘Hades’ (Ἅιδης) is not in the least derived from the invisible (ἀειδές), but  

far more probably from knowing (εἰδέναι) all noble things, and for that reason he was  

                                                 
359 Peter Constantine. “Ancient Words, Modern Words: A Conversation with Anne Carson” World Literature Today 

88:1 (January / February 2014): 37.  
360 From the performance of “Cassandra Float Can” at the 92nd Street Y on 26 March 2008. Special thanks to the 

Unterberg Poetry Center’s director, Bernard Schwartz, and 92nd Street Y Archivist, Nicholas Pavlik, for providing 

me with the original recording. Many of the themes and phraseologies from this section are from that performative 

reading. For the etymology of etymology, compare Frisk. Griechisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch. (Heidelberg: C. 

Winter, 1960) on ἐτεός: s.v. 
361 “ἐπάγω οὖν καὶ τούτῳ ἐκείνην τὴν μηχανήν” (Cratylus 416a). 
362 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): n. 54, 271 (ipsoque fit utilis usu (Ovid Met. 10.286)). 
363 Phaedo 80d. Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 280 & 281.  
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called Hades.364 

 

An etymologizer probes the latent possibilities within phonetic or semantic change. Whether you  

see her as uprooting, or digging, or cutting, or lifting up veils upon veils, she makes you trace 

(ἐξιχνεύω Aesch. Ag. 368) words backwards, wherever they go, and through whatever alterations 

they undergo. She places before you an incomplete X-ray image of a word that reveals glimpses 

into the histories hidden underneath its surfaces, beneath all the effects of superposition 

(surimpression365) that are heaped upon a word as it floats (ποτᾶται Aesch. Ag. 977) across seas, 

across peoples, across time. When Carson etymologizes, she cuts meaning free from 

contemporary usage, opening up the very biography of a word, in all its unfinished lifespan—a 

useful metaphor when thinking about language. For any word, like us, is a part of all that it’s met, 

where it’s been, and how it’s been, and how it could have been. Here is a passage of this 

metaphor at work that I like: 

The etymology of a word exercises an unconscious influence upon its uses, oftentimes 

makes itself felt when least expected, so that a word, after seeming quite to have 

forgotten, will, after longest wanderings, return to it again. And one of the arts of a great 

poet or prose writer, who wishes to add emphasis to his style, to bring out all the latent 

forces of his native tongue, will very often consist in reconnecting a word by his use of it 

with its original derivation, in not suffering it to forget itself and its father’s house, 

though it would. How often and with what signal effect [x] does this; while yet how often 

the fact that [x] is doing it passes even by scholars unobserved. And even if all this were 

not so, yet the past history of a word, which history must needs start from its derivation, 

how soon soever that may be left behind, is surely a necessary element in its present 

valuation. A man may be wholly different now from what once he was, yet not the less to 

know his antecedents is needful, before we can ever perfectly understand his present self; 

and the same holds good with a word.366 

 

Carson’s etymography (her life-writing of words) gets us close to the ground, to the earliest 

morning of words, where words (the dew still on them) work, that is, in the very is-ness in which 

                                                 
364 Cratylus 404b. Plato. Vol. IV (Cratylus. Parmenides. Greater Hippias. Lesser Hippias). Trans. H.N. Fowler. 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926): 74 & 75. 
365 Roland Barthes. Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes. Trans. Richard Howard. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977): 

85. 
366 Richard Chenevix Trench. On the Study of Words. 7th edition. (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1856): 167-168. 
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words have their being, in the very is-ness that makes words what they are, and which makes us 

who we are—our roots. This is why etymologists feel most at home within metaphors of the 

family, of cognates, of parent forms, and of familial resemblances. For words would like nothing 

better than to know the whereabouts of their fathers. Heidegger says that ‘origin always comes to 

meet us from the future.’367 Perhaps this is why etymology rarely discovers the original parent 

word, only the afterimage of a figure disappearing—without a trace—before our eyes. A word 

asks only that you not forget its blood.  

     No more riddles.368 

 
 

Guten Abend mein Leibling! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
367 On the Way to Language. Trans. P.D. Hertz. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 10. There is a moment in Plato’s 

Cratylus, too, where we feel ourselves to go up (ἀνέρχομαι) to the origins of a word (cf. 422b). 
368 Photoquotation from Lutz Lenz. Der Homerische Aphroditehymnus und die Aristie des Aineias in der Ilias. 

(Bonn: R. Habelt, 1975): 105. Robarts copy. PA 4023 H8714. 
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true green for  

 

 
 

 

 

 

(The only interpretation there should be of the Canicula di Anna is the Canicula di Anna. Of 

course, the reverse is also true. Either way, one reasons in circles. Either way, one tries to think 

oneself outside the limitations of a text. What interpretation gives us to think is that between us 

and the poem is another poem. What the poem gives us to think is that the poem poems. 

     Heidegger held the last of the Vier Seminare in his own home in Zähringen in September of  

1973. It is a Saturday. The reading for the day has ended. Among his French friends seated in a  

circle is Jacques Taminiaux. Hands in his lap, he looks up at Heidegger who continues: 
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I name the thinking here in question tautological thinking. It is the primordial 

(*ursprüngliche / originaire / ursprüngliche) sense of phenomenology. Further, this kind 

of thinking is before any possible distinction between theory and praxis.369 

 

The seminar ends upon a turn towards Parmenidean tautology, towards ‘well-rounded truth’ or, 

in Heideggerian terms, ‘the fitting encircling unconcealment.’ Heidegger is at a moment of 

tranquility in his lifework: “The tautologous is the sole possibility we have of thinking, of 

thinking through, that which dialectics can only conceal.” The retranslation here is George 

Steiner’s, who goes on to explain, “We cannot paraphrase is. We cannot explicate the ‘isness’ of 

Being. We can only state it tautologically: Sein ist Sein (‘Being is Being’).”370 Rejecting 

paraphrase and logical explication, tautological thinking (the original sense (le sens originaire) 

of phenomenology) lets isness show itself. What is it to ask—what this thing, tautology, is? 

     Tautology is self-saying. It is a Greek word compounding a Greek construction: the reflexive 

pronoun (αὐτό) used as an adjective before an article (τό) in the attributive position (τὸ αὐτό) 

means the very one itself; i.e., the same (ταὐτό). When you say the very same thing again, the 

subject of your utterance predicates itself: “Ich bin ich” (13, 18). Tautology posits pure 

likenessness (“the color as color, the stone as stone” (18)),371 pure identity (idem et idem) (“touch 

/ for touch, grace / for grace” (31)), and pure coincidence (an autumn drifts in “like an autumn” 

(18)). The tautologous universe is a lexicographer’s dream wherein each word would merely 

define itself: tautology is tautology.   

     Yet we know it better as a vice of style. In the Canicula di Anna, it is shown to be a vice of  

                                                 
369 This is the English translation (Four Seminars. Trans. A. Mitchell and F. Raffoul. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 2003): 80) of the German translation (Vier Seminare. Trans. C. Ochwadt. (Frankfurt am Main: 

Klostermann, 1977): 137) of the original French protocol (Questions IV. (Paris: Gallimard, 1976): 338) of 

Heidegger’s German seminar. These multilingual layers of distance separating us from what Heidegger originally 

said are perhaps suggestive of those removes from which we hear the ventriloquized voice of Socrates in the Phaedo. 

This third protocol of the 1973 seminar was not read in Heidegger’s presence (Mitchell and Raffoul: 91; Ochwadt: 

151). A torn sock is better than a mended one. 
370 George Steiner. Martin Heidegger. (New York: Viking Press, 1978): 154. 
371 The Beingquestion in these lines is taking notes in a seminar on “The Origin of the Work of Art.” See pages 41ff. 

in Martin Heidegger. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971). 
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philosophical thinking. Tautology seems only to stammer: but if to you τὸ δεινόν were δεινόν. It 

doesn’t tell you anything that you don’t already know or it tells you everything that you cannot 

know. The response to this vice in the poem is one of sadness. It is tautology that drifts into the 

seminar like fall. Why is tautology a sad figure? Because sadness, like tautology, doesn’t move. 

It is sated (subject = predicate) with itself. If you ask a tautology what it means, it gives its own 

enigmatic answer: I am that I am. Tautology posits a dead, motionless (bewegungslos) being. 

     The word is Hegel’s. In the motionless tautology of I am I, otherness disappears and we are 

left with solipsism.372 But seeing as neither you nor I would want to live in a universe where God 

is a solipsist, let’s consider what tautology might have to do with being a reader. Can reading 

make a virtue of tautology? Here’s one suggestion: same saying doesn’t guarantee same reading. 

That is, tautology says the same thing, but these same things do not have to mean the same thing. 

We can see this in an English translation of the formula Ich bin Ich: I am me. There is an 

oscillation between the repetition of the subject in the predicate, where ‘I’ becomes an object for 

itself (‘me’) and vice versa. The act of reading mirrors this rich tautology: when you read, your ‘I’ 

tautologizes an ‘I’ that is not your own. You are I’d and me’d as the words on the page try to find 

their exact reflection in the words in your mind. Reading moves within these tautological 

consciousnesses. How to give an account of this understanding of understanding? Why not just 

repeat the poem? Yet if you look back at section 19 repeated above, you’ll notice that no matter 

how hard you try, you can’t read the poem the same way twice. Stammering interposes itself. We 

can’t paraphrase the poem in the same way and we can’t explicate the poem in the same way. 

We can only try to let the poem be. A tautological reading, as in the original sense of 

phenomenology, would let the poem show itself to us on its own terms. In its own terms. What 

                                                 
372 Quentin Lauer. A Reading of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit. (New York: Fordham University Press, 1993): 

106. In a footnote (n. 16) on the same page, Lauer quotes Merold Westpal: “It is tautology because it expresses 

identity without difference. It is motionless because the mediating process between self and other has been excluded.” 
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we owe to a poem is only to own up to it, to answer it touch for touch and grace for grace.373 

Such a reading of the Canicula di Anna would have to be immanent: we are moving within the 

poem, not outside of it and around it. But such a reading will get us nowhere. It puts forth no 

proposition to be proved through thorough step-by-step progression. We return the poem to 

where it was before. Merely to say the identical thing twice—how is that supposed to get us 

anywhere? But we do not want to get anywhere. We would like only, for once, to get to just 

where we are already.374) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
373 The Greek word for grace, χάρις, itself signifies a mutual reciprocity: “Charis is semantically reversible and 

includes in its lexical equivalents favor, gift, goodwill given or received, payment, repayment, gratification, pleasure 

afforded or pleasure returned.” Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 20. Charis 

“means grace in the reciprocal sense of coming and going. It’s both a gift given and a gift received. The Greeks used 

the word for the grace of a poem, the charm that makes it a poem and makes you want to remember it. So for them 

to make a poem is to make something that will be so charming that it will be a gift that the world wants to receive 

and also give back because it’s so good. And that reciprocation keeps going and makes culture have a substance, a 

coming and going….The world is constantly giving things to you that you could be giving back.” John D’Agata. “A 

_________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 17-18. On charis, see also “The 

Burners: A Reading of Bacchylides’ Third Epinician Ode” Phoenix 38:2 (Summer 1984): 114.  
374 Martin Heidegger. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 190. 
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powdered white lead for  

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

         I saw the sea. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…the beautiful white feet of Christ. 

 

 

 

 

        I slide my eye to the left. 

 

 

 

 

…and raising her eyes to heaven. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             …the beautiful white throat of Anna…  
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  …his mortification spurs Perugino 

        to produce the chef-d’oeuvre ‘Madonna e Santi’ 

        for the Certosa of Pavia. 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

In fact, from under scant lashes 

he studies his own arms 

which float forward      

with a power of their own. 

 

 

     

 

 

     Cristo morto. 

          It is a painting of a sacrifice. 

            The victim’s arms 

            glow forward 

            strangely. 

            He regards them, 

            lowering 

            his eyes, 

            neither sleepy in death, 

            nor delighted. 
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She pauses 

before an Etruscan boy 

of green bronze. Leaves 

nod heavily on his head. 

He looks down, just 

discovering 

that his arms, if he lets them, 

extend to the 

soles of his feet. 

His delight is total. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…which efforts were ruthlessly effaced…375  

                                                 
375 Images are taken from the following sources: section 2 (8): postcard of Perugia. Quarterly Review of Literature 

(QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library; section 11 (13): detail from Pietro 

Perugino’s Compianto sul Cristo morto, Firenze, Galleria Palatina, in Pietro Scarpellini. Perugino. (Milano: Electa, 

1984): 187 (plate 97); section 21 (19): detail from Autoritratto, Perugia, Collegio del Cambio, in Scarpellini: 222 

(plate 166); section 21 (19) & section 25 (21): detail from San Sebastiano, Parigi, Museo del Louvre, in Scarpelleni: 

181 (plate 87); section 27 (22): from the Polottico della Certosa di Pavia, Londra, National Gallery, in Scarpelleni: 

236 (plate 186), 235 (plate 185), 237 (plate 189); section 31 (24) & section 45 (32): Cristo sul sarcofago, Perugia, 

Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria, in Scarpellini: 195 (plate 110); section 37 (28): photograph of  the bronze statuette, 

Ombra della sera (inv. com. n. 905), is courtesy of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Perugia. Special thanks to 

Gabriella Gattobigio. 
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powdered white lead for  

 

It is a poem governed by death. By murder. The Canicula di Anna gives an account of not one, 

but two murders: Anna’s and her father’s. Death lies inside every shadowed line we grasp and 

have no grasp of. Death as a fact and as das Unumgängliche376 (as what facts lack). Death as 

overtakelessness, as that moment when life vanishes into the air like a puff of talcum powder 

(Phaedo 70a). Who dies within the life of the poem? Everything that is not you: an old Etruscan 

(9), a mosquito (15), a scorpion (21), a cock (25), dogs (14, 30), a father (34), Anna (36); and, in 

the AFTERWORD, Socrates (39). For there is always death everywhere around you—just never 

your own. 

     The reader is someone who stands askance of death. When you enter the poem, you enter a 

realm that is death-oriented; that is, the narration is essentially a being-toward-its-own-end. This 

end is not something that only happens at the conclusion of the poem. Ending is at work in the 

beginning: thin stench of bone burning within, it is already glancing out. The poem’s attitude 

towards its own ending pervades and shapes the whole. And it is the desire to read this attitude 

and know how things will end in the end that lures a reader on. (Aristotle finds in this desire the 

delight we take in contemplating the representation of dead bodies (νεκρῶν or corpses).)377 Only 

an ending (often a death) will put an end to narrative possibility and thence readerly expectation. 

For when the poem ends, you simply turn your back to it. But, remember, this is a text which 

ends with its eyes on you. Why is it looking at you? It is asking you to be responsible. You must 

answer for the death that occurs in the poem. You must make it accountable—i.e., to be able to  

                                                 
376 “That which is not to be gotten around.” See page 177 of Martin Heidegger’s The Question Concerning 

Technology. Trans. W. Lovitt. (New York: Garland Pub, 1977) and poem 1691 in The Complete Poems of Emily 

Dickinson. Ed. Thomas. H. Johnson. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1960): 690.   
377 See Poetics 1448b. The Greek nekrōn is from the Loeb Poetics. Ed. and Trans. Stephen Halliwell. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1995): 36. Aristotle here is most likely talking about the representation of death in 

pictures. (Death in Greek tragedy seems generally to have been pictured in words or wheeled out onstage.) Whether 

the corpse of Anna or a painting of Anna’s corpse is being represented in section 53 (37) is always for you to decide.   



148 

 

be put into a story (OF conter ‘to add up,’ but also ‘to tell’). 

     Watch: in this poem it is important to know what tense you are in.378 We receive word 

(towards the dead centre of the poem) about a murder before it happens, as death is something 

one does not ordinarily count on (19). Death always comes too soon. Before it’s time. Now. Yet 

whose death does the ‘I’ say it will be unaccountable for? Anna’s? Her father’s? The narrative’s? 

Note that Anna and her father both die just outside a reader’s usual line of vision (a sight-line 

directed towards a past there; that is, towards retrospective narration: “When I arrived it was 

raining…” (8)). Their deaths occur just outside the grids conventionally used in a text’s spatial 

and temporal perspective.379 In both accounts, you are stretched unexpectedly back and forth in 

time and across tenses towards the past from the present aspect of narration. You are now’d in 

the same way that death immediates a person’s life: 

 At the birth of her son    Anna climbs stairs built on blood 

 she sent a letter, with    to the aeroplane. Turns,  

 photographs, found    looks back, squinting (she 

 beside his body    lost her sunglasses on our 

 the next day.     trip to Assisi. Her husband 

 Important aunts    had bought them for her, and 

 placed a long-distance call to Anna.  had predicted she would lose 

 “You have killed your father.” (34)  them.) 

       Misses me. Noon. 

       Pan on the tarmac casting no shadow. 

       Heat is pure motion. 

       I never saw her again. (35-36) 

 

The poem recounts the death of Anna by first establishing the section (50) in a real-time  

                                                 
378 The line is taken from an unpublished and undated work, “Why are these people smiling?,” found in the Ben 

Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 4, Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library, Columbia University. Sometime in 1986 a version was submitted to Echos du monde classique 

/ Classical Views under the title “Deadly Wit In Archilochos and Sappho” (see her Curriculum Vitae in Box 66 File 

5, “Anne Carson,” Descant Fonds (MsC 304), Archives & Special Collections, University of Calgary). Another 

version (entitled “Sappho Fr. 55: A Reading”) was submitted to the Festschrift for Sir Kenneth Dover, Owls to 

Athens. Ed. Elizabeth M. Craik. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990). The only published version appeared as “Now 

What?” in Grand Street 9:3 (Spring 1990): 43-45. “Why are these people smiling?” would mark an early instance of 

Carson’s lyric / poetic criticism.   
379 Cf. Hugh J. Silverman. “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 

1982): 371. 
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historical present tense, then shifting to two past tenses (past and past perfect) and back to the 

historical present, before instancing her disappearance through the use of a simple past tense 

relative (in “never”) to the now of the enunciation (what grammarians call the ‘absolute’ tense). 

In mirrored verbal inversion, the death of Anna’s father, embedded in the simple past tense, is 

instanced in direct speech (present perfect: think of breath on a cold windowpane) reported 

(obliquely380) from that same now of the enunciation (again, the ‘absolute’ tense). Both Anna and 

her father die in a ‘now.’ Whose deictic centre this ‘now’ denotes is always for a reader to decide. 

Is the narration, too, then, something that chooses to stand askance of death?381  

     You must admit there is something oddly jarring and yet inviting about the way the ‘I’ of the 

poem steps aside and forward, the way it looks out in a dark apostrophe. Sometimes I think it is 

asking me, Can a man vanish? But perhaps its question is rather what tense do you want to be? 

Or perhaps it is just asking you not when the address of the ‘I’ is saying ‘I,’ but who is this ‘I’ 

saying ‘I’? Is it the ‘I’ of the painter? The ‘I’ of the narrator? Or the “I” of Anne Carson? For she 

is, in a sense, the source of every ‘I’ in the poem. Can her “I,” then, be held accountable for the  

                                                 
380 See above pages 72ff. 
381 Note the attention to and concern with tense (and death) in the marginalia to fragment 55 (Loeb 71) in the 

Robarts copy of Lyra Graeca. This particular copy has been cut and bound (stamp date missing). Marginalia read: 

[pe]ndulum & [pa]st [a]nd [pr]esent mixed. See Copy 2 of Lyra Graeca. Vol. I. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: 

Heinemann, 1922): 232. PA 3443 E4 1922 v.1 cop.2. The online Scholars Portal eBook available through the 

University of Toronto Libraries catalogue obscures (makes ἀφάνης) the marginalia. 
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telling? Does the ‘I’’s cynicism (its dogged attitude) 

Postmetaphysical myself,  

I will be  

unaccountable for the murder. (19) 

 

bespeak guilt askew?382 

  

     One way of transferring sin and guilt is through expiation or sacrifice. Sacrifice, note Herbert  

 

and Mauss, modifies the condition of the moral person who accomplishes it.383 The Canicula di  

 

Anna is a poem of a sacrificial rite,384 yet what victim is being sacrificed? A self. Two selves.  

 

Sacrifice is accomplished in the poem through the representation of the death of a self—Anna’s  

 

self and her father’s self. Representation allows murder to think itself (31), both in the  

 

literalization of a father’s broken heart (26) and a daughter’s defect of the heart (21).385 Death  

 

becomes an analogue: one offers up or relinquishes or kills off a version of a self which  

 

doesn’t come back in order to get on with one’s life.386 In other words, the poet is modified. For  

 

the poet, too, offers up or relinquishes or kills off a version of her self which vanishes. She  

                                                 
382 It is possible to account for the use of ‘postmetaphysical’ mimetically: the painter (taken as focal point) picks up 

the jargon of the phenomenologists from one of the seminars. But the mirrored word slides out to the apparent left, 

suggesting another hand: “Novelists make good metaphysicians….Metaphysics is always a matter of good ‘story-

telling.’” See Anne F. Ashbaugh. “The Fool in the Farce: Merleau-Ponty’s ‘Philosophy of’” Philosophy Today 27:4 

(Winter 1983): 331.   
383 Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss. Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function. Trans. W.D. Halls. (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1964): 13. The book is cited in the bibliography of the thesis. “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. 

University of Toronto, 1981): 374. For Carson on life and sacrifice (and blind spots), see “Frusta: Housman, Horace, 

Sappho, Stoppard, and the Uses of Cold Water” Lincoln Center Theater Review 28 (Spring 2001): 12-14. 
384 “The painter chooses / where to stand / and the ritual / totters forward” (31). “As they drove her / up the 

passageway / to the opening…. / It was the last occurrence of such a ritual…” (36). English rite is from Latin ritus, 

cognate with Greek ἀριθμός ‘number.’ Both are derived from the IE base *ri- ‘to count, enumerate’ (see Klein s.v.). 
385 Anna’s blood is loosed because she forgets her blood relation, whence the disorder of blood (haemolethesis 21). 

The scenario of her death (as a sort of scripted antic gesture) activates our own desire as readers of the media to 

hunger after the details of how she died. What a reader takes from the account (36) is not unlike the painting of Anna 

the painter removes to his room (10). For the still life (natura morta) tells no story. 
386 In another poem, Anne Carson reminds us that there are three ways to master death (see The Fall of Rome: A 

Traveller’s Guide). Here is a fourth one: paint a father with the face of his son. “It is said that when his much 

beloved son, who was extremely handsome in face and figure, was killed in a riot in Cortona, even as he grieved, 

Luca had the body stripped, and with the greatest constancy of heart, without crying or shedding a tear, he drew his 

portrait so that he could always see whenever he desired, through the work of his own hands, what Nature had given 

him and inimical Fortune had taken away. He sat up all night with the body, making sketch after sketch and 

throwing them into a pile. And from that time, all his angels had the one same face.” From Giorgio Vasari’s The 

Lives of the Artists. Trans. J.C. Bondanella and P. Bondanella. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991): 271. We 

might call this account a suppression of morte. 
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functions, in the words of Heidegger, “like a passageway that destroys itself in the creative  

 

process for the work to emerge.”387 Yes, a narrative dies in the end, and, with its death, a part of  

 

the self is left behind. There is, in this division, this moving on simultaneously in two directions,  

 

a sort of atonement. But shame remains, shame, which, too, is something not to be gotten around.  

 

For a father is only disappearing beyond the hope of touch, not dying.388 

 

     Anne Carson has said that there are two reasons to write:389 1) in order to seem clever; and 2) 

because you have an idea that seems necessary to put down, and if you can’t put it down, you 

can’t really go on with your life. Three reasons: 3) mortification.  

remember the time Father took us to the circus? we sat high up at the back of the tent  

Father said Here’s the best thing he stood up sat down again Watch when the acrobats 

go flying across the air and grab one another you’ll see a little puff of talcum powder 

come out from between their hands AS GEMS REFLECT ON ANOTHER he was grinning 

all over his face the smell of wet black July hayfields came drowning in through the tent 

and the night390  

 

It is still a poem that does not think beyond death, not yet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
387 Martin Heidegger. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 40. 
388 “And my father dying, yes. My father disappearing before dying.” Eleanor Wachtel. “An Interview with Anne 

Carson” Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 45. Cf. “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 

80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 65 and “The Anthropology of Water. Just for the Thrill: An Essay on the 

Difference Between Women and Men.” Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 206. 
389 See the interview Carson gave with Malin Holgersson while at the 2009 Göteborg Poetry Festival in Gothenburg, 

Sweden. Available on the Ful website: Bonusmaterial – Teaser Anne Carson / Oktober 2009 and Fulradio #11 / 

November 2009. 
390 “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 89. 
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colored earths for 

 

Chapter II  Eros and the Senses: the Physiology of love  

It is a sensual poem. All the little blues and maroons. A woman’s voice pitched just lower than 

the barking. The stench of bone burning. Wine, cigarettes. And summer heat, even in the hills. 

i) The Sense of Touch and the Body Itself  

When you look at or hear a poem, you may not readily perceive its colours, its sounds, smells, 

tastes and tactility—all the ways it breathes before you, its aesthetic. In fact, the act of reading 

can often be a resisting or closing off of sensual impression: 

Reading is not, in my experience, a multi-sensual event. Indeed, literacy desensorializes 

words and reader, for a reader must disconnect himself from the influx of sense-

impressions transmitted by nose, ear, tongue and skin if he is to concentrate upon his 

reading. A reader must control his senses.391 

 

ii) Smell and Taste 

Aleksandr Romanovich Luria once had a patient, Ш., who couldn’t eat while he read. 

If I read when I eat, I have a hard time understanding what I’m reading—the taste of the 

food drowns out the sense….392 

 

iii) Sound 

There is an old Greek lexicon in the library of St Michael’s College. This lexicon (PA 445 E5 L6),  

                                                 
391 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 305. Compare the later elaboration in Eros the 

Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): “Written words…do not present an all-persuasive sensual 

phenomenon. Literacy desensorializes words and reader. A reader must disconnect himself from the influx of sense 

impressions transmitted by nose, ear, tongue, and skin if he is to concentrate upon his reading. A written text 

separates words from one another, separates words from the environment, separates words from the reader (or 

writer) and separates the reader (or writer) from his environment. Separation is painful”: 50.  
392 The Mind of a Mnemonist. Trans. L. Solotaroff. (New York: Basic Books, 1968): 82. Note that, in Russian, Ш. 

colours his expression with an acoustic metaphor in глушит: (of sound) to deafen, muffle. See Романтические 

Эссе: Маленькая книжка о большой памяти. (Moskva: Pedagogika-Press, 1996): 52. Whereas most people think 

as they read, Ш. perceives it all: “It’s particularly hard if there are some details in a passage I happen to have read 

elsewhere. I find then that I start in one place and end up in another—everything gets muddled. Take the time I was 

reading The Old World Landowners. Afanasy Ivanovich went out on the porch…Well, of course, it’s such a high 

porch, has such creaking benches…But, you know, I’d already come across that same porch before! It’s 

Korobochka’s porch, where Chichikov drove up! What’s liable to happen with my images is that Afanasy Ivanovich 

could easily run into Chichikov and Korobochka!”: 113-114. The sensorial world of our lives creaks across the texts 

we read.  
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just pick it up, has a thickness of being. Learning falls out from its pages, as if from the green 

folds of a cassock. Its leaves are still as crisp as a waistcoat and tie. Flipping through the pages, 

you may hear the release of a backstrung bow. Lick a finger, the sudden taste of blood orange. 

And, yes, if you happen to read it at lunch, smell of celery.   

iv) The Synaesthetic Importance of Breath 

How do we read the senses when we read? For the aesthetic of a text can be said to breathe or  

 

live by our apprehension of the sensuous at work in it.393 This is especially true for a poem such  

 

as the Canicula di Anna. A reader finds his or her orientation within the poem through the senses.  

 

For example, in reading sensory experience one may choose where to stand in relation to the  

 

geometrical configurations formed by the painter’s attraction to Anna.394 In the spaces between  

 

the two, a reader may perceive how the brutal heat of the Umbrian summer and the biting  

 

coldness of the beloved enervate the lover;395 how the relative absence in the poem of the sense  

 

of smell insinuates an absence of erotic encounter;396 how hunger and thirst literalize the lover’s  

 

want;397 how what the lover hears in the beloved’s voice is their lack of communication;398 and  

 

how ‘the look of love’ deprives the lover of the faculty of seeing the beloved.399 

                                                 
393  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 141. 
394 “Eros is chiefly a phenomenon of sense-perception.” “The lover is the one who has been inspired by Eros and 

who directs this emotion at the beloved by looks, words, touches, odours and the breath of his longing.” Ibid.: 27 & 

151. 
395 “Eros assaults the lover’s body in order to damage, incapacitate or rob it of physical integrity.” Ibid.: 99. 
396 “Fragrance and its implications are an important component of erotic settings.” Ibid.: 115. 
397 “In Theokritos, Helen on her wedding day is ‘desired as the mother’s teat is desired by her lambs.’” Ibid.: 120.  
398 “Sound is of central importance in erotic activity.” “It is characteristic of the lover to be intensely affected by the 

voice or sound of the beloved, rather than the other way round.” “Archaic poets record the physiology which 

listening and falling in love share.” Ibid.: 136, 138 & 155. 
399 “When Archilochos experiences eros it is a mist poured over his eyes.” Ibid.: 158. For Carson’s marginalia 

marking instances of the five senses (including page 228 for footnote 397 above), see The Greek Bucolic Poets. 

Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1919). Robarts copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4. 
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v) Vision 

The Canicula di Anna is primarily a visual poem, as Anne Carson is primarily a visual poet. If 

you were to count the occurrences of sense-imagery in the poem, you would probably come up 

with the following order of frequency: 5) smell, 4) taste, 3) touch, 2) sound, and 1) sight. It is 

true that she is a most painterly poet. (Just look at the number of colour words alone in the 

poem.) It is also true that her writing aspires to the condition of painting. (Notice the poem’s 

eidōlopoiēsis or image-making power.) She herself has spoken of the primacy of images in her 

thought and of the interdependency of drawing and writing in her work on a number of 

occasions:  

[of Kenneth Dover] I think you don’t learn ideas from people but you learn images. 

(Catherine Schlegel “An Interview with Anne Carson” 

Favonius 3 (1991): 11) 

 

AC: I just remember writing in second grade every Friday afternoon. It was such a 

pleasure. We’d draw a picture then write on it and tell what it was. 

(John D’Agata “A __________ with Anne Carson” The 

Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 9) 

 

Her visual preoccupations are nothing new: ‘I didn’t write very much at all until I guess 

my 20s because I drew. I just drew pictures, and sometimes wrote on them when I was 

young but mostly I was interested in drawing. I never did think of myself as a writer!’ 

(Stephen Burt “Poetry without Borders” Publisher’s 

Weekly 247:14 (3 April 2000): 57) 

 

Did she always know she wanted to write? ‘No,’ she shakes her head shyly. ‘I used to 

draw for expression.’ And the difference is? ‘The immediacy. Getting the stupid intellect 

out of the way….As soon as you draw a line on a paper, your whole self is manifest.’ 

(Sarah Hampson “The Unbearable Lightness of Anne 

Carson” The Globe and Mail (14 September 2000): R5)  

 

 I thought maybe you would be image driven but that was just a guess. 

Maybe I am so image driven that I don’t think of it as another way to think. Certainly I 

can’t think without images. If I’m trying to make an academic argument I can’t do it 

unless I can find images for each of the abstractions I want to talk about and I keep going 

back to them. But I don’t think of myself as having to construct imagery in language in 

order to move in thought but maybe it’s just because thoughts are always picturing to me.  

(From Mary Gannon’s transcript of “Anne Carson: Beauty  
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Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2  

(March-April 2001)) 

 

KM: Do you conceive your work in any visual sense? 

AC:  Oh always; I mostly think of my work as a painting. 

KM: Ut pictura poesis? 

AC:  No, not capturing what’s out the window. But making it like what Mallarmé talks 

about, using words so that you create a surface that leaves an impression in the mind no 

matter what the words mean. It’s not about the meaning of each individual word adding 

up to a proposition; it’s about the way they interact with each other as daubs of meaning. 

(Kevin McNeilly “Gifts and Questions” Canadian 

Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 22)  

 

I see myself as a maker of objects, some of them sentences, some of them not. One thing 

is that when I make a sentence I think of it as drawing with words. To me it’s like 

drawing, it’s like making a design out of an idea using words as the mechanism. The line 

or the paint is the words…. I think that I do have this intention to show people a seeing of 

the world that I see and that requires this physicality that you’re talking about. To me it 

seems like drawing, as I said, but I think that what you notice when you do drawings is 

that drawings make you look at the world with a different kind of attention than you have 

to normally apply. And it’s that kind of attention that I want the reader to experience 

from writing, and it has to be secondarily experienced, but still you can draw the reader 

into that kind of attention if you give them the world in its sensual, physical reality 

through the words. 

(Malin Holgersson “Fulradio #11” (November 2009)) 

 

The trajectory of these statements taken together converges within one aim: the intention to show 

people a seeing. By ‘seeing’ she does not mean what you and I mean by seeing. Her seeing 

incorporates physicality. Immediacy. Getting the stupid intellect out of the way in order to create 

a surface that will translate directly onto your nervous system and leave a raw impression on the 

mind. This seeing requires perceiving the world with a different kind of attention—of seeing 

what is not there. Recall the act of reading: 

A reader is to some extent outside time, out of the fluid continuum of his environment, 

arrested in a separate and private experience. The words that he reads are not being 

breathed upon him through the open channels of his senses…but are bits of information 

cut up and arrested on the page. He experiences them not by opening his senses to the 

influence of the environment but by closing his other senses off and focusing his vision  
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upon the page.400  

 

Focus your vision all you like, when you look at the page you do not see the colour. Colour, 

though all around you, is not there. Take the line, “The phenomenologist / has blood-red feet” 

(13). There is no such shade of red on the page before you. Look up ‘red’ in the dictionary and 

more words will tell you what the ‘red’ that is not there is. Look about your surroundings or even 

google ‘red’ and you will see more reds than were imagined when you first tried to see the red in 

the phenomenologist’s “blood-red feet.” Merleau-Ponty takes this échec de la communication 

further: 

I will never know how you see red, and you will never know how I see it; but this 

separation of consciousnesses is recognized only after a failure of communication, and 

our first movement is to believe in an undivided being between us.401  

 

How, then, is it possible, through the medium of writing, for the writer to show the reader a 

seeing of the world in all its sensual, physical reality—i.e., to show you what’s not there on the 

page? Perhaps we can see one movement towards blending the separate consciousnesses of text 

and reader in the word ‘blood’ of “blood-red.” Blood has a taste, an odour, and a viscosity, each 

of which suggesting the pulsation of sensory modalities other than sight. One way of opening up 

a fluid continuum (un être indivis) between the consciousness of the text and the consciousness 

of the reader could be through such multisensual expression. The Canicula di Anna would then 

be an attempt to resensorialize words and reader. As if to make you see a church bell ringing 

                                                 
400 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 305. Again, these ideas are elaborated upon in Eros 

the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): “Reading and writing require focusing the mental 

attention upon a text by means of the visual sense. As an individual reads and writes he gradually learns to close or 

inhibit the input of his senses, to inhibit or control the responses of his body, so as to train energy and thought upon 

the written words. He resists the environment outside him by distinguishing and controlling the one inside him”: 44.  
401 The Primacy of Perception. Trans. James M. Edie. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University, 1964): 17. “Je ne 

saurai jamais comment vous voyez le rouge et vous ne saurez jamais comment je le vois; mais cette séparation des 

consciences n’est reconnue qu’après échec de la communication, et notre premier mouvement est de croire à un être 

indivis entre nous.” Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Le primat de la perception et ses conséquences philosophiques. 

(Grenoble: Cynara, 1989): 52.   
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across your page on Euripides. Or rather, in Valéry’s words, to teach you that you had not seen 

what you see.402  

Notes to Chapter II  

The delight in multisensual experience is something primal in Anne Carson. What she notices, 

for example, in the Greek conception of the sense of sight is not its superiority to the other senses 

(our visual bias), but “the remarkable tactility of vision.”403 Such intersensal404 perception is 

known as synaesthesia, “the transfer of a lexeme from one sensory area to another,”405 as in 

colour seeing and hearing (U vert), colour smelling (parfums verts), colour tasting (green Thirst), 

and colour touching (Green Chill). One instance of the figure’s effect of conveying “sensation by 

two sense-media simultaneously”406 is the mysterious phrase (underscored by Carson407) in 

Theokritos 10.37 (“Your voice is [as sweet as] poppy-seed / [as soft as] a flower / [as inducing of 

sleep, forgetfulness, sexual desire, insanity, or death as the narcotic plant] nightshade”): 

  

Indeed, many of the synaesthetic expressions in the Canicula di Anna are of this same bisensorial  

form—the intersensory transference most often occurring when the sphere of sight is directed  

                                                 
402 “A work of art should always teach us that we had not seen what we see.” From “Introduction to the Method of 

Leonardo da Vinci” in Collected Works. Bollingen Series XLV:8. Leonardo, Poe, Mallarmé. Trans. M. Cowley and 

J.R. Lawler. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1956): 20. “Une oeuvre d’art devrait toujours nous apprendre 

que nous n’avions pas vu ce que nous voyons.” Paul Valéry. Oeuvres. Vol. I. Ed. Jean Hytier. (Paris: Gallimard, 

1957): 1165. 
403 “The characteristic of Greek visual perception which strikes one again and again is the remarkable tactility of 

vision. The lover feels the glance of his beloved like a touch.” “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 

1981): 156. 
404 The word is William Bedell Stanford’s. See Greek Metaphor. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1936): 47-62. Some of 

the marginalia in the Robarts copy (PA 404 M4S8) are likely Carson’s. See especially the one on page 46: “intellect 

+ senses are one.” The work is cited in the thesis. 
405 Joseph M. Williams. “Synaesthetic Adjectives: A Possible Law of Semantic Change” Language 52:2 (1976): 463. 

The article is cited in the thesis. 
406 W. B. Stanford. Greek Metaphor. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1936): 49. 
407 Photoquotation from page 134 of The Greek Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1919). 

Robarts copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4. Carson had written “sound” in the left margin.  
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towards that of sound or vice versa: 

Wild dogs, mouths dripping with such bloody / syllables (9) 

In a voice one may hear / a rocky coast. Steep. / Brutal in winter (11) 

When you look at the painting you do not see the sound (19) 

It barks wildly from time to / time (yellow) / making no sound (24-25) 

It crowed once (dark red) crazily (25) 

As the singing of a mad person / behind you on the train / enrages you, / its beautiful / 

animal-like teeth / shining amid black planes / of paint (33)408 

 

Other examples of bimodal transfer would be those between sound and touch, as in “Barking like 

a long scald” (19), and touch and sight, as in “a depth and smoothness / of tint” (29).409 Yet  

Carson’s attention to the perceiving together of sensuous reality is not only twofold. The 

intention to show people a seeing also appeals to complexes of sense-perception, to the 

modulation of several sense-spheres at once. Here again is Luria’s patient, Ш.: 

Presented with a tone pitched at 2,000 cycles per second and having an amplitude of 113 

decibels, Ш. said: ‘It looks something like fireworks tinged with a pink-red hue. The strip 

of color feels rough and unpleasant, and it has an ugly taste—rather like that of a briny 

pickle…You could hurt your hand on this.’410 

 

And here is Carson’s own “superposition” (8) of sense-spheres perceived in terms of one 

another: 

…a cool, rather / bluish tone (17) 

One continuous howl / by now. A being / made of raw sounds / joined at the stumps / and 

moving / as one form / down there (30)  

Sound / that shines up as a laugh / and smells like blood (30) 

 

A sound shines up as a laugh and smells like blood. The synthesis of sensations defies rational   

comprehension and interpretation and so demands a different kind of attention from the reader.  

                                                 
408 Note that many of the intersensorial effects of the poem occur within moments of ekphrastic description where 

not only are the events depicted described, but also the very painting materials used for the depictions. 
409 Compare also the “cool cast and sparkle” of ultramarine (23) and Perugino’s “mixing / with cypress-resin / a 

sulphide of arsenic / known as orpiment / for the flesh-tones” (32-33). Others might also add transfers between sense 

and abstract imagery (e.g., taste and abstraction in “What does man eat? ask the phenomenologists. / Like the dogs, 

names, / down there, / starving” (12)) and sense and kinaesthetic imagery (e.g., sight and kinesis in “The victim’s 

arms / glow forward” (32); sound and kinesis in “You could hear them turn” (25); and touch and kinesis in both “No 

brushstroke / can be just cool” (14) and “Heat is pure motion” (36)). 
410 A.R. Luria. The Mind of a Mnemonist. Trans. L. Solotaroff. (New York: Basic Books, 1968): 23. The book is 

also cited in the thesis. 
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An attention to sense. Why?   

     Go back to the synaesthetic image on pages 24-25 of the poem. A yellowing noise making no 

sound. The writing is paradoxical. The writing is paradoxical because reading is paradoxical. 

What I mean is that we read what we can’t perceive. And yet what Carson is doing is trying to 

make us see what we can’t perceive when we read. Here she is in her own words: 

It seems to me that the kind of seeing that I do is a seeing that sees inside the folds of 

things, and inside the folds of things are objects or events or concepts that are actually 

there but we don’t usually see them, but I wouldn’t think of me of inventing them. I think 

of them as being there unseen most of the time and my task is to look hard enough to see 

them.411   

 

Seeing unfolds a sensuous form of knowing. Her task is to teach you to unlearn seeing with only 

the visual sense. For it is the intellect that divides the senses into discrete sensory fields. 

Synaesthesia is thus seen as attributing to one sense modality a physiological capacity that it 

couldn’t have. Hence a deaf-mute dog that “barks wildly from time to / time (yellow) / making 

no sound” (24-25) is an expression that seems to stop itself, as does a cock that “crowed once 

(dark red) crazily, / far too early in the night” (25). We could ascribe this to ekphrastic 

description, but there is more here than poetry (painting that speaks) describing painting (poetry 

that is silent). There is the attempt to catch and render, through words, sensual, physical reality in 

all its true thickness. The synaesthetic expressions in Carson are, therefore, not exceptional 

phenomena. “Synaesthetic perception is the rule”:412 

Cézanne declared that a picture contains within itself even the smell of the landscape. He 

meant that the arrangement of colour on the thing (and in the work of art, if it catches the 

                                                 
411 Malin Holgersson. “Fulradio #11” (November 2009). See the Ful website.  
412 “The senses intercommunicate by opening on to the structure of the thing. One sees the hardness and brittleness 

of glass, and when, with a tinkling sound, it breaks, this sound is conveyed by the visible glass. One sees the 

springiness of steel, the ductility of red-hot steel, the hardness of a plane blade, the softness of shavings. The form of 

objects is not their geometrical shape: it stands in a certain relation to their specific nature, and appeals to all our 

other senses as well as sight. The form of a fold in linen or cotton shows us the resilience or dryness of the fibre, the 

coldness or warmth of the material.” Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Phenomenology of Perception. Trans. C. Smith. 

(London: Routledge, 1962): 229. 
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thing in its entirety) signifies by itself all the responses which would be elicited through 

an examination by the remaining senses; that a thing would not have this colour had it not 

also this shape, these tactile properties, this resonance, this odour, and that the thing is the  

absolute fullness which my undivided existence projects before itself.413   

 

The Canicula di Anna means to breathe414 multisensual life back into the body of the reader. The 

physiology of the poem seeks to open up a world of intercommunicating senses that would form 

a continuous and fluent interaction (une existence indivise) between the environment of the text 

and the environment of the reader. This may all seem misdirected or flat-out wrong. For you 

know Anne Carson better as that formidable and forbidding intellectual poet. But I’ve never been 

able to read her as such. Me, I see her on her way to South America to look at volcanoes. 

Opening her Chatwin’s In Patagonia she begins to read: 

 

 
 

She looks up. A delicious odour of roasting seal was wafting through the aeroplane.415 

 

                                                 
413 Ibid.: 318-319. See Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Phénoménologie de la perception. (Paris: Gallimard, 1945): 368. 
414 Breath is everywhere in Carson: “breath is consciousness, breath is perception, breath is emotion.” “Odi et amo 

ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 140.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photoquotation from John I. Beare’s Greek Theories of Elementary Cognition. (Oxford 1906): 93. Robarts copy. 

BF91 B3. “Part I. The Five Senses,” which examines the ancient Greek psychologies of vision, hearing, smelling, 

tasting and touching, underpins the structuring of Chapter II of Anne Carson’s dissertation. 
415 Photoquotation from Bruce Chatwin. In Patagonia. (New York: Penguin Books, 1988): 132-133. 
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white for  

 

  

She would write of that custom of wrong love. Its simple heartless dance. Human shapes with 

broken souls. 

 

Anne Carson is a poet of measure. One thing she likes to measure is love. How does she measure 

love? By righting it. She wrote:  

 
 

She would write not of happy love being sweet, nor of unhappy love being bitter, but about most 

love being a combination of the two. 

 

In Carson, love is a line measured between lover and beloved. This line, always in a fever, is not 

visible in itself. She wrote:  

 
 

She would write that just love is reciprocal love. 

 

But love unbalances everyone. Look at the line shimmering between lover and beloved again: 

human situations are never fair and equal, they just aren’t, she has said. She wrote: 

 
 

She would write of Helen’s unwillingness. 
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Of being resistible. Of one-sided passion. Of that which one undergoes in return for something. 

And of the beloved’s ultimate innocence. To balance this (perhaps, after all, she’s really only 

measuring love’s timing, for no one can play the beloved forever) she wrote “Town of Uneven 

Love”: 

 

 

 

 

           

She would write you of all this. 

 

What is it that Anne Carson is writing to you?  

 
 

 

And will there, one day, be a last word?416  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
416 Cf. Hephaistos’ theory in “Decreation: An Opera in Three Parts” Parnassus 24:2 (2000): 277. Photoquotations 

are from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 23 & 54; Canicula di Anna (8); “Water 

Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 84; “The Life of 

Towns” in Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 108; “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 

n. 141, 95; postcard to Ben Sonnenberg, Feast of St Firmus and Rusticus [August 9], 1993 in the Ben Sonnenberg 

Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 Folder 1, Rare Book and Manuscript 

Library, Columbia University. See also the marginalia on pages 230 and 410 of The Greek Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. 

Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1919). Robarts copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4. In the first, ἶσον ἔρασθαι (‘to love 

equally’) has been underlined, although the annotation “equality” has been since erased; in the second, you may still 

make out “reciprocity” in the margins to the poem “[Requited Love]”: ὄλβιοι οἱ φιλέοντες, ἐπὴν ἴσον ἀντεράωνται 

(‘happy are lovers when their love is requited’).  
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blue for  

 

  
 

Is the stick man in the line drawing by Kafka standing in front of an easel, a mirror, or a 

blackboard?417 In the Canicula di Anna, Anne Carson stands before all three. The easel, in the 

poem’s concern with painting; the mirror, in its concern with self-reflexivity; and the blackboard, 

in its concern with lecturing. Remember that the Canicula di Anna is the poem of a teacher,418 a 

doctus poeta or scholar-poet. A learned writer is one who demands a reader willing to learn. And 

Anne Carson can be the most demanding of such writers. She does not declare. She does not  

                                                 
417 Photoquotation from the Quarterly Review of Literature’s 50th Anniversary Anthology issue (Contemporary 

Poetry Series No. 12 / Vol. XXXII-XXXIII, 1993). The Kafka illustration had appeared on the title page of the first 

QRL Poetry series volume (1978). Jacqueline Sudaka-Bénazéraf sees the figure as standing in front of a painting or 

an empty window (un tableau ou une fenêtre vide). Le regard de Franz Kafka: dessins d'un écrivain. (Paris: 

Maisonneuve et Larose, 2001): 147. Max Brod, who first published Kafka’s sketches in 1937, saw it as a black 

marionette (schwarze Marionette) hanging from invisible threads (unsichtbare Fäden) in front of a standing mirror 

(Stehspiegel). Über Franz Kafka. (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer-Taschenbuch-Verlag, 1974): 393. As the cover 

illustration to a recent anthology for Oxford World’s Classics, it is described as a “sketch taken from lecture notes.” 

A Hunger Artist and Other Stories. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012).     
418 While at Princeton Anne Carson taught (as Instructor and later Assistant Professor) the following courses: The 

Anti-Augustans: Ovid and the Elegists; Introduction to Augustan Literature; Beginner’s Latin Continued: Basic 

Prose; The Lyric Age of Greece; and Greek Drama in Translation.  
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Traduction I419 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
419 Photoquotations from Huoping Chen. Fun with Chinese Characters. The Straits Times Collection. Vol. 1. 

(Singapore: Federal Publications, 1980): 138; “‘Just for the Thrill’: Sycophantizing Aristotle’s Poetics” Arion 1:1 

(Winter 1990): 152-53; and “Essay on What I Think about Most” Raritan 18:3 (Winter 1999): 51.  
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conceal. She guides. She is a writer who trains you as you read.  

     This mode of instruction is nowhere more at work than in the act of translating. The aims of 

Carson’s translations are as various as the number of translations themselves, but there remains 

one constant throughout them all: a paedagogical desire that the mind experience itself in the act 

of making a mistake. Here is an example. It is a translation of Aristotle’s Rhetoric 1410b10-13: 

‘Strange words simply puzzle us;  

ordinary words convey what we know already; 

it is from metaphor that we can get hold of something new & fresh.’420 

 

You check your Loeb translation and notice error breaking through and complicating the 

reading.421 You warn of egregious mistranslation (read ‘proper’ for ‘ordinary’), of the text going 

astray: “she is mistaken” (20). But then, months later, you realize that you yourself were in error. 

You realize that Carson is translating a translation you’ve read years before:422 

 
 

Perhaps, at some point, you will go back to thinking the translation in error. But for one moment 

Carson makes you experience the act of mis-taking along with her. For one moment you are able 

to see a newness carried over from beyond the borders of a sentence—and unexpectedly. For a 

moment the strange fact that the distinct mental events of translation and metaphor could have 

                                                 
420 “Essay on What I Think about Most” Raritan 18:3 (Winter 1999): 49. 
421 “Easy learning is naturally pleasant to all, and words mean something, so that all words which make us learn 

something are most pleasant. Now we do not know the meaning of strange words, and proper terms we know 

already. It is metaphor, therefore, that above all produces this effect; for when Homer calls old age stubble, he 

teaches and informs us through the genus; for both have lost their bloom.” Aristotle. Art of Rhetoric. Trans. J.H. 

Freese. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1947): 395 & 396. 
422 Photoquotation from The Works of Aristotle. Vol. XI. Ed. W.D. Ross. Trans. W.R. Roberts. (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1924): 1410b10-15.  
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Traduction II423 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
423 Photoquotations from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 

Folder 3, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University; Greek Lyric. Ed. and Trans. D.A. Campbell. 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982): 80 & 81; and Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 

12 & 84. 
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gone by the same name (Gk. μεταφέρειν / L. transferre) makes sense. Both conceive one kind of 

thing in terms of another. Both involve a process of foreignization. And it is this process that 

gives translation, along with metaphor, its “instructive value.”424 For what we are engaged in  

when we do translation is error (L. errare ‘to wander’ or ‘go astray’).425 A translated text’s  

                                     draws us into its state of errancy.426 And from the true mis-takings of  

                                                 
424 Paul Ricoeur. The Rule of Metaphor. Trans. Robert Czerny. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1981): 33. 

Prior to this quotation, Ricoeur had summarized Aristotle on the effect of metaphor thus: “In the eyes of ordinary 

citizens, it is as if they were confronted with a foreign (xenēn) language (1404b10)”: 32. 
425 See under ‘error’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. 

(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971). The PIE root *ers- signifies “to be in motion.” Here is George Steiner on the roots of 

error in translation: “An error, a misreading initiates the modern history of our subject. Romance languages derive 

their terms for ‘translation’ from traducere because Leonardo Bruni misinterpreted a sentence in the Noctes Atticae 

of Aulus Gellius in which the Latin actually signifies ‘to derive from, to lead into.’” After Babel. 2nd edition. 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992): 311. The moment alluded to in Gellius (Chapter 18 of Book 1) itself is a 

moment fraught with error. The chapter heading (capitulum or lemma) is wrong. Varro is shown to be criticizing 

Aelius Stilo for being wrong (erravit). And Gellius then, in turn, criticizes Varro for committing the same wrong 

(the 1515 Aldine edition believing the textual transmission to be wrong at this point adds errasse). See Aulus 

Gellius. The Attic Nights of Aulus Gellius. Vol. I. Trans. J.C. Rolfe. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1970): 86-89. Steiner’s point (trivial but symbolic) follows Remigio Sabbadini’s point, which, in Folena (cited in the 

‘Select Bibliography’: 515), appears only as the latter of two alternatives: “Si tratta di una forzatura intenzionale, 

oppure, come pensò il Sabbadini, di un fraintendimento, di un vero e proprio «errore di traduzione» semantico?” 

Gianfranco Folena. “«Volgarizzare» e «tradurre»” in La Traduzione: Saggi e studi. (Trieste: LINT, 1973): 102. 

Folena goes on to argue that the choice was not an error (ma non direi che il Bruni abbia capito male) but 

intentional, as Bruni had wanted a term more energetic (con maggior energia), more dynamic (più dinamico) and 

more expressive of an original and personal movement across language. Whatever the correct account may be, 

Sabbadini, Folena and Steiner can be seen straying from the possibility that traducere as a term for ‘to translate’ 

may have been in circulation outside of its earliest attestation in Bruni (cf. Gellius Noctes Atticae 17.2.13; Cicero 

Tusculanae disputationes 2.2.6; and Wolfgang Pöckl’s “Apuntes para la historia de traducere / «traducir»” in 

Hieronymus Complutensis 4 / 5 (1996 / 7): 9-15). Three roads of error cross at one word: traductum. The point is 

trivial…if you stand still: “An error, a misreading initiates the modern history of our subject. Romance languages 

derive their terms for ‘translation’ from traducere because Leonardo Bruni misinterpreted a sentence in the Noctes 

of Aulus Gellius in which the Latin actually signifies ‘to introduce, to lead into.” After Babel. (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1975): 295.      
426 Photoquotation from Raritan, A Quarterly Review: Records, Box 2 “Carson, Anne XVIII:3,” (RG 51/F0/01) 

Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries. Watch the will of error move its way 

across years. Here is a translation from 1936: “Three seasons he made, summer and winter and autumn the third, and 

fourth the spring, when things grow but a man may not eat his fill.” The enumeration that leads to spring 

(introducing it fourth in a series of three) places a special “emphasis” on the season as “the time of good eating.” For 

food grows so abundantly that even a glutton (ἀδηφάγος) may not (the modal auxiliary expressing ability) eat his fill 

(ἄδην + φαγεῖν). The fragment makes plain Alkman’s “praise for spring.” See C.M. Bowra. Greek Lyric Poetry from 

Alcman to Simonides. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936): 72-73. Now one from 1961: “Three seasons he made, 

summer and winter and autumn the third, and a fourth the spring, when things grow but a man cannot eat his fill.” 

The enumeration leads to spring as “the doubtful season” (notice the hesitation of the indefinite article in “a fourth”). 

Although food grows abundantly in spring, a glutton cannot (the modal auxiliary expressing possibility) eat his fill 

“presumably because the winter’s stores have been consumed and the new crops have not yet come.” The fragment 

makes plain Alkman’s “complaint against spring.” See C.M. Bowra. Greek Lyric Poetry from Alcman to Simonides. 

2nd revised edition. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961): 68-69. Hunger always feels like a mistake. 
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Traduction III427 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
427 Photoquotations from Oxford Latin Dictionary. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968); 

An Elementary Latin Dictionary. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975); and Nox. 

(New York: New Directions, 2010). 
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translation a lesson can be learned wherein the mind is taught to value the state of being wrong:  

 

καὶ ἔοικε λέγειν ἡ ψυχὴ ὡς ἀληθῶς, ἐγὼ δ’ ἥμαρτον (I’ve been wrong! How true!).428  

 

     Notice that I’ve mistranslated the Greek ἥμαρτον. We are always already wrong, but this is  

 

only realized as a completed past event (rendered in English as I was wrong!). I’ve mistranslated  

 

ἥμαρτον (hēmarton) lest we feel inside Aristotle’s ‘unbounded’ tense that we are somehow  

 

outside a state of error when we realize it. Tenses always feel like a mistake, so let’s turn to one  

 

more emblematic of translation: the imperfect. In a way, translation, both when it is done, and  

 

when it has been completed, moves in the imperfect tense. For there is something of a past action  

 

that a translator continuously wishes to hold on to: I was thinking I was being right! It is this  

 

mental wandering that makes translation what it is. And when we translate a word like ἥμαρτον,  

 

it is, more often than not, not the source but the target language that we miss.429 Carson’s  

 

translations teach us this imperfection, this grammatical aspect of life. Standing in front of a  

 

blackboard she draws a mirror before us through which we see ourselves in the act of mis-taking.  

 

For the language we do not see in a translation is ultimately that of our own. A pedant wouldn’t  

 

see it this way. A pedant would, like the phenomenologist from Louvain-la-Neuve (13), only  

 

warn of mistranslation or claim to know exactly what a poet means to say. Pedants are those who  

 

have arrived at understanding and thereby refuse to move. Their correct information, impervious  

 

to imperfection, stands definitively still. But a translation of Anne Carson’s will transport you via  
 

error into that emotional state in which we are most ourselves and have our highest being.430 Yes,  

                                                 
428 Aristotle. Art of Rhetoric. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1947): 408. 
429 D.S. Carne-Ross once said to Christopher Logue: “A translator must know one language well. Preferably his 

own.” See Prince Charming: A Memoir. (London: Faber and Faber, 1999): 221. Anne Carson listed Logue’s War 

Music as one of her ‘10 Books to Read in 2011’ for Labyrinth Books in Princeton, NJ. Special thanks to Dorothea 

von Moltke for digging this list up for me. 
430 One conceit for a Carson translation would be a line drawing of Kafka’s in which a teacher, standing in front of 

an easel, is demonstrating how to paint a self-portrait wherein knowledge and error might shake hands with one 

another as if in a mirror—and all in a single brushstroke. For a parenthetical illustration of this, watch how Henry 

James “The Pupil” acts as a cipher for—yet another dream of writing—“Essay on Error (2nd Draft).” Compare 

Raritan 18:3 (Winter 1999): 54 and The Borzoi Book of Short Fiction. Ed. D.H. Richter. (New York: Knopf, 1983): 

566-597.  
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Traduction IV431 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But what is troubling about this? If you feel that finding out what something is must entail investigation of the 

world rather than of language, perhaps you are imagining a situation like finding out what somebody’s name 

and address are, or what the contents of a will or a bottle are, or whether frogs eat butterflies. But now imagine 

that you are in your armchair reading a book of reminiscences and come across the word “umiak.” You reach 

out for your dictionary and look it up. Now what do you do? Find out what “umiak means, or find out what an 

umiak is? But how could we have discovered something about the world by hunting in a dictionary? If this 

seems surprising, perhaps it is because we forget that we learn language and learn the world together, that they 

become elaborated and distorted together, and in the same places. We may also be forgetting how elaborate a 

process of learning is. We tend to take what a native speaker does when he looks up a noun in a dictionary as 

the characteristic process of learning language. (As, in what has become a less forgivable tendency, we take 

naming as the fundamental source of meaning.) But it is merely the end point in the process of learning the 

word. When we turned to the dictionary for “umiak” we already knew everything about the word, as it were, 

but its combination: we knew what a noun is and how to name an object and how to look up a word and what 

boats are and what an Eskimo is. We were all prepared for that umiak. What seemed like finding the world in a 

dictionary was really a case of bringing the world to the dictionary. We had the world with us all the time, in 

that armchair; but we felt the weight of it only when we felt a lack in it. Sometimes we will need to bring the 

dictionary to the world. That will happen when (say) we run across a small boat in Alaska of a sort we have 

never seen and wonder—what? What it is, or what it is called? In either case, the learning is a question of 

aligning language and the world. What you need to learn will depend on what specifically it is you want to 

know; and how you can find out will depend specifically on what you already command. How we answer the 

question, “What is X? will depend, therefore, on the specific case of ignorance and of knowledge. 

                                                 
431 Photoquotation from American Poetry Review Records, 1971-1998. Folder 562. Rare Book & Manuscript 

Library. Van Pelt Library. University of Pennsylvania. Quotation from Stanley Cavell. Must We Mean What We 

Say? (New York: Scribner, 1969): 19-20. 
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we sense the movements of a self, when we are wrong. When we are wrong, we are alive: fallor  

 

ergo sum.432    

 

     Being a student is principally a state of being wrong. The best students are those who take 

pains to understand their state. The best teachers are those who openly declare that they, too, 

share this same state along with their students. Of course, they will only do so metaphorically. 

One useful metaphor is that of a tightrope.  

 MD: How do you think about teaching? 

AC:  I think about it as risk…as a tightrope set up in a classroom where the teacher goes 

up on one end and tries to induce one or more of the students to come up on their end. 

And just sort of dance around for a while up there.433 

 

Teaching through translation is about that risk of leaving the firm ground at your feet in order to 

dance suspended over a bottomless pit of inbetweenness. On one side lies the original source 

language; and on the other the secondary target language. This suspension inbetween gives one 

to think about language in a way that no other mental exercise does. 

You come to a place where you are standing at the edge of a word and you can see across 

the gap the other word, the word you are trying to translate, and you can’t get there. And 

that space between the word you are at and the word you can’t get to is unlike any other 

space in language. And something there is learned about human possibilities, in that 

space. I’m not sure what, but I like to test it. It’s humbling.434 

 

The image of the interstice evokes the inner margins or gutter between parallel or facing-page 

translations. Translation from one language into a second language will open up this third active  

                                                 
432 As quoted in Kathryn Schulz’s Being Wrong: Adventures in the Margin of Error. (New York: Harper Collins, 

2010): 6. Schulz’s note (page 346, n. 6) attributes the quotation to Augustine’s De civitate Dei and gives Henry 

Bettenson’s translation as if it were itself the source for the Latin tag. What I like most about this method of citation 

is how it reenacts the sourcing of the same tag in Samuel Beckett’s first published work “Whoroscope.” Beckett, in a 

manner not unlike that of Carson, writes this poem with one keytext at hand: J.P. Mahaffy’s Descartes (1880). For 

an exemplar of source criticism, see Francis Doherty. “Mahaffy’s Whoroscope” Journal of Beckett Studies 2:1 

(Autumn 1992): 27-46; esp. 40-42. For a becketting of a keytext by Carson, compare the poem “Beckett’s Theory of 

Comedy” found in Decreation with the Collected Shorter Plays. (New York: Grove Press, 1984): 61, 171, 159, 159, 

203, 137 / 139 / 140 / 142 / 142, 211, 111, 103 & 103 / passim. Anne Carson’s “Essay on What I Think About Most” 

appears in Schulz’s Being Wrong on pages 330 and 332. To quote Schulz, “Error is not an obstacle in the path 

toward truth, but the path itself”: 34. 
433 Marguerite Deslauriers and Michael Cantwell. “In Conversation with Anne Carson” McGill in Focus (Spring 

2001): 5. Special thanks to Professor Andre Furlani for kindly sharing this interview with me. 
434 “Anne Carson with Brighde Mullins.” The interview is available on the Lannan Foundation website. 
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Traduction V435 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
435 Photoquotation from Poetae Melici Graeci. Ed. D.L. Page. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962): 149. Robarts copy. 

PA 3443 P3.  
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space in which a motion of mind (‘moto spiritale’) vacillates between knowing and not-knowing. 

It is into this space inbetween pages that a translation of Anne Carson’s will pull you. For 

translation as a scholastic exercise, as a “salutary gymnastic of the mind,”436 thinks everything as 

middle. The way to get there, though, is through hours of sheer labour. 

Looking up the words in the lexicon. I mean Greek, for example, is a lot about looking up 

the words. Once you do, then the tightrope begins, but it is a whole lot of drudgery to get 

to that point.437  

 

     Carson is a poet who uses language as if she were always translating. Why does this seem so? 

Slide your eyes left and what will begin to appear is that which is being carried over. Take one of 

her first published poems: “Conversations with the Confused: 

Cold Feet.”438 Look left long enough and eventually you will  

begin to see the outline of a startling erratics of translation.439 

 
 

 

                                                 
436 “Du hast recht, das Übersezen ist eine heilsame Gymnastik für die 

Sprache.” Letter from Friedrich Hölderlin to Christian Ludwig Neuffer.  

14 July 1794. See Sämtliche Werke und Briefe. Band 2. Ed. M. Knaupp.   

(München: C. Hanser, 1992): 538.  
437 Marguerite Deslauriers and Michael Cantwell. “In Conversation with   

Anne Carson” McGill in Focus (Spring 2001): 5. 
438 Photoquotation from New Muses 9:2/3 (Spring-Summer 1985): 6. Courtesy of Carol L. Abell-Platthy. 
439 Photoquotations from G.S. Kirk. The Cosmic Fragments. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1954): 116 

& Martin Heidegger and Eugen Fink. Trans. Charles H. Seibert. Heraclitus Seminar 1966 / 67. (University, AL: 

University of Alabama Press, 1979): 159. 
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Traduction VI440 

 

                                                 
440 Photoquotations are from Pearl 14 (Winter 1993): 28 and Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 123. The 

interlineal insertions are taken from Carson’s own photoquote of XLVI from Catullus, Tibullus and Pervigilium 

Veneris. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962): 54. I’d like to thank one of Pearl’s editors, Birgit 

Stephenson, for sending me scans of the issue. The journal, published in Copenhagen, printed six of the “Catullus: 

Carmina” translations: XLVI, L, LXXV, LXXVI, LXXXV, and CI. 
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The poem presents the puzzle of how to translate the confusing misrelation between words and 

what they refer to. Your logos (λόγος), my rabbit (λαγός).441 Sherry Simon believes that there is 

this underlying ‘translational sensibility’ in all of Carson: “translation is principle and method in 

her work.”442 Everywhere there is a carrying across of thought. And it is operative most when 

you don’t even know it. Here is another example of its absent presence at work off to your left.443   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
441 She hasn’t put the pieces together quite yet, but perhaps in this poem we catch a glimpse of her beginning to 

wonder how she might bring it all across, those screams of Philoktetes. See Sophocles Phil. 931. 
442 Sherry Simon. “‘A Single Brushstroke.’ Writing through Translation: Anne Carson” Journal of Contemporary 

Thought 15 (2002): 47. Simon’s article provides the inspiration for many of the ideas found herein.   
443 Photoquotation of submitted MS with proofreading marks for The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 23-24. 

Thank you to Professor David Hamilton and to Jenna Hammerich for finding the files on Carson at The Iowa Review. 
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Traduction VII444 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
444 Photoquotations from Dwelling in Possibility. Eds. Yopie Prins and Maeera Shreiber. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1997): 228; Greek Lyric Poetry. Ed. D.A. Campbell. (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982): 44; 

and Hardy Hansen and Gerald Quinn. Greek: An Intensive Course. (New York: Fordham University Press, 1987): 

xvi, xii, xi & xii. 
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In the blankness of the left the poem awaits its recognition. Whoever gazes, already consoles. 

One thing you will learn is that looking at a poem of Carson’s, like looking at a translation, 

involves looking at what is not there. This look (the something you should know) takes the form 

of a lateral movement. It is also a learned behaviour.  

As a classics scholar, she spends much of her time reading bilingual texts. When she is 

puzzled by some expression, she automatically moves her eyes to the left-hand page. But 

the reflex kicks in even when she is not reading a bilingual book. Looking to the left is no 

help. This, says Carson, is like looking for the ‘place before the zero.’445 

 

Looking for the place before the zero is a rather good description of what it is like to read 

Carson’s translational sensibility. For the leftwards look (a                       movement) is 

fundamentally a search for the original of the original:446 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order to get (μάθῃς) this thing you should know, you first must be transported unawares into a 

space of being wrong (not recognizing the poem originally as a translation) in which a new third 

(and equally erratic) space opens up—the space of interanimation between two languages where 

the mind moves from one language into another and back again, an interstitial space conjoining 

two languages side by side in conversation where no conversation can take place.  

                                                 
445 This is Sherry Simon reporting what Anne Carson said in a lecture (“Translation and Humanism”) given at 

Concordia University on 29 November 2000. See Translating Montreal. (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University 

Press, 2006): xv. 
446 Photoquotation from The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation, and Commentary. Trans. Ruth Majercik. (Leiden: 

E.J. Brill, 1989): 48-49. At 8:30 am, on Thursday, December 28, at the 1995 APA Annual Meeting in San Diego, 

Anne Carson lectured on “Mourning Becomes Exactitude: Simonides and the Art of the Public Epitaph.” Ruth 

Majercik spoke on “The Chaldaean Oracles” in a following panel session at 11:00 am.   



178 

 

Traduction VIII447 

 
TENDER REGRET FOR LOVED ONES WHO ARE DEAD NOT REGARDED AS A SUBLIME 

SUBJECT GENERALLY EXCEPT IT URGES US TOWARD THE CONCEPT OF A ‘GOLDEN AGE’ 

 

By nightfall diving in her lake. 

Habit of visiting my mother in June. 

 

Notebooks, notes, Greek lexicon piled on a rock beside the lake, fresh wind through birch trees. 

Year I was working on Elektra. 

 

How brothers vanish. 

Tacit agreement not to talk of him any more. 

 

Was it normal. 

Elektra standing in a doorway, someone shoving an urn at her, saying it contained her brother’s ashes. 

 

One of those rawblood rustynailpacked lies that people in Greek tragedy drop so lightly into others’ 

lives then stand back in mild dismay at the carnage. 

Orestes not dead at all. 

 

Look how small! 
Elektra believing it anyway. 

 

It fits two hands. 

Elektra holding the urn in her hands. 

 

This fit. 

Urn (years later) containing (no lie) my brother. 

 

Our central urge is to live normally. 

White dust exploding over the kitchen counter, the step stool, the radio, the salad bowl. 

 

I opened it roughly. 

Brother’s ashes arriving unannounced in the mail from the country where he died and me not knowing 

what the package was. 

 

I beat and scurried about the kitchen. 

Some with my fingers, some I had to vacuum, some got into the salad, some of it still grifted down 

between OFF and ALARM. 

 

Can we run this film back. 

Thighbone, molecule of eyelid, dust from the lowest shelf of the stem of his brain. 

 

Measures are given to us to keep things normal, time likewise. 

Me diving in her lake all that summer, the Elektra summer. 

 

Suppertime, say. 

Him already off in another country pouring the gold from cup to cup. 

                                                 
447 Poem from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 15 Folder 8, 

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
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I like the space between languages because it’s a place of error or mistakenness, of saying 

things less well than you would like, or not being able to say them at all. And that’s 

useful I think for writing because it’s always good to put yourself off balance, to be 

dislodged from the complacency in which you normally go at perceiving the world and 

saying what you’ve perceived. And translation continually does that dislodging, so I 

respect the situation—although I don’t think I like it. It’s a useful edge to put yourself 

against.448  

 

“Chaldaic Oracles 1” entraps you into a poem that dislodges, that puts you off balance. How 

does it do this? By putting the very English language against itself. English shows grammatical 

relation primarily through word order and not, as in the Ancient Greek of the oracle, through 

word endings. This allows for what linguists call ‘conversion’: nouns can become gerunds 

(cherrying) or verbs (kings). Verbs can, in turn, become nouns (scorch). Even a proper noun can 

undergo a change of word class (Praguing449). Rhetoricians call this figure anthimeria: “(Gk. 

anthos ‘flower’ + meros ‘part’). The substitution of one part of speech for another.”450 The term 

is thought to convey a ‘flowerizing’ of language. For Carson it acts as an estranging effect, a 

deflowering of English. The charm of reading “Chaldaic Oracles 1” and Ruth Majercik’s parallel 

text and translation is then in smelling what is not there, of catching whiff of that which is 

outside of an (your) “and”—what Mallarmé called the flower ‘absent from all bouquets.’451 

     Trans-lation is what often gets lost in the poetry of Anne Carson. Finding this out may bring 

feelings of fear, anxiety, shame and remorse. But learning that you too are being carried across 

as your mind enters into and wanders through the movements of another’s mind captured on a  

                                                 
448 Kevin McNeilly. “Gifts and Questions” Canadian Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 14. 
449 Oracles make for good exercises in interlingual and intralingual translation. Maybe one way to make sense of 

“Praguing” is to translate it: “You do not need to leave your room. Remain sitting at your desk and listen. Do not 

even listen, simply wait. Do not even wait, be quite still and solitary. The world will freely offer itself to you to be 

unmasked, it has no choice, it will roll in ecstasy at your feet.” Franz Kafka. The Great Wall of China: Stories and 

Reflections. Trans. Willa and Edwin Muir. (New York: Schocken Books, 1970): 184. The translational association 

may be homophonic: ἁγνὸν / hagnon. Cf. ὑπάρχει / hyparchei for “orchid.” 
450 J.A. Cuddon. The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory. 3rd edition. (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1992): 45. The 5th edition will attempt to correct this wrong etymology. See A Dictionary of Literary Terms 

and Literary Theory. (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2013): 40. There is no OED entry for either ‘antimeria’ or 

‘anthimeria’ as a rhetorical term. For a path towards the word’s absent origins, see Henry Peacham’s The Garden of 

Eloquence, 1577. (Menston: Scolar Press, 1971): H4v. 
451 Denis Donoghue. Ferocious Alphabets. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1981): 154. 
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Traduction IX452 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
452 Photoquotations from Sophocles: Electra. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001): 104 & 105 and a photocopy 

of a photocopy of Anne Carson’s copy of Electra. Ed. J.H. Kells. (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973): 72. 
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page can be an interesting and valuable mental event. You learn to read for what is not there.  
 

You learn to read for the ‘translator mode’—that puzzle mode of mind. You learn to see beneath  

 

the plane surface of a poem to its underwriting and the compositional techniques used in its  

 

making.453 You learn to look at a poem as if you were looking over the poet’s shoulder as she sits  

 

working on it in a library. You watch as she sets about latching ropes on every page, to the  

 

“Rhodian Swallow Song” in “Spring Break,” to Sappho in The Beauty of the Husband, to  

 

Aiskhylos in Red Doc>.454 The first lesson is to realize that translation is just about everywhere  

      

in Carson. The next that she translates just about everything into those translations.455 Consider  
 

“The Brainsex Paintings: A Translation of the Fragments of Mimnermos of Kolophon.”456 The  

                                                 
453 This aspect of ‘seeing-through’ Carson’s poetry was actualized in a temporary glass-etched installation along 

Boston Harbour for the Words from the Walk series in 2010, a collaboration between the University of 

Massachusetts and The Institute of Contemporary Art / Boston. Thank you to John Andress for this information. 
454 No. 848 in Poetae Melici Graeci. Ed. D.L. Page. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962): 450 and “Spring Break: 

Swallow Song” in London Review of Books 24:15 (8 August 2002): 33; nos. 1 & 2 in Sappho et Alcaeus. Ed. Eva-

Maria Voigt. (Amsterdam: Athenaeum-Polak & Van Gennep, 1971): 29 & 33 and The Beauty of the Husband. (New 

York: Knopf, 2001): 84 & 135; and lines 11, 247, 248, 250, 236 and 999 from Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound. Ed. 

William C. Scott. (Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania: Dept. of Greek, Bryn Mawr College, 1981) and Red Doc>. (Toronto: 

McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 109. “You have to have the rope latched onto something real I think, like Homer, or 

something established, solid, of value. Then the other person will take that risk and it’s actually worthwhile for them 

to do so. But if I were just spinning tightropes out of myself I wouldn’t see any reason they should trust that. The 

risks you ask a reader to take are the risk of looking at something you think you already know.” From a rough word 

document amiably provided to me by Sam Difalco. See Canadian Writer’s Yearbook (2001).  
455 For example, Eva Stehle’s reading of the begging song and Smyth’s word ‘caesura’ get translated into “Spring 

Break.” See Performance and Gender in Ancient Greece. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997): 39-41 and 

Herbert Weir Smyth. Greek Melic Poets. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1900): 509. 
456 What is the best title and best text for the work? The poems exist in three published states: as “Mimnermos: 

Poems. Translated by Anne Carson with an Essay and Interviews” in Raritan 11:3 (Winter 1992): 1-15; as 

“Mimnermos: The Brainsex Paintings. A Translation of the Fragments of Mimnermos of Kolophon” in the 50 th 

Anniversary Anthology of the Quarterly Review of Literature: Contemporary Poetry Series No. 12 / Vol. XXXII-

XXXIII. Eds. T. and R. Weiss. (Princeton, NJ: Quarterly Review of Literature, 1993): 94-104; and as “Mimnermos: 

The Brainsex Paintings” in Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 1-26. There is a computer printout of only the 

translation section in the Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 

1943-1999. “Volume XXXII-XXXIII, 1993” Box 22, Folder 6. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 

Princeton University Library. All three would seem to display slight discrepancies in typography and layout. No 

longer at Grand Street, Ben Sonnenberg had sent the translations to Richard Poirier of Raritan in June of 1991. In 

April 1992, Carson offers the piece to Theodore Weiss for his anniversary anthology. In March 1993, she sends a 

MS to Gordon Lish. Based on correspondence, the version in Raritan seems to have been edited and set without 

Carson’s final authorial approval. See Letter from Suzanne K. Hyman (20 December 1991) in Raritan, A Quarterly 

Review: Records, Box A “Carson, Anne,” (RG 51/F0/01) Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers 

University Libraries. Weiss follows what Carson sent to him on diskette and Plainwater, too, seems to follow a 

computer printout. All three, then, stem from the same source but show varying results. I believe the answer lies 

somewhere “hidden in the scrutum of Zeus.” Do you correct it to “scrotum” as in Raritan (11)? Or leave it as 

“scrutum” as in QRL (102)? Or print, as in Plainwater, “scrutum [sic]” (20)? This is for you to decide. For now, I 

will be following the text as it stands in QRL.  
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Traduction X457 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
457 Photoquotation from Daniil Kharms. Tsirk Shardam. Ed. V.N. Sazhin. (Sankt-Peterburg: Kristall, 1999): 750. 

“Translations of different books make me squeamish. Various and sundry and, from time to time, even interesting 

stuff is described in them. At times it is written about interesting people, sometimes about events, and other times of 

this or that insignificant incident. But it happens that sometimes you read it and don’t understand what it is you read 

about. It happens like that, too. And then you come across such translations that are impossible to read. What strange 

letters; some are okay but others are such that you can’t tell what they signify. Once I saw a translation in which not 

one letter was familiar. Some kind of squiggles. For a long time I turned that translation this way and that. A very 

strange translation!” Quoted in Daniil Kharms. Today I Wrote Nothing. Trans. Matvei Yankelevich. (New York: 

Overlook Duckworth, 2007): 36.    
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translations are depictions of the motions of translation within translation. They are studies in the  

 

carrying across of dictionaries, of grammars, of textual histories, of critical apparatuses, of  

 

commentaries, of prior translations, of works of criticism, of works of fiction, and of other  

 

various idiosyncratic sources. Carson’s translations will portray the processes of intermediation  

 

that are underway in putting across the strangenesses of time, place and tongue. She will  

 

translate context back into text—in a painstakingly approximate fashion. Her methods are  

  

adumbrated in a footnote to the Catullus translations:458 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The paradox is telling as we know that Bacon’s portraits are not done in the presence of a sitter,  

 

but rather are painted through the mediation of a photograph taken of the absent subject.459 

 

Bacon often speaks of the closeness effected by this remove. The photographs function like  

 

dictionaries.460 Through their mediation and subsequent distortion he is able to bring or carry  

 

over the sensations, the pulsations, the very emanations of a person more immediately and more  

 

directly onto a viewer’s nervous system.461 Both Carson and Bacon thus employ mediation as a  

 

means of knowing something (you thought you knew) again.462 The Mimnermos translations  

                                                 
458 Photoquotation from American Poetry Review Records, 1971-1998. Folder 562. Rare Book & Manuscript 

Library. Van Pelt Library. University of Pennsylvania. 
459 For the provenance of the aesthetic, see David Sylvester’s The Brutality of Fact. (London: Thames and Hudson, 

1987): 38-43. For ‘mug shots’ see 86. 
460 Ibid.: 73. 
461 Ibid.: 43. 
462 “The other day I painted a head of somebody, and what made the sockets of eyes, the nose, the mouth were, when 

you analyzed them, just forms which had nothing to do with eyes, nose or mouth; but the painting moving from one 

contour into another made a likeness of this person I was trying to paint. I stopped; I thought for a moment I’d got 

something much nearer to what I want. Then the next day I tried to take it further and tried to make it more poignant, 

more near, and I lost the image completely. Because this image is a kind of tightrope walk between what is called 

figurative painting and abstraction. It will go right out from abstraction but will really have nothing to do with it. It’s 

an attempt to bring the figurative thing up onto the nervous system more violently and more poignantly.” Ibid.: 12. 
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Traduction XI463 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                                                                                   
1 ]ouran[ou & tha]lassas suggest ‘sky’ & 

‘ocean’ 

2 melainas & ripa or lailap]os suggest 

‘black’ & ‘blast’ 

3 erēmā & thnatōn suggest ‘desolate’ & 

‘mortal men’ 

4 daimon aigikname suggests ‘god-like goat-

shanked’ 

5 ]memuken & anaudos suggest ‘shut the 

eyes’ & ‘without voice’ 

6 aeide suggests ‘sing’ 

7 alatheō suggests ‘truth’ 

8 autika & samē[ia suggest ‘now at that 

moment’ & ‘sign’ 

9 e]nargea & thespesiō suggest ‘too clear’ 

& ‘that can be spoken by none but God’ 

10 ho]ppot’ & ego suggest ‘as’ & ‘I’ 

11 gluke suggests ‘sweet’ 

12 spendōn suggests ‘to pour a drink-

offering of wine’ 

 

          

 

 

 

                                                 
463 Photoquotations from The Oxyrhynchus Papyri. Vol. 32. Ed. E. Lobel. (London: Egypt Exploration Society, 

1967): 92 and “Some Greeks: Fragments of Greek Papyri” Invisible City 23-25 (March 1979): [13]. 
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themselves typify many of the moves by which Carson mediates source through target language.  

 

These ‘translation moves’ give you the means for reading the things that are to be read in the  

 

hermeneutic motions made between the borders of two languages. In learning to recognize them  

 

as ‘moves,’ even as monolingual readers, we are taught the intermediary nature of translation.  

 

We are taught to see [what is not there] through recursive patterning. For the forms that emerge  

 

from these moves iterate; that is, they can be seen to repeat themselves on ever varying scales: 

 

on the scale of the word, on the scale of the line, on the scale of the work at hand, and on the  

 

scale of the author’s output as a whole. Let’s take the first fragment as an illustration:464  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
464 Photoquotation from Elegy and Iambus. Vol. 1. Ed. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1941): 88 & 89 and 90 

& 91. Robarts copy. PA 3445 E6E4 vol.1. Though in pretty bad shape, the copy still retains some of Carson’s 

marginalia. The MS version is from the Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL 

Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume XXXII-XXXIII, 1993” Box 22, Folder 6. Quotations in Greek to follow are from 

the Loeb 1941 edition; those in English from the QRL 50th Anniversary Issue (1993).  
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Traduction XII465 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
465 Photoquotations from D.L. Page. Sappho and Alcaeus. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955): 58 and If Not, Winter. 

(New York: Knopf, 2002): 31. One of the copies of Page at the University of Toronto Robarts Library (PA 4409 

P25) shows Carson modelling for us as readers the attempt to see through text (from page 137): 
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     Her translations are dictionary work. Anne Carson looks up everything. She is what George  

Steiner calls “a dictionary addict.”466 She looks up not only the nouns, the verbs, and the 

adjectives, but conjunctions, particles and prepositions. She looks up all the words translators 

don’t. She will follow the entry right down to the last item. For example, where’s the ‘honey’ in 

Mimnermos fr. 1? Aphrodite’s sexual gifts are ‘soothing’ (μειλίχια). Yet, look up the word in the  

LSJ, read to the end and you will find the suggestion of propitiatory (honied) drink-offerings:467 

 

In a paedogogical context, bilingual dictionaries bridge the spaces between languages. In the 

context of literary translations, they are the cause of much shame. Carson’s use of dictionaries is 

shameless. She translates like a learner would, like a lover of language, or an amateur. The 

dictionary becomes a room we enter in the dark (not exactly an unknown room) in which we 

grope for the light switch, finding what feels here like a chair, there a desk. Maybe, shelf. There 

is, of course, no main switch.468 This groping is embodied in the gesture of ‘looking up.’ She   

models this gesture for the reader, who then, too, having flipped through the pages, writes words  

                                                 
466 After Babel. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992): 25. 
467 Photoquotation from A Greek-English Lexicon. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940): 1093. 
468 Nox Frater Nox, the ‘white book’ written over a period spanning some six months from late 2000 to early 2001, 

exemplifies the use of dictionaries in translation. It is a work that makes an example of what can be created from the 

arrangement of a collection of lexical entries. Each dictionary definition of the words dismantled from the Catullus 

poem (101) simultaneously generates and reflects the thematic matrices of the whole. The structure itself mirrors 

that of the bilingual translation. She has said that when you spend most of your life looking at books, like that of the 

first Sappho book from Hamilton, with left-hand page Greek or Latin and right-hand page English, you get used to 

that transition, that movement of thinking                —                     the little channel                    two languages (see 

“An Interview with Anne Carson” in Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 31). Teaching a reader to look left and right is a 

pedagogical practice. Perhaps the best autopsy of the work’s instructive axis can be found in the words of Suzanne 

Reynolds: “Although these glosses differ at the formal level, they are absolutely consistent in their aim, which is to 

teach a method of generating vocabulary through verbal analogy….In this way, the student not only learns the new 

words given in the glosses, but more importantly, imbibes a method which can be applied to all the forms 

of…language. Exactly the same is true of the derivational method in lexicography…: 

Cado, is, cecidi, casum, su, verbum neutrale. Inde hic casus, ui; unde hic et haec casualis, et hoc -e, et 

casualiter adverbium. Et hoc cadaver: unde cadaverosus, a, um. Et hec casia, herba, cuius flos cito decidit; 

unde Persius; ‘haec sibi corrupto casiam dissolvit olivo.’ 

[I fall you fall, I have fallen, fell, a neutral verb. Whence this case and whence casual and casually, the 

adverb. And this corpse, whence corpse-like. And wild cinnamon, whose flower quickly falls; whence 

Persius [says], ‘this [the flesh] has dissolved cassia in corrupted oil.’]”   
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From Medieval Reading: Grammar, Rhetoric, and the Classical Text. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1996): 79. Carson’s concern, too, is not with definition as such, but with the generation of new interrelated and 

analogical items of thought through a derivational method. She wants you to follow this unde or causal chain from 

whence ideas spring. A question then arises as to whether, like a river from its source (de “from” + rivus “stream”), 

Nox is derived from the lexical entries or the lexical entries from Nox. The answer lies somewhere inbetween the 

two glances. Look up “manantia,” for example. At first you feel astonished at the learning flowing out of a well-

stocked mind as the gloss proceeds by following the entry for mano given in the standard Oxford Latin Dictionary 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968). But stretch your neck out a little further and walk a few steps upstream, backwards, 

and you will begin to notice something seeping into your OLD entry: “manantia labra saliva”; “poëtica mella, distil 

poetic honey”; “ex uno fonte omnia scelera manare”; “to escape, be forgotten”; and “omne supervacuum pleno de 

pectore manat.” Carson rearranges the OLD and conflates it with An Elementary Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford 

UP, 1975) by Charlton T. Lewis (a ‘school dictionary’ offering ‘brief helps for Latin readers’). It is thence from 

more than one source that spring all the words for the left-hand side. By looking left, you will not only learn how to 

read the format of a Latin dictionary entry (the headwords, the grammatical information, the etymologies [in square 

brackets], the definitions, along with the illustrative citations from the ancient corpus and their translations), but you 

will also learn how to question the derivation of a creative process. She has said that she has always tried to inject a 

‘created definition’ or two into academic work (see “An Interview with Anne Carson by Emily Pullen” in 

Frequencies 1 (Fall 2012): 24). I believe she has been consistent in this aim. Here are some of those injections into 

the academic work done by a dictionary. Note that all these little ‘kidnaps in the dark’ bespeak that indefinable 

intimacy we all once felt with our well-fingered books. 1) She fiddles with the entry’s usages: “(to mark a 

parenthesis) and by the way, (et nocte) (you know it was night)”; “in indignant questions, rejecting an idea as 

preposterous, ut nox!”; “(in sepulchral inscriptions) cinis hic docta puella fuit this ash was a scholarly girl”; “death 

as a state (usually in phrase in nocte when dead)”; “(in the context of amor) without return; (with nox) blushing”; 

“nunc nox! night now! (implying that this latest development is in some way unexpected)”; “(strengthened by night) 

tamen nocte deadly all the same”; “(of shade, night-coloured thing, etc.)”; “honourific term applied to allies”; “(on 

sepulchral monuments) now it is night.” 2) She changes the English definitions: “offerings (of wine, honey, flowers, 

night, etc.)”; “whensoever” [perhaps suggested by the entry quandoque above quandoquidem]; “(opposite of noctis 

filius)”; “[night confiscates day]”; “to acquire by purchase, blush, buy”; “old-fashioned, old as night, archaic, 

conforming to a past standard of morality.” 3) She manipulates the Latin citations: “inmensumne noctis aequor 

confecimus” for “nos immensum spatiis confecimus aequor”; “advenientes ad angulos noctis” for “advenientes ad 

angulos insularum”; “noctescit hoc iam” for “luciscit hoc iam”; “nocte fratris quam ipso fratre miserior” for 

“auctore caedis quam ipsa caede miserior”; “patiens noctis” for “patiens mortis”; “et dubitas quin sensus in nocte 

nullus sit” for “et dubitas, quin sensus in morte nullus sit?”; “Troia virum et noctium acerba cinis” for “Troia virum 

et virtutum omnium acerba cinis”; “quidquid nox aufert” for “quidquid mors aufert”; “quod homo est non est hoc 

nox” for “quod homo est, non est hoc equus”; “parenti potius quam nocti obsequi” for “parenti potius quam amori 

obsequi”; “similiter atque ipse eram noctuabunda” for “similiter atque ipse eram commotus.” 4) She adds to the 

Latin citations: “noctis gentes: nightpeople”; “per noctem in nihilo vehi: to vanish by night into nothing”; “ad 

extremum, ad ultimum, ad noctem: to the very end; throughout, to the end of; to the point or pitch of”; “ad noctem: 

ready for night”; “ad noctem tradere: to consign to night”; “ad noctem: in time with the night”; “nox nihil donat: 

nothing is night’s gift”; “debita nocti munera: gifts owed to night”; “contra ius interea solum nocte against the law 

yet only at night”; “media nocte abis: hoc decet? you go away in the middle of the night: is that decent?”; “more 

noctis a habit of sadness”; “noctis satietatem trado here is my opinion of night’s satiety”; “hoc est, id est, nox est 

that is”; “odor tristis night smell”; “on the side next to, ad dextram, laevam, noctem on the right, left, night side 

etc.”; “in noctem death vote”; “nox perpetua the debt owed to death.” 5) She smuggles in her own English 

translations of the Latin citations: “perhaps too late”; “stars visible at night”; “by no means implying a riddle, 

enigma or dark fact” [for “not obscurely”]; “soaring over open sea”; “the waters of the sea laugh up at you”; “what 

the transient hour brought once and only once”; “meanwhile it was day”; “to denounce your own day”; “with dear 

old Lycis (of a dog)”; “first…then…finally”; “what would I give you?”; “to be free from tribute”; “even lions!”; “he 

is agreeable and yet I fear him”; “deep speechlessness of night”; “late and pointlessly she blushes”; “for naught! 

(why?)”; “now I harangue desolate halcyons” [perhaps suggested by the entry’s remaining definition]; “how evil 

error has led me astray!”; “to take one’s feet away, get out of town”; “the sad one”; “these adversities are monthly, 

those eternal”; “gives oneself up entirely to pleasures”; “I will consign sadness and fear to the sea”; “what difference 

does it make?”; “to take liquor by mouth”; “he lets in night at the eyes and the heart”;“to read everything as an 

insult”; “lips dripping with saliva”; “from one source spring all his crimes”; “the whole pointless night seeps out of 

the heart”; “no one makes a funeral with wailing”; “decent and indecent”; “why love prevails I have no idea.” 6) And 
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above words inbetween the lines.469 In fact, much of her translation work bears this interlinear  

aspect where the semantic overrides the syntactical. Consider Mimnermos fr. 8: 

      εἰσαναβῇ  πάντα      πάντα οὐρανὸν πάντα ἤματα πάντα 

Look: up every bone every sky every day every you— 

         εἰσαναβῇ πόνον 

      He goes working His 

    εἰσαναβῇ                              Ὠκεανὸν εἰσαναβῇ 

 way up blue earlobes from ocean goes 

         φέρει         ῥοδοδάκτυλος              

      thrown by rosesudden someone’s 

                                            εἰσαναβῇ  φέρει          εὐνὴ                      χρυσοῦ  εἰσαναβῇ                      

 already tomorrow goes riding His bed of daysided gold goes 

               διὰ κῦμα φέρει 

     skimming 

εὕδονθ’ χώρου ἀφ’ Ὲσπερίδων ἐς Αἰθιόπων ὄφρ’ θοὸν  

sleep countries from west to east until sudden 

ῥοδοδάκτυλος ἑστᾶσ’  

     rosestopped someone’s 

     Ἠὼς ἠριγένεια 

already earliness opens the back of the clock: He 

      ἐπεβήσεθ’ 

     steps in.470 

 

Although the words may, at first, seem wacky and far off the mark, they have a definite source in 

the lexicon. You learn to read Carson’s translations as if they were written with a dictionary 

lying open in front of her.471 This translational tactic reaches its most radical realization in the  

 

                                                                                                                                                             
she even carries over Lewis’ “Table of Roots” into the OLD etymology (“[cf. Gk πάτος, πόντος, Ger Pfad; Eng path, 

footpad]”), before finally taking leave with a citation on a language lacking the right human word: “parum valent 

Graeci verbo the Greeks have no precise word for this (but we call it “night’).” Nox Frater Nox teaches us to look 

up the origins of all the words from which (unde) it is composed. Photoquotations are from Robert Flacelière. Love 

in Ancient Greece. Trans. J. Cleugh. (London: F. Muller, 1962): 74. Robarts copy 1. HQ 13 F553 1962 cop.1; “Odi 

et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 13; and Nox. (New York: New Directions, 2010). This 

footnote is indebted to the help of Mike Romanos of Poets House, New York.  
469 Why, in fr. 4, are Tithonos’ eyes “chilly”? Look up ῥίγιον in the LSJ, and you will find, apart from a 

‘metaphorical’ meaning (‘worse, more terrible’), its ‘literal’ meaning (from ῥιγέω ‘to shiver’): ‘more frosty, colder.’ 

To wit, Carson has re-metaphorized the literalized metaphor.   
470 Because Mimnermos scarcely uses the word ‘time’ in his verse, she makes her present-tense translation bristle 

with it (“day,” “already,” “tomorrow,” “daysided,” “sudden,” “already”) at breakneck speed right up to the point of 

its manifestation in the image (anachronistic) of the sun chariot figured as clock. For a different sort of ‘close 

translation,’ cf. the words ‘socketed’ together in fr. 13a.  
471 For a photograph of an open Greek-English lexicon on her apartment desk, see Matrix 49 (1996): 12. 
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Traduction XIII472  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
472 Photoquotations from The Southwest Review 72:3 (Summer 1987): 383; Parmenides of Elea: Fragments. Ed. D. 

Gallop. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984): 48; Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 63 (1958): 145; 

Dictionary of Untranslatables. Ed. B. Cassin. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014): 140 (under the entry 

“civilità (Italian)” by Alain Pons. Trans. Steven Rendall); and Parmenides and Empedocles. Trans. Stanley 

Lombardo. (San Francisco: Grey Fox Press, 1982): 1 & 3. 
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condensation or distillation of the source poem into a few lexical items.473 The lesson is literal: a 

dictionary never allows us to arrive at one final translation. There will always be all the other 

words left out. The dictionary teaches you that literature is about the words a writer doesn’t 

write.474 Carson’s definitional translations, often entitled with ‘a’ or ‘an,’ are never definitive.475  

     Her translations are particular. Anne Carson looks at everything. She looks at all the little 

things we’d rather quickly pass over so as to get on to the matters we really only have time for. 

For example, sometimes she will translate neither the spirit nor the letter but the structure. Fr. 1 

is built up through negation. The poem begins with an attempt to say yes to life and ends with the 

coming of death saying no. We move through a single affirmation of life through sex to a series 

of 11 negative adverbs denying anything such. The poem in English becomes the verbal event of 

the Greek adversative “δέ”: “but (no) then.” A particle is made the whole.476 Fr. 4, too, is a  

                                                 
473 See, for example, the Homeric Hymn to Demeter in “cabbages lures lambs broom sex milk money!” from The 

Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 42. 
474 What is most instructive about Nox is that after all that dictionary work, she ends up using only around half of 

what she’s looked up for her translation. Translating is mostly a training in hearing silences.   
475 With respect to the idea of a finished translation as a ‘closing off’ of teaching, Carson will often speak of the 

number of times she has translated Sappho fr. 31 differently with conflicting results. When one of her former 

students charged her with professional irresponsibility, she countered saying it was just the right attitude to take 

towards the current of her ongoing puzzlement. On another occasion she was asked by two fellow professors what 

she was working on. She replied, a translation of the Hippolytos of Euripides. To which in unison they responded, 

Hasn’t that already been done? The second exchange is from a talk on Sappho at the Unterberg Poetry Center on 11 

May 2003. Special thanks again to the Unterberg Poetry Center’s director, Bernard Schwartz, and 92nd Street Y 

Archivist, Nicholas Pavlik, for providing me with the original recording. 
476 Carson’s Electra, too, is an instance of a fragmentation of the play into discrete units that each imply the 

structuration of the whole. She worked on the translation as a Rockefeller Scholar-in-Residence at the 92nd Street Y 

from August 1986 to August 1987. From the 92nd Street Y archives we learn that she had been asked by William 

Arrowsmith to do the Electra for “The Greek Tragedies in New Translation” series he was then editing for Oxford 

University Press. (The archive holds a letter of recommendation from Arrowsmith himself, as well as those from 

Stanley Corngold, Bernard Knox, and Theodore Weiss.) The series worked on a tandem principle: a poet was paired 

with a scholar to produce the translations. Carson was intended to wear both hats. For the next 15 years the 

translation would appear as ‘forthcoming’ in her CVs and contributor notes. It was first performed in May 1993 at 

Northwestern University and the introduction, “Screaming in Translation: The Elektra of Sophokles,” was published 

in Sophocles’ “Electra” in Performance. Ed. Francis M. Dunn. (Stuttgart: M & P, 1996): 5-11. The translation 

finally appeared with an introduction and notes by Michael Shaw in Sophocles: Electra. (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2001) and later in An Oresteia. (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009): 75-172. (The Oresteia version shows 

changes in spellings, lineation and a few substantive alterations. Compare, for example, Orestes’ and the chorus’ last 

words: 171 & 172.) As the Oxford Electra did not appear until 2001, an interesting question arises concerning the 

presence of Ezra Pound in Carson’s translation. Pound’s own Elektra first appeared in a production directed by 

Carey Perloff at the Classic Stage Company in New York City (1-29 November 1987). (See Perloff’s acting version 
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in Sophocles Elektra: A Version by Ezra Pound and Rudd Fleming. (New York: New Directions, 1990).) Richard G. 

Reid, who wrote his dissertation on Pound and translation at Princeton University (1986), published a scholarly 

edition in 1989: Elektra: A Play by Ezra Pound and Rudd Fleming. (Princeton: Princeton University Press). (Carson 

and Reid appeared on the same panel at the 1988 Convention of the Modern Language Association of America in 

New Orleans. Reid spoke on Pound’s Elektra, while Carson’s talk was entitled: “Translation: The 

Professionalization of Pleasure.”) Some of the formal features that Pound employs in order to carry over what 

Sophokles meant to say in English anticipate those found in Carson: condensation, chiselled laconicism (i.e., 

‘straight talk’), syncopated rhythms, colloquialisms, and the use of upper-case transliterations for screaming. As 

Pound saw himself in the play from St Elizabeths, so Carson saw herself in it from her own room at the Y (H28) and 

from the shores of Paint Lake in Muskoka during the Elektra summer, as she calls it. Indeed, Pound would appear to 

make his way into Carson’s translation at two moments: “My cries are wings: / they pierce the cage” (59) and “I 

don’t think of you as mother at all. / You are some sort of punishment cage / locked around my life” (73). (Cf. 

“When I think of you reading this I do not want you to be taken captive, separated by a wire mesh lined with glass 

from your life itself, like some Elektra.” From “Short Talk On Major And Minor,” which first appeared in Bomb 20 

(Summer 1987): 76.) Pound, too, seems to have conceived his translation as a whole from one of its parts. Here is 

his note to a single line from The Women of Trachis: “This is the key phrase, for which the play exists, as in the 

Elektra: ‘Need we add cowardice to all the rest of these ills?’ Or the ‘T’as inventé la justice’ in Cocteau’s Antigone. 

And, later: ‘Tutto quello che è accaduto, doveva accadere.’ At least one sensitive hellenist who has shown great care 

for Sophokles’ words, has failed to grasp the main form of the play, either here or in the first chorus, and how snugly 

each segment of the work fits into its box.” See Sophokles: Women of Trachis. A Version by Ezra Pound. (New 

York: New Directions, 1957): 50. For her own conception of the Electra, Carson invokes the following image: “A 

translator is someone trying to get in between a body and its shadow. Translating is a task of imitation that faces in 

two directions at once, for it must line itself up with the solid body of the original text and at the same time with the 

shadow of the text where it falls across another language. Shadows fall and move” (41). She sees the moving 

shadows cast by the play from under a noontime sun when shadow lengths are shortest. The outlines extend before 

us so tightly bound that they can move only an inch this way, an inch that. You can see the main form of the play in 

the refracted shadows of a single line: “Father. You. Me. Gone” (95). This fragmenting principle is co-extensive 

with the operation of the main design. As a nodal point from which the entire translation stands entwined in stylistic 

homogeneity, it can be seen large scale in the lineation of the second stasimon (91-93). Or, small scale, in the oracle 

of Apollo (where two lines fray into seven): “Take no weapons. / No shield. / No army. / Go alone—a hand in the 

night. / Snare them. / Slaughter them. / You have the right” (52). ‘The style of Sophocles’ gets measured into 

patterns cut and fitted into a necessity of mind. The patterns take the forms of ‘schemes’—what J.H. Kells, in his 

introduction to the Cambridge ‘green and yellow’ series, calls “an attitude of language” (Electra. Ed. J.H. Kells. 

(London: Cambridge University Press, 1973): 16). Schemes are deviations from the ordinary (i.e., expected) patterns 

of words. The transferences of order that recur in Carson’s Sophokles are predominantly schemes of repetition. 

(Indeed, the longest entry in Kelles’ ‘indexes’ is for ‘repetition.’) The governing scheme of her Electra is the 

repetition of the same word or words at the start of successive clauses. Throughout the play utterances are 

continually brought back upon themselves: “I bless you like the light of day! / I bless you / as the saviour of the 

house of Agamemnon! / How did you come? Is it really you— / who pulled us up from the pit that day? / I bless 

your hands, / I bless your feet, / I bless the sweet roads you walked!” (104). This motion of ‘carrying back’ also 

works in choral responsion, as in “unless” in the strophe and antistrophe of the first stasimon (69). Sounds, too, echo 

the play’s concern with measuring where the shadows of Ancient Greek fall against contemporary English. You will 

often hear words with the same initial sound: “give them pain on pain to pay for this!” (58) and “Time enough / for 

lyres and laughter / when we’ve won the day” (102); words with the same medial vowel sounds (“Delay is disaster 

in things like this” (103)) and internal rhyme (“If the deed is honorable, what need of darkness” (110)); and words 

with the same consonantal sounds (including other similar aural resonances adding to the play’s acoustic texture): 

“All shouting together, reins tossing— / a hard clatter filled the whole course / and a vast float of dust, / as they all 

streamed together, / each one lashing and straining ahead / to the next axle box, the next snorting lip, / and the horse-

foam flying / back over shoulders and wheels as they pounded past” (77). Other syntactical schemes of repetition 

that measure out the play include: words with the same roots: “far too silent the feasting, / much too sudden / the 

silence” (58); words with the same endings: “Neck and neck / they are racing, / first one, then / the other nosing 

ahead, easing ahead” (78); the same words at the end of clauses: “It compels. I act because it compels” (60) and “Do 

I not live? Badly, I know, but I live” (64); the same words at the end of one clause and the beginning of another: 

“And he / simply forgets. Forgets what she suffered, forgets what he knew” (57); the same words at the beginning 

and end of the same clause: “Never / will I leave off lamenting, / never” (54) and “Good, so far—at least so far as 
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translation of a common Greek syntactical structure: “the particle men (‘on the one hand’) is  
 

generally coordinated with the particle de (‘on the other hand’) to create a balanced sentence or  
 

two-point remark” (100). This time Carson dramatizes the absence of the latter half of the  
 

anticipated answer in the de component. For Tithonos himself is essentially the figure who  
 

cannot bring life to its completion. Carson will translate other niceties both semantic and  
 

phonetic. Note how fr. 1’s “close / its first on you” picks up on the etymology of the poem’s  
 

ἁρπαλέα (from ἁρπάζω: ‘to grasp’ or ‘seize’).477 Fr. 11 itself is a ‘sound translation’ reverberating 
 

death’s knock on the portal of life: internal rhyme (“door” and “threescore”) and alliterative ‘f’  
 

and ‘d’ pulsate into one last monosyllabic beat: “done.” And fr. 16 teases us into hearing the  
 

Greek βάξιος / baxios in the English “box.” Cutting up things into pieces and telling of them in  
 

particulars is a neglected art in today’s economy of attention.478 Still, you have to have faith.    
 

There’s always another corner in a word or in a thought that you haven’t gotten to yet. It  

doesn’t close off.479  

                                                                                                                                                             
Apollo’s oracle was good” (107); the same word used successively: “Father, father, father! your perpetual excuse— 

/ your father got his death from me. / From me! That’s right!” (70); the same words in reverse order: “is this the 

brilliant Electra? / This is Electra. Brilliant no more” (96); the same ideas in reverse order: “Death itself is not the 

worst thing. / Worse is to live / when you want to die” (88); the same grammatical structure: “Take on your father’s 

work, / take up your brother’s task” (87), “I have tears to keep, / I have ashes to weep” (94), “Mother she is called. 

Mother she is not” (97) and “Yours to look at, yours to eulogize” (109); the same clausal length: (bicolon) “All night 

I watch. / All night I mourn, / in this bed that I hate in this house I detest” (54) and “Damn you. / May the gods of 

hell damn you / to groan perpetually there / as you groan / perpetually / here!” (61); (tricolon) “I see my father’s 

throne / with Aegisthus on it. I see my father’s robes / with Aegisthus in them. / I see my father’s hearth with 

Aegisthus presiding— / right where he stood when he struck / my father down!” (60) and “You exist! You came 

back, / you found me—” (99); and other figures of measured repetition where structure repeats the sense: “There is 

very great evil coming this way, / something to cut her long laments / short” (64). The translation, then, reflects 

Carson’s conception of the play centred in the terrible state of stuckness enclosing the house of Atreus. She makes it 

a text of her lectures. Whether you find yourself thinking within its one-word lines and sentences or within the 

drama as a whole, it is difficult to find any release (Electra’s last word λυτήριον) from the constrictions of the all-

encompassing figure (σχῆμα) of repetition. It is difficult to find yourself anything other than stuck somewhere “later 

than shadow” (90). But that’s her style—. 
477 The poem ends with ἀργαλέον / argαleon, but keep in mind Carson’s point: “Consider as sound play the 

difference between youth and age in his typical diction: repeatedly applied to descriptions of old age is the adjective 

argaleon which means ‘hard’ and sounds like a fall of rocks down a dry ravine. Contrasted with it (e.g. in fr. 1) is 

the adjective harpaleon which means ‘gentle’ and sounds like a secret trout on the slip down the fathoms. It would 

be heartless to point out that, save for one consonant and the initial aspirate, these are the same word. When the soft 

‘p’ of harpaleon becomes the hard ‘g’ of argaleon, all motions of day rigidify into the solid soul damage of nature’s 

presupposition” (100). 
478 Elsewhere Carson will attempt to even carry across such detail as punctuation. See the translated parenthesis 

from “Chaldaic Oracles 1” above and the lone comma of Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 42. 
479 From an original transcript kindly provided to me by Mary Gannon. Compare “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an 

Edge” in Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 29. 
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Traduction XIV480 

_____________________________ 
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34 

 

 

 

                                                 
480 Photoquotations for apparatus to “Red Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros Make?” Raritan 14:4 (Spring 

1995): 32-35 are taken from Greek Lyric Poetry. Ed. D.A. Campbell. (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982): 253-

256.  
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Carson knows the worry of minutiae.481  

     Her translations are collaborative. Anne Carson works with everything. Her own hedonism 

lies within the sheer amount of learning she pours into her translations. (So much so that you will 

have to have an equal amount of leisure (σχολή / scholē) in order to read it.) She will translate all  

facets of scholarship into her work. For example, the abrupt turn, almost as if in mid-thought, to 

the reader in the opening lines “Up to your honeybasket hilts in her ore—or else / Death?” marks 

the ‘inceptive’ use of the Greek particle δέ.482 The heading of fr. 1 is pointedly transferred from 

C.M. Bowra’s Landmarks in Greek Literature:483 

 

 

 

The word “nothingness” is suggested by Bruno Snell’s The Discovery of the Mind.484 And 

“swimming” relates forward to the essay section’s epigraph transposed from Stanley Corngold’s  

Franz Kafka: The Necessity of Form.485 Translating in Carson is an act of transmission (the  

                                                 
481 If you, too, worry about minute things, you probably have already given thought to the “853ff.” at the bottom of 

page 5 of your copy of Plainwater (1995). I imagine this (a scrap of a lecture note?) has been translated into the 

computer printout sent to Gordon Lish. For those of you who always crave a good meaningful story, you could 

always see in this lines 853ff. of Euripides’ The Trojan Women. See Euripides. Vol. III. Trans. Richard Lattimore. 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013): 114. 
482 Diehl shows that the two earliest MSS of Stobaeus have “δαὶ” instead of “δὲ.” Anthologia Lyrica Graeca. Vol. 1. 

Ed. Ernst Diehl. (Lipsiae: B.G. Teubner, 1936): 50. For ‘inceptive δέ,’ see J.D. Denniston. The Greek Particles. 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934): 172-173.   
483 Photoquotation from C.M. Bowra. Landmarks in Greek Literature. (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966): 75. 

Bowra will also be used in the headings for fr. 3 (“In the offing he sees old age and finds nothing good in it”: 75),  

fr. 6 (“Despite his professed cult of youth and pleasure…”: 76), and perhaps fr. 2 (“He knows that the lives of men 

are as brief as the leaves of a tree….Mimnermus makes his variations on a theme of Homer”: 75) and fr. 12 (“At 

times Mimnermus turned his mind to other matters and especially to the past glories of his country…in the first 

years of its foundation by Greeks from the mainland”: 75). The notion of Mimnermos as “the first hedonist of 

Western literature,” though popularized by Trypanis (see page xxx of The Penguin Book of Greek Verse. Ed. C.A. 

Trypanis. (Harmondsworth, Eng.: Penguin Books, 1971)), originally comes from Bowra’s Ancient Greek Literature.  

(London: Butterworth, 1933): 30. Bowra also may be behind the ‘honey’ of fragment 1. See the translation in 

Landmarks on page 75. 
484 On Mimnermos: “His insight does not provoke action but illuminates the nothingness of life.” See The Discovery 

of the Mind. Trans. T.G. Rosenmeyer. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953): 177. 
485 The aphorism is quoted on page 126. Compare also the origins of what Kafka says: “Kafka said to Gustav 

Janouch: ‘The poet has the task of leading the isolated mortal being into the infinite life, the contingent into the 

lawful. He has a prophetic task.’” See Stanley Corngold. Franz Kafka: The Necessity of Form. (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1988): 113. There are other reverberations of ‘light’ (darkness) and ‘time’ (death) and ‘the laws of 

motion’ (sex) in Corngold’s study. Here’s another: “To die would mean nothing else than to surrender a nothing to 
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handing down of the contributions made to knowledge by our forebears; i.e., the tradition). She 

carries across the processes of intermediation that go into the production of a translation. Her 

vision of the sources, therefore, is at once diachronic and synchronic. For she translates how the 

text came into your hands. She brings over before you the very transmission and mediation of  

‘the’ original.486 Note how the English indefinite ‘they’ of fr. 4 renders the subjectless main verb  

                                                                                                                                                             
the nothing, but that would be impossible to conceive, for how could a person, even only as a nothing, consciously 

surrender himself to the nothing, and not merely to an empty nothing but rather to a roaring nothing whose 

nothingness consists only in its incomprehensibility”: 132. Carson herself makes two appearances in the book on 

pages 213 (n. 16) and 274 (n. 52).   
486 This hermeneutic move is apparent in her first translation publication: “Some Greeks: Fragments of Greek Papyri” 

Invisible City 23-25 (March 1979): [13]. Here is some background to the work: 

 
It is a transcription and note kindly made for me by John McBride who was editor, along with Paul Vangelisti, of the 

San Francisco literary magazine at the time. The letter is dated 24 September 1977 and the 314 Avenue Road, 

Toronto address was Carson’s while a 2nd-year PhD student at the University of Toronto. As a graduate student, she 

would have taken courses such as Professor L.E. Boyle’s CLA 1112 Paleography and the Edition of Texts. But the 

attraction to obscure papyri fragments betokens something more. A padaegogic bent. For the fragments represent 

poetic transdescriptions of the collaborative toil scholars take in making out and making sense of flayed ink on 

scraps of mummy wrappings. They are about how words come to us. In them, we find that constant motion within 

Carson’s work: the trans-ference of the words of others into her own. For translation is a mechanism that allows you 

to free up the words you choose to use—i.e., making sentences without having to invent. The suite of five  

sharp-nosed poems translates fragments found in The Oxyrhynchus Papyri. Vol. 32. Ed. E. Lobel. (London: Egypt 

Exploration Society, 1967) and Iambi et Elegi Graeci. Vol. 1. Ed. M.L. West (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971). (The 
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whose agent has disappeared along with the missing final foot of the couplet’s first line (the  

blank between the angle brackets):487 

 

Note how fr. 5 integrates the first three [customarily bracketed] lines collocated from Theognis  

1017-1019, while glossing, in the heading (“He gazes, perhaps he blames”), the editorial note 

found in the Loeb which contextualizes the latter half of the poem’s citation in Stobaeus’ 

Florilegium (ψόγος γήρως / ‘censure of old age’). And note how the workings of an apparatus 

criticus itself get translated stereoscopically into fr. 12: “when mountains dove sideways” 

combines two manuscript readings (ἐπεί τε / ‘when’ & αἰπύ τε / ‘high, steep’ (with metaphorical 

connotations of plunging over a high precipice)) and “made a slit” suggests the manuscripts’ 

“διαστήεντος” (the prefix διά denoting a ‘splitting’ or ‘passing through’) that lies underneath 

modern textual critical conjecture and emendation. We could say that she translates not ‘the  

                                                                                                                                                             
Robarts copy (PA 3443 W3 v.1) of West shows markings and marginalia by Carson. Those for (curly-haired) 

Archilochos have largely been erased; cf. those for Hipponax (gnashing his teeth) which, neglected in a new-found 

refuse, have survived intact.) Each translated fragment mimics in typographic fashion the materiality of the torn 

papyri strips by falling vertically in narrow columns. (You can see photographs of these poems in tatters in the 

plates section of each Oxyrhynchus Papyri volume.) There is no punctuation and only the choral lyric’s ‘I’ receives 

capitalization (“Gortynia” being a place name). Due to the fractured state of the original poetry, there is little 

syntactical connection between the lines and the poems proceed in reticent ellipse gathering meaning from  

non-consecutive arrays. Constellated words form montage structures in which lexis must generate taxis. The 

fragments become simple emotional statements of fact that emulate a state of ‘middleness with no centre’ (the lines 

found on tattered papyri are often decentred, torn from beginnings, torn from endings). And there is no periphery to 

these translations, no free space of imaginal adventure, no drama of reading the missing matter brackets (square, 

round, angular, and brace) mark. A reader’s excitement lies in making connections between the given stray lines. 

Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 2624 frag.1 is the first and illustrates the governing technique of poetic conjecture and 

emendation in which textual critical commentary becomes intrinsic to the poems themselves. It is followed by 

Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 2632 frag.1 which sustains the close dictionary translation that sees a lexicon in a letter. The 

third poem is Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 2316. Here, as in the next fragment, the text being translated is West’s rather 

than Lobel’s as found in The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, volume 22. The poem, beginning in a verb, shows the fragments’ 

principle of adhesion: repeated words glue the broken syntax together. The fourth, Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 2310 frag.I 

col.i. 22-39, foregrounds the very alterity of words being carried across seas, where a verbal prefix can convey both 

‘up’ and ‘down.’ For coda, Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 2620 frag.1 gives off radiant glimpses of transmissions to come. 

“Some Greeks: Fragments of Greek Papyri” is a student’s lesson that every translation performs a kind of creative 

reconstitution. Or students’ lesson—if we are to believe in the conceit of ‘The Alteria Group.’ Yet whether you read 

the fragments as the efforts of a group or of an individual, the poems themselves betray the signs of rigorous 

collaboration with previous scholarship and demonstrate the real-life workings of a particularly Carsonian bent—

one that is at once both collaborative and paedagogic. 
487 Often supplemented by ‘Zeus’ (ὁ Ζεύς). Photoquotation from Iambi et Elegi Graeci. Vol. 2. Ed. M.L. West 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971): 84. 
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Traduction XV488 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
488 Photoquotations from London Review of Books 28:9 (11 May 2006): 12; The Complete Poems of Emile Nelligan. 

Ed. and Trans. Fred Cogswell. (Montreal, PQ: Harvest House, 1983): xxiii & 38-39; and Gulf Coast 19:2 (Summer / 

Fall 2007): 111. In his introduction, Cogswell is, in fact, quoting from P.F. Widdows’ preface to his own translations 

of Nelligan in Selected Poems (1960).  
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original text’ but its textuality.489 She also translates how we have now come to think of that text 

in your hands. That is, she incorporates the scholarship and surrounding discourse that make for 

the critical interpretation and general reception of a text into her translations. The Mimnermos 

poems, essay and interviews contextualize this carrying over of the frames of knowledge that 

accompany the source texts. Here is Carson’s own account of such contextualization: 

I was trying to translate the fragments of Mimnermos, which are real fragments, and he is 

a real person, and my ability to translate them depended on historical knowledge of his 

time and who he was and what people think about him and all sorts of information that I 

couldn’t get into the fragments anyhow. And I wanted to create a context…so that the 

reader could approach the fragments with some of the data that I had when I read them, 

which enriches them.490  

 

One scholarly work she incorporates is David A. Campbell’s Greek Lyric Poetry.491 Campbell 

inspires some of the key terms: “gentle” (222) as a translation for ‘harpaleon’ & ‘hard’ for 

Mimnermos’ favourite adjective “argaleon” (226); some of the geography (222); some of the 

historical references: “Mimnermus commends the exploits of a warrior who fought against the 

Lydians in the plain of the Hermus and says that he heard of these exploits from his elders who  

                                                 
489 Notice that, for Sappho fr. 31 in Eros the Bittersweet, Carson does not translate the Greek given in the printed 

text (κακχέται / ‘pours down’) from Lobel-Page, but rather text (ἔχει / ‘holds’) that you might find in the apparatus 

criticus of Eva-Maria Voigt (Sappho et Alcaeus. (Amsterdam: Athenaeum-Polak & Van Gennep, 1971): 60), or as a 

conjecture in D.L. Page’s Sappho and Alcaeus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955): n. 13, 25, or as it appears in the 

classroom edition, Greek Lyric Poetry (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982): 44. (See Eros the Bittersweet. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 12-13.) In the University of Toronto Robarts Library copy of Voigt, 

you can still see folds, markings and one translational marginalium by Carson (linen towel is written above 

αἰμιτύβιον on page 127). Carson uses Voigt (printed verso in red) as the basis for her translation of the fragments of 

Sappho. (New York: Knopf, 2002). However, the translations often reflect the textuality of Sappho rather than one 

definitive text. The title (from a second-century papyrus Oxyrhynchus Papyri 1231 fr. 12) If Not, Winter does not 

translate the text as it appears in Voigt (δ]ὲ μή, χείμων[ / ‘not, winter’; the fragment (22) in the Robarts copy has 

markings beside it and the page is folded: 49), but an editorial supplement (αἰ δ]ὲ μή, χείμων[ / ‘if not, winter’; see 

the apparatus’ note to line 6 on page 50). Compare also the italicized words in fr. 44Aa “Virgin deershooter wild one” 

(93), which render a slight intervention from Page (πάρθενον δ’ / ‘virgin’; see Voigt’s note to line 9: 70), and the 

“desire” (115) in fr. 55 (πόθα from Bucherer; see Voigt’s note to line 2: 76). (Fr. 55 also allows a period mid-verse 

to show through from a previous translation in “Now What?” (Grand Street 9:3 (Spring 1990): 43).) Nor is it always 

Voigt’s text that appears on the left-hand side (e.g., fr. 48 (100) is missing †καὶ† ἐπόησας; see Voigt page 72). In the 

Introduction to If Not, Winter, Carson explains her stereoscopic view of the texts of Sappho that come into focus 

when seen through Eva-Maria Voigt’s edition: “On occasion I have assumed variants or conjectures from her 

apparatus into my translation” (x and cf. note to 1.1 (357)). For one of Carson’s own marginal conjectures, see 

‘τακερα ?’ on page 372 of the Voigt in Robarts Library (PA 4408 A2 1971).   
490 Dean Irvine. “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” Scrivener 21 (1997): 87. 
491 Greek Lyric Poetry. Ed. D.A. Campbell. (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982).  
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Traduction XVI492 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
492 Photoquotations from Sophocles: The Plays and Fragments. Vol. 3: The Antigone.  Ed. R.C. Jebb. (Cambridge: 

University Press, 1900): 139 & 141; Antigonick. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2012); and the ‘Hö comix’ insert 

from Wonderwater: Alice Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004). “Hölderlin’s version: Du scheinst ein rotes 

Wort zu färben, would mean something like ‘You seem to colour a red word, to dye your words red.’ He liked to be 

literal. When Goethe and Schiller heard this translation read to them at dinner, they laughed aloud”: 21-22. 
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were eyewitnesses. This reminiscence reads like a challenge to Mimnermus’ contemporaries at a 

time of similar danger, and is almost certainly to be referred to the time of Alyattes’ attack on 

Smyrna in the last decade of the 7th century, while the earlier fighting will belong to the time of 

Gyges’ attack in the early years of the century” (222-223); the floruit or dates (223); the 

translational impetus of fr. 1 (quoting Bowra): “After the challenging, flaunting opening we are 

led through a swift account of youth, and then as we approach the horrors of old age, the verse 

becomes slower, the sentences shorter, the stops more emphatic, until the poet closes with a short, 

damning line of summary” (224); fr.1’s image of gold ore (224); the etymological force of 

harpaleon (225); as well as Mimnermos’ ‘fondness for the sun’ (again quoting Bowra): “It may 

be an accident that the Sun appears so often in his verse, but it is easier to believe that this was a 

favorite symbol with him because in the Sun’s light and strength he found something which 

touched him deeply and resembled the glory which he found in the fleeting joys of youth” 

(226).493 We might go on, but the page turning gets tedious.494 For she is a scholar, after all. 

                                                 
493 There is, of course, an overlapping of research here. The floruit or dates can also be found in Douglas 

Gerber’s Euterpe. (Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1970): 105. Cf. also the ἄστυ παλαίον or ‘ancient town’ (105); the account 

of the “we” in fr. 12 (105); the translational impetus of fr. 1 (he too quotes Bowra) (106); its inceptive force (106); 

its image of gold ore (106); and its enjambement (106); as well as Mimnermos’ ‘fondness for the sun’ (he again 

quotes Bowra as well) (108). The Robarts copy of Euterpe shows Carson’s marginalia (PA 3433 G47 c.1). 
494 Other things to be read are: A Greek-English Lexicon. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940): passim; Elegy and 

Iambus. Vol. 1. Ed. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1941): 82-103; Iambi et Elegi Graeci. Vol. 2. Ed. M.L. 

West (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971): 81-91; Anthologia Lyrica Graeca. Vol. 1. Ed. Ernst Diehl. (Lipsiae: B.G. 

Teubner, 1936): 50-57; C.M. Bowra. Early Greek Elegists. (Cambridge, MS: Harvard University Press, 1938):  

17-35; C.M. Bowra. Landmarks in Greek Literature. (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966): 75-76; Bruno Snell. 

The Discovery of the Mind. Trans. T.G. Rosenmeyer. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953): 176-177; Karrie Jacobs. “The Day 

Design Stood Still” and Victor Bockris. “Wm. Burroughs” Interview 21:4 (April 1991): 64 & 120-127; Stanley 

Corngold. Franz Kafka: The Necessity of Form. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988): 105-136 et passim; The 

Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. Ed. Mark W. Roskill. (London: Fontana, 1983): 286; Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1986): 117-158; Parmenides and Empedocles. Trans. Stanley Lombardo. (San 

Francisco: Grey Fox Press, 1982): 2; Eur. Bacch. 286-287 (for explanation, see Michael Jameson “The Asexuality 

of Dionysus” in Masks of Dionysus. Eds. T.H. Carpenter and C.A. Faraone. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993): 

n. 16, 53); C.G. Jung. Modern Man in Search of a Soul. Trans. W.S. Dell and Cary F. Baynes. (London: Routledge 

and K. Paul, 1933): vii (translators’ preface), 6 & 35-6; Jacques Derrida. Dissemination. Trans. Barbara Johnson. 

(Chicago: University Press, 1981): 285; Anthony Bailey. Rembrandt's House. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1978): 

60; and Michel Foucault. The Order of Things. Trans. Anonymous. (New York: Vintage Books, 1973): 322-328. 

You can see academic scholarship contributing back to poetic scholarship, as if through a process of palingenesis, in 

Archibald Allen’s The Fragments of Mimnermus: Text and Commentary. (Stuttgart: F. Steiner, 1993): n. 4, 144. 
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Traduction XVII495 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blended Text 

 

You have captured:     pinned upon 

my heart:         the wall of my heart is your love 

with one glance:     as one 

with one bed:      as an exile of the kings of royalty 

you have something of mine:   a torn thing 

again the moon:     now 

the rule:        (who knows) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
495 “Blended Text” from Fence 5:2 (Fall / Winter 2002 / 2003): 165. Photoquotation from Isaac Jerusalmi. The Song 

of Songs in the Targumic Tradition. (Cincinnati, OH: Ladino Books, 1993): 258.   
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     Her translations are retranslation. Anne Carson’s translations are multilateral, not bilateral. 

That is, she often translates previous English translations with the result that there is as much 

intra-lingual (within / inside one language) as there is inter-lingual translation (between 

languages) going on.496 It is the Loeb facing-page editions that she loves most to translate into 

her own translation work. For example, the title for fr. 1 is written over from the first line of the 

Edmonds’ Loeb translation: What is Life Without Aphrodite? / “What life would there 

be…without…Aphrodite?” We can see this act of transcription more clearly in the first-line titles 

for fr. 3 (However Fair He May Once Have Been / “However fair he may once have been”), fr. 4 

(To Tithonos (God’s Gift) / “Zeus gave Tithonus the evil gift…”), fr. 5 (A Sudden Unspeakable 

Sweat Floweth Down My Skin / “A sudden copious sweat floweth down my flesh”), fr. 6 

(Betwixt Thee And Me Let There Be Truth / “Betwixt thee and me let there be truth”), fr. 8 (For 

Sun’s Portion is Toil All His Days / “For the Sun’s portion is labour every day”), and fr. 11 

(Would That Death Might Overtake Me / “Would that the fate of Death might overtake me”).497 

The Loeb enters into the interviews, essay and translations themselves in various ways: e.g., 

Carson uses the Loeb numbering and Greek text as the basis for her translations (not the standard  

                                                 
496 Cf. George Steiner: “The translator translates after and against his predecessors almost as much as he translates 

his source.” After Babel. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992): 412. You would think that Carson’s Émile 

Nelligan renditions would provide an instance of direct unmediated translation. However, close inspection suggests 

that she is translating him through Fred Cogswell’s translations from The Complete Poems of Emile Nelligan. 

(Montreal, PQ: Harvest House, 1983). We know that Carson knew the work because she carries over tidbits of the 

introduction into her author’s note for the London Review of Books in which a pair of translations, “Funeral Marches” 

and “Night Confession,” first appeared. Notice how, in the biographical sketch provided, she needs to get past the 

facts (i.e., things that professors must say in class) surrounding the metonym ‘Nelligan’ in order to finally paint him. 

See London Review of Books 28:9 (11 May 2006): 12. Two others, “Crows” and “Hospital Night Dream,” were later 

published in Gulf Coast 19:2 (Summer / Fall 2007): 111 & 113. The LRB poems were also anthologized for a British 

audience as representative of Carson’s work (“after Nelligan”) in Modern Canadian Poets. Eds. E. Jones and T. 

Swift. (Manchester: Carcanet, 2010): 189 & 190. Nelligan’s poems of hivernal evening and shadowed darknesses, 

Carson’s mirrored farewell to her own Montreal nights, show a number of translational habits: intermediation, 

correction, semantic lineation, literalism, colloquialism, syntactic assimilation, homophonic transfer, etymologizing, 

estrangement of English, reduction, and condensation. If it worries you, one way of thinking through Anne Carson’s 

Canadianness might very well be in the first few pages of Émile J. Talbot’s Reading Nelligan. (Montreal: McGill-

Queen's University Press, 2002): 3-9. A special thanks here goes out to my mother. One night I made her translate 

the Nelligan poems. We then went over them and decided that Carson was probably aware of the Cogswell.  
497 The origins of the title for fr. 22 (a typo for “fr. 20”?; cf. essay section’s “fr. 10”), “Half Moon,” can be found in 

the Loeb citational context note on Plutarch’s De facie in orbe lunae / ‘On the Face in the Moon’: μέσῳ / ‘middle.’  
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Traduction XVIII498 

FIRST CHORAL ODE 

batten 

brass fastener 

buckle 

button 

clamp 

(or cramp) 

captive fastener 

Bocklebee clasp 

     cleko 

     clip 

     circlip 

     paper clip 

     clutch (pin fastener) 

     flange 

     frog 

     grommet 

     Masonry anchor 

       nail 

       peg 

       clevis pin 

       clothes-pin 

       cotter pin 

       Dowel pin 

       linchpin 

       R-clip 

       retaining ring 

                                     rivet 

                         rubberband 

                         screw anchor 

               self-clinching snap 

          threaded insert 

          threaded rod 

          nut 

          screw 

          stud 

          toggle 

velcro 

wedge anchor 

[see also safety wire] 

zipper 

       if you have any questions 

       you may consult 

       The Fastener Quality Act (FQA) 

       Public Law 101-592 

       but Please Note: 

       FQA Violation Hotline 

      is 

      only 

        for reporting 

        alleged violations 

        NOT for eliciting 

        pity & fear 

                                                 
498 Screen shot of the Wikipedia entry for “Fastener” and quotation from “Pinplay” in Elliott Hundley: The Bacchae. 

Ed. A. Bremner. (Columbus, OH: Wexner Center for the Arts, 2012): 73-74. Please follow the links. 
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edition of Diehl in 2 volumes);499 a note in the Loeb on “foul” (89, n. 3) suggests the “old man 

smell” of fr. 1 and “threescore” (97) & “lame” (103) make it in to frs. 11 & 23; the essay’s “blue 

lips of ocean” and contrafactual “nor would have” reflect the Loeb (95), as does the 

etymologizing on “flourished” (83); the interviews follow the sequence of ancient ‘testimonia’ 

found in the βίος / “Life” section (82-89), make reference to the “proemium” of fr. 13 (98), and 

work in the association of Nanno with fire (καίετο 82). In fact, the language of the Loeb provides 

the very ‘bone’ structure for fr. 12: 

                …When                                                    from  Pylos 

…when mountains dove sideways from Pylos 
 

we  came        Asia       shipboard 

we came to Asia in ships 
 

      Colophon 

to Kolophon chiselled our way 
 

sat   down 

sat down like hard knots 
 

       thence 

then from there 
 

                                          river  

made a slit in the red river dusk and 
 

took  Smyrna 

took Smyrna 
 

for God.500  

 

This infusion of Loeb English brings a multitemporal dimension to the Mimnermos translations 

as well. No doubt Carson employs this technique because the Loeb Classical Library bilingual 

                                                 
499 It is more likely that in general the text of her Sappho translation If Not, Winter is based on the Loeb text edited 

by D.A. Campbell (Greek Lyric I: Sappho and Alcaeus. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982)). You, 

too, might arrive at this same conclusion (ἀπίκε[σθαι) through a close examination of the Loeb (both the Greek and 

the English). There is a sense in which the more Voigt stands in the way, the more Carson shows through. Cf. the 

Loeb text for fragments 2, 3, 5, 6, 9, 15A & 15B, 17, 18, 22, 23, 30, 37, 44, 44Aa, 48, 55, 94, 98A, 108, 121, 134, 

173 & 186. 
500 Its nerve-structure being provided by the Greek: “dove” derives from αἰπύ (the plunge from ‘lofty’ heights); 

“chiselled” is from the ὅπλον (‘tool’) in ὑπέροπλον; the ‘hard’ of “hard knots” is Carson’s customary translation of 

ἀργαλέης (cf. fr. 1 “hardstrut,” fr. 5 “hard,” & fr. 16 “hard word box”); MSS διαστήεντος gives “made a slit in”; the 

root ὄρνυμι in ἀπορνύμενοι suggests the “red…dusk” as in ’Ηὼς δ’ ἐκ λεχέων...ὄρνυθ’ / ‘to arise early from bed’; 

and “for God” is a translation of θεῶν βουλῇ.     
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Traduction XIX501 

 

 

Epitaph for Ben Sonnenberg 
 

But still! 

being but a tree 

one cannot ask them 

pines touched by his sleeve’s passing 

where to go 

I know not 

when he was buried 

glancing over the land 

going up that road 

(“to wait for a faraway person” sounding like the word for “pines”) 

under the pines 

when spring came along the road 

my beloved prince 

he will have been perfect 

while the shining days are piled up 

how strangely awful 

to utter it 

on the death and burial of one prince 

this is a song. 

This is a song on the death and burial of one prince 

to utter it how strangely awful 

while the shining days are piled up 

he will have been perfect my beloved prince 

when spring came along the road under the pines 

(the word for “pines” sounding like the word “to wait for a faraway person”) 

going up that road, glancing over the land 

when he was buried 

I know not where to go 

pines touched by his sleeve’s passing one cannot ask them 

being but a tree, but still! 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
501 “Epitaph for Ben Sonnenberg” The Nation (13 December 2010): 42. Photoquotation from The Manyôśû. Vol. 13. 

Trans. and Ed. J.L. Pierson. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1961): 182-183. The phrase “while the shining days are piled up” is 

transposed from page 53. See also “Page of His” in Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 164.  
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editions themselves are a part of our reception of Greek and Latin literature. The result of the  

 

technique is that Carson ends up translating translationese, or what is otherwise referred to as the  

 

‘archaic reflex’ of translators.502 If you are a pedant, and many of us are pedants at heart, you  

 

would call the results of this technique anachronistic or facile incongruous ‘back-timing.’503 Yet  

 

the motions across temporal frontiers (where we posit a past from a present aspect) are precisely  

 

those which involve using words such as ‘betwixt’ and ‘anti-matter’ in the same poem by an  

 

archaic Greek writer. We perceive the past before us from our own anachronicity.  

 

I don’t see any more gap between ancient and modern than between breakfast and lunch. 

These gaps are mental and I discard them. The pathos of translation is another question. 

But a fairly academic one: something for translators to theorize and lament and declare 

insoluble, while continuing to translate all the same.504 

 

Perhaps from this arises the best formulation of Carson’s multilateral and multitemporal  

 

translational style: to make people eat lunch at breakfast. 

                                                 
502 George Steiner. After Babel. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992): 364. For a translation into Loebesque 

English of the gesture of editors throwing their arms up in the air (photoquote from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. 

University of Toronto, 1981): 195),  
 

 
 

see the obelised †τε† of Ibykos fr. 286 and the accompanying syntactical translations in “A Fragment of Ibykos 

Translated Six Ways” London Review of Books 34:21 (8 November 2012): 42-43. Here is Dorothea Wender (“Plain 

in Diction, Plain in Thought”) on the archaic poetic style of this corrective construction (Carson, again, is not 

translating Ibykos fr. 286 as it stands in Poetae Melici Graeci, but rather as it stands in the classroom text, 

Campbell’s Greek Lyric Poetry): “This is what I call the ‘nay rather’ school of translating. I trust that a good many 

of my academic friends spend a good deal of class time trying to persuade their students to eschew this style, to 

abandon the ‘nay rather’ and ‘smote’ and ‘slew’ they find in their notes and lexicons, and say, plainly, ‘no, but’ and 

‘hit’ and ‘killed.’” American Journal of Philology 96:3 (Autumn 1975): 246. I can remember Professor Carson once 

telling us that you sometimes have to look at the Ancient Greek on the left to understand what the Loeb English on 

the right meant. What does “Eld” mean? And how long is “an ell long”? 
503 By ‘confusing the times,’ (she’s like that), Carson is foregrounding the diachronic aspect of translation. Recall 

that she is a poet for whom Emily Dickinson provides the best translation of Martin Heidegger. If you sense a 

Victorian penchant for archaizing in Antigonick, it’s because Sir Richard Claverhouse Jebb is as much a part of the 

legend of Antigone as Hegel. If, for example, seeing the word “customer” in the famous “Ode to Man” jars you, it’s 

because, as the essence of man was his daring for Jebb, and as the basic trait of human essence was his strangeness 

for Heidegger, so, for Carson (in keeping with the play’s imagery of sales and merchandise: κέρδος  ‘profit’ 222 / ἐπ’ 

ἀργύρῳ ‘for silver’ 322 / κέρδη ‘gain’ 326), modern man finds his essence when he purchases something, when that 

spark of life goes off quietly inside: let’s buy it what a bargain! See Antigonick. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 

2012); Sophocles. Vol. 3: The Antigone. Ed. R.C. Jebb. (Cambridge: University Press, 1900): n. 332-375, 69; and An 

Introduction to Metaphysics. Trans. Ralph Manheim. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959): 146. 
504 From an unpublished email interview (conducted in 2001) kindly provided to me by Catherine Bush. 
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Traduction XX505 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
505 Photoquotations for Jaget research (i.e., just what text is she monkeying around with here?) from Friends, You 

Drank Some Darkness. Trans. Robert Bly. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1975): 110 & 111; Selected Poems of Gunnar 

Ekelöf. Trans. Muriel Rukeyser and Leif Sjöberg. (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1967): 61; Songs of Something 

Else. Trans. Leonard Nathan and James Larson. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982): 45; The Complete 

Poems of Emily Jane Bronte. Ed. C.W. Hatfield. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1947): 76; Odes of Pindar. 

Trans. John Sandys. (London: Heinemann, 1930): 590; Ludwig Wittengenstein. The Blue and Brown Books. 

(Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1958): 19; William V. Harris. Ancient Literacy. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1989): n. 54, 56; Aristotle. On the Soul. Trans. W.S. Hett. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957): 294; 

“Artaud Week” Trois 12:2 (1997): 150; The Book of Lieh-Tzŭ. Trans. A.C. Graham. (London: Murray, 1960): 1; 

Friedrich Hölderlin. Poems and Fragments. Trans. Michael Hamburger. (London: Anvil Poetry Press, 1994): 508; 

John Felstiner. Paul Celan: Poet, Survivor, Jew. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995): 120 (cf. “Asterisk, that 

perfectly economical sign. A star in any language. A mark on the page that pulls its own sound in after itself and 

disappears. A meaning that refuses to waste a single word in order to write itself on the world. Time is present in 

this refusal. For stars, as you know, exist in their own time. Depending on your coordinates, you may be gazing at a 

star in the night sky whose actual fire ceased to exist millennia ago. Depending on your alphabet, you may be 

looking at a word in a poem that has already ended.” Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1999): 119). Special thanks to Mara Lee, Carson’s Swedish translator, for clarification on jag. 
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     Her translations are translations of the target as much as the source language. Anne Carson 

works in everything. She imports ‘estranged’ English to re-enact the strangeness of the original. 

Thus you must learn how to retranslate your own language. For her translations are often the 

carrying over of ‘foreign’ English in order that you better understand the englished ‘Foreign.’ 

Small-scale, this involves words being brought over into a translation which re-render the 

individual parts, as in fr. 1, where “hide” is phonetically carried over from “secret” (κρυπταδίη) 

or, in fr. 2, where “bounce” is brought over metaphorically from “spring” (ἔαρος). Large-scale, 

this involves extracts being carried over from an external context which collude to retranslate an 

internal whole:  

    
 

 
 

              
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider how the concepts of ‘target’ and ‘source’ get blended here.506 Translators usually must  

                                                 
506 Photoquotations are from Quarterly Review of Literature: Contemporary Poetry Series No 12 / Vol. XXXII-

XXXIII (1993): 94; Victor Bockris. “Wm. Burroughs” Interview 21:4 (April 1991): 125; and Karrie Jacobs. “The 

Day Design Stood Still” Interview 21:4 (April 1991): 64. It is significant that, in thinking about the genre of the 
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struggle with translating references made in the source language. In Carson’s intertextual 

translation, it’s the target language doing the referencing. Mimnermos is quoting William 

Burroughs. When such strangeness is foregrounded, the original begins to behave like the 

translation.507 We look to the source anew. The sexuality expressed in the poems is paedophilic.508 

By thus transposing the strangest texts509 (many of them already translations themselves) into her 

translation work, Carson is able to enact the condition of untranslatability for a monolingual  

(English-language) audience.510 How else to bring you over into the shock of it? How else would 

                                                                                                                                                             
interview as an ‘invasion’ (Burroughs’ word), Carson should turn to a magazine founded by Andy Warhol for her 

Mimnermos translations. Interview was known for its self-referentiality towards the interview form. In the April 

1991 issue, you can read ‘unedited’ accounts of real-time non-lexical ejaculatory utterances (uh, um, ooh), pauses, 

punctuated silences, misdirections in thought or speech, references to the actual interview surroundings, the tape 

recorders used, and other trivialities such as noting washroom breaks. For thoughts on the interview and the 

structure of its event as an invasion, see Dean Irvine’s “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” 

in Scrivener 21 (1997): 80. The word “shock” in fr. 2 also likely arises from the Burroughs piece (cf. “I built that” 

with page 126: “Creativity comes from a series of shocks”). If you take at look at the Robarts Library copy of 

Gerber’s Euterpe that Carson marked up (PA 3433 G47), you will notice how, in her translation years later, she still 

ties the same chiastic structure (that she had scored) closely together in her quotational method (the correction, too, 

is likely Carson’s own):  

 

 
 

Now compare:  “…my body walking out of the room…” (heteroglossic) — “brainsex paintings as I used to call 

them?” (idioglossic) — “In the days when I (so to speak) painted” (idioglossic) — “…oddly wonderful chocolate…” 

(heteroglossic). She also scores frs. 4 and 13 (Gerber’s numeration).     
507 For most readers this is almost always the case. The translation precedes the original. 
508 In the words of Alexander of Aetolia, the translations follow Mimnermos’ verses to the full with his ‘mad child-

love’ (reading the MSS παιδομανεῖ σὺν ἔρωτι as given in note 1 on page 84 of the Loeb). For a paratranslation of fr. 

3, see “God Stiff” in Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions Books, 1995): 46.  
509 For one such strange transposition, see the Wikipedia entry for “Field Ration” in the 6th choral passage (“WIFE 

OF BRAIN”) of Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 66. Cf. the use of machine translation (Projekt 

Gutenberg-DE’s webpage on Bettina von Arnim) in “TRANSLATE THIS PAGE” from Wonderwater: Alice 

Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004): 61-62. 
510 See the one poem that ought to be read as an exegesis on the impossibility of translation, “Jaget,” in Chicago 

Review 42:2 (1996): 38-41. Carson gives her own exegesis on this exegesis in a letter (dated Feast of St David 

[March 1], 1996) to Devin Johnston: “I quite understand if the enclosed seems to you too weird for publication. It is 

the result of a conversation I had some time ago with a philosopher of language who claimed to believe that all 

languages are (probably) translatable into one another—an idea so screwy it inspired me to a spate of research.” 

From Chicago Review Records 1951-2006. Box 60, Folder 1, “Volume 42:2 (1995-1997),” Special Collections 
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you come to ask yourself can an Anne Carson translation be translated?511  

                                                                                                                                                             
Research Center, University of Chicago. Thanks to David Nicholls and Professor Devin Johnston for help regarding 

the publication of what has become, despite its winning the Pushcart Prize in 1997, a neglected poem. At the heart of 

the translative impulse in Carson is the conviction of the non-equivalence between languages and the eschewal of 

the value of ‘fidelity.’ Languages do not map onto one another, are not matchable item per item. Every translator 

knows the point where one language cannot be translated into another, she once said in a talk on the right to remain 

silent (Heyman Center for the Humanities, Columbia University, 9 March 2005). This is not so much because of 

what languages lack as it is because of their abundance. Every language is rich in silences. In other words, their 

richness resides in their capacity to “silence some things in order to be able to say other things” (José Ortega y 

Gasset, “The Misery and the Splendor of Translation.” Trans. Elizabeth Gamble Miller. From The Translation 

Studies Reader. Ed. L. Venuti. (London: Routledge, 2000): 57). All languages are probably not translatable into one 

another due to the fact that what you cannot translate into your language is what the source language cannot say. In 

short, English cannot express the lexical gaps or silences within the system of articles in the Swedish language. 
511 One answer is Jordi Doce’s translation of “Catullus: Carmina” in Hombres en sus horas libres. (Valencia: Pre-

Textos, 2007): 88-105, which, in turn, raises another question: is Jordi Doce translating Catullus or Anne Carson? 

You’ll notice in his “Nota del traductor” (383) that he has consulted a Spanish bilingual edition of Catullus with 

notes by classicist Juan Manuel Rodríguez Tobal. Yet, however helpful they may have been, the notes do not 

mention a Patrick White. That is, no commentary on Catullus, in any language, will help a translator render Carson’s 

incrustation of Patrick White’s The Twyborn Affair into poem LXXVI. (Compare Men in the Off Hours. (New York: 

Knopf, 2000): 42 with The Twyborn Affair: A Novel. (London: Cape, 1979): 133.) Remember that Anne Carson is a 

writer who will make you retranslate your own language. To see what I mean, here are three ‘test cases’ on how 

foreign one’s own language can become. Test case #1: “TV Men: Artaud” (in Glass, Irony and God. (New York: 

New Directions, 1995): 65-66) is about an actor and artist, a French actor and artist. The italicized lines that end 

each three-line stanza are taken from a letter that Antonin Artaud wrote to his lover, actress Génica Athanasiou, 

about a role in a swashbuckling adventure film (Surcouf—King of the Corsairs) he was then at work on. One of the 

lines (from the letter) goes: “…on voit mon corps qui vient s’écraser sur le sable, j’ai quelques soubresauts…” 

(Lettres à Génica Athanasiou. (Paris: Gallimard, 1969): 150). In Carson’s English this becomes: “You see my body 

crumpled on the sand” & “It moves convulsively a few times” (65; cf. Ronald Hayman. Artaud and After. (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1977): 53). Translators are trained to translate one language into another language. Thus 

we are given a faithful translation rather than the original: “Vous voyez mon corps recroquevillé sur le sable” & “Il a 

quelques mouvements convulsifs” (Verre, ironie et Dieu. Trans. Claire Malroux. (Paris: J. Corti, 2004): 84 & 85). 

Test case #2: “TV Men: Hektor” (also found in Glass, Irony and God: 55-64) is about a hero, a Greek hero. It was 

translated by Alissa Walser and Gerhard Falkner in Glas, Ironie und Gott. (München: Piper, 2000): 85-95. The 

intriguing bits of the translation lie not in the translating into German of Carson’s englished Greek, but in the 

translating into German of Carson’s englished German. Translators will sometimes choose to rest easy in more 

homely or comfortable language. So when Anne Carson writes “TV is a condition of weightless balance” (60), the 

translators opt for the familiar cognate “ein Zustand schwereloser Balance” (91) rather than its pure Germanic 

origin: “ein Zustand schwereloser Gleichgewichts” (Hans-Georg Gadamer. Gesammelte Werke. Band 2. (Tübingen: 

Mohr, 1986): 53; Carson is quoting from Philosophical Hermeneutics. Trans. and Ed. David E. Linge. (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1976): 53)—a choice which essentially would appear to refamiliarize the original 

source’s linguistic strategies of defamiliarization (Befremdung), in this case, philosophical, but in others, poetic, as 

in “Kristalle bloßzulegen” (“To lay bare crystals”), “Einen Himmel bloßzulegen” (“To lay bare a sky”), “Etwas mit 

Schweigen zu bedecken” (“To put silence over it”) & “Sich nicht zu enthalten” (“To not desist”) (Hektor’s ‘prayer 

verbs’ from section VIII) for Celan’s “Es liegen die Erze bloss, die Kristalle,” “legt / einen Himmel frei,” “taten ein 

Schweigen darüber” & “liessen nicht locker” (Carson is quoting from Véronique M. Fóti. “Paul Celan’s Challenges 

to Heidegger’s Poetics” in Festivals of Interpretation. Ed. Kathleen Wright. (Albany, NY: State University of New 

York Press, 1990): 187, 188, 193 & 197). The retranslation divorces the German reader from Celan’s tactic of 

‘marrying the strange to the strangest’ (Fremdes Fremdesten vermählt wird): 199. Your own poetic language 

strangely becomes less alienating, even though it’s a German “aus dem Amerikanischen.” Test case #3: “Swimming 

in Circles in Copenhagen” is about a brother, a Canadian brother. The poem forms the second in a pair of swallow or 

brother poems (see London Review of Books 24:15 (8 August 2002): 33). Where we saw a Greek swallow (χελιδών) 

in “Spring Break: Swallow Song,” the swallow here is Spanish (golondrina). I once asked Jeannette L. Clariond if 

she recognized the Spanish swallow flying in from José Emilio Pacheco’s “Bécquer and Rilke Meet in Seville*” 
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     Her translations are idiosyncratic. Anne Carson translates herself into her translations. She 

puts things across together according to her own peculiar temperament, in her own singular way. 

She translates a habit of mind. We have seen how ‘honey’ in fr. 1 could be suggested by 

dictionary work or by someone else’s translation (C.M. Bowra’s). It could also be evoking  

an ancient folk etymology (μείλιχα from μέλι). Or, it could just be a personal association. 

Somewhere inside a particular translator’s mind is the association of Aphrodite with bees. Here 

is a spelling out of such an association in a note on a line pertaining to a translation of a proverb 

found in Sappho’s fr. 146: “Since bees and honey are frequently associated with Aphrodite in 

ancient cult and religious symbology, the proverb may also imply a renunciation of things 

aphrodisiac.”512 Private associations can be a little harder to make out. Take the “swimming” in   

fr. 1. Swimming has a strong emotional valence in Carson. Indeed, you could write a chapter for 

                                                                                                                                                             
(change the title, omit the asterisk and note, and you have a poem by Carson in Spanish) in her translation of 

Decreation (Decreación. (Madrid: Vaso Roto, 2014)): “Oscura golondrina tú sí regresas / pero no a mi balcón”: 

127. Carson had been quoting from Pacheco: “Oscura golondrina, has regresado. / Pero no a sus balcones.” / “Dark 

swallow, you have returned. / But not to her balconies” (City of Memory and Other Poems. Trans. Cynthia Steele & 

David Lauer. (San Francisco: City Lights, 1997): 68), who himself had been quoting from Gustavo Adolfo Bécquer: 

“Volverán las oscuras golondrinas / en tu balcón” / “The dark swallows will return / to your balcony” (Libro de los 

gorriones (Madrid: Cupsa Editorial, 1977): 57). I also asked her about who was being faithful to whom in the tenses 

within the conversation between Patricia (Carson’s middle name) and Michel (her brother’s name) from À bout de 

souffle: “Between grief and nothing / I’d take grief (Jean Seberg) / I’d take nothing (Jean-Paul Belmondo)” (81). ‘I’d 

take’: present conditional. Carson is not quoting Jean Seberg’s English, but is translating her French translation: 

“Entre le chagrin et le néant, je choisirais le chagrin” (Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut. À bout de souffle. 

(Paris: Balland, 1974): 104). ‘Je choisirais’: present conditional. Clariond’s ‘N. de la T.’ (123) shows she knows her 

source as she gives: “Entre la pena y la nada / prefiero la pena” (125). ‘Prefiero’: present indicative. That is, she 

seems to be aware that this is in fact the tense Seberg uses in the film. (Cf. the scenario as it appears in L'avant-scène 

du cinéma 79 (mars 1968): “Entre le chagrin et le néant, je choisis le chagrin”: 24. ‘Je choisis’: present indicative; a 

note cites the Gallimard translation which has: “entre le chagrin et le néant c’est le chagrin que je choisis” (Les 

palmiers sauvages. Trans. M.E. Coindreau. (Paris: Gallimard, 1952): 332.) If so, her translation would then correct 

the original. To what are we being faithful here? (It’s me who is italicizing.) Anyhow, I don’t think I ever received a 

reply. But what is a translator to do? Borges, who understood that the original, too, can be unfaithful to the 

translation, had himself given the present indicative: “Sí, pensó. Entre la pena y la nada elijo la pena” (Las palmeras 

salvajes. Trans. Jorge Luis Borges. (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1951): 306). If it is an origin with which 

one is concerned in translating, we might note that Faulkner had represented Harry Wilbourne’s stream of thinking 

thus: “—Yes he thought Between grief and nothing I will take grief” (The Wild Palms. (New York: Vintage Books, 

1995): 273). ‘I will take’: future indicative. In other words, at some point you’ll just have to choose—in your own 

language. Still, if you like these tests of fidelity, you might also want to compare Jordi Doce’s translation of the line 

“You grew freer and brighter with every stroke of the hammer” (97) from Catullus LXXVI with the same line in 

Jeannette L. Clariond’s “Aria de la teoría de la falla quebradiza” (294-7). Who’s translating who might be the better 

question to ask when you come to a book’s advertisement: Unless otherwise noted, all translations are by the author. 
512 If Not, Winter. (New York: Knopf, 2002): n. 146, 379. Cf. Grief Lessons. (New York: NYRB, 2006): 164.  
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a dissertation on the image of swimming in her work. The ability to swim often collapses back 

into one’s former inability to swim as in Kafka’s aphorism on the recursive motions of 

consciousness (‘I can swim like the others’) which precedes the essay section’s mediation on the 

motions of sex and light in time.513 However, there is an instant in The Beauty of the Husband 

where the wife associates swimming in a fast river with sexual desire, with being carried away in 

sexual desire. Fr. 1 swerves momentarily into this ecstasy of free constraint: “I kept moving and 

it was hard to move / while all around me / was moving too.”514 For yes how gentle it is…. Yet 

even harder for a reader is when Anne Carson (showing at once both her ‘shadow side’ and her 

‘monkey side’) attempts to put things across by ‘crazying it up’: 

I struggle to be as clear as possible. But clarity faces in two directions, doesn’t it? 

Outward toward the reader (=accessibility) and inward toward me (=the truth of what I’m 

saying). Often there is no easy equation between these.515 

 

How are we then to understand this movement of the ‘inward-toward-me’ in her translations?516  

                                                 
513 See Stanley Corngold. Franz Kafka: The Necessity of Form. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988): 126-127. 

When I asked Professor Corngold about Carson’s attraction to this passage in Kafka, he replied describing it as “a 

captivating aphorism about the constraints of the past.”  
514 The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 29-30. 
515 Mark Medley. “Freeing her Syntax from Normality” National Post (16 March 2013): WP 18. 
516 Carson will often translate in the first person. “Catullus: Carmina” begins with “It grinned I grinned back” and 

ends with “Pray for my enemy” (Men in the off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 38 & 45). Note that the epigraph 

“I LOVE YOU JOHNNY AND I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING” for the version in Men in the Off Hours is carried over 

from an earlier appearance (its big yellow letters painted on a boulder) in “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming 

By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 70. In fact, Carson’s syncretic ego is apparent in the 

recurring ‘translation moves’ at play in the Catullus renditions as a whole: dictionary work (as when Aemilius’ arse 

in “Non Quicquam Referre Putavi (I Thought It No Matter)” (XCVII) gets stuffed up his name: 44); worry of 

minutiae (as when the six ‘wrong’s of “Salve Nec Minimo Puella Naso (Hello Not Very Small Nosed Girl)” (XLIII) 

mirror syntactically the six-fold repetition of Catullus’ nec: 39); scholarly collaboration (as when Kenneth Quinn’s 

commentary (“the traditional wine, milk, honey and flowers”) enters into poem CI, “Multas per Gentes et Multa per 

Aequora Vectus (Through Peoples Through Oceans Have I Come)”: 45; see Catullus: The Poems. Ed. Kenneth 

Quinn. (London: Macmillan, 1973): 442, on line 8; might also Carson’s ‘matted terrier’ in II, “Passer Deliciae Meae 

Puellae (My Lady’s Pet),” come from the epitaph on the lap-dog, Little Flea, as quoted in Quinn on pages 96-97, the 

Latin renides equalling ‘grin’?); retranslation (as when the language of the Loeb is inserted into the titles; e.g., 

compare poem LXXV, “Huc Est Mens Deducta Tua Mea Lesbia Culpa (To This Point Is My Mind Reduced)” with 

Catullus, Tibullus and Pervigilium Veneris. Trans. F.W. Cornish. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1962): 155; intertextual translation (as when Patrick White is written over into poem LXXVI, “Siqua Recordanti 

Benefacta Priora Voluptas (If for a Man Recalling Prior Benefactions)”: 42; see note 511 above); and idiosyncratic 

private meaning (as when THE MEDAL OF THE HOLY FACE OF JESUS is quoted in the last translation, CIX, 

“Iucundum Mea Vita Mihi Proponis Amorem (You Promise Me My Love That This Our Love)”: 45). It might be of 

some interest to discover the relative times of composition for the Mimnermos and Catullus translations. As with 
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most literary chronology, it is difficult to mark the degrees of overlap. Carson writes to Ben Sonnenberg about 

Mimnermos in January (perhaps May) 1989. It is certainly in her mind in June of the same year. The translations 

were completed by June 12, 1991. (See Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, 

Anne” Box 2 Folder 4, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.) The Catullus translations are sent 

to the American Poetry Review in 1991 (at some point before July, according to a note). (See American Poetry 

Review Records, 1971-1998. Folder 562. Rare Book & Manuscript Library. Van Pelt Library. University of 

Pennsylvania.) The Catullus appears in APR in the January / February 1992 issue. Carson later sends her computer 

printout of the translations to James Laughlin. Of the hieroglyphs that Laughlin scribbles on the back of the last 

sheet, one reads: femina ludens. (See New Directions Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series III: 

Compositions. “Catullus, Gaius Valerius. Carmina” (3555a). Houghton Library, Harvard University.) The 

translations are then included with a new epigraph and a few alterations in Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 

2000): 38-45. Photoquotation above (dated Feast of St Caesarea [January 12 or May 15], 1989) is from Ben 

Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 4, Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library, Columbia University). Carson is referring to 歌日記 / utanikki or ‘poetic diaries.” See Earl 

Miner’s Japanese Poetic Diaries. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), a text she had quoted from in 

“Kinds of Water” Grand Street 6:4 (Summer 1987): 177-212. Compare 188, 193, 196, 198 & 204 with Miner: 80, 

136, 133, 192 & 203. For poor Mimnermos’ rather ephemeral Nachleben (with some modification), see his 

reappearance in The Nation (13 Dec 2010): 30 and a letter by Carson thereto (10 / 17 January 2011): 2 & 26. 
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How are we to bring into view that sharp metallic gleam at the back of her mind linking  

 

Mimnermos with certain Japanese diarists (see letter above), the afterimage of which being still  

 

apparent in her translation of fr. 22?517 I don’t believe there is an answer, but I do believe we are  

 

meant to attempt to follow the paths made between those links. The paths of a poetic idiolect are  

 

personal. For the links (a Japanese Mimnermos) are what make you what you are: 

 

Interviewer: You seem to work by linking things that nobody else in the world would 

really link or even think of linking. 

Carson:        The things you think of to link are not in your control. It’s just who you are, 

bumping into the world. But how you link them is what shows the nature of your mind. 

Individuality resides in the way links are made.518  

 

This is one of the many paradoxes of reading Carson. Want to know where her originality lies?  

 

Seek out its origins. Then the paths between the origins. Traverse these and you will begin to  

 

discover that peculiarity of her compositions (ἰδιοσυγκρασία) and the originality of her thinking  

 

(her ‘uniqueness of soul’):    

 

I don’t know that we really think any thoughts; we think connections between thoughts. 

That’s where the mind moves, that’s what’s new, and the thoughts themselves have 

probably been there in my head or lots of other people’s heads for a long time. But the 

jumps between them are entirely at that moment.519  

 

Friskes, skips and jumps. All entirely hers.520 The difficulty resides in articulating these springs.  
 

How does one make sense of idiosyncrasy in an Anne Carson translation where the space  
 

between languages is made into a place of free invention?  
 

—See the source points.521 

                                                 
517 Cf. a similar flicker in Autobiography of Red (New York: Knopf, 1998) on page 44: “New moon floating white as 

a rib at the edge of the sky.” 
518 Will Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 206-207. 
519 Emma Brockes. “Magical Thinking” The Guardian (30 December 2006): Review 13. 
520 Carson, following Colin Burrow, by incidencie and chaunce attributes her epigraph for Decreation to Florio’s 

translation of Montaigne’s “Upon some Verses of Virgill.” But Burrow (gadding alike) had tumbled into “On 

Vanitie.” See Colin Burrow. “Friskes, Skips and Jumps” London Review of Books 25:21 (6 November 2003): 21. 
521 Carson’s own metaphor for the obverse of this activity is characteristically synaesthetic: “I have a sense of 

following, like a hound dog with my nose to the ground, but looking not just for a track of sent, but for a track of 

shapes. I think of ideas as having shapes and when I sense that two different texts or writers have the same shapes in 

them, I know I can bring them together.” See Will Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris 

Review 171 (Fall 2004): 207.  
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Traduction XXI522 

 

 

 

鮎についての短い話 

俳句では、鮎についての様々な表現がある。 

秋の鮎、下り鮎や錆鮎などは聞いたことがある

うちのいくつかである。下り鮎および錆鮎は 

産卵した鮎である。へたばって、とても 

疲れ果てて、海へ下っていく。もちろん、 

時には淵で冬を過ごした鮎もいた。これら 

の鮎は留まり鮎と呼ばれていた。 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

                                                 
522 Photoquotations from Bomb 20 (Summer 1987): 76; Kawabata Yasunari. Kawabata Yasunari shū. (Tōkyō: 

Shinchōsha, 1968): 317; and Yasunari Kawabata. The Sound of the Mountain. Trans. Edward Seidensticker. (New 

York: Knopf, 1970): 274. Translation of short talk into Japanese by Li Duffy. 
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     Carrying-over is the constituent movement of Anne Carson’s poēsis. The sensuous hedonism 

of this motion finds its realization in the sheer variety of translational modes displayed in her 

writing. Even if it’s only the end product that we ultimately get to read, we can sense that 

translating for Carson is a process of irrepressible pleasure. Her delight (or terpnon as 

Mimnermos would translate it) is apparent in the way she uses language. Again, she is a poet 

who uses language as if she were always translating. For fluency will flow according to its own 

rhythms. How much enjoyment you take in this process at flow in the translations will depend on 

the amount of occupation you are willing to put into reading them. They are demanding. And we 

always have other things to do. But there’s just no cost-effectivizing it, reading a translation is 

having to read two times over. And with Carson’s cross-writing practices, this can be multiplied 

x-fold. Therefore, to make things easier, let’s end off in metaphor. Here are three. A Carson 

translation is at once a painting, a mirroring, and a lecturing.  

     “Some translations edge us away from the canvas, others bring us up close” is one way of 

summing up the reciprocal interaction of language exchange.523 Carson’s translations make you 

do both. Problem paintings in thoughts and facts, they puzzle the reader in their parts and in their 

wholes. The puzzlement is shared between translator and reader: 

The mental activity of being inside a translation is something I simply love. It’s like 

doing an endless crossword puzzle with a product that’s valuable. And that puzzle mode 

of mind, I think, is simply the best thing.524  

 

Her translations thus re-enact this puzzle mode of mind so that you too might experience them 

close hand and at a remove. One way of working through these puzzles is by visualizing them. 

Representing a translation by marking it out in lines in diagrammatic form allows one to see the  

                                                 
523 George Steiner. After Babel. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992): 317. 
524 From an unedited audio interview of Anne Carson by Eleanor Wachtel for CBC Radio’s Writers & Company 

kindly provided to me by Nancy McIlveen and Mary Stinson. Compare Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 30. 
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     Traduction XXII525 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
525 Photoquotations from Holy Face Association leaflet. May God bless Mary at HFA for the medals and leaflets.  
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figurations made by languages in transport. The Mimnermos translations are, after all, written to 

be read as “paintings.”526 

     Reading a translation can feel like looking into a mirror. You only see yourself (englished) in 

your own language. The activity is not an overly self-conscious one. The translations flow, you 

think, there I am. But a Carson translation will place another mirror behind your back so that you 

might look at the act of reading itself in a refracted oscillation of seeing and being seen. How 

does she do this? She cross-writes process into the aspect of equivalence. That is, she will take 

the movement of thought that she has at the time that she is translating and attempt to make that 

movement happen again in the mind of the reader reading the translation.527 In other words, 

process becomes both a part of Carson’s response to the original and a part of the desired 

reciprocal response to her translation in the reader. What you make of the translations will 

depend, like the ‘look’ in Mimnermos fr. 5, on how you read this process; i.e., it will depend on 

how you see yourself looking at your reading of it.528 

     Reading an Anne Carson translation can feel like reading the fragments of a lecture. By this I 

don’t mean the lecture form as it is traditionally practiced (i.e., as a closing off of teaching).529 

Rather, Carson’s translations seek to open up that space between languages for a third thing to 

happen. In that space, she would like you to have your own thought of what she’s trying to get 

across as opposed to making you have her own. This desire (realized in the ‘translation moves’) 

is imminently paedagogical. For the foregrounding of the dictionary, the attention to detail, the 

conversation with scholarship, the integration of earlier translation work, the estrangement of  

                                                 
526 “I want to write poems that touch people the way paintings do.” See Jim Boothroyd. “Arawakans, Airplanes and 

Dangerous Anaesthetics” McGill News (Fall 1992): 31. 
527 Kevin McNeilly. “Gifts and Questions” Canadian Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 17. 
528 For a poem’s seeing mirroring a reader’s seeing, cf. Od. 19.537. 
529 For Carson on lecturing (“lecturing is not easy for me”), see on ‘Reading 9-11-01’ in “When Words Don’t Fail” 

Artforum (November 2001): 41-42. 
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Traduction XXIII530 

* 

[Random Source Vocab for Tomorrow]  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
530 Photoquotations for “Song of Your Pluck” (The American Reader 1:4 (February / March 2013): 6) from Vladimir 

Nabokov. Nikolai Gogol. (New York: New Directions, 1961): 109, 89, 41, 150, 31-32, 72, 146, 113, 21, 140, 67, 64, 

38-39, 6 & spine.    
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English, and the negotiation of subjectivity are all ropes that a teacher may set up in a classroom 

in order to guide students to move within their own sense of balance over the space inbetween 

languages—that place of error.531 Yes, it is fundamentally a feeling of wrongness that we 

experience when we move within a Carson translation.532 The missteps are usually our own, but 

it does feel nice to condemn a line as ‘confusing,’533 or an image as ‘vulgar,’534 or the use of 

metatranslation throughout the Canicula di Anna as ‘presumptuous.’535 This is the emotional 

reflex of pedantry. But it also just might be what she wants when she ‘translates badly.’ Irritation 

is part of her poetics of entrapment. Therefore, tread softly as you go, and whichever direction 

you do take, for every step, move two steps back (reading translation is a kind of reading 

backwards). What she is translating is the process of translation itself, an erratic process that 

continually will dislodge and put you off balance. And it is in this state of bafflement, 

bewilderment and puzzlement that unexpectedness will emerge—when we learn from the 

juxtaposition of what is and what is not the case, when we stop stupid between the leaves of a 

book, stuck inbetween two pronouns aflame in a poem by Sappho. Go ahead. Turn this page  

                                                 
531 For ropes, paedagogy and error once more, see “The Idea of a University (after John Henry Newman)” in The 

Threepenny Review 78 (Summer 1999): 6-8.  
532 “I’m really trying to make people’s minds move, you know, which is not something they’re naturally inclined to 

do….We have a kind of inertia, sitting and listening. But it’s really important to get somehow into the mind and 

make it move somewhere it has never moved before. That happens partly because the material is mysterious or 

unknown but mostly because of the way you push the material around from word to word in a sentence. And it’s that 

that I’m more interested in doing, generally, than mystifying by having unexpected content or bizarre forms. It’s 

more like: given whatever material we’re going to talk about, and we all know what it is, how can we move within it 

in a way we’ve never moved before, mentally? That seems like the most exciting thing to do with your head. I think 

it’s a weakness to fall back into merely mystifying the audience, which anybody can do. You know, throw in a bit of 

Hegel. Who knows what that means? But to actually take a piece of Hegel and move it around in a way that shows 

you something about Hegel is a satisfying challenge.” Sam Anderson. “The Most Exciting Thing to Do with Your 

Head” New York Times Magazine (17 March 2013): 53. 
533 Orestes is “passionate—as any lover” because ποθεῖ (‘to long for what is absent’) is a term with erotic 

connotations. See Elke Steinmeyer’s review of Electra in Bryn Mawr Classical Review 2009.04.34.  
534 Antigone, the product of tragic commingling, thinks how sweet (ἡδέως) it would be to lie upon her brother’s 

body “thigh to thigh” because she is the champion of a morally complex ‘withness’ (ἐμοῦ...μέτα), which is 

embodied in the line’s repetition of the adjective φίλος (‘beloved’) with the preposition μετά (‘with’): φίλη μετ’ 

αὐτοῦ κείσομαι, φίλου μέτα—the tricky verb κείσομαι being current in Greek erotic epigram. Her love is something 

strange. See George Steiner’s review of Antigonick in The Times Literary Supplement (3 August 2012): 8-9.  
535 See Christopher Millis’ review of the Canicula di Anna in Literary Magazine Review 5:2 (Summer 1986): 33. 
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Traduction XXIV536 

24 

Lavorando sulla sua lezione in biblioteca, 

Anna osserva uno scorpione sul davanzale. 

Ella si ritira in sala colazione. 

I fenomenologi la informano che si sbaglia. 

“Non è uno scorpione.” 

Inoltre, che è fortunata. 

“Siamo in Italia, non nell’Africa del Nord,  

dove il morso dello scorpione  

è fatale.” 

Alla fine, il custode dell’ Archivio Husserl di Berlino 

accetta di accompagnarla al piano di sopra. 

Egli è colpito. “Ja, Lei ha uno scorpione.” 

Fa una pausa. 

Va verso Anna. “Se ne vada dalla stanza, per favore?” 

Non possiamo sapere che cosa sia successo. 

Il pittore ha utilizzato  

terre colorate per catturare  

la brutta macchia sul davanzale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
536 Italian translation of the Canicula di Anna (Section 24): 20-21 is courtesy of one of Carson’s Italian translators, 

Pietro Aurelioni. 
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now.537  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
537 For a translation of this section, see “Stanzas, Sexes, Seductions” in The New Yorker (3 December 2001): 68-69. 

But she was always playing with translation wasn’t she.  
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blue for  

 

Kratylos Of Athens On The Line “Cannon Were Lined Up On The Wall” (21), or, 

A Chain Of Events (ligne d’événements) Proceeds In This Way (Arist. Metaphys. 1010ª 12-15) 
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1538 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
538 Photoquotations from Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 2005): 12 and The New Yorker (31 March 1997): 61. 
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ultramarine for  

 

Anne Carson likes to count things. Pages: 
 

 
Persons: 
 

 
 

Meanings: 
 

 
 

Structures: 
 

 
 

Even dialectics:539 
 

 

                                                 
539 Photoquotations from Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant. Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and 

Society. Trans. Janet Lloyd. (Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1978): 329 (Robarts copy DF78 D4613); David 

Robinson and Edward Fluck. A Study of the Greek Love-Names. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1937): 112 

(Robarts copy PA404 L6R6); Max Treu. Von Homer zur Lyrik. (München: C.H. Beck, 1955):180 (Robarts copy 

PA4037 T65); Richard Hamilton. Epinikion. (The Hague: Mouton, 1974): 26 (Robarts copy PA4276 H3); and Elegy 

and Iambus. Vol. I. (London: Heinemann 1944): 120 (Robarts copy PA3445 E6E4 v.1). 
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She counts verbs,540 adverbs,541 and adjectives.542 Herakles is a 2-part man in a 2-part play.543 

The silence of Kassandra lasts 270 lines.544 The Philoktetes has 6 levels of echo.545 And Electra’s 

cries total 14.546 Ask her to write a review and she counts: 

He examines forty-three passages….and tests this hypothesis against the historical 

evidence of fourteen genres (paean, dithyramb, encomium, skolion, prosodion, 

partheneion, hyporchema, threnos, hymenaios, hymn, iambus, citharody and aulody, 

metrical epigram, epinician).547 

 

Ask her for a book introduction and she will count:  

 

Each line of PROLOGOS has exactly 66 characters in Danish. The structure of the whole 

is in eight sections: 

 

section    number of poems  number of lines in each 

1    1    66 

2    2    33 

3    3    22 

4    6    11 

5    11    6 

6    22    3 

7    33    2 

8    66    1 

 

After PROLOGOS comes LOGOS….LOGOS has three sections, each with eight 

subsections of eight poems: 3 x 8 x 8.548  

                                                 
540 “Perhaps the most interesting thing about the poem is that it is a poem of verbs—....Twenty-one principal verbs 

in twenty-four verses.” From “How Bad a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?” in Greek Poetry and Philosophy: 

Studies in Honour of Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984): 69. 
541 “In 1300 words of Anakreon we find the negative adverbs ou and mē employed 28 times; 1300 words of Pindar 

render 16 usages of ou and mē; 1300 words of Bacchylides give us 19 instances of ou and mē. The count for 

Simonides is 56.” From “Simonides Negative” Arethusa 21:2 (Fall 1988): 147. 
542 See the lists of adjectives in “Red Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros Make?” Raritan 14:4 (Spring 1995): 

33 and “appendix 15 (a) on adjectives” in The Albertine Workout. (New York: New Directions, 2014): 25. 
543 Grief Lessons. (New York: New York Review Books, 2006): 13. 
544 An Oresteia. (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009): 3. 
545 “‘Echo with No Door on Her Mouth’: A Notional Refraction through Sophokles, Plato, and Defoe” Stanford 

Literature Review 3:2 (Fall 1986): 253-257.  
546 Sophocles: Electra. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001): 42. 
547 Review of The Nature of Early Greek Lyric by R.L. Fowler in The Classical Journal 84:4 (April-May 1989): 362 

& 363); cf. Carson’s only other (conventional) review, “A Dangerous Affair,” in which she counts an author’s ‘89 

substantial parentheses.’ See The New York Times Book Review (26 June 1988): 42. 
548 “Introduction” to Inger Christensen’s it. Trans. Susanna Nied. (New York: New Directions, 2006): xi.  
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Even in her own poetry, when she writes about reading, she counts: 

 

Comparative figures: 1784 Kant owned 550 books, Goethe 2,300, Herder 7,700.549  

 

Reading for Carson is not reading for story, but reading for counting (at root analogous 

activities). Perhaps this is the compulsion of a classical scholar. Classicists love to count.550 

More likely is it just one of those traits one inherits (napkins covered with calculations). 

Whatever the case, it is useful to have the obsession of counting. What we see is what we are: 

Now in the matter of calculation Robinson  For Simonides counted everything—from 

Crusoe presents an interesting case. He counts  the number of heads on a hydra (50 he says, 

everything….Robinson Crusoe does not just  disputing Alcaeus’ 9) to the number of         

like to count, he likes to think of himself as  Hecuba’s sons by Priam (20 he says, 

someone who counts…he prides himself on his correcting Homer’s 19) to the number of his 

akribeia, on his ability to get hold of reality by own choral victories (56 he records, on a  

counting it.551       dedicatory tablet set up by himself).552 

 

     I was once asked to give one of those ‘guest lectures’ that is listed among the duties and 

responsibilities of a Teaching Assistant at the University of Toronto English Department. I was 

to speak on Anne Carson’s “The Glass Essay.” I really wasn’t sure what to say, so I just started 

counting things. I still have my notes in front of me now.  

I decided to put these notes up on the blackboard. But it  

 

wasn’t until I stood before the class that I realized  

 

something was wrong with my calculations. The “Glass 

 

Essay” has 9 sections (the figures in the first column)  

 

                                                 
549 “Outwardly His Life Ran Smoothly” Raritan 21:4 (Spring 2002): 31.   
550 Here are two: Cedric Whitman in Homer and the Heroic Tradition. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1958): 249-284 and George E. Duckworth in Structural Patterns and Proportions in Vergil's Aeneid: A Study in 

Mathematical Composition. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1962). 
551 “‘Echo with No Door on Her Mouth’: A Notional Refraction through Sophokles, Plato, and Defoe” Stanford 

Literature Review 3:2 (Fall 1986): 258-259. 
552 “Syracuse and the Monies of Simonides” in Syracuse, the Fairest Greek City. Ed. Bonna D. Wescoat. (Roma: De 

Luca Edizioni d'Arte, 1989): 30. 
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ranging from 3 to 76 stanzas (the figures in the second column; the third gives the section titles).  

If you examine the poem yourself, you’ll notice that the first section is structurally programmatic 

for the whole: quatrains enclosing tercets. Beginning with section 3, the poem achieves a certain 

arithmetical balance and symmetry through the inclusion of a centering quatrain somewhere near 

the mid-point of the alternating longer sections (as noted in the fourth column). That the final 

section (9) should break this pattern by beginning with a tercet is understandable as it is the 

hinge to the conclusion of the poem. Yet why is there no quatrain at the mid-point (my X in the 

bottom right-hand corner)?  

     Perhaps I should have just let this one go and gotten on with my life. But I’m the sort of 

person who finds such structural breakdowns (what numerologists would call lack of internal 

consistency) troubling. So I did what any good Quellenforscher would do. I went looking for that 

quatrain. And eventually I found it. Here is the missing shard from “The Glass Essay” (see 

following page).553 It was among the Ben Sonnenberg Papers at Columbia University. Anne 

Carson had sent Ben Sonnenberg the typescript of “The Glass Essay” on 28 June 1993, the Feast 

of St Irenaeus, a lover of numerological riddles himself. Sonnenberg then sends the poem to 

Richard Poirier at Raritan. In July, Poirier writes to Carson informing her that he’d like to 

publish it in the winter issue of 1994.554 Editorial work on the issue begins sometime after 

September 1993. It would then seem that at some point before its final publication a page from 

Ben Sonnenberg’s typescript falls out. We can try to reconstruct this slippage by comparing the 

page numbering in the typescript with that of the Raritan copy used for the winter 1994 issue. 

                                                 
553 Photoquotation from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 

Folder 5, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
554 Poirier writes, “Calling it a ‘verse essay’ doesn’t seem to me as good as calling it ‘a story in verse.’” To which 

Carson replies, “I must insist however that you cannot call an essay a story. I have never told a story in my life. 

Storytellers are fundamentally liars. I frankly admire this, but cannot do it. I remain, an honest man, ac.” See Letter 

to Professor Anne Carson, 19 July 1993 and Letter to Richard Poirier, Feast of St Martha [29 July], 1993. Raritan, A 

Quarterly Review: Records, Box A “Carson, Anne,” (RG 51/F0/01) Special Collections and University Archives, 

Rutgers University Libraries. 



237 

 

 
 



238 

 

For some reason, Carson’s page numbering (in the bottom left-hand corners) is erratic. Only 

 

pages 1 (title page), 2, 5, 6, 21, 43, 44 and 45 are numbered:555 
 

        
 

Whoever initially marked the copy sent to Raritan tried to make the page counts match. Up to 21  

 

was fine. Page number 43 does not show up in the Raritan copy, so it isn’t until the bottom-left  

 

number 44 that the miscount is realized.556 Notice how the final 2 pages are renumbered:557  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
555 Photoquotations from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 

Folder 5, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.  
556 For some unknown reason, the copy sent by Sonnenberg cuts out the bottom left-hand corner of page 43. 
557 Photoquotations from Raritan Records, Box 2 “Carson, Anne XIII:3,” (RG 51/F0/01) Special Collections and 

University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries. Although we are working from photocopies, it does appear that 

the changes to the page numbering were done by a different hand. Note the closed “4” correcting the open “4.”   
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Carson’s original 45 pages of poetry then becomes 44. It is not clear how or when the missing 

page fell out—whether Ben Sonnenberg had forgotten to photocopy it, or Richard Poirier lost it, 

or an editor misplaced it. The broken shard from “The Glass Essay” turns out to be from the 

asymmetrical final section—page 37 according to Carson’s typescript. Revising my own 

numeration, the μορφή (morphē) of the poem would then be: 

Section  Stanzas  Form    Title 

1   3   4-3-4    I 

2   4   4-3-3-4   She 

3   20   4-3-4-3-4 (midpoint at 7) Three 

4   76   4-3-4    Whacher 

5   23   4-3-4-3-4 (midpoint at 10) Kitchen 

6   48   4-3-4    Liberty 

7   54   4-3-4-3-4 (midpoint at 28) Hero 

8   31   4-3-4     Hot 

9   70   3-3-4-3-4 (midpoint at 28) Thou558 

 

We can solder the glass piece back into page 58 of Raritan between the following two stanzas:559 

 

 

 

          

         # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # INSERT HERE # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # # #   

 

 

 

                                                 
558 Note that whenever Carson indents verses into her stanzas that these are reckoned within the tercets. For example, 

 
is counted as one tercet. Carson may have meant the final stanza of section 8 to be counted as a tercet, therefore 

bridging the hinge between the final two sections. Photoquotation from Raritan Records, Box 2 “Carson, Anne 

XIII:3,” (RG 51/F0/01) Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries. 
559 Photoquotation from Raritan 13:3 (Winter 1994): 58. “The Glass Essay” in Glass, Irony and God is set directly 

from the Raritan issue, thus reproducing its fractured state. The missing piece would be inserted between the same 

two stanzas found on page 34. See Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995).  
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     But perhaps you prefer the poem discontinuous with its own original state.560 Perhaps you are  

 

not an enthusiast of organic shape, of Plato’s ‘living joints,’561 or Aristotle’s ‘one and whole live  

 

being,’562 or Longinus’ ‘perfect organism.’563 Perhaps, you imagine, Anne Carson herself asked  

 

that the sheet be removed in order to finesse her own numerical composition (her true  

 

creation).564 I, too, enjoy the discontinuity of the transition that runs along the crack between the  

                                                 
560 Indeed each anthologization of the poem standardizes the cracked state of the initial Raritan printing. See Wild 

Workshop. (London: Faber and Faber, 1997): 38; 15 Canadian Poets X 3. Ed. Gary Geddes. (Don Mills, ON: 

Oxford University Press, 2001): 595; The New Long Poem Anthology. Ed. Sharon Thesen. (Vancouver, BC: 

Talonbooks, 2001): 87; and the Touchstone Anthology of Contemporary Creative Nonfiction. Eds. Lex Williford and 

Michael Martone. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007): 127. Pages falling out of her works seems to be a common 

occurrence in Carson. Compare the final two missing pages from “Water Margins: An Essay on Swimming by My 

Brother” in The Journey Prize Anthology 6. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1993). And true to the fractal nature 

of her work, notice that as a page falls out of “The Glass Essay” as a whole (i.e., large scale), so a line falls out of a 

part of one of its stanzas (i.e., small scale). The line “From evening’s chilly gloom.” falls out of the first stanza of 

Emily Bronte’s poem (“I’ll come when thou art saddest”) on page 57 in Raritan. The stanza itself falls at the end of 

the page in the typescript. This gesture of falling out has been replicating itself in two recent anthologies: The 

Norton Anthology of English Literature. Ed. Stephen Greenblatt. 9th edition. Vol. II. (New York: W.W. Norton, 

2012) & 70 Canadian Poets. Ed. Gary Geddes. 5th edition. (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
561 The Beauty of the Husband (New York: Knopf, 2001): 49 and Phaedrus 264c3-7 & 265e1-4. 
562 Poetics 1459a20. As a student Carson underlined the phrase in the Robarts Loeb. 
 

 
 

Photoquotation of The Poetics. Trans. W.H. Fyfe. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 90. Robarts copy PA3893 P5 1927. 

Earlier in the Poetics (1451a32-35), Aristotle had said that the component parts (μέρη) must be so structured “that if 

one of them be altered or removed, the unity of the whole is disturbed and destroyed. For if the presence or absence 

of a thing makes no visible difference, then it is not an integral part of the whole”: 34 & 35. 
563 On the Sublime (XL.1). “None of the members has any value by itself apart from the others, yet one with another 

they all constitute a τέλειον σύστημα.” Trans. W.H. Fyfe. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 236 & 237.  
564 Although ‘The Glass Essay fragment’ can be shown to connect grammatically and thematically with what 

precedes (Emily, Thou, I will find my own way out, peaceful, soul, watching, Many nights I lay alone) and with what 

follows (Emily, Thou, I would like to believe, interior, No less would I like to believe, absence, But I do not believe 

this, soul, watch, Many nights I lay alone, separate horizon), the page doesn’t include any of the keytexts employed 

elsewhere in the poem. Cf. in order of usage: Stevie Davies. Emily Brontë: The Artist as a Free Woman. 

(Manchester: Carcanet, 1983): 22x; Wuthering Heights. Ed. David Daiches. (Middlesex, Eng.: Penguin Books, 

1965): 20x; Lyn Pykett. Emily Brontë. (London: Macmillan, 1989): 16x; Katherine Frank. A Chainless Soul: A Life 

of Emily Brontë. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1990): 11x; The Complete Poems of Emily Jane Brontë. Ed. C.W. 

Hatfield. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1941): 9x; The Complete Poems. Ed. Janet Gezari. (London: 

Penguin Books, 1992): 9x; Tom Winnifrith and Edward Chitham. Charlotte and Emily Brontë: Literary Lives. 

(London: Macmillan, 1989): 4x; Gondal Poems. Eds. Helen Brown and Joan Mott. (Folcroft, PA: Folcroft Library 

Editions, 1973): 3x; Psalms 130 and 118; and Marion Roach. “Reflection in a Fatal Mirror” Discover 6:8 (August 

1985): 76-82, 85. For Emily as an editor of her own work (“The distance from the gate to the Grange is to miles”), 

see The Complete Poems of Emily Brontë. Ed. Clement Shorter. (New York: Hodder and Stoughton, 1908): xxviii.  
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two stanzas. Yet we are dealing with a poet whose discipline and training is to make sense of the 

accidents of transmission and the incompleteness of fragments and for whom a prior assumption 

of wholeness and organic unity is a working necessity. Anne Carson’s work does aspire to a 

condition of morphē or ‘form’ in composition. A composition must needs play out the contours of 

sensuous ideas. And the restored quatrain accents the fourth and final emotional quadrant of the 

poem: mother, Heathcliff, father, and Law (i.e., the Difference Between Women and Men). εἷς, 

δύο, τρεῖς...now here’s our fourth! In sum, if you want to read Anne Carson, you’re going to 

have to learn to like to count. 

     If you want to read Anne Carson you’re also going to have to ask yourself what difference 

does a staple make? In order to answer this question we must ask another: how many sections 

does the Canicula di Anna have? And how would you count them? For the poem seems to count 

itself: 53 (“WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE? / 1” (7) through to “53 / Black for the pines” (37)). 

Or does it? 53 does not seem like a number from Anne Carson’s numerology. Why? 53 has a 

centre: 26:1:26 = section 27 as the central point of the poem. But the Canicula di Anna is a poem 

without a centre. It acts as if there were no use in a centre. Let’s see what the typescript says.565 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
565 Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume 

XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.  
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Here we have 3 numbers to reckon with: 26, 10 & 25. Only one of them is Anne Carson’s: 25. 

This is page 25 of the transcript. 10 is an editorial mark for the number of lines. 26 is also an 

editorial mark enumerating the section. For the Canicula di Anna originally was unnumbered:566   

 

                                                 
566 Photoquotation of letter from Anne Carson to Theodore and Renée Weiss (dated 17 June 1984) from the 

Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 

30, Folder 5. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
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Once again we notice something seen throughout Carson: the insistence that her writing be read 

spatially, that the material layout of her work be as significant as the matter itself. We can see 

this tendency to structure ideas within visual schemes in her intention that the Canicula di Anna 

be printed on separate sheets (viz. the division of the poem by pages).567 We can also see Weiss’ 

compromise solution to this intention in his note, “use numbers.” The numbers in your version of 

the poem (in both the QRL and Plainwater) then stand for the editing of Carson’s semantic space. 

But note how Weiss has counted the poem. He starts by numbering the first section “WHAT DO 

WE HAVE HERE?” (7). The poem then adds up to 53 sections. But Carson had insisted that the 

introductory material and the afterword be kept separate. That is, that “What Do We Have Here?” 

and the “Afterword” (written afterwards as a separate afterthought) be unnumbered paratexts. 

This is evidenced in the staple and by the fact that Carson does not paginate “What Do We Have 

Here?” in her typed manuscript (Weiss’ section 2 is her page 1; see upper right-hand corner):568 

   

 

 

 

The afterword (enclosed with the letter of June 17th above569), the introductory material, and the 

title page are sidetexts to the poem proper and are thus not to be counted. If this is so, we then get 

an X:52:X visual pattern—something that the decentering poetics of the Canicula di Anna might 

lead you to expect. But Carson counts 53 poems in the letter. Has a page, again, fallen out or has 

                                                 
567 Note that originally each section of “The Glass Essay” began on a separate sheet as well. Cf. footnote 217 above. 
568 Photoquotations from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 

1943-1999. “Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton 

University Library. 
569 On Wednesday evening, the 20th of June, Carson will be standing at a hotel window at the foot of the port of 

Roncesvalles in St Jean Pied de Port, her 34th birthday, a paw edging its way around the waterfall, her mind a 

laughingstock. Ideas are born in a happy hour (en buen hora). Pilgrims were people who loved a good riddle. 
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she merely miscounted her own work? For when we come to page 53 of the typescript, we don’t 

see a poem, but another sidetext: “List of Illustrations.” Indeed, when the Weisses come to this 

page, they decide to exclude it:570 

 

We know that Carson agreed to the exclusion of the illustrations themselves in a letter dated 20 

January 1982.571 The question we are then left with is whether Carson still wished that the “List 

of Illustrations” on page 53 of the Canicula di Anna remain as one of the 53 poems. My own 

guess is that she meant the 53rd page to be included as separate conclusory material. For the idea 

of a list of 6 absent illustrations constituting a part of the poem strikes me as particularly 

Carsonesque.572 Thus if we were to reinsert the missing 53rd page as a paratext, our initial visual 

pattern, too, would be improved upon: X:52:X + stapled afterword. At any rate, by now you will 

no doubt have perceived that for a numerological reading what you see is how you count. In 

other words, it’s ultimately up to you to figure the numerical patternings out for yourself.573 

                                                 
570 The handwriting here matches Renée Weiss’. Photoquotation from ibid. 
571 See page 63 above and pages 423-426 below. 
572 Cf. the absent drawing to the “Short Talk on Empiricism” in the Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 21. 

Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto; the absent photographs in “Kinds of Water” Grand Street 

6:4 (Summer 1987): 177-212 & Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 136-145; and the absent maps at 

the end of “Just for the Thrill: An Essay on the Difference Between Women and Men” in Plainwater. (New York: 

Knopf, 1995): 242-244. What interests Carson in experimentation is “seeing how much can be left out and still make 

sense.” See Mary di Michele “The Matrix Interview” Matrix 49 (1996): 17.  
573 You might also want to consider why Carson’s typescript shows two typefaces. The main typeface used 

throughout is Courier. However, the title page, the introductory material (“What Do We Have Here?”), the 

concluding material (“List of Illustrations”), and, according to Weiss’ numbering, sections 2, 51 and 52 are in 

Prestige Elite. Compare Courier’s capital A with that of Prestige Elite (photoquotations from ibid.):  

  Courier:    Prestige Elite:  
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     The idea that I would like to leave you with is that in Carson numbers matter. The number of 

lines, the number of stanzas, the number of sections. For inside a Carson poem we live by 

numbering, ζῶμεν δ’ ἀριθμῷ as Semonides puts it.574 From the parts making up the Canicula di 

Anna whole, to the stanzaic patterning of “The Glass Essay,” the poems in threes of the 90s,575 

the coupleting of the originally prose bipartite Autobiography of Red,576 and the lineal equations 

of The Beauty of the Husband,577 number is the constitutive element of her verse. It is essentially 

a poetry of measurement, but what gets measured is neither stress (qualitative) nor time 

(quantitative), but spatial array. Hers is a numerical poetics. Arithmetical organization takes the 

place of metrical scansion (the substitution is already in the word’s history: ‘scan’ has moved 

from meaning ‘climb, mark off metrical feet’ to ‘examine, look at closely’). This is the stumbling 

                                                 
574 “How Bad a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?” Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard 

Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984): 69. 
575 See “The Truth About God: seventeen poems” The American Poetry Review 22:1 (January / February 1993): 16-

19 & “The Truth About God: six poems” The American Poetry Review 25:1 (January / February 1996): 15-16;  

“Shoes: An Essay on How Plato’s Symposium Begins” The Iowa Review 25:2 (Spring / Summer 1995): 47-51; the 

unpublished “IRONY IS NOT ENOUGH: Essay On My Life As A Paederast”; “TV Men: Sappho” in Glass, Irony 

and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 65-66; “TV Men: Artaud” The Iowa Review 26:2 (Summer 1996): 29-

30; “Audubon” Exquisite Corpse 57 (1996): 16; “Chaldaic Oracles 1” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 

23-24; “Father’s Old Blue Cardigan” The New Yorker (10 November 1997): 93; and “New Rule” The New Yorker 

(22-29 December 1997): 122 (the composition of which dating from January 1993).  
576 When Mary Gannon asked whether there was a consistent scansion to Autobiography of Red, Carson replied: “No, 

but there’s long and short lines, which I call couplets because in antiquity that’s the form that a lot of poets use to 

elegiac meter, which is a six-beat then a five-beat line, so a long and a short, long and a short, and I like that because 

it gives a sense of some sort of formal procedure without requiring a certain number of beats. You have a sense of 

difference and of thoughts that form into two-line units which I think is good for explaining something that’s fairly 

long and also concentrated. So it’s basically elegiac couplets, but not scanned strictly.” From the original transcript. 

Cf. “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 29. 
577 If you start counting The Beauty of the Husband, you’ll begin to notice how the section numbers correlate with 

stanza length and line totals. For example, I shows monostichs; II shows coupleting; III shows tercets; IV quatrains; 

V quintains; VI sextets; VII sextets + monostichs; VIII tercets + a quintain; IX 9-line stanzas; X a 10-line stanza (see 

MS for, again, the missing line); XI 11-line stanzas; XII 12-line stanzas; XIII a quatrain + monostich + quintain + 

tercet; XIV 7 stanzas for 21 lines; XV 15-line stanzas; XVI sextets + 10-line stanzas; XVII: septets + 10-line stanzas 

+ 17-line stanzas; XVIII an 18-line stanza (see MS for lineation); XIX no correlation?; XX 20-line stanzas; XXI 21 

indented lines; XXII a quintain + a 17-line stanza; XXIII a 23-line stanza; XXIV no correlation?; XXV 95 lines + 9 

quintains; XXVI 18 indented lines + 8 bracketed lines; XXVII a 2-line paragraph + a 7-line paragraph (see MS); 

XXVIII an indented couplet + 8 tercets; and XXIX 2 9-line stanzas (see MS lineation). An early and incomplete 

typescript of The Beauty of the Husband (MS) is the Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and 

Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 Folder 5, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. Note how 

the use of a Cagean random integer generator in recent work attempts to counteract the inborn numerological bent. 

Still, as the above instances suggest, Carson’s editors had already been randomly generating her texts years before.  
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block for those of us with a tin eye. We no longer see numerical composition. We no longer 

regard number as synonymous with poetry. Yet Carson’s poetic forms are primarily structured 

upon counted-off mathematical proportion (ad numerum). Her measured lines (the natural joints 

which perfect the oneness and integrity of the figural systems) are what effect the concinnity of 

her compositions.578 For although Anne Carson is more often associated with fragmentation, she 

is fundamentally a writer of architectonic pieces in which everything counts.579 And you can see 

that this obsession with counting is present in the first work. First works, I believe, are keytexts 

into an author’s oeuvre. As Peter Greenaway, the director of the numerological film Drowning 

by Numbers, points out, artists give away what they will be in a first work:580 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
578 Cf. Gorgias “whose measured symmetrical style itself produces the rhythm of his compositions / cuius in 

oratione plerumque efficit numerum ipsa concinnitas.” See Cicero. Orator. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1962): 444.  
579 Consider the interlacing of Eros the Bittersweet (where foresight, hindsight and insight are kept simultaneously 

before the reader’s eye) as a model of “that architectural conception of work, which foresees the end in the 

beginning and never loses sight of it, and in every part is conscious of all the rest, till the last sentence does but, with 

undiminished vigour, unfold and justify the first—a condition of literary art…the necessity of mind in style.” See 

“Style” in Selected Writings of Walter Pater. Ed. Harold Bloom. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982): 112.    
580 Photoquotation from the DVD liner notes to the 1982 film The Draughtsman's Contract. (New York: Zeitgeist 

Video, 2008). Greenaway is referring to Truffaut’s “Jean Vigo Is Dead at Twenty-Nine”: “Just as we say a person is 

fully formed between the ages of seven and twelve, so we can also say that a filmmaker shows what his career will 

be in his first 150 feet of film. His first work is himself (son premier travail c’est lui-même), and what he does later 

will also be himself, always the same thing, sometimes a masterpiece, sometimes something less good, even some 

failures. All of Orson Wells is in the first reel of Citizen Kane, Buñuel in Un Chien Andalou, Godard in Une Jeune 

Coquette; and all of Jean Vigo is in À propos de Nice.” From François Truffaut’s The Films in My Life. Trans. 

Leonard Mayhew. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978): 27. 
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Everything she is going to write is already in the Canicula di Anna. There is a sense in which a 

first work looks back to us from the farthest reaches of the future. From our own vantage point 

we would say that a first work always has almost its entire life still before it.581 For it is through 

the works yet to be written that its significance actually begins to add up. Thus the Canicula di 

Anna, read as a catalogue of obsessions, will show you that there are only two things you will 

ever need to know about numbers in the work of Anne Carson.  

1) Number functions as prosody.  

2) The obsession with figures is innate and, being there in the first work, will have 

already been everywhere in all her work.  

 

3) The only thing she loves more than counting is miscounting—that correction in stride.582 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
581 Reworking the ending of Merleau-Ponty’s “Eye and Mind”: “la première des peintures allait jusqu’au fond de 

l’avenir” & “Si les créations ne sont pas un acquis, ce n’est pas seulement que, comme toutes choses, elles passent, 

c’est aussi qu’elles ont presque toute leur vie devant elles.” See The Primacy of Perception. Ed. J.M. Edie. Trans. C. 

Dallery. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 190 and L'oeil et l'esprit. (Paris: Gallimard, 1964): 92 

& 92-93. 
582 Photoquotation from Aristotle. The Poetics. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 42. Robarts copy PA3893 P5 1927. For 

‘lexis eiromene,’ see “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 59, 302-304 & n. 4, 341. On page 

59 of the thesis, you will also find the following sentence: “In his book, In the Grip of the Past, van Groningen 

discusses the Greek idea that things which happen at the beginning are decisive for the whole and forever.”  
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lapis lazuli for  

 

Because you cannot always be so sure whether you are inside or outside). And this feeling of 

unsuredness is something you’ll come across a lot in Anne Carson’s work. Sometimes she writes 

like someone introducing an unfamiliar room to a blind man’s hands one object at a time. So 

much will depend upon the room and how the objects are passed. One way of marking this 

passing of things between hands is through parenthesis. Brackets manifest the self-consciousness 

of writing. Enclosed between two silent points is a state of beside-mindedness. How does one 

read what goes on within a pair of brackets?  

     Consider another question: “What is a parenthesis as cognitive transaction?”583 According to 

the LSJ, the Greek word παρένθεσις can denote: 

     1) a putting in beside; a giving besides or wrongly; an injection 

     2) an insertion, of a tent in a wound; in the language of grammarians, of letters; in tactics, of    

     men in a rank 

     3) parenthesis 

     4) an application, of lips  

 

Writers put brackets into sentences like architects put doors into designs. Yet for the reader of 

buildings, as for the reader of books, it is not always certain whether a door is meant to be an exit 

or an entrance. Either way, inside or outside, each time a door opens / closes I am interrupted. 

Thus the parenthetical mode demands a more intense processing effort from a reader. 

Temporally suspended, spatially inbetween, the mind must negotiate two planes of experience at 

once. Such writing besides can prove too much for a reader and this is why parenthesis is 

generally frowned upon as yet another vice of style; its usage signalling the irrelevant, its users 

self-indulgent bunglers in the fine art of writing. For the grammatical moralizer, coming across a  

                                                 
583 “A Dangerous Affair” The New York Times Book Review (26 June 1988): 42. Carson will use the terms 

parenthesis and brackets interchangeably. 
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bracket can be “as disconcerting as a pebble that jars one’s teeth in a mouthful of plum 

pudding.”584 Coming across a bracket can also be a cause for great excitement. How did this 

pebble get in my plum pudding! Parenthesis, as a graphic form of self-interruption, attracts, by 

distracting, the flow of a reader’s attention in mid-stream. I instantly see fish with their noses one 

way, the stream rushing past another. Who is not excited by the paradoxical double logic of a 

punctuation mark that adds to what is already complete? Who doesn’t wonder what’s really 

happening between the brackets? And in Anne Carson, there is a lot of bracketing going on. It is 

her painterly technique of putting in depth alongside the flat surface of poetry, of falsely giving 

the medium of language temporal and dimensional properties it doesn’t have, and of injecting 

jolts of afterthought into the regular course of a mind moving through the activity of another’s 

mind captured on a page. In Carson, parentheses are exciting. 

     There are 31 instances of parenthesis in the 33 pages of the Canicula di Anna.585 They range 

from one word, as in “(afternoons)” (14), to 11 lines (37). Parenthesis in the poem often extends 

across lineation (“(read ‘essence’ / for ‘nature’)” (13)). The matter in brackets can either share a 

line with the unbracketed text (“Perugia (ancient Perusia)” (8)) or occupy an entire line itself 

(“(Perusia has a painted past)” (7)). Typical places of interpolation are medial (“When he sees 

some of his philosophy students / (to whom he refers as ‘the enlisted men’) / dancing, / he 

retreats to the bar” (27)) and terminal (“Anna goes dancing / with a phenomenologist / who is 

also a captain / in the military / (reserves)” (27)); the most common use being medial-shared as 

in: 

                                                 
584 H.W. Fowler. A Dictionary of Modern English Usage. 2nd edition. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965): 436. 
585 Counting one in the MS that doesn’t make it into the published versions: 

 
Photoquotation from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-

1999. “Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton 

University Library. Compare section 40 of the poem (29). 
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B. ends by calling V. a “bungler in art”  

(goffo nell’arte) and V. brings an action  

for defamation of character. (22) 

 

There is no parenthesis in initial position in the poem; however, there are a number of instances 

of absolute parenthesis, where entire sentences are enclosed within brackets: 

 (The current story 

 that Raphael had a hand in the work 

 is unlikely to be true.) (22) 

 

The bracketed material, essentially epistemological in nature, presents various historical, 

linguistic, and philosophical information. For example, historical, as in “(1445-1523)” (7); 

linguistic, as in “(She perceives him / to be enquiring / after the difficulty / of piloting herself 

about La Rocca / on high-heeled shoes, such as she / is wearing. She assents vigorously. “È 

difficile”)” (35); and philosophical, as in “(Except, / where we have to deal with crypto-

Hegelians. / A crypto-Hegelian will try / to place himself behind Hegel)” (18). Yet the brackets 

that break in upon the regular course of the mind reading the Canicula di Anna function also as 

portals to non-verbal realms that are coextensive with what is being represented horizontally and 

consecutively. That is, they mark the insertion of space and time into the linear surface of writing. 

The complexity of things synchronic and synoptic becomes more close. 

     Parenthesis in the Canicula di Anna constitutes one attempt to give depth to the flat event of 

language. We can first see this when words begin to take on colour. “Throat-holes” become 

“(blackish-red)” (14-15), barking “(yellow)” (24-25), and crowing “(dark-red)” (25) not because 

throat-holes, barking and crowing are these colours in themselves, but because in the paintings 

being described in the narration they are so depicted. That is, the brackets here act like picture 

frames enclosing what first appear to be narrated events, but later turn out to be descriptions of 

paintings as well. It is through parenthesis that the text attempts to represent itself not only as a 
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series of events, but also as a series of descriptive pauses or illustrations of the very materials and 

techniques used in the art of oil painting. One thing is seen as two things at once. The poet’s 

thought stops on itself. The word of things a picture is: 

(in the painting, a superposition of colours) (8) 

 

(In the painting, not white for  

the snow, just bluish marks.) (11) 

 

(For the coins 

the painter appears to have used 

verdigris, an acetate of copper 

which produces a cool, rather 

bluish tone 

unless tempered with saffron 

to bring it closer 

to true green.) (17) 

 

When reading these moments in the poem, the question becomes whether we are in a narrative 

description of events or a description of a painting of the events. Or both. We can feel this jolt of 

afterthought when we set the parenthesis alongside lines unbracketed: 

 One of the phenomenologists  

 appears to have brought his mother 

 to the seminar. (At least,  

 she is present in the painting.) 

 Hands in her lap, she regards 

 the speaker, infinitely 

 polite to us. (18-19) 

 

The suspension is disparate, yet also integrated. The mother looks out at us from the poem, from 

the seminar in the poem, and from the painting of the seminar in the poem—all at once. Where 

then is the break in this continuity? The bracketed lines grant another narrational layer or 

perspective to the poem. We are meant to step back from the main diegetic level of the telling. 

The brackets, running along a linear axis, now introduce a new vertical axis to the narration. We 

are being told in some depth about a seminar and a description of a painting of the seminar 
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simultaneously. Such bracketing requires of a reader a different kind of attention than we 

normally pay to verbal surfaces. We watch the narration expand, contract; and then expand again. 

The ῥυθμός is the main thing in writing. Parentheses extend the surface of the paintingpoem 

whose borders reach to the edges of what we see from where we choose to stand. Carson’s 

multiperspectival narration thus employs punctuation in order to represent this surface in process. 

The parenthetical activity in the poem is just one of those painterly techniques that are found 

throughout her work, techniques such as foreshortening, shifting linear perspective, mixing and 

gradation of colour, superposition of paints, and patching of surfaces, as well as various kinds of 

proportional adjustment for optical illusion in the transformation of the flat plane of writing into 

an illusory world of facts located in space. The brackets in the Canicula di Anna go on to fill out 

the foreground, middleground and background space of the text. They ultimately add to the 

effect of perspectival depth to the poem. The three-dimensional knots of blue on the arms of 

Anna are both a pictorial and verbal illusion produced by the narrative fiction (23). A trumping 

of the reader’s point of view. 

     Synchronicity is traditionally one of the attributes of the medium of painting. Writing, in 

contradistinction, is seen as diachronic, as proceeding in succession, one word after another word. 

Unlike the given static representation of a narrative painting, the narration of consecutive 

fictional events in writing is based upon a fundamental compositional principle of irreversibility. 

A written text is bound to be linear and one-directional. Carson will attempt to use parenthesis in 

order to interrupt the unidirectionality of the sentence and bring before our eyes the tension 

between coextensivity and linearity. For instance, whenever you come to the second of two 

brackets, your eyes slide back to where you left off. It’s as if the poem were momentarily taken 

off its hinges:  
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 It was the tender Pietro Vannucci, 

 alias Perugino, 

 who bid the mirrors be set up 

 inside La Rocca, 

 some phenomenologists allege. 

 (Others say 

 Vassilacchi, alias Alienese, 

 but this is unlikely to be true). 

He needed a place to work. (17) 

 

What does a parenthesis want? What a parenthesis wants is essentially to say as many things as it 

can at the same time:        

 It was the tender Pietro Vannucci,  

alias Perugino, 

 who bid the mirrors be set up 

 inside La Rocca,  

some phenomenologists allege. 

What brackets ultimately say is If only I might tell you two things at once!586 But the bracketing 

that goes on in Carson is even more complicated than this desire to say more. It is not one and 

simple, but complex and many. It is a choral method. For the utterance of the brackets is often 

double-voiced in itself. That is, there are often other voices speaking within the voice of the 

brackets. If we were to ask who speaks? in a parenthesis, we might find a choir of voices 

enunciating a multivocality in unison. For example, who is speaking in the verses quoted earlier: 

(The current story 

 that Raphael had a hand in the work 

 is unlikely to be true.) (22) 

 

In line with the primary level of narration, we would attribute this voice to the narrator. But the  

                                                 
586 What Virginal Woolf asks in one of her diary entries: “Could I do it in a parenthesis? so that one had the sense of 

reading the two things at the same time?” The Diary of Virginia Woolf. Vol. III. Ed. Anne Olivier Bell. (New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1980): 106.  
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narrator is ventriloquizing William Michael Rossetti:587 

 

The reader coming to this passage moves backwards in time to the mortification that “spurs 

Perugino / to produce the chef-d’oeuvre ‘Madonna e Santi’” (22) and simultaneous in voice 

within the encyclopædic register. The reading self is strangely recalled, mitigated, adulterated, 

and mixed up in becoming part of another.588 Who speaks then within the reader’s voice?589 

Brackets complicate any sure answer. Marking the entrances and exits of several different strains 

of voice, supporting various angles of thought in simultaneity, these incidental marks effectively 

disrupt the notion of a consecutive unitary and primary narration. 

     Every time I hear an Anne Carson reading I tremble with excitement waiting for the moments 

when she comes to the bits in parenthesis. How does one apply one’s lips to a pair of brackets? 

                                                 
587 Photoquotation from the entry “Perugino, Pietro” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, 

Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 280. 
588 It is fitting, or oikeios, that Carson should mix up Bernard and Neville from Virginia Woolf’s The Waves on page 

38 of Eros the Bittersweet—exactly what she would wish you to do—the page Carson’s mother reads up to, then 

folds. See Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986). The quotation makes for the epigraph 

to Carson’s thesis: 

 
Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): n.p. Another character from 

Woolf’s novel will translate the first half of Carson’s title: “‘I love,’ said Susan, ‘and I hate.’” The Waves. (New 

York: Harcourt, Brace and Co, 1931): 15.  
589 Determining the source of who is speaking in Anne Carson can be a rather dangerous affair. The brackets 

throughout the Canicula di Anna enquote a variety of sources: “(ancient Perusia)”: 7, 8 and 36 is from “Perugia” in 

Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. 

XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 278; “(1445-1523)”: 7 is from Italy. (London: Michelin, 

1981): 177; “(in the painting, a superposition of colors)”: 8 is from “Perugino, Pietro” in Encyclopædia Britannica: 

A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1911): 280; “(read ‘essence’ / for ‘nature’)”: 13 is from “The Origin of the Work of Art” in Martin 

Heidegger. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 17; “(For the 

coins…)”: 17 is from Daniel V. Thompson. The Materials and Techniques of Medieval Painting. (New York: Dover 

Publications, 1956): 164 and 168; “(Others say…)”: 17 is from Italy. (London: Michelin, 1981):179; “(goffo 

nell’arte)”: 22 is from “Perugino, Pietro” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature 

and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 280; “(destroyed 

shortly thereafter in the siege of Florence)”: 24 is from “Perugino, Pietro” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary 

of Arts, Sciences, Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1911): 279; and “(from which…)”: 37 is from Margaret Symonds and Lina D. Gordon. The Story of Perugia. 

(London: Dent, 1927): 95-96. The work evidently bears more than one hand. 
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How does a voice voice double-voicedness? Can I hear her voice?—the precise tone with which 

she speaks within parenthesis? Is it louder or softer? Is there a pause? An increase in tempo? A 

change of pitch? A rising tone? And then what next? But I can never tell the difference. She 

stands as if with her back to us, the voice, floating, unattached, provides no tonal clues as to 

whether we are inside or outside the brackets. Parenthesis is yet another silent veil she likes to 

throw around her own riddles. 

      And yet, how curiously one is changed by the addition, that something else put in beside. A 

parenthetical style makes us self-conscious. It’s as if the written world were being turned inside 

out. How are we to know how what is inside a set of brackets relates to what is outside a set of 

brackets? Ought an equal amount of interest and attention be paid to both? The title of one of the  

sub-sections to Fowler’s entry on parenthesis is Relevance. He writes, “The very worst way of 

introducing an additional fact is to thrust it as a parenthesis into the middle of a sentence with 

which it has nothing to do.”590 Is an additional fact then subordinate to the whole of which is it 

part? What is more important to you, the telling of the two events that happened or the thrust-in 

description of the painting of the two events that had happened: 

 Outside still raining. 

 Two things happened 

 (in the painting, a superposition of colors) 

 at once, both impossible. (8) 

 

The Canicula di Anna is a poem in which what is inside the brackets ranks equally as important 

as that which is outside the brackets. Carson’s tactic of parenthesis marks the attempt to make us 

think of two things happening at once. Such a poetic attitude towards punctuation is yet another 

aesthetic principle in her work. For it is the reader’s process of determining the relevance of the 

bracketed content that she seems to be after. It is up to us to decide what the painting has to do 

                                                 
590 H.W. Fowler. A Dictionary of Modern English Usage. 2nd edition. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965): 436. 
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with the two things that happened and vice versa. And deciding what something has to do with 

anything is not always an easy thing to do. The appeal to relevance seems to be a helpful 

mechanism in lightening the immensity of life, as often what is relevant is nothing less than what 

relates to you. Let us leave the hooded shape of relevance for now and watch how parenthesis 

opens / closes an intervening world. For not only writers are served by parenthesis. Some of us 

find our greatest happiness in bracketing ourselves off from our own lives. Who would not like 

to live within a bracket’s worth of mirage? Would the sentences of life even know of our missing? 

Come to think of it, is not this very act of reading, like the insertion of a tent in a wound, a kind 

of bracketing? (It can be difficult to say exactly where you are. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



257 

 

ultramarine for  

 

How does a narrator know? The question is a pleonasm for both ‘narrator’ and ‘know’ are 

cognate with the Indo-European root GNA- / GNO-.591 Narrators can know (ken). They know 

who Pietro Vannucci is (ὄνομα), where Perugia lies (recognosco), when the fifteenth century 

takes place (norma), who besieges whom and with what outcome (notus), why philosophers 

request commissions (nam), how painters feel inside (νοῦς). Narrators realize a worded world:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      (7) 

 

The air inside is astonishingly cold. How would a narrator know this? Is the narrator reporting a 

well-known fact? Everyone who has gone inside can’t believe how cold the air is. Or has the 

narrator experienced the fact of this coldness firsthand? I can’t believe myself how cold the air 

inside is. In other words, who is astonished? Is the teller astonished or is the astonishment told? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

(34) 

 

Later in the poem, we learn that our statement of fact, “The air inside it is astonishingly cold,” 

will just not let you know who feels the cold air. It could still be the narrator’s own unexpected 

experience or it could now be the surprise (proleptic) of the phenomenologists. Narrators usually 

                                                 
591 From the ‘Table of Roots’ in An Elementary Latin Dictionary. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975): 942. 
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understand more of this than we do. Or rather, they will con you into believing that they always 

understand more than we do. Narrators plot to keep you from knowing how they know. 

     If you persist in asking how does a narrator know?, you’ll eventually end up at questions of 

who, where and when a narrator is. Texts tell us who, where and when narrators are through the 

use of deixis; i.e., through the use of personal pronouns (‘we’ / ‘you’), adverbs of time or place 

(‘still’ / ‘here’), demonstrative adjectives or pronouns (‘this vague wish’ / ‘that’), and verbal 

tenses (‘have’). Establishing just who, where and when a narrator is in the Canicula di Anna is 

no easy task. Let’s focus on the who. The ‘I’ of the opening section (WHAT DO WE HAVE 

HERE?) appears to be identical with the ‘I’ of the AFTERWORD, given that the opening 

narrative stance of close cognizance between the speaker and the spoken to (“Does that look like 

enough for a story? / Vediamo”) (8) is resumed at the end: 

  

 

 

                   (38) 

This narratorial envelopment is replicated within the poem proper from “When I arrived it was 

raining” (8) to “when we found her” (37), where the ‘I’ would appear to be that of the painter, a 

participant in the poem proper. The Canicula di Anna would then seem to have two narrators: the 

authorial ‘I’ of section 1 and the afterword and the charactorial ‘I’ of the 52 separate poems. 592 

The ‘serial position effect’593 of the paratexts and the poem proper strengthens the impression 

that there are these two separate fixed centres of consciousnesses. (Narrators also plot to keep 

                                                 
592 For the probability that section 1 and the afterword were conceived as paratexts, see pages 241-244 above. 
593 The serial position effect suggests that we tend to recall that which is at the beginning (the primacy effect) and the 

end (the recency effect) rather than that which lies in the middle. See James Deese and R.A. Kaufman. “Serial 

Effects in Recall of Unorganized and Sequentially Organized Verbal Material” Journal of Experimental Psychology 

54:3 (1957): 180-187. 
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you from remembering who is narrating.) Yet who speaks the first line of section 2: “I think that 

I would like to call her Anna” (8)? Are we to understand this as the authorial narrator’s act of 

nominating the fictional construct of the inner sections of the poem?594 Or is this the painter’s 

own disclosure of the fictionality of what he knows?595 Just where has this ‘I’ come from? 

     This uncertainty towards the narrative stance at the macro-level can also be felt at the  

micro-level. Note the transposition of grammatical person here: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                          (23) 

We shift from the painter’s ‘I’ in “I watch her” to an ‘I’ reporting the painter’s technical illusion. 

These slides in vantage point occur almost imperceptibly (on subsequent readings jarringly) at a 

number of moments in the poem.596 The switch between 1st- and 3rd-person narration suggests 

the presence of dual narration in the text. We move within both a character-bound and an  

authorial-bound viewpoint. This technique is theorized in a passage within the poem itself: 

 

 

                                                   (29) 

                                                 
594 Reprised in the AFTERWORD: “It is not that you loved Anna…” (38). 
595 Corroborated in the following section’s “They do not know me here. / That is, / I am free to invent her!” (9). 
596 There was an earlier shift from a “me” to “the painter” in section 16 (17). Cf. similar shifts in sections 24 (21), 25 

(21), and 41 (30).   
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“I think that I would like to call her Anna” could then be attributed to either the painter as 

narrator of the inner parts or the authorial narrator of the outer whole, as both take part in the 

narrative stance. That is, there is always this dual voice in the text. Carson has applied the same 

rule of two centres of vision to the writing of her poem. 

     Or has she? Another way of asking who speaks the lines “In perspective / he applied / the 

novel rule / of two centres of vision”? is to ask what is the origin of this statement? How would 

the charactorial narrator or the authorial narrator know this? Here it might be interesting to note 

that the facts concerning the oil-painting practices of Perugino do not find their source in either 

the painter or the authorial narrator. They are the words of William Michael Rossetti:597 

 

A reader might then attribute the narration not only to the painter (reporting the encyclopædic 

knowledge) or the authorial narrator (presenting the encyclopædic knowledge), but also to 

William Michael Rossetti (voicing his encyclopædic knowledge). Narrators, being those who tell 

of a knowing, must first come to know of that which they tell. Reading for the narrator in a text 

is essentially a problem of knowledge. Often assumed to be monologic (one primary authorial 

narrator who knows), occasionally shown to be dialogic (a painter and / or an authorial narrator 

who know/s), narration is in essence always polylogic (a painter / an authorial narrator / W. M. 

Rossetti who know). There is, in fact, a plurality of centres of vision in the Canicula di Anna 

from which the narration (what you need to know) may be read.  

                                                 
597 Photoquotation from the entry “Perugino, Pietro” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, 

Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 279. 
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     The question how does a narrator know? now becomes the question from whose point of view 

do you take its word? All narrative originates from an ‘I,’598 but language never allows this ‘I’ to 

remain fixed, sustained, and unitary (to say “Ich bin ich”). Narrators are not only either within 

(intradiegetic) or without (extradiegetic) their narrations, but are dispersed throughout them 

(transdiegetic). There are always other voices speaking within the voice of an ‘I’ and the 

detection of from whose point of view is this? is ultimately a reader’s interpretative choice.599 It 

is we, and not the narration, who focalize a text.600 And by positing an assumed point of view, 

we essentially come to know more than the narrators themselves.601 Here’s what I mean. From 

whose point of view do you take these lines: 

 

 

                                                     (29) 

 

One reader may take the point of view of the authorial narrator. Another reader might take the 

point of view of the charactorial narrator. Another reader might take the point of view of William 

Michael Rossetti. Another reader might detect even more voices echoing within the lines: 

Da Vinci and Perugino are named in one sentence by Caporali. He says, they both knew 

the use of “two centres of vision”; and it is quite as certain of Leonardo that he taught that 

rule, as it is of Perugino that he put it into practice.602 

 

W. M. Rossetti has based his own encyclopædic knowledge on A New History of Painting in  

                                                 
598 A quaint thought: nothing is non-narrated; from the stop sign down the street, to the speech prefixes in my copy 

of Our Town, to the corners of a screen and the sounds seeming to emit thereout. There is no narrative told to no one. 
599 The phrase is Stanley Fish’s; its application from Don P. Fowler’s “Deviant Focalisation in Vergil’s Aeneid” 

Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 216 (1990): 42-63. This entire section is indebted to his footnote 

(n. 15) on page 59. 
600 Just ask any compiler of handbooks of famous quotations or a member of the Pen International WiPC. 
601 Carson’s narrations will often invite this notion. Note the modality of “I think that I would like to call her Anna.”  

A lack of omniscience is often foregrounded: “They seem to have commissioned” (7); “Perhaps they do so for 

historical reasons….Perhaps…” (7-8); “You will understand / more of that than I do” (8); and “Perhaps it is 

something about me you would like to know” (38). The limits of a narrator’s language mean the limits of its narrated 

world. If narrators were truly omniscient, they would surely have told us whether God exists or not by now.   
602 J.A. Crowe and G.B. Cavalcaselle. A New History of Painting in Italy from the Second to the Sixteenth Century. 

Vol. III. (London: John Murray, 1866): 173.  
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Italy.603 Thus a reader might choose to focalize the voices of J.A. Crowe and G.B. Cavalcaselle. 

Most of us would stop there at four possible loci of narration, but another more cunning reader 

might choose to read the poem’s lines from an altogether novel perspective:604 

  

For Crowe and Cavalcaselle have based their account of Perugino on an Italian commentary on a 

Latin treatise on architecture. We might proceed further, but that would be uncouth. The point is 

that it is ultimately up to the reader to choose how to voice the polyphony already inherent 

within the lines. 

     Anne Carson’s works often have no single centre of consciousness. Her quotational poetics 

enacts words in flux.605 Your ability to step into these interlayered centres of consciousnesses 

will depend on your knowing moment by moment where to stand. For instance, where is the 

discursive intelligence in the following:606 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
603 Crowe and Cavalcaselle are listed among the “AUTHORITIES” to the Encyclopædia Britannica entry. 
604 Photoquotation from Giovanni Battista Caporali’s translation and commentary on Vitruvius’ De architectura. 

Architettvra: con il suo com[m]ento et figure Vetruvio in volgar lingua raportato per M. Gianbatista Caporali di 

Perugia. (Perugia: Bigazzini, 1536): 16r. 
605 In quotation there is a dissolve of the ‘I.’ Both direct speech (my voice repeating your voice) and indirect speech 

(my voice setting your voice aslant) signal a multicontextual double-voicedness. It is notoriously difficult to 

authorize language. For example, before Kratylos had given up and decided only to move his finger at the world, 

what “did” he “say” that Heraklitos “had said” according to what Aristotle “says” at Metaphysics 1010a14? On the 

deception of Aristotle and dissolve of Heraclitus, see footnote 198 on page 320 of Charles H. Kahn’s The Art and 

Thought of Heraclitus. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). panta rei.  
606 Photoquotation “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” from Lish MSS., 1951-2012. Series 

II: Writings. “Carson, Anne” Box 43. Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana. 
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I’ve chosen to quote from the computer printout in the Lish MSS of the Lilly Library because the  

 

stylistic variants of digital font are important to the ways in which Carson indicates voice. You  

 

can detect at least three registers here: the main smaller font size voice; the all caps voice; and  

 

the italics voice. “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” begins with a  

 

preface in the voice of an authorial narrator (one who watches facts inside the facts).607 The  

 

Swimming / Not Swimming sections are then taken up by another authorial narrator who will tell  

 

of “the swimmer” (a he) over a notably incalculable number of days.608 These sections are  

 

contrasted with alternating passages of periodless quoted monologue, the Pingliang sections, of  

 

which the passage above is the first.609 “Water Margins” is an essay about pronominal shift. The  

 

Carson-as-author of the preface shifts into, then between, the narrated Carson-as-a-brother (the  

 

swimmer) and the quoted Carson-as-the-brother’s-brother (the Buddhist student) of the inner  

 

sections.610 Therefore the conceit of the Pingliang section above is of a brother addressing  

                                                 
607 This narrator is external to the essay on swimming. Note that all the introductions that appear in “The 

Anthropology of Water” in Plainwater (“Diving,” “Thirst,” “Very Narrow,” and “The Wishing Jewel”) are later 

additions. See letter to Ben Sonnenberg dated Feast of St Cecilia [Nov. 22], 1991 in the Ben Sonnenberg Papers, 

Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 4, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 

Columbia University. 
608 According to the version published in Descant (79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 49-89) from which I will 

henceforth be quoting, there are 19 individual day sections (including 6 Fridays). If you were to consider each as a 

successive day on the calendar, you might come up with a total of 66 days over 3 months. I prefer to imagine the 

fictional world of the work over a stereoscopic period of 2 weeks in the month of August (the eighth month). Cf. 

“Augusts” and the “feeling of early autumn”: 59 & 76.    
609 Carson offsets the Swimming / Not sections by the use of a different and smaller font for the Pingliang sections. 

The Descant version effaces one of the three voices by printing the Pingliang sections in italics and all caps only. 
610 The fusion is confusing. Compare the intriguing reading of “Kinds of Water” suggested by Will Aitken in a 2004 

interview, a reading which displays a sensitivity towards the floating indeterminateness of the source of a Carson 

narration. See The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 209-210. Carson herself appears to have considered shifting the 

pronouns of “Water Margins” back according to an application for a Canada Council Grant, entitled “Program of 

Work” (Oct 1992), in which she proposes to revise by unifying the three works making up “The Anthropology of 

Water”: “Each is a record of a journey. Together they compose a threefold meditation on the moments of passage 

that constitute a female life….Obviously the woman in these essays is me.” Of “Water Margins” she writes, “It 

shows the woman in the onset of middle age, stranded at a crossing-point of memory and desire. Her father is dead. 

Faith and lovers have gone. God remains elusive. She endeavours to make peace with herself by swimming. Back 

and forth, back and forth, back and forth across a small cold lake in Northern Canada. Contemplating the nature of 

water itself.” From Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 

Folder 6, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. See also the letter to Ben Sonnenberg dated 

Feast of St Evaristo [26 October], 1992 in Box 2 Folder 4. Carson does not carry out the proposed pronominal 

revision. For a biographical account backgrounding the personae in “Kinds of Water,” see Thalia Delighting in Song. 

Ed. B. MacLachlan. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013): ix-xi.      
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another brother in monologic discourse.611 Yet the narration offers up a number of positions from 

which readers might choose to orient themselves when contemplating the text’s self-referential 

question of “WHO?”  

A reader might focalize the line (“well I see a little cloud of dust coming along the road maybe 

it’s you”) from a mother’s viewpoint.612 Recognize the voice of statutory law in ‘forbid the use 

of the mails.’ Assign “I buy everyone a drink” through internal evidence to the author’s own 

brother.613 Hear proverbial Chinese wisdom in “HUNG IT ON A COW’S HORN.”614 Read the 

transition (“well it’s true I’m no scholar and as you point out don’t even know Chinese”) from 

the author’s own subject position (Carson being a writer who likes “to see how things work”). 

Acknowledge that “once I saw a poem called Taro Moon” weaves a tissue of words into the 

stereographic space of the text.615 Notice the shift back to an authorial perspective in “what kind  

 
of rebuke is this?” Take the ‘advice’ as a fragment of realia that Anne Carson’s own brother may  

                                                 
611 Concretized by the refrain “this is your brother” at 56, 58, 60, 62, 66, 72, 79, 84 & 87. 
612 See Eleanor Wachtel’s “An Interview with Anne Carson” Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 38. 
613 Cross-referenced in the ‘Preface’: “it was his birthday and he was buying drinks for everyone in the bar”: 51. 
614 牛角挂书 (niú jiǎo ɡuà shū) ‘to hang books on an ox’s horn’ is said of a person who is diligent in his studies. 
615 The words are inhabited by others’ voices: Su Dongpo, Japanese proverb, Hakuin Ekaku and Kazuaki Tanahashi. 

Photoquotation from Kazuaki Tanahashi. Penetrating Laughter: Hakuin's Zen & Art. (Woodstock, NY: Overlook 

Press, 1984): 37. 
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have in fact said to her.616 Diagnose the disconsolacy of age617 and weirdness618 from the author’s 

own the point of view of herself. See the brother’s “we’re praying hard” from the perspective of 

the ‘I’ of kith and kin (author and author’s mother). And even ignore “YOU KILLED MY COW” 

having passed through any number of points of view presented simultaneously by the narration.619 

 

It is impossible to attribute an origin to utterance in Carson. Her writing is filled with other 

people’s words (there is always the possibility of someone else’s voice) and the plurality of 

positions from which one might read them. Almost no word is without its intense sideward 

glance to the left at all those whose word, in other contexts, it once was. WHO? is speaking is 

inevitably a question of WITH WHOM? is this voice speaking. How are readers to know who 

the narrator who knows is? They’re not to. “The problem is insoluble.”620 The reader can only 

choose where to stand and watch as the narration totters profoundly forward from one voice 

within another to another voice within another, then all of a sudden gather itself and, in a single 

pensive motion, vanish through a hole in our midst. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
616 The advice is recalled, repeated and worked through again at 58, 64 and 75. 
617 Note the “forty-year-old knuckles” and “fortieth birthday” in a work whose composition dates from c. 1990: 55 

and 84. 
618 “Until recently, I didn’t have friends I could relax around and be just as weird as I wanted to be. Now I do—

people who don’t leave the relationship as a result of me being weird. And my experience with men is that if they 

don’t like you, they leave.” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 211. 
619 I imagine that it was this contest of voices that Gordon Lish objected to in the Descant version of “Water 

Margins.” It is difficult to recognize the version published in Plainwater as authorial. 
620 Virginia Woolf. Jacob's Room. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000): 110 & 111, but 128. Can you know the 

pronominal gender of a narrator through a physiognomy—dark and unshaven? Compare “Relationships of Person in 

the Verb” and “Subjectivity in Language” of Émile Benveniste’s Problems in General Linguistics. Trans. Mary 

Elizabeth Meek. (Coral Gables, FL: University of Miami Press, 1971): 196, 200 & 228 with “Sonnet of Exemplary 

Sentences From the Chapter Pertaining to the Nature of Pronouns in Emile Benveniste’s Problems in General 

Linguistics (Paris 1966)” in The Nation (7 February 2011): 32.    
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ultramarine for  

 

How does one read what makes up the verbal palette of Anne Carson?621 

  

 
 

Now and then as the roving clouds shift, you might begin to glimpse the faint outlines of the text 

of Madame Bovary itself, a work written after a journey by an author (cet original de Monsieur 

Flaubert) who travels in order to write. Just half close your eyes, and you’ll see that it’s all there, 

evolved from one chapter (IX, Part Two, the ‘seduction  in the woods scene,’ or la baisade): 

Rodolphe returning from the hunting trip,622 Emma bathing languidly623 in the warmth of his 

words, the sun shining between the gaps in the clouds,624 the two riding out on horseback among 

trees standing out like black rocks,625 the trunks of firs626 in dizzying unbroken succession, the 

desire for naked flesh627 that leads to a clearing where young trees had been cut,628 the lean of 

                                                 
621 Photoquotation from Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 40. 
622 Madame Bovary. Trans. Francis Steegmuller. (New York: Random House, 1957): 174.  
623 Madame Bovary: Life in a Country Town. Trans. Gerard Hopkins. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981): 148. 
624 Madame Bovary. Trans. Eleanor Marx-Aveling. (London: Dent, 1963): 130. 
625 Madame Bovary: A Story of Provincial Life. Trans. Alan Russell. (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1950): 171. 
626 Madame Bovary. Trans. Francis Steegmuller. (New York: Random House, 1957): 179. 
627 Ibid.: 179. 
628 Madame Bovary: A Story of Provincial Life. Trans. Alan Russell. (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1950): 172. 
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her head on his shoulder,629 white throat630 fluttering in a sigh, (she abandons herself to him), the 

fall of evening shadows631 and return to Yonville: 

On the mud they saw again the traces of their horses side by side, the same thickets, the 

same stones in the grass; nothing around them seemed changed; and yet for her 

something had happened more stupendous than if the mountains had moved in their 

places.632 

 

Funny (drôle633) that we should recollect the source of the short talk in the same way Emma  

 

recalls the source of her desire.634 For Madame Bovary mediates life through books. No one  

 

desires the world without a text telling us where to look and what to see (reality is what has been  

 

written);635 and the desire duplicated in Carson’s glimpse636 mirrors for the reader the way things  

 

are meant to be read (a metaliterary here’s “how it’s done”637). Only in activating the play of  

 

energy (des forces) across texts can a reader then reveal a text’s true colourations. Wasn’t it  

 

Flaubert who said that words, like hair,638 shine with combing? 

 

     The Canicula di Anna is a colourful poem. It is a poem lit up by colour by a poet who often  

 

speaks of writing as painting with words, a poet who has a certain appetite for colour. Perhaps  

 

we might call the Canicula di Anna a ‘word painting’: a canvas upon which each word is as  

 

meticulously placed as a brushstroke. How does she achieve this? Recall the letter sent to  

 

Theodore Weiss regarding an earlier draft of the poem:639 

                                                 
629 Madame Bovary: Life in a Country Town. Trans. Gerard Hopkins. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981): 152. 
630 Ibid.: 152. 
631 Madame Bovary. Trans. Francis Steegmuller. (New York: Random House, 1957): 181. 
632 Madame Bovary. Trans. Eleanor Marx-Aveling. (London: Dent, 1963): 133. 
633 Madame Bovary: moeurs de Province. (Paris: Éditions Garnier, 1961): 147. 
634 “She remembered the heroines of novels she had read….” Madame Bovary. Trans. Francis Steegmuller. (New 

York: Random House, 1957): 183.  
635 The most common deciduous tree in the Canadian Rockies is the aspen poplar, which is also known as trembling 

aspen. See Brenda Koller. Banff National Park, Lake Louise & Icefields Parkway. (West Palm Beach: Hunter Pub, 

2010): n.p. Kindle File. 
636 Madame Bovary: A Story of Provincial Life. Trans. Alan Russell. (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1950): 171. 
637 Madame Bovary. Trans. Francis Steegmuller. (New York: Random House, 1957): 4. 
638 Ibid.: 185. See Julian Barnes. Flaubert’s Parrot. (London: J. Cape, 1984): 150.   
639 Letter from Anne Carson to Theodore Weiss (dated 20 January 1982) from the Quarterly Review of Literature 

(QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. Department of Rare 

Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
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At this point in the poem’s composition we witness a writer’s palette in need of some painters’ 

words. The denseness we can now see in the Quarterly Review of Literature version is brought 

about through the admixture of colour terms: ultramarine, lapis lazuli, etc. The pigments (words) 

interdepend. That is, Carson sets daubs of pure colour next to each other on her canvas in the 

hope that they will mix on the retina of your mind’s eye. But where do you suppose she got those 

colours? For when colour is given such a phenomenological and poetic impact, the reader is 

inevitably led to seek its source.640 Consider the borrowing of colour as a technical operation in 

the kinetic sense. How does Carson, like the painter of the poem, select, transfer and work in the 

“pigments of the 15th century” (7)? Note how the following words have been mixed together: 

  

 

 

                                                                                       (11) 

                                                 
640 “The Burners: A Reading of Bacchylides’ Third Epinician Ode” Phoenix 38:2 (Summer 1984): n. 4, 112. 
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“mineral, azurite” : “found in  silver mines” : “in Italy” : “cool” : “blue…pale” : 

“pigment” : “slightly” : “less costly than genuine ultramarine” : “by no means” : “common” 

 

All have been obtained from several pages of one book: Daniel V. Thompson’s The Materials 

and Techniques of Medieval Painting.641 How does she “break it up”?642 Watch one way.643  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
641 Daniel V. Thompson. The Materials and Techniques of Medieval Painting. (New York: Dover Publications, 

1956): “mineral, azurite”: 130; “found in silver mines”: 131; “in Italy”: 131; “cool”: 130; “blue…pale”: 131; 

“pigment”: 134; “slightly”: 134 & 147; “less costly than genuine ultramarine”: 149; “by no means”: 151; 

“common”: 149. The book’s description on the back cover reads: “It tells how the masters obtained their colors, how 

they processed them, and how they applied them.” I have borrowed for my own terminology from the epigraph to 

the preface on page 9: 

 
642 Ibid.: 131. 
643 Photoquotations from Daniel V. Thompson. The Materials and Techniques of Medieval Painting. (New York: 

Dover Publications, 1956): 128, 137, 145, 146, 150 & 177. Other transpositions are, perforce, at play.   
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The materia of the poem is made, as it were, from daubs of painted facts mixed and recombined 

in new patterns. We can reconstruct her palette from his text in the coloured words fastened upon 

the supporting ground of the page.644 Could we then conceive of words as colours and writing as 

a dipping into the language palette? Here is what Anne Carson might say. Watch again how the 

artist mixes a colour. Then chooses where to stand.  

From which position, certain lines become visible. You will at first think I am painting 

the lines myself; it’s not so. I merely know where to stand to see the lines that are there. 

And the mysterious thing, it seems a very mysterious thing, is how these lines do paint 

themselves. Before there was any up or down, any bright or dark, any edges or angles or 

virtue—who was there to ask the questions? Well, let’s not get carried away with 

exegesis.645  

 

The lines do paint themselves. Yet whose lines do they become? Can you own a colour? Can you 

own a sound? Can you own a word?646 To answer these questions you would have to stand 

before the point of origin—a blind spot. But do watch for those moments in a composition when 

an artist gives himself away and makes you see yourself looking for the answers to those 

questions, a moment like that in Velazquez’ Las Meninas, when, in a glimpse mirroring our own, 

he reveals on his palette the source of the colours he uses to paint the painting that is in the very 

painting that we are looking at: white lead, vermilion, cochineal red, red ochre, azurite and cobalt, 

lapis lazuli, lead yellow, natural or burnt sienna, yellow, ivory black.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
644 Compare the pages of the poem with those of Thompson: 15 & 124; 17 & 158, 159, 162, 164, 165, 168, 178; 19 

& 96; 21 & 75; 30 & 117; 31 & 29, 60, 210, 220; 32-33 & 124, 163, 176; and 35 & 103, 104, 105, 106, 107, 108.  
645 “The Life of Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 182. 
646 Here is George Steiner quoting E.H. Gombrich: “Even the greatest artist—and he more than others—needs an 

idiom to work in. Only tradition, such as he finds it, can provide him with the raw material of imagery which he 

needs to represent an event or a ‘fragment of nature.’ He can re-fashion this imagery, adapt it to its task, assimilate it 

to his needs and change it beyond recognition, but he can no more represent what is in front of his eyes without a 

pre-existing stock of acquired images than he can paint it without the pre-existing colours which he must have on his 

palette.” After Babel. 2nd edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992): n. 2, 485. Steiner continues, “Western art 

is, more often than not, about preceding art; literature about literature”: 485. 
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pale-green for  

 

The Progress of Unequal Love (A Hermeneutics of Surreptition?)647  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
647 Photoquotation from Canicula di Anna (24) and the “Perugino, Pietro” entry in the Encyclopædia Britannica: A 

Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1911): 279. 
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yellow for  

 

It is a loud poem. Someone calling Anna’s name (8). Some old Etruscan calling ‘Ah…’ in the 

rain (9). Dogs howling (9, 30) and barking (17, 19, 20; 21, 22, 24). Feet pounding (19). The 

whining sound of the phenomenologist from Paris’ small electronic device simulating the 

amorous cry of the male mosquito (15). The coughing, dropping of pencils, scraping of chairs, 

slamming of doors, laughter and falling paper of discussion in seminar (15-16). Anna pitching 

her voice just lower than the barking (20). The talk on the streets Buonarroti Buonarroti bruited 

all day long (17, 22).  

     When you read the poem you do not see the sound. It’s only when you look up from the page 

that you notice the traffic again around you. Writing is a medium that gives off no sound. It’s 

only with vocalization that a written text takes on voice. In this way, the written description of 

noise in the poem finds an antiphony in the formal sound features when read aloud, features such 

as alliteration (“Ruts of the rock breathe dark-red air” (34)), assonance (“…pines / …cypresses / 

…Christ” (37)), consonance (“Darkness roared around him” (36)), onomatopoeia (the running 

rhythm’s arrest in “tumbling in sudden light” (34) echoing the sense of the falling out a wrong 

door), euphony (“Powdered white lead for the long eyes of Perugino” (19)), and cacophony 

(“Ochre / for heat and brutal suns and fever” (30)). These features together contrive to give 

acoustic shape to the poem, which in its unvoiced state would only, like a deaf-mute dog, bark 

“wildly from time to / time (yellow) / making no sound” (24-25). 

Loud. Louder (22).  

     “What is vital, in a world of sound, is to maintain continuity.”648 One way that Carson will 

attempt to maintain the fiction of auditory continuity in the worlds of her work is by figuring 

                                                 
648 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 49. 
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forth a multisensory ‘thickness’ in which the senses are continually perceived together. Oral / 

aural become interconnected with other forms of sensory perception.649 In her worlds of sound, 

you may hear “starlight lying at the bottom. Like a piece of sound”;650 the sound of the “heating 

blue sky”;651 sound like “a fragrance / released in rain”;652 or “a dull blue sound like silk.”653 When 

she comes upon the soundwork of another poet, she instinctively listens within this hypersensual 

realm. On Sappho fr. 55: “Cognate with words for wings, flying, fluttering and breath, the 

particle ekpepotamena, with its spatter of plosives and final open vowel, sounds like the escape 

of a soul into nothingness.”654 Sound is an experiential principle in Carson’s intersensory poetics. 

Readers cannot call to mind a sound unless they see, smell, touch and taste it. “After all where? / 

Does all the sound in the world. Come from day after day?”655  

The concerts held in the galleries above La Rocca (24). The cock crowing crazily (25). The 

applause (25). Heads turning in 1504 (25). One cry. Grido (25). One continuous howl (30). A 

being made of raw sounds (30). Sound that shines up as a laugh (30). Dogs lurching through the 

flames (30). The singing of a mad person (33) and song of a father (34). The argument of 

phenomenologists (34). An aeroplane exploding (36). Il mio grido (36). Ancient planets coming 

south in a din (36). 

     Noise is to be heard all through it. Only in death is the poem finally “quiet” (37).   

 

 

 

                                                 
649 “In a voice one may hear / a rocky coast” (11). 
650 “Hölderlin Town” in “The Life of Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 185. 
651 “Just for the Thrill: An Essay on the Difference Between Women and Men.” Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 

1995): 203. 
652 Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 113. 
653 “TV Men: Akhmatova (Treatment for a Script)” in Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 104. 
654 If Not, Winter. (New York: Knopf, 2002): n. 55.1-4, 368. Compare the reading of Archilochos fr. 191 in Eros the 

Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 47-48. 
655 “Town of the Dragon Vein” in “The Life of Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 191. Note the painter’s 

fixation on one of the organs of breath that originates human sound, the throat (14-15, 21). 
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dark red for  

 

You get you’d a lot in the work of Anne Carson. Perhaps not surprisingly, the penchant for first 

person direct address to a posited second person is, like everything else of hers, there from the 

beginning. You can witness it yourself in the thesis and the first two scholarly publications.656 

Where did she get this particular bent? Wasn’t it you who once told me of the influence of 

Calvino? Now imagine you are a Berlitz Instructor of an Academic Writing Module. You’ll have 

to tell your students two things: You don’t write ‘I’ and You don’t write ‘you.’ You’re to teach 

them neutrality, impersonality, objectivity. For you want to instil in them that voice of auctoritas. 

Get out of the way (“Place yourself in the background”)657 and let the facts (research requires us 

“to go beyond our personal knowledge and experience”)658 speak for themselves. I mean, who is 

going to believe you if you come across as unprofessional and self-indulgent in your unbridled 

subjectivity? Yet there is no hiding the absent presence of the subjective ‘I’ among Carson’s 

enunciatory positions. Pick up Eros the Bittersweet and one third of your way into it you’ll meet 

the following sentence, a sentence that turns itself away from objective facticity toward you:  

 I am writing this book because that act astonishes me.659 

It’s as if one black mane from amongst a herd of horses just turning to rush uphill has whisked 

by your face. I must admit I like these moments of too much self in her writing. In the ‘Note on 

                                                 
656 The opening paragraph of the dissertation’s ‘Abstract’ is punctuated with a direct address in “What does she 

mean?” The abstract is written in the first-person plural and, towards the end, you will find: “In the hiatus between 

lover’s question and beloved’s response, between signs and what they signify, between me and you, the self first 

marks itself.” “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): n.p. I’ve counted eleven uses of ‘I’ in 

“Aphrodite and After” Phoenix 34:1 (Spring 1980): ‘known to me’: 1; ‘I hope’: 2; ‘I think’: 4, 5, 8, 9, 12; ‘I cannot 

say’: 8; ‘I attempt’: 9; ‘as I have argued’: 13; ‘I can find no’: 17 & eight in “The Justice of Aphrodite in Sappho Fr. 

1” TAPA 110 (1980): 135 (2x), 137 (2x), 138, 139 and 140 (2x). Note also that “How Bad a Poem is Semonides 

Fragment I?” (in Greek Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, 

CA: Scholars Press, 1984)) begins by hailing the reader: “It is a strange poem. You may read it over and over and 

remain a stranger to it…”: 60 and “Conversations with the Confused: Cold Feet” figures a first-person lyrical ‘I’ 

addressing a ‘you.’ See the 1985 Spring-Summer issue of New Muses 9:2/3: 6. 
657 William Strunk, Jr. and E.B. White. The Elements of Style. 4th edition. (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2000): 70. 
658 Joseph Gibaldi. MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 6th edition. (New York: Modern Language 

Association of America, 2003): 3. 
659 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 61; cf. the ‘me’ of page 70. 
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Method’ to Economy of the Unlost, Carson speaks of her training and trainers opposing such 

subjectivity strongly.660 However, as you and I know well, it is ‘subjective intent’ that stands at 

the onset of writing (whether aesthetic or academic)—that “intent of the constitutive self to 

reduce itself to its own immanence, to eliminate everything that is not accessible to the 

immediate experience (Erlebbarkeit) of the self as self.”661 This ‘self as self’ vibrates (with its 

near (presque) disappearance,662 as we shall see) throughout the work of Anne Carson. ‘You’ is 

how she represents the vibration. 

     The Canicula di Anna calls out to ‘you’ a number of times and in a number of ways.663 The 

address can be in direct statement (“You will understand more of that than I do” (8)) or in the 

form of an explicit (“What do you need to know?” (7)) or implicit interrogative (“Does that look 

like enough for a story?” (8)). The narration might take an inclusive stance in the first-person 

plural (“In the story which we have here…” (7)) or in an indefinite personal pronoun (“You 

could hear them turn” (25)) or be expressly hortatory (“Vediamo” (8)) or imperative (“Attenti ai 

cani” (9)). These forms of involvement replicate on other levels internally as well, as when the 

narrator apostrophizes Anna (14) or when the phenomenologists speak out to you in speaking to 

one another (“But you, you know that text very well” (16); “You exaggerate.” / “You repeat 

yourself” (32)). ‘You’ enfolds the reader within the poem from the first line (“WHAT DO WE 

HAVE HERE?” (7)) to the last (“…the fact of my eyes in your back” (39)).664 Why there is this 

preponderance of ‘you,’ here and elsewhere, is a question worth asking. 

                                                 
660 Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): vii. 
661 Paul de Man. Blindness and Insight. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983): 42.  
662 Denis Donoghue. Ferocious Alphabets. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1981): 154. 
663 There are some 107 instances of address in the poem.  
664 Note that ‘you’ is a rather busy pronominal form in English. It does the work of what other Indo-European 

languages would have 5 distinct forms for. Compare German: the second-person singular familiar (du); the second- 

person singular polite (Sie); the second-person plural familiar (ihr); the second-person plural polite (Sie); and the 

impersonal form (man). 
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     Understanding begins when something addresses us.665 Carson’s ‘you’ is an invitation to 

participate in fictive intense and intimate conversation. Hers is not, as in Northrop Frye’s 

formulation, a voice which turns its back on its listeners, but one which turns to engage you 

directly.666 She is trying to implicate (the etymology of ‘to implicate’ from Latin implicare is ‘to 

fold into, entangle or envelop’)667 you, the reader, into the pages of her telling. She makes it 

seem as if she were conversing with (your) ‘you’ in a turning about with back and forth (the 

etymology of ‘to converse’).668 The radical presentation we find in “Kinds of Water,” in which 

an ‘I’ is showing photographs to a ‘you,’ would make for the template to all Carson’s 

communicative contexts.669 Address in Carson goes straight at you in order to bring you nearer, 

then within, the projected fiction. In the words of Heidegger: “Calling brings closer what it 

calls.”670 The fiction of address makes you feel responsible or answerable. Or you may even find 

yourself reading intransitively. For when the reading ‘I’ reads itself as both ‘I’ and ‘you,’ one can 

only but show oneself from within the words.671 Reading the ‘intensely vocative nature’ of Anne  

                                                 
665 “God’s Bad Night” in The American Poetry Review 22:1 (January / February 1993): 19. Cf. “Understanding 

begins, as we have already said above, when something addresses us” in Hans-Georg Gadamer. Truth and Method. 

(New York: Seabury Press, 1975): 266 & “Das erste, womit das Verstehen beginnt, ist, wie schon oben gesagt, daß 

etwas uns anspricht” in Wahrheit und Methode. (Tübingen: Mohr, 1960): 283.    
666 Frye’s image is that of a priest in prayer: “The radical of presentation in the lyric is the hypothetical form of what 

in religion is called the “I-Thou” relationship. The poet, so to speak, turns his back on his listeners, though he may 

speak for them, and though they may repeat some of his words after him.” See Anatomy of Criticism. (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press 1957): 250. The gesture is that of apostrophe (Greek ἀπό + στρέφομαι, ‘to turn away 

from,’ ‘to avert one’s face’). See Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. 

(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 92. 
667 Ibid. Following ‘implicate’ & ‘imply’: 777.  
668 Ibid. Following ‘converse’ & ‘conversation’: 347.  
669 The conceit is concretized (inconspicuously) throughout: you can make a list to remember to tell those at home. 

Here is one out of a total of 35 references to the fiction: “But I see you peering hard at another photograph. Oh yes.” 

“Kinds of Water” Grand Street 6:4 (Summer 1987): 209.    
670 “Das Rufen bringt sein Gerufenes näher.” Unterwegs zur Sprache. (Pfullingen: Neske, 1959): 21. See Poetry, 

Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 198.  
671 Carson’s ‘you’ is hard to fix. Consider the ‘I’ / ‘you’ synergy in The Beauty of the Husband and how this 

dynamic allows one to conceive of the poem’s ‘I’ as always ‘in-relation.’ Like the Canicula di Anna, it is a poem 

about ‘you.’ The first line (from the poem’s first title) includes ‘you’ (“(IS IT YOU WHO TOLD ME KEATS WAS 

A DOCTOR?)”) and the poem’s last word concludes with ‘you’ (“Watch me fold this page now so you think it is 

you”). The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 5 & 145. These bookended ‘you’s attest to the 

indeterminacy of address in the poem:  
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Carson’s writing is a matter of attempting to establish a responsive understanding with or within 

the calling. Whether you resist the address or move inside it is, in the end, up to (your) you.672  

     The phrase ‘intensely vocative nature’ comes from the essay on apostrophe by Jonathan 

Culler.673 For Culler, the apostrophic mode is the constitutive vocation of poetic persona, a 

“device which the poetic voice uses to establish with an object a relationship which helps to 

constitute him. The object is treated as a subject, an I which implies a certain type of you in its 

turn.”674 The symmetrical structure of the figure of address, chiasmic (the ‘I’ in constituting a 

‘you’ constitutes itself), enacts a ‘self-reflecting mirror-effect’675 in language: the origin of ‘you’ 

is ‘I’ and the origin of ‘I’ is ‘you.’676 The referential status of the written pretense cancels itself 

                                                                                                                                                             
Who speaks the first ‘you’? One reading might see the fictional wife addressing the husband within the 

poem. Another the wife addressing someone in particular, inside or outside the poem. Another the 

intradiegetic wife addressing the reader. Another an extradiegetic narrator addressing the husband, the wife, 

someone else, or a reader. Another a (narrator-less) title addressing a reader. Another an implied author 

addressing an implied reader. Another Anne Carson addressing the husband, the wife, a particular person, 

her ex-husband, or a reader. These can easily be added to by imagining other sites of enunciation (the titles 

often being quoted words are choral) or just by taking the ‘you’ as plural (i.e., all of the above are being 

addressed).  
 

Who speaks the final ‘you’? According to the narration’s own fictional construct, the speaker would be the 

husband. Is he speaking to himself? To the wife? To a particular person? To a reader? To Anne Carson? Or 

is the speaker someone else who would further complicate any ‘I’ / ‘you’ co-ordination? Is it the wife 

speaking to herself, to the husband, to someone else, to a reader, to Anne Carson, or to the ex-husband? Is it 

a narrator outside the story speaking to itself, to the wife, to the husband, to someone else, to the reader, to 

Anne Carson, or to the ex-husband? Is it an implied author speaking to all implied? Is it Anne Carson 

speaking to herself, to the narrator, to the wife, to the husband, to someone in particular, to the ex-husband, 

or to a reader? Or it is me, still in the poem, on its last page, uttering this last word ‘you’ to myself?  
672 Compare Carson reading Sappho fr. 55: “It is a poem concerned to describe how the present affects the future but 

also to cause that affect imitatively. The text that lies before us renders some woman nameless to this day. When we 

look at the words we experience neither memory nor desire for her, we see an empty room through which she passed 

leaving no imprint. We see her invisibility. But at the same time we experience its cause. For we are her. The 

second-person singular verbs of the poem locate us within some woman by calling her ‘you.’ You transact your own 

invisibility by living in the present as if you were already dead—which, by the time you realize it, you are.” “‘Just 

for the Thrill’: Sycophantizing Aristotle’s Poetics” Arion 1:1 (Winter 1990): 146-147. When Gordon Lish reads this 

passage, he rewrites his ‘you’ into Carson’s reading of Sappho by noting in the margins that “We see her invisibility” 

ought to read “We see our own invisibility.” See the Lish MSS., 1951-2012. Series II: Writings. “Carson, Anne” 

Box 43. Folder 1. Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana. 
673 “Apostrophe” Diacritics 7:4 (Winter 1977): 61. Culler is quoting Geoffrey Hartman on Blake’s Poetical Sketches. 
674 Ibid.: 63. 
675 The phrase is Paul de Man’s as quoted by Stanley Corngold (“Error in Paul de Man”) in Critical Inquiry 8:3 

(Spring 1982): 493.   
676 “Subject and predicate are reversible.” Paul de Man. “The Riddle of Hölderlin” in Critical Writings: 1953-1978. 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989): 210. “This sentence…can be read backward or forward. Origin 

as riddle. Riddle as origin.” Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 131. 
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out. The apostrophic postulation of an addressee is ultimately constitutive, “able to posit 

regardless of presence but, by the same token, unable to give a foundation to what it posits 

except as an intent of consciousness.”677 The fiction of address in the ‘I–you’ dialectic in Carson 

retreats back into the fensterlose Monade678 of the self as self, as the very construction of the 

‘I’’s ‘you’ signals its own shadowed679 disappearance. Literature is more often than not 

constituted by voices-from-beyond-the-grave pretending to speak. And all that remains of the 

immured circus of the ego is a flicker of conscious intent, like a crack of light showing under the 

door of a room where you’ve been locked for years. Why, then, does direct address come to 

imply too much self in one’s writing? Why the injunctions against its rhetorical stance? What 

does the objective mind really see when it looks outside the window at the landscape of science 

and fact where other people converse logically and exchange judgements? 

     Perhaps it, too, sees its own loneliness. It is you who are lonely and direct address (whether 

aesthetic or academic) is the loneliest of figurative modes. Loneliness is why she comes to invent 

the genre of the short talk, those one-minute lectures on this or that subject (understanding that 

every utterance presupposes an ‘I’ speaker addressing a ‘you’ audience).680 Loneliness is why 

you feel abandoned when a poem positing the possibility of a reply to its address doesn’t stay for 

your answer back but remains in solemn silence.681 There is an overwhelming sense of loneliness 

embodied in writing. I write you all the time precisely because I know you are not really there. 

                                                 
677 The words are those of Paul de Man as quoted in Denis Donoghue’s “The Strange Case of Paul de Man” The 

New York Review of Books (29 June 1989): 37. 
678 “Windowless monad.” From Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): vii. Cf. Paul 

de Man. Blindness and Insight. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983): 41. 
679 Plato. Phaedrus. 276a: “εἴδωλον.” Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. 

Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 566. 
680 “I feel I invented this form. And I did so when I was teaching at Princeton in the 80s. If you’ve ever been to 

Princeton, you will know why there was a need for the invention of such a form.” From the Spring Reading Series at 

the University of Arizona Poetry Center (21 February 2001). See the University of Arizona Poetry Center’s online 

Audio Video Library (VOCA).  
681 Plato. Phaedrus. 275d-e: “σεμνῶς πάνυ σιγᾷ.” Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). 

Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 564. 
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No one is really there. No one is really listening. In fact, no one is really speaking either. Let’s 

not turn ourselves away from the fact that writing concretizes You’re not there with I’m not here. 

What is all this but black ink pressed upon facing pages, back to front, and front to back, like two 

fatherless infants communing with one another in the moments their strollers have stopped side 

by side on a sunny boundless summer’s day? 
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white lead for 

 

9:2   “Who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind?” We are all under sin (ὑφ’ 

ἁμαρτίαν) mote or beam in our own eye. It was here before we came from there. It precedes and 

succeeds us issuing our very verbal being. E.g., translate Romans 5:12:  ἐφ’ ᾧ πάντες ἥμαρτον.  
 

For that all have sinned. / In whom all have sinned.  

For that all did sin. / In whom all did sin. 

For that all sin. / In whom all sin. (I.e., how are we all missing the mark?) 
 

Life! One falls fallen. Our earliest motion. We fell to the ground between the feet 

of a woman and we will fall back into that from which we were made. Our being is  

sin (< ‘it is true,’ ‘the sin is real’): 

A glance at the derivatives of ES- will reveal one derivative, English sin, whose 

connection to the root’s basic meaning of ‘to be’ may seem unclear. The connection 

makes more sense in light of the way ancient Indo-European peoples confessed to  

crimes and misdeeds. Hittite texts preserve a phrase used in the Hittite confessional 

formula, ‘It is; it (is) being,’ followed by a verb form meaning ‘I did (it).’ (Compare 

English ‘It’s true; I did it.’) The Hittite word referring to the existence of the  

transgression or sin (‘it (is) being, it (is) true’) continues the Indo-European  

present participle of ES-, *ǝs-ont-, ‘being, really existing.’ This same form also  

became the Latin word for ‘guilty’: the guilty one is the one who says ‘It is true;  

I did it.’ English sin, from Germanic *sunt-jō, is simply the abstract or collective  

noun from this utterance: ‘(the fact of saying) it is so.’    

What a terrifically perilous activity this is, this activity of linking together all the threads of 

human sin that go into making what we call sense, what we call reasoning, argument, 

conversation—how light, how loose, how unprepared and unpreparable is the web of 

connections between any thought and any thought. It was the singularity (ἀτοπίαν) of a speech 

(“a jumble of disordered remarks, picked up here and there”) by one who would not stay for an 

answer that set the philosophers thinking about the timing of punishment for our sins.682 

                                                 
682 John 9:2; Romans 3:9; “Augustine understood the ἐφ’ ᾧ πάντες ἥμαρτον of verse 12 as in quo omnes 

peccaverunt, ‘in whom we have sinned’—in quo referring to Adam. The Augustinian exegesis is, as we see, already 

a theological interpretation. For if ἐφ’ ᾧ means ‘all have sinned in Adam,’ then it is tempting to find all men already 

contained in some fashion in the loins of Adam, as was frequently said; by contrast, if ἐφ’ ᾧ means ‘by means of 

which,’ ‘concerning which,’ or even ‘because of the fact that’ all have sinned, then the role of individual 

responsibility in this chain of hereditary sin is preserved.” Paul Ricoeur. “‘Original Sin’: A Study in Meaning” in 

The Conflict of Interpretations. Trans. Peter McCormick. (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974): 277; 

“the original and eternal sin of…having been born.” Samuel Beckett, as quoted in Grief Lessons. (New York: New 

York Review Books, 2006): 89; “πέσῃ μετὰ ποσσὶ γυναικός” (Il. 19.110). Homer. The Iliad. Vol. II. (London: 

Heinemann, 1925): 345; The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots. 2nd edition. Ed. Cal Watkins. 

(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2000): 24; from the lyric lecture “Falling” given for the Seattle Arts & Lectures 2013 / 

14 Poetry Series at Town Hall Seattle (13 May 2014); “ἀθρόα γὰρ πολλὰ καὶ κατὰ τάξιν οὐδέν, ἄλλο δὲ ἀλλαχόθεν” 

(548c). Plutarch. “On the Delays of the Divine Vengeance” in Moralia. Vol. VII. Trans. Philip H. De Lacy and 

Benedict Einarson. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959): 182 & 183; photoquotation from Toronto 

Evening Telegram (6 May 1944): 7.  
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20:5   Here is a scene that floats before the PhD candidate. Mother and son sit at kitchen table. 

The mother has just—was it perilous or in passing?—let slip one of those facts of family life.  

great-grandfather. shot. traitor. The son is looking through the family album for a photo of the 

dead father as newborn babe, cheeks flushed with afternoon hope. The inner remark is pure 

great-grandson. Traitor to whom? What is really going through his mind (though scholars and 

other men of freedom note its being rooted in feeling rather than in logic) is something which he 

has always felt. Here is how a poet might put his finger on it.  

 

 

O race   

once long ago   

you came in the shape of a wide calamity   

and from the time when   

pitched and sank in the sea  

his solid gold life  

sliced off at the roots— 

never  

since that time 

has this house  

got itself clear of 

rawblood  

 

 

How long does the logic (εὔλογον) of this justice last? Schuld verlangt Sühne; das hat einen Sinn. 

Aber Verjährung thinks the great-grandfather as he falls backwards bullets slicing him to the 

ground. Maybe he wonders forwards, too, as the blood, both his and mine, raws its way towards 

the delay (βραδέως) of divine punishment. No, no. Ach, laß…das ist ein zu weites Feld.683 

 

 

                                                 
683 Sophocles: Electra. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001): 69-70; “Here Sophocles reveals himself as an 

adherent of the traditional doctrine of inherited sin arising from a single act and potent throughout each generation.” 

R.W.B. Burton. The Chorus in Sophocles’ Tragedies. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980): 202; “…visiting the sins of 

the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation” (Exodus 20:5); “Croesus hath paid for the sin of 

his ancestor of the fifth generation.” (The reckoning is inclusive.) Herodotus. Vol. I. Trans. A.D. Godley. (London: 

Heinemann, 1931): 117; “Solon speaks of the hereditary victims of nemesis as ἀναίτιοι, ‘not responsible’; Theognis 

complains of the unfairness of a system by which ‘the criminal gets away with it, while someone else takes the 

punishment later’; Aeschylus, if I understand him rightly, would mitigate the unfairness by recognizing that an 

inherited curse may be broken. That these men nevertheless accepted the idea of inherited guilt and deferred 

punishment is due to that belief in family solidarity which Archaic Greece shared with other early societies and with 

many primitive cultures to-day. Unfair it might be, but to them it appeared as a law of nature, which must be 

accepted: for the family was a moral unit, the son’s life was a prolongation of his father’s, and he inherited his 

father’s moral debts exactly as he inherited his commercial ones. Sooner or later, the debt exacted its own payment.” 

E.R. Dodds. The Greeks and the Irrational. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951): 33-34; photoquotation 

from The Globe and Mail (6 May 1944): 8. 
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1:29   How would you paint it? In Giotto, it takes the form of a withered and wintered tree; in 

Michelangelo, a twisted dead stump. Perugino doesn’t seem to care to paint a woman to the waist 

or Cerberean mouths but would rather you behold the washed and unoffending beautiful white 

feet of he who takes away all the sins of the world.684 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
684 See Giotto’s The Lamentation over the Dead Christ; see Michelangelo’s Original Sin and Expulsion from Eden; 

see Perugino’s Compianto sul Cristo morto; John 1:29; photoquotation from Toronto Daily Star (6 May 1944): 31. 
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13.29-32   You’re clumsy it’s true clumsy as your father remember how…. When she is writing 

her thesis, she is intrigued by Ancient Greek popular morality. In a book she circles “sweet 

(γλυκύν / glukun) to my friends and sour (πικρόν / pikron) unto my foes.” Later she underlines: 

 
She will work it all into a chapter: “Eros and Justice.” One makes evaluations of justice and 

injustice partly on the basis of one’s view of the world. Do you see the live present with the dead 

views of the past? I do. I project sixth-century doctrine such as ‘One of his ancestors must have 

sinned’ or ‘His descendants will surely pay for his crimes’ when I think ‘What is sin?’ in Anne 

Carson. It would be selfish to suggest that Anne Carson thinks about sin in an archaic fashion. In 

fact, I don’t think she wants to clarify the concept of sin in any final way. But I do know there is 

original pain. I know there is a gnawing and craving towards some other hunger. I know there is 

the gigantic double bind of guilt inherited. I know you cannot just drop it and go. I know it 

lingers within the rhythm (ῥυσμός) of a reciprocal justice. I know it is something you can smell 

—the old reek of sin (παλαιὰς…ἁμαρτίας). And I know there are the words, themselves like 

luminous droplets, one, one, oneing, which imbalance, by their own delay, the fabric of just 

relationships. Familial relationships. Sexual relationships. For the stain has the taint of the erotic. 

Her writing (that activity of linking together all the threads of human sin), after all, is largely the 

work of a lover. It is an activity at the dead centre of the poem. Thou hast rushed forward to the 

utmost verge of daring and against that throne where Justice sits on high thou hast fallen o child 

with a grievous fall but in this ordeal thou art paying haply for thy father’s sin.685 

                                                 
685 Antigonick. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2012): n.p.; photoquotation from Elegy and Iambus. Vol. 1. Ed. J. 

M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1941): 128 & 129. Robarts copy. PA 3445 E6E4 vol.1. Next page she writes: 

 
“Hesiod therefore consoled himself with the idea that justice and injustice find eventual reward in this life by 

occurrences like plague, famine, children. In Aischylos’ age, the notion of the family curse performed a similar 

function. By Plato’s period, more sophisticated consolations, like the concept of an afterlife, would be demanded, 

but the particular contribution of the archaic age to the evolution of thinking about justice concentrates firmly upon 

this life and the nature of things in this life.” “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 76; K.J. 

Dover. Greek Popular Morality. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974): 260; Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New 

Directions, 1995): 107 & 17; “The Life of Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 185; An Oresteia. (New York: 

Faber and Faber, 2009): 7 & 54; The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 23; “Odi et amo ergo sum” 

(Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 57-58; Sophocles: The Plays and Fragments. Vol. 3: The Antigone. Ed. R.C. 

Jebb. (Cambridge: University Press, 1900): 157; photoquotation from Toronto Evening Telegram (1 June 1944): 19. 
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278   But let us make no mistake about the freedom. How, then, can any freedom to sin and not 

to sin (“libertas ad peccandum et ad non peccandum” (26)) be involved when the justice of the 

last judgment is already upon us even as infants in the wombs of our mothers? In the gesture of a 

fall there is a path into the intimate places of the human, a reservoir of ease and indeterminacy 

that is in us and is our soul. Let us look more closely at this gesture. Plutarch tells us that the 

changeable part of a person’s life is termed one’s ‘bent’ (tropos), the capacity to turn, miss the 

mark, go off track, trespass, slide, slip and stumble—all etymological (and kinetic) images of sin. 

For St Augustine, the deviation is a mode of being, an aversio a Deo. This gesture of ‘turning 

from’ towards something else is realized in the poem in the painter’s face (19) and in the 

painter’s painting of the faces of the Dukes of Perugia “full of sin” (20) who each slides a sinister 

eye to the left, to Anna (23, 26). The gesture is in service of drawing our own eyes leftwards 

toward Anna and the question of sin in the poem. It asks us, what is Anna’s being-in-sin? Is it the 

taint of blood inherited by birth (21, 33)? Or, having the power not to sin (posse non peccare), 

has she sinned in unique and isolated freedom for herself (32)? And how would this idea of 

absolute freedom, making new beings of us at every instant, relate to her choice of philosophy, to 

her wanting time for its practice, a choice which, informed by metaphysics itself, glancing in and 

glancing out of the poem (26, 37), leads to the killing of her father (22, 26, 34)?686  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
686 Maurice Merleau-Ponty. “Cézanne’s Doubt” in Sense and Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, 

IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 20. (“Mais comprenons bien cette liberté.” Sens et non-sens. (Paris: 

Nagel, 1948): 38); Maurice Blanchot. The Book to Come. Trans. Charlotte Mandell. (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 2003): 55; Plutarch. “On the Delays of the Divine Vengeance” in Moralia. Vol. VII. Trans. Philip 

H. De Lacy and Benedict Einarson. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959): 201; e.g., L. peccatum ‘error’ 

(verb peccare ‘to go amiss’) perhaps from the base pes ‘foot,’ hence ‘to miss one’s footing, to stumble.’ See 

‘peccant’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: 

Elsevier, 1971): 1144; “The movement of turning away (aversio) which, we realize, constitutes sin is a deficient 

movement (defectivus motus).” Paul Ricoeur. “‘Original Sin’: A Study in Meaning” in The Conflict of 

Interpretations. Trans. Peter McCormick. (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974): 275 & 278; is this 

gesture one of self-portraiture? See Hugh J. Silverman. “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 

Criticism 40:4 (Summer 1982): 374; Anne F. Ashbaugh. “The Fool in the Farce: Merleau-Ponty’s ‘Philosophy of’” 

Philosophy Today 27:4 (Winter 1983): 329; Maurice Merleau-Ponty. “Metaphysics and the Novel” in Sense and 

Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 38; photoquotation 

from The Globe and Mail (1 June 1944): 9.  
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561c   In other words, would you read the Canicula di Anna as an Augustinian or Pelagian text? 

That is, is sin a state of being or an act of being in the poem? Either way, sin (original or actual) 

will be a part of your being in the poem.687  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
687 Or should we ask rather, ‘Has the debt of sin exacted its own payment in the poem?’ According to Pelagian 

thought, “God could not punish a man for someone else’s sin.” Paul Ricoeur. “‘Original Sin’: A Study in Meaning” 

in The Conflict of Interpretations. Trans. Peter McCormick. (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974): 278; 

here are the words of a philosopher who rejected the idea of inherited guilt and deferred punishment as primitive: 

“In punishing the children of the wicked God is more ludicrous (γελοιότερον) than a physician administering 

medicine to a grandson or son for a grandfather’s or father’s disorder” (561c). Plutarch. “On the Delays of the 

Divine Vengeance” in Moralia. Vol. VII. Trans. Philip H. De Lacy and Benedict Einarson. (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1959): 258 & 259. (Watching the charming young Bion wiping his nose on his sleeve as 

he is led away makes me wonder whether it’s not a primitive logic that still today guides most of our everyday 

thinking); photoquotation from Toronto Daily Star (1 June 1944): 8. 
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green for  

 

St Anne, matron (first century B.C.). Mother of the Virgin Mary and Grandmother of the 

Son of God. Patron saint of miners, childbirth, people in distress in thunderstorms, 

Quebec, horseback riders, cabinetmakers, sterility, voyageurs, etc. It was not until she 

was well on in her years that Saint Anne was able to conceive. This is why they say Mary 

was the fruit rather of grace than of nature. She is three years old when on either side the 

proud mother and father lead her up the Temple front one step at a time. For the last one 

they lift her up giggling into the morning sky. She runs on all by herself into the inner 

sanctuary without looking back. Mother never daughter again. Feast Day: July 26.688 

 

Anne Carson is a catholic writer. She quotes translator Michael Hamburger quoting Celan (on 

Büchner) quoting Benjamin (on Kafka) quoting Malebranche (on his Méthode): “L’attention de 

l’esprit, laquelle est la prière naturelle / das natürliche Gebet der Seele…die Aufmerksamkeit / 

Aufmerksamkeit ist das natürliche Gebet der Seele / Attention is the natural prayer of the soul.”689 

She says that as a form of prayer attention is a choice of where you put your mind and that where 

you choose to pay enough attention, there, by stepping beyond the border of one’s self, you will 

find who you are in what you are not. Now mark how she attends to candles, to lighting candles 

for others, candles in the church of St Germain, candles at the church of St Anthony in Padua, 

candles by the statue of the Mater Dolorosa also called Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrows (her 

mother’s personal favourite), rows of candles, churchfulls of candles (for the difference between 

                                                 
688 Information about the four saints is gathered from various sources including: Father Alban Butler. Lives of the 

Saints for Every Day in the Year. (Charlotte, NC: Tan Books, 2012): St Anne (268); St Helena (291-292); Butler’s 

Lives of the Saints. Eds. H. Thurston and D. Attwater. (Westminster, MD: Christian Classics, 1981): St Anne 

(3.189-190); St Patricia (3.400-401); St Herculanus (4.285-286); St Helen (4.246-348); and Bibliotheca Sanctorum. 

(Roma: Istituto Giovanni XXIII nella Pontificia Università Lateranense, 1961): S. Anna (1.1269-1295); S. Patrizia 

(10.392-395); S. Ercolano (1302-1308); S. Elena (4.988-995).   
689 Nicolas Malebranche. Oeuvres complètes. Tome 2. (Paris: J. Vrin, 1963): 453; Walter Benjamin. Gesammelte 

Schriften. Band 2.2. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1977): 432; Paul Celan. Gesammelte Werke. Band 3. (Frankfurt 

am Main: Suhrkamp, 1983): 198; Paul Celan. Poems of Paul Celan. Trans. Michael Hamburger. (New York: Persea 

Books, 1988): 31; “Writing on the World: Simonides, Exactitude and Paul Celan” Arion 4:2 (Fall 1996): 7. Notice 

Carson’s inclusion of a touch of humanitas: “Attention is the natural prayer of the human soul.” Cf. Simone Weil: 

“Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.” Gravity and Grace. Trans. Arthur Wills. (London: Routledge and Kegan 

Paul, 1952): 106 / “L’attention absolument sans mélange est prière.” La pesanteur et la grâce. (Paris: Plon, 1988): 

134. Carson will speak about the practice of attention on a number of occasions. See, for example, The McGill 

Reporter (16 December 1993): 5; Matrix 49 (1996): 13; and Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 46-47. 
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a false and true spirituality is the difference between a row of candles and a row of candles lit). 

Mark also her attention to church, to going to church every Sunday, the little church in the Andes 

(Sacred Heart) where the altars are covered with branches of alfalfa as green as the early days of 

famine, the Scrovegni Chapel (a thing of infinite value, no question, that starry blue sky), the 

snowbound church in a small Ontario town for midnight (Xmas Eve) mass, and the church with a 

red-winged ANGEL in graffiti on the garage of the priest’s house next door, to the solemn Mass 

inside, the priest at communion (“look once again we have set God free!”), the priest putting 

ashes on foreheads (the light oily pressure of his thumb on her brow makes her begin to weep), 

the priest droning on (she is leaning into her mother’s fake fur coat with beige borg lining, its 

smell, its comfort on a cold winter day gives her a feeling like an elevator going up), shouting 

like a treetop (her knees began to make interesting corduroy noises against one another and she 

starts to accompany them with zipper sounds on the front of her jacket and a light thumping on 

the hymnals when her mother reaches down and finding her hand puts an object firmly into it, a 

little book, on each page a story and a painting of a saint, nothing exceptional except for the 

colours—red ochre royal night blue China black lead white poison green ‘yellow enough to be 

thrown out’—colours so true they fall out of the pictures into her eyes like food), the priest 

lighting a solid-silver asteroid, the botafumeiro, hanging straight down from the lantern on a 

silver rope it will dispense incense to sanctify the crowds as it swings the whole width of the 

Cathedral of Saint James (sixty-five metres from transept to transept) in great fuming swerves 

that carry our thoughts up to God and drown the stench of new hearts (corazones nuevos) as they 

burn below (for there’s an ancestral continuity in going to church, where a kind of thinking takes 

place that doesn’t take place anywhere else, a space in which nothing else is happening so that 

thinking about God or about the question of God can happen). Watch her direct her mind to 
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prayer, daily prayers for others (one Hail Mary), prayers for which nothing comes back, prayers 

to be repeated morning and evening (your name hidden in every word), old Latin prayers (De 

profundis clamavi ad te Domine), prayers containing all possible petitions (the Our Father), 

prayers about some wire-cutters, water prayers (fingers packed together for), prayer verbs (tun 

ein Schweigen darüber), prayers to a glow-in-the-dark rosary resting atop a copy of Aeschylus’ 

Prometheus Bound (whenever she says her rosary she feels wrong and right at the same time) 

(for prayer is the apprehension of some larger-than-oneself thing). Look how she gives heed to 

baptism and the Eucharist, to pilgrimage and to penance (‘the pain again’), to confession (shade), 

conversion (“The theologians describe the mystery of conversion. When does conversion begin? 

It means a turning of the soul, but if you turn your soul you’ve already been given the idea to 

turn your soul by something outside you, otherwise you wouldn’t start to turn. And the answer 

that they give generally in the Church is that it’s the Holy Ghost who both suggests to your will 

that it might make an action and then helps that action to happen. It’s a synergetic event like a 

collaboration between something innate and an effort or attention to that”) and last rites, to Lent, 

to giving up gummy bears or bran muffins or chocolate (saved in the corner of a cupboard) for 

Lent, to the expectation for the Advent season (November is her favourite month, beginning with 

open graves and ending onto the coming), to Christmas morning and the Epiphany (those Three 

Wise Men journeying up and down the weary craters, night after night, past altars creaking in the 

wind, holding on their knees in front of them a gift most precious in the world), to piety, grace 

(Grace is a question) and original sin, to sacrifice and the sacred, to divinity (divine pleasure, 

divine nakedness without a self, divine waters, divine night) and deep pure faith (divine doubt 

flashing over us), to the religious stillness described by Gregory of Nazianzus (Gregory imagines 

himself awaiting his god in a garden), to mystery and the model of mystical description: ‘The 
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light comes in the name of the voice’ / in nomine vocis venit claritas / au devant de la voix vient 

clarité, to worship and devotion (swimming along through rooms mysteriously lit as an early 

Annunciation), to miracles (apostles walking down the street, their shadows healing the sick), to 

holy medals (O adorable face!) and illumination (a circlet of roses and flames which a saucy 

little devil is trying to tug off the side of the page), to the visitation of Satan and the Lamb of 

God (the incarnation of the logos agony by agony down into our flesh), to purgatory (practical as 

purgatory her mom used to say), to bands of angels and detritus calling out as they flow past the 

still latched gate, to becoming discalced (the monks in the back eating big clunks of chicken), to 

nuns coated in silver and Sister Cabrini (STUDENTS WORK TOGETHER TO ENRICH THEIR 

SPIRITUAL, CULTURAL AND INTELLECTUAL LIVES), to Father James Sheridan and the 

Greek lexicon in St Michael’s College Library, to the Pozzo di San Patrizio and Bacon’s portraits 

of the pope screaming (plunging his arms into Velazquez’ image of the profoundly disquieted 

man to pull out a scream that is already going on there deep inside), to a short-notice choir 

attempting ‘Ave Maria,’ and to the ongoing flailing at holiness (for a phenomenal religious spirit 

thrashes about through it all, through candles, churches, mass and prayer, through the sacraments, 

feasts, beliefs, and saints (how many saints are there in it?), through the Bible, the soul and God). 

Notice her choosing to put her mind to those hot outrageous souls who can barely contain their 

own flaming art of living, St Dominic (whose mother dreamed of giving birth to a Dalmatian 

with a lighted torch in its mouth) and St Benjamin (with his white badger he blessed the volcano), 

St Raphael (who helped Tobias), St John of the Cross and St Joan of Arc (both soldiers of God), 

St Francis and St Rose of Lima (both plaster figures), St Joachim (his deep dejection and the 

shepherd’s stare at us) and St Matilda (“What did you use to make the shadows?” “I think it was 

just my fingers—see?” Minimum Conception of Virtue), St James (he admires being visited) and 
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St Thomas (hand in hand into his mind never a thought came but that other followed), St Theresa 

of Avila (being wounded by a golden arrow with an iron tip) and St Rita (a great thorn implanted 

in her forehead), St Cecilia (seated at an organ) and St Thérèse of Lisieux (helpful in healing), St 

Michael, St Margaret and St Catherine (coming in the door with a thousand angels around them 

and a sweet smell filling the room), St Longinus (the soldier who puts a spear through Christ’s 

side on the cross (and by some accounts breaks his legs)) and St Rita of Cascia (leave four gold 

ingots here), St Augustine (“…with one impulse of the heart we only just grazed it—and sighing 

left the first fruits of our spirit there and came back to the sound of our human tongue where 

words have beginnings and endings”) and St Thomas Aquinas (“Is it Aquinas who distinguishes 

justice from love by a ratio of distance? Justice judges its neighbour another person while love 

judges her another self”), and the translator and curmudgeon St Jerome (for it’s a saint’s function 

to be troubling, is it not?). Consider how she draws your attention to the words of the Bible, to 

the Greek preposition πρός (the preposition chosen by John the Evangelist to describe the 

relationship between God and The Word in the first verse of the first chapter of his Revelation), 

to the King James Bible (“Catch us the voxes the quick little voxes”) or motel Gideon Bible (see 

Jude), to The Book of Psalms (45:13, 51:7-8, 84:2, 118:12, 119:83, 130:1 & 6), The Book of 

Isaiah (on one of his monkey days), The Gospel of St Matthew (as he implies in his description 

of the angel who sat on Christ’s tomb, a real idea has about the longevity of a bolt of lightning 

and may be equally difficult to come to grips with), The Book of Romans (8), The Book of Jude 

(in which he looks himself up and reads for certain men have crept in unnoticed), and The Acts 

of the Martyrs (very inspirational), to her use of Biblical phraseologies (‘with such people God 

stirreth the nest’; ‘that she and I may grow old together’; ‘a voice calling in the wilderness’; 

‘love does not make me gentle or kind’; ‘there are some situations where the truth does not make 
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anyone free’) and Biblical figures, Lazarus (propped up like a stick in his white bandages), 

Martha (notice the person with raised hands and no mouth), Mary of Bethany (taking her pound 

of ointment of spikenard), Noah (order streaming from him in blue triangles), Jonathan and 

David (their souls knit), Adam and (her toe licked) Eve, and Jezebel (thrown off the parapet her 

blood is on the wall and on the horses), to the very ribbon of her missal itself, the faded black 

smell of its sateen (in a hotel room in Las Vegas one night when she was lying on the bed 

reading the Bible she looks up to see another her with upside down lipstick reading the Bible 

backwards in the mirrored ceiling: do not store up in your mind what you will say, for it is the 

Holy Ghost who speaks through you). Witness her putting her thoughts to the soul, to the 

painting of your soul, to nude glimpses of a lone soul, to souls streaming through the air in an All 

Souls Wind, seeping up the numb shafts they come oaring out of the Dark alive and lodge in 

branches of trees, to souls trapped in glass or ‘hewn in a wild workshop,’ to souls that go black, 

to swimming souls, to annihilated souls, to souls in the palaces of God, to the garden of one’s 

own soul, to questioning if it makes your soul any different to think about your soul, to the sound 

of the soul leaving the body (for a soul (animula vagula blandula) can do that and whether it 

goes to join Thou and sit on the porch for all eternity enjoying jokes and kisses and beautiful 

cold spring evenings, you and I will never know). Attend to her attention to God (figuring out 

what one thinks of God is one of the aspects of being human and is one of the things you have to 

decide what you think about at some point in your life), to our thirst for God and God’s search 

for us (both a groping), to this God thing, to this God person, to God’s woods (Coyote saw God’s 

woods turn gold as if an eyelid had opened) and God’s laughter (he saw the spirit of God leaping 

from one rooftop to another on its heels like roses), to being baffled by the whole question of 

God and the relation of humans to God (“I don’t believe God is with us, ever, finally; we have to 
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keep getting him here”), to the unknowability (a divine atmosphere) and unavailability of God 

(use slashes), to the chains of God (a re-ligare), to going on and on about God, to not going on 

and on about God, to not tolerating papal things in general, to never really getting to that certain 

place one gets to in thinking about God, to just glimpsing that God can only be present in 

creation under the form of her / his / their / its  / absence (“There seems to me no more singularly 

erotic strategy than to define our human (religious) task as to love the absence of God”), and yet, 

all the while still intending to live to be 100 glorifying God all the way, candle at the foot of the 

Mater Dolorosa—lit (for what is religion if not the desire to re-link the estranged and forgotten 

bodily relationship with our mothers?). Observe carefully how she stretches her mind towards 

what becomes of interest to us all. She is meant to be read according to this whole. 

St Patricia, virgin (d. c. 665). Patron saint of Naples. Having fled the bonds of bad love, 

the chaste granddaughter of Constantine was shipwrecked near the port of Parthenope 

on the island of Vergil’s Egg. In her hand she held a nail from the True Holy Cross. 

Years later a pilgrim in prayer before her remains reaches over and pulls out a tooth 

from her skull. And thereupon blood begins to flow forth. The nuns of the convent collect 

the sacred blood into two vials. Tuesdays, the blood is said to liquefy with each kiss of the 

congregation. You cannot imagine it if you have never done it—the feeling of one’s lips 

upon the cold sanctity, the priest then wiping away your iniquity with his pure whitecloth 

cleansing. The weekly miracle is not unlike that of St Aloysius Gonzaga, whose own 

blood would liquefy at 8:30 am on his dies natalis from 1841 until 1950, when it liquefied 

for the very last time. Feast Day: August 25. 

 

Anne Carson is a spiritual writer. Indeed many have classified her as such.690 But what makes 

her writing spiritual? “Isn’t it odd—,” writes Alice Munro in a letter from May 1998, “I can’t 

think of myself as a ‘spiritual’ writer or any kind of writer, beyond the simple ‘short story’ or  

                                                 
690 Her poems have appeared in anthologies such as Voices of Light: Spiritual and Visionary Poems by Women from 

Around the World from Ancient Sumeria to Now. Ed. A. Barnstone. (Boston: Shambhala, 1999): 214-216 and she 

has made it into the Encyclopedia of Religion. 2nd edition. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005): 8:5484. The 

spiritual dimensions of her writing have sometimes taken over the work of others. Cornell University librarian Anne 

Carson’s Feminist Spirituality and the Feminine Divine: An Annotated Bibliography (1986) and Goddesses and 

Wise Women: The Literature of Feminist Spirituality, 1980-1992: An Annotated Bibliography (1992) are still being 

ascribed to her. See 70 Canadian Poets. Ed. G. Geddes. (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press, 2014): 393.   
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‘fiction’ classification. ‘Female’ & ‘Canadian’ are what I am, obviously, but even those I have  

 

trouble putting together with ‘writer.’ Does being—or writing in a way that is—spiritual—mean  

 

you think about God as you write (e.g. Flannery O’Connor)?”691 What sets Munro to thinking  

 

about the nature of a ‘spiritual’ writer? Had Carson used the term spiritual for Munro or for  

 

herself? Who is referring to whom as spiritual inside Munro’s single quotation marks? Perhaps  

 

Carson had simply wondered, what makes writing ‘of the spirit’? If we turn Munro’s question  

 

into a statement, we might consider Anne Carson’s series of poems, “The Truth About God,” as  

 

one example of what makes one’s writing spiritual; i.e., thinking about God as you write.692 Yet  

                                                 
691 Letter from Alice Munro to Anne Carson (dated 26 May 1998). Munro is replying to a previous letter from 

Carson which had included the “Hopper: Confessions.” Sometime before 27 March 1998, Munro had provided 

Knopf with a quotation that would ultimately make it onto the paperback edition of Autobiography of Red (August 

1999). The original runs: “Like all of Anne Carson’s writing, Autobiography of Red is amazing. I haven’t discovered 

any writing in years that’s so marvellously disturbing. I just feel so happy she’s around.” For the letter and quotation, 

see Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 8, Rare Book 

and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
692 The series “The Truth About God” (the capitalization of the preposition is integral) appears in three forms: “The 

Truth About God: seventeen poems” in The American Poetry Review 22:1 (January / February 1993): 16-19; “The 

Truth About God: six poems” in The American Poetry Review 25:1 (January / February 1996): 15-16; and “The 

Truth About God” in Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 39-53. There are a total of 26 ‘God 

poems’ between the three publications. The first seventeen are sent to the editors of The American Poetry Review on 

the Feast of St Evaristus [26 October], 1992; the next six on the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel [July 16], 1993. 

See American Poetry Review Records, 1971-1998. Folder 563. Rare Book & Manuscript Library. Van Pelt Library. 

University of Pennsylvania. Eight poems (“God’s Handiwork”; “God of Washington”; “Mistakes of God”; “April in 

Germany”; “God’s Bad Night”; “God’s Teat”; “God’s Ardor”; “God’s Verificationist Phase”) will be subtracted 

from these 23, and to the resulting 15, three new poems (“God Stiff”; “God’s Bouquet Of Undying Love”; “God’s 

List Of Liquids”) will be added for the New Directions book version. It was the appearance of these poems in the 

APR which caught the attention of publisher James Laughlin. Later he would write on Carson: “She is the star of ND, 

and I’d like to have another amble in that paradise garden. From the day I read her God poems in the APR I knew 

she was our star”; and to Carson: “When I first read the ‘God poems’ in the magazine, I had a kind of pleasant 

electric shock thinking that you were the poet I had been waiting for some years.” Laughlin seems himself to have 

taken possession of some of Carson’s spiritual work. The tanka “Epiphany: Anne Carson,” appearing in Parnassus 

23:1/2 (1998): 309 under his own name, is hers. See New Directions Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). 

Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folders 6 and 5. Houghton Library, Harvard University. “The 

Truth About God” also attracted the attention of Harold Bloom. He quotes and examines two astonishing poems 

(“Flexion of God” and “God’s Name”) in The Body Electric. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000): xxxvii-xxxviii and 

Poets and Poems. (Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, 2005): 461-462. Bloom, as we shall see, no doubt sees 

the ‘lustres’ of Gershom Scholem in both poems. One wonders if he stands astonished in the face of “The Truth 

about God” only to the extent that the poems reveal the condition of his own countenance. Carson will continue to 

be a ‘great wit’ and a ‘great original’ in Bloom’s later works. She appears five times in Genius: A Mosaic of One 

Hundred Exemplary Creative Minds. (New York: Warner Books, 2002) and is mentioned in American Religious 

Poems: An Anthology. (New York: Library of America, 2006). We should also note that Anne Carson herself refers 

to these poems as paintings (of people burning?) in her note to the Contributors for Innovations of Antiquity. Eds. R. 

Hexter and D. Selden. (New York: Routledge, 1992): “She is presently at work on a volume of essays entitled The 

Anthropology of Water and also on a series of paintings of volcanoes entitled ‘The Truth about God’” (581).  
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notice how Anne Carson actually thinks about God as she writes. “Flexion of God” is truly a  

 

thinking about the primal emanations of light:693 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
693 “In the stage which corresponds to the manifestation of God under the aspect of Adam Kadmon, before the 

Breaking of the Vessels, the forces in action are not yet altogether parts of an organic whole and likewise have not 

yet assumed a distinctive, personal and characteristic configuration. Now that the vessels are broken a new stream of 

light wells from the original source of En-Sof and, bursting forth from the forehead of Adam Kadmon, gives a new 

direction to the disordered elements. The lights of the Sefiroth streaming from Adam Kadmon are organized in new 

configurations in each of which Adam Kadmon is reflected in certain definite forms”: 269; “Adam Kadmon is 

nothing but a first configuration of the divine light which flows from the essence of En-Sof into the primeval space 

of the Tsimtsum—not indeed from all sides but, like a beam, in one direction only. He therefore is the first and 

highest form in which the divinity begins to manifest itself after the Tsimtsum. From his eyes, mouth, ears and nose, 

the lights of the Sefiroth burst forth. At first these lights were coalesced in a totality without any differentiation 

between the various Sefiroth; in this state they did not require bowls or vessels to hold them. The lights coming from 

the eyes, however, emanated in an ‘atomized’ form in which every Sefirah was an isolated point….Since, however, 

the divine scheme of things involved the creation of finite beings and forms, each with its own allotted place in the 

ideal hierarchy, it was necessary that these isolated lights should be caught and preserved in special ‘bowls’ created 

—or rather emanated—for this particular purpose. The vessels which correspond to the three highest Sefiroth 

accordingly gave shelter to their light, but when the turn of the lower six came, the light broke forth all at once and 

its impact proved too much for the vessels which were broken and shattered”: 265. From the “Seventh Lecture: Isaac 

Luria and His School” of Gershom Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. (New York: Schocken Books, 

1961). See also Gershom Scholem. Ed. H. Bloom. (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987): 1-19.   
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“The Wolf God” about animals and immortality:694 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
694 “Huichol”: 232; “springtime”: 233; “Like a painting, / we will be erased”: 234; “…no one can remain”: 235; 

from Technicians of the Sacred. Ed. J. Rothenberg. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); “loping”: 206; 

“various”: 29; “Tigers kill them in India; bears kill them in North America”: 29; “A pup exhibiting any untoward 

behaviour, like epilepsy, is killed by the adults”: 27; “bone stuck in his throat”: 256; “A wolf may cut its tongue on a 

bone and bleed to death”: 30; “wolves in British Columbia suffer fatally from salmon poisoning”: 30; “An Eskimo 

intent on killing a wolf for bounty but finding himself without ammunition decided to run the animal to exhaustion 

with a snowmobile. Referring to maps later, he determined the wolf had run for twelve miles at speeds between 

fifteen and thirty mph before slowing to a trot, which he kept up for another four miles, at which point he began 

walking. He collapsed four miles later”: 25; “no one knows why”: 16; “His hearing was so sharp he could ever hear 

a cloud as it passed overhead”: 112; “A wind-born seed may bury itself in the inner ear and destroy the animal’s 

equilibrium”: 30; “The point of all this is that the woods is a hard place to get on, and yet the wolf survives”: 30; 

from Barry Lopez’ Of Wolves and Men. (New York: Scribner, 1978). Compare also “Wolf Town” in “The Life of 

Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 190 and Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 99.  
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“God’s Ardor” reflecting cadences:695 

 

Notice how she thinks through the Scholem, the Lopez, and the Handel in order to get at 

thinking spiritually and writing seriously and longingly about God.696 Hers is a research after 

God. And she ends up seeing what we wouldn’t look for. Dissimilar thoughts are wrested from 

their sources and linked by violence together in an attempt to seize God’s (and the reader’s) 

attention. Thus in order to get to thoughts of God we first must move through intermediary 

mental spaces —through Simone Weil and John Donne, through Aiskhylos, through Maimonides, 

                                                 
695 Dramatis Personae: Angelo (angel); Lucifero (devil); Cleofe (Mary [wife of] Cleophas): 7; “I fell, ’tis true, but in 

falling / I lost neither strength not courage, / I fell, I fell, I fell, etc. / Caddi, è ver, ma nel cadere / Non perdei forza 

né ardire, / Caddi, caddi, caddi, ecc. / J’ai chu, il est vrai, mais dans ma chute / je n’ai perdu ni force ni ardeur. / 

J’ai chu, etc.”: 24 & 25; “on thy knees / genuflesso / fléchis le genou / die Knie beugst”: 28 & 29; “into the air with 

my sighs / Al fuoco coi sospiri / au feu d’un soupir / mit meinem Seufzer in das Feuer”: 28 & 29; “sleep / sonno / 

sommeil / Schlaf”: 30 & 31; “a few drops of water / di poco umore / d’un peu d’eau / ein Tröpfchen Naß”: 32 & 33; 

“transformed / cangiarsi / se changer / sich…wandeln”: 38 & 39; “cold”: 40; “the fields”: 51; “slow”: 56; “immoti / 

sie konnten sich nicht rühren”: 56 & 57; “I flee from Heaven, from Earth, / from all the world, / and fall once more 

into / the lowest depths of Hell’s black pit”: 58; “watch ”: 60; “white”: 60; from George Frideric Handel’s La 

Resurrezione. Text: Carolo Capece. Trans. A. Hicks and A. Bardoni (English); J. Henny and N. Lesieur (French);  

G. Bramall (German). (France: Harmonia Mundi France, 1990).  
696 Contrast the swerve from the seriousness of this project of hers (“violent…and more than aggressive” to 

“playful”) in the interviews by Michael Silverblatt (aired 7 August 1997 on Bookworm and available on the KCRW 

Radio website) and Will Aitken (published Fall 2004 and available in its online version on the Paris Review 

website). 
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through Jean Bodin, and through the very grammar of prepositions. For it is an activity of flexion 

or deflect that is ultimately being carried through the reader.697 It is the kind of throughness of 

moving within the strange consciousness of another mind in order to augment one’s own.698 But 

do not mistake the agency of this movement for the author. It is your own mind moving through 

the hidden threads (the poems call them clues) that go from text to text. The experience of the 

diverse signs of God is your own uniqueness. It is the plastic energy of your own imagination 

that enables you to see Godliness in a poem like “God’s Teat.” The exposed suckling Oedipus 

becomes yet one more vehicle for the illumination that the poet is capable of choosing to see 

God circling through matters of heterodoxical sacredness, ordinary and extraordinary: through 

primordial man, through an animal, through the blind self-deceiver, through a bastard. For there 

is a religious sensibility in the poetic instinct “to pay attention to those places where sacredness 

pierces”:699 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
697 The preposition that the poem “By God” is working through is the New Testament Greek διά.  
698 “Consciousness is to poetry what marble is to sculpture: the material that is being worked. Words are figurations 

of consciousness: metaphorical of consciousness, the poet’s words invite us to share in a strangeness.” From the 

Introduction (“The Art of Reading Poetry”) to Harold Bloom’s The Best Poems of the English Language. (New 

York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2004): 28. 
699 Godliness is everywhere in Oedipus the King. As the priest says of the riddle and its breaker, “There was a god in 

it, a god in you”: 25. The titular figure is theologically source-obsessed: “the word that injured Oedipus was 

plastos—bastard, a fabrication”: 7; “luck”: 11; “foundling”: 114; “pursue a thing, and you may catch it”: 28; “I 

would have walled my ears”: 87; “a man—he was very drunk—…called me ‘bastard’….I lay awake all night”: 59; 

“outside the self”: 11; “that house I thought was my father’s home, / how beautiful I was when you sheltered me as a 

child”: 87; “my blood as it streamed from my hands”: 88. Note that Carson writes through the very translation of the 

editor she submits the poem to. Oedipus the King. Trans. Stephen Berg. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978). 

The quote is from Bruce Hainley. “The Carson System” Village Voice Literary Supplement (10 October 1995): 8. 

All photoquotations are from The American Poetry Review 22:1 (January / February 1993): 17, 18, 19 & 19. 
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Yet what to make of the poem’s baffling image with which it finishes? Are we to think of “the 

terrible sockets of Oedipus’ mask” and “‘the skull beneath the skin’”?700 Blind to the 

significance of its enigma, are we left only with one of Harold Bloom’s characteristically crisp 

remarks: “I do not know what to do with this”?701 Confusion grows forward. How much can you 

take? And yet the mysteriousness the poem leaves us with is the animating or vital principle in 

her writing: it makes no sense therefore we pursue it. Impenetrability (the word suggests an 

inability to get at what lies at the innermost of religious space)702 is a genuine spiritual and 

moral703 aspect of her work. If there were a way home it would be a mystery.704 Or, as another 

writer might say: 

The fiction writer presents mystery through manners, grace through nature, but when he 

finishes, there always has to be left over that sense of Mystery which cannot be accounted 

for by any human formula.705 

 

When Flannery O’Connor (a writer with her own “strong religious feelings”706) thought about  

 

God as she wrote, she believed that a spiritual view of Him would be best served by an  

 

acceptance of and respect for mystery:  

 

I don’t believe that you can impose orthodoxy on fiction. I do believe that you can 

deepen your own orthodoxy by reading if you are not afraid of strange visions. Our sense 

of what is contained in our faith is deepened less by abstractions than by an encounter 

with mystery in what is human and often perverse. We Catholics are much given to the  

                                                 
700 Oedipus the King. Trans. Stephen Berg. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978): x. 
701 Poets and Poems. (Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, 2005): 464.  
702 See under ‘penetrate’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. 

(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 1151.   
703 Although only a fool would have asked her for a moral position (moral evaluation fractures under the pressure of 

paradox), moral concern runs throughout Carson’s work. Just count the number of times the word turns up in the 

letters, the works, and the interviews. Indeed she is nominated for the Griffin Trust Poetry Prize in 2001 for her 

“quizzical, stricken moral sense.” See The Griffin Poetry Prize Anthology: A Selection of the 2001 Shortlist. Ed. E. 

Spalding. (Toronto: Anansi, 2001): 65. If you do look hard enough, you will find a suggestion offered by her Bishop 

Ryan high school graduation quote: “Of two evils the lesser is always to be chosen.” For the Latin (De duobus malis, 

minus est semper eligendum), see Book 3, Chapter 12 (De informatione patientiae et luctamine adversus 

concupiscentias) of Thomas à Kempis’ De imitatione Christi: libri quatuor. (Mechliniae: H. Dessain, 1921): 156. 
704 Wonderwater: Alice Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004): 121. 
705 Quoted in the introduction by Robert Fitzgerald to Flannery O’Connor’s Everything That Rises Must Converge. 

(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1965): xxvii-xxviii.   
706 See Conversations with Flannery O’Connor. Ed. R. Magee. (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1987): 94 
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instant answer. Fiction doesn’t have any. Saint Gregory wrote that every time the sacred  

text describes a fact, it reveals a mystery.707  

 

Carson’s own ultimate concern shares in this moral embrace of jarring the reader into some kind 

of emotional recognition of the strange sense of mystery. “Morality like art means drawing a line 

somewhere.”708 The lines are for us to step into and move through, for in our movements we rule 

out our own religious attitudes. In other words, Carson draws the line at the truth about God: no 

one never has no thoughts of God. She is more interested in picturing what we don’t understand 

than what we do. The poems offer no theological solution to mystery, but a vision of experiential 

morality; i.e., no one can experience God for you. “I think I stopped thinking about God,” 

continues Munro, “about the same time (age 14 or 15) that I began to think seriously & longingly 

about writing. It really did replace that intense religious life I had for a few years (10-14?). Not 

one of my stories serves that vision of writing I had. Not one. All are tainted. The fact that I 

know that must mean that I am capable of a spiritual (religious?) view of things. I always want to 

(pray for) a breakthrough which seems at bottom a moral one.”709 The spirituality of Carson’s 

work lies in its mystery (like two solid blocks of optically clear blue glass) and the reader’s own 

experiential encounter with bafflement (what does any of this have to do with (πρός) God?). The 

wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it 

cometh, and whither it goeth. Breakthrough (a verb, a well, a window) is ultimately your own: 

mother’s eyes, intimate but untouchable, were the blue of great distances after sunset (for 

reading is always half you). To read for the spiritual is to search for the ways in which a writer 

breathes through the thoughts of others. It is to look at writing as an intake of breath which is  

                                                 
707 Flannery O’Conner. Collected Works. (New York: Library of America, 1989): 863.  
708 “Contempts” Arion 16:3 (Winter 2009): 8. The piece attributes the quotation to Oscar Wilde. The note, however, 

explains: “Actually, it was Chesterton who said this, but when I gave this paper at conference I thought it was 

Wilde”: n. 15, 10. See Volume 34 of The Collected Works of G.K. Chesterton. Ed. L.J. Clipper. (San Francisco: 

Ignatius Press, 1986): 518. 
709 Letter from Alice Munro to Anne Carson (26 May 1998) from Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence 

and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 8, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
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only exhaled by its reading. 

St Herculanus, martyr (d. 549). Patron saint of Perugia. Having besieged the scorpion 

clad Etruscan walls with kindling, scaffolding and burning clouds of smoke for seven 

years, Totila, King of the Goths, took the starving city putting all its inhabitants to the 

sword. He had the bishop flayed, his head strooken off, and the doubled body thrown 

over the parapet. The faithful then return and secretly gather the remains and place them 

in the sea-blue grave you see here at the bottom of the fresco. When, forty days later, they 

dig him back up for proper burial, they find his head so fast joined to his body as though 

it had never been cut off. Who would not wonder at such miracles of them that be dead: 

wrought, no question, for the spiritual good of the living? Feast Day: November 7. 

 

The Canicula di Anna is a catholic poem. It embraces broad sympathies (phenomenology, 

philology, etymology, epistemology, anthropology, archaeology, iconography, biography, 

hamartiology, cynology, entomology, oneirology, hematology, horology) and wide interests 

(linguistics, chromatics, dialectics, hermeneutics, sensory perception, ekphrasis, the materials 

and techniques of painting, the travel guide, the encyclopædia, Italian Renaissance history and 

art). It forms a part of a life’s work composed according to the design of an intrinsic and 

extrinsic whole. The poem, in its sympathies and interests, radiates outwardly from itself and 

inwardly back upon itself in simultaneous motion. The motion has the general structure of the 

spirit of prayer: at once individual and communal, thoughts are directed outwards in inward 

directions. This mechanism manifests and declares its “parousia” (8) (‘presence’) throughout. 

For example, the phenomenologists engaging in dialectic about wine as vinegar (14) is at one 

and the same time a satire of the philosophical symposium (intrinsic to the poem) and an actual 

instantiation of metaphysical speculation by one of the more decisive influences on Martin 

Heidegger’s early theology years, St Thomas Aquinas (extrinsic to the poem).710 In other words, 

where a line in Carson is, there you will find this double working: an attention to an other 

                                                 
710 The Collegium Phaenomenologicum: The First Ten Years. Eds. John Sallis, Giuseppina Moneta & Jacques 

Taminiaux. (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988): 79 & 90; St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle. Vol. II. Trans. John P. Rowan. (Chicago: H. Regnery Co., 1961): 639 

& 643-644.  
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(collaborative) and an attention to one’s self (individualistic). The tension of these two bearings 

is figured forth in the poem in the image of the convent, the space where people come together to 

be alone with God. Anna spends five years of monastic life in holiness and learning (in sanctitate 

et doctrina). She withdraws (like St Francis of Assisi on Alverno gazing at the scenery from atop 

the mountain, marvelling at the enormous chasms and fissures in the massive rocks, and turning 

his inward eye on the universe inside to pray)711 because she “wanted time for philosophy” (26). 

But she is suspected of simulating (26).712 This suspicion is replicated in many a reader’s 

suspicions of the poem’s eclectic methods of composition. Exclusive and inaccessible. Too many 

names. Arbitrary juxtapositions. Disjointed transitions. Willfully obscure. Too much quotation. 

Pretentious. Fraud. Like the callous sisters of the poem, we are unable to recognize the 

innocence of delight in com-passionate understanding, the enkindling of mind.713 This  

self-consuming spiritual fire is at bottom a religious feeling: the ongoing struggle to empty out 

the self through other selves. “I want to get every Me out of the way in order to start doing 

whatever the work will be.”714 For the emptying out of oneself into something loftier than one’s 

self, as in the experience of the sublime, always involves the transfusion of anterior thoughts not 

one’s own.715 In short, like prayer, it is the encounter with the transformative powers of quotation: 

Touched by the true sublime your soul is naturally lifted up, she rises to a proud height, is 

filled with joy and vaunting, as if she had herself created this thing that she has heard.716  

 

One decreates oneself in the creations of others. It is a paradoxical activity (“akin to the mystical  

                                                 
711 See The Little Flowers of St. Francis. Trans. Raphael Brown. (Garden City, NY: Hanover House, 1958): 180. 
712 Cf. Italy. (London: Michelin, 1981): 55 & 259. Anna exhibits external signs of internal identification. Notice how 

her arms and wounds incarnate those of Christ (10, 21, 23, 24, 26, 28, 32, & 37)).  
713 The Little Flowers of St. Francis. Trans. Raphael Brown. (Garden City, NY: Hanover House, 1958): 191.  
714 Eleanor Wachtel. “An Interview with Anne Carson” Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 46. 
715 “The Sublime is always a quotation, a measuring (etymological meaning of ‘quoting’) that becomes a quota, and 

so destroys the context of a text. This means that the Sublime asks: ‘What?’ (hwa, qua) and not ‘How?’ Such asking 

is a forgetting (failure in translation, repression) and so a re-presentation.” Harold Bloom. Agon: Towards a Theory 

of Revisionism. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982): 241. See “How to Like ‘If I Told Him A Completed 

Portrait of Picasso’ by Gertrude Stein” The Threepenny Review 97 (Spring 2004): 24 
716 “Foam (Essay with Rhapsody)” Brick 68 (Fall 2001): 144. 
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notion that you can use dirt to cleanse dirt”717) deep in the background of all her work. The 

method of composition requires an attention so full that the ‘I’ in ‘I’-ing disappears. That is, the 

writer empties herself of the ability to write in order to be able to receive into herself that which 

is already written and will in turn write her: 

In the operation of writing, the hand which holds the pen and the body and soul attached 

to it are things infinitely small in the order of nothingness.718 

 

The desire to make oneself infinitely small (the little way) and remain so is of no great concern 

to the present day. And yet, if you look, you can see it in Carson.719  

You see a reach of mind that expands itself when it retracts. You  

see her alone on her apartment floor. No music. No TV. Just bits  

of old Latin prayers. No corner is left for saying ‘I.’ Would you call it sadness or grief? Making 

proper use of one’s own solitude. But as I came closer I saw it was a human body trying to stand 

against winds so terrible that the flesh was blowing off the bones. And there was no pain. The 

wind was cleansing the bones. They stood forth silver and necessary. Glancing out.  

St Helena, widow (d. c. 330). Patron saint of difficult marriages, the divorced, converts 

and archaeologists. She did not find Christ until years after the pale pagan general had 

repudiated her and she was by now, how old, 64 or was it 63? Think of yourself now at 

fourscore years of age, burning with an earnest desire to recover the smallest things life 

has ever offered you. It is not until this time in your life that you remember to look back 

at who it was that held you up so that you might wash your hands, vision of brilliant 

shadow appearing from over your shoulder as if cast from the sky above. She is called 

the Preserver of the True Cross because it was she who knew, like all good studiers of 

things that come from before, that where there’s smoke you look for mirrors. Feast Day: 

August 18. 

 

Reflection—Lord, I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the word and I shall be healed. 

                                                 
717 For the paradox of “sacred filth” (29) in the Canicula di Anna, see “All Debts Owed to Death: Economy in 

Simonides and Celan” Parnassus 23:1/2 (1998): 204.  
718 “Decreation” Common Knowledge 8:1 (2002): 198. 
719 Photoquotation from A.E. Crawley. The Mystic Rose. Vol. I. (Ann Arbor, MI: Gryphon Books, 1971): 227. 

Robarts copy GN 480 C8 1971 v.1 c.1. 
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ochre for  

 

How is a poet a sort of hinge? A poet is a sort of hinge upon which all the cardinal obsessions of 

a life are hung. These obsessions insist on remaining part of every work. They refuse to be 

crossed out. They glance out of words and phrasings across years, they grin from images and 

motifs across texts, and they beckon within structural patternings and transitions across a life’s 

work. They shape the poet as much as the poet reshapes them. Re-shape because ‘re-’ is one 

prefix a poet (‘one who makes things more than once’) cannot resist (e.g., “reserves,” “refers,” 

“retreats” (27)). Anne Carson has herself remarked on a number of occasions: “Sometimes I feel 

I spend my whole life rewriting the same page.”720 Poets do spend their lives rewriting the same 

page721 and it is the responsibility of readers, in turn, to spend their own entire lives rereading 

those same rewritten pages. We are called by virtue of the oeuvre to reread for those recurrent 

mechanisms (or hang-ups) upon which a writer turns as a person.722 So that when one writes: 

 

         (26) 

 

We are obliged to ask ourselves, where have we read this before? 

     What trickles out of a poet is an elemental being. Silky sensation of putting one’s face into a 

lilac bush after rain. November evening wind of leaves. Square hole filled with flames cut into a 

mountainside in Peru. Skateblades echoing off the boards onto the ice. The elements of a writer 

are hinged by a strange arrangement of grace. A continuity (or κοσμιότης) is to be found at the 

heart of this grace. But don’t expect the poet to explain this fact to you. Indeed, poets can be the 

                                                 
720 One such occasion was the performance of “Cassandra Float Can” at the 92nd Street Y on 26 March 2008. 
721 Cf. Heidegger: “Jeder große Dichter dichtet nur aus einem einzigen Gedicht.” Unterwegs zur Sprache. 

(Pfullingen: Neske, 1959): 37. “Every great poet creates his poetry out of one single poetic statement only.” On the 

Way to Language. Trans. P.D. Hertz. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 160. 
722 For an instance of the lingering mechanism of ‘hanging on,’ see “TV Men: Lenz in China” Descant 100 (Spring 

1998): “Still hung up on you, he admitted”: 42. 
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most secretive723 of creatures. Perhaps this is due to a certain parsimoniousness with language:  
 

I’m stingy. I don’t like to waste an idea on just one piece of writing if it can possibly be  

used two or three times. But also it’s that changing phenomenon again. Letting something 

seep through that changes the page that I’m on is a way of destabilizing it so that I can 

get around the back of it somehow or make it different. Seepage. Seepage is good.724  
 

Try instead to get around the back of what a poet says again and again; in other words, at what a  
 

poet isn’t saying again and again, at what by inclination keeps seeping through into an identity  
 

(L. idem + et + idem / ‘the same and the same’).725 So that when one writes: 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
You ask yourself once more, where have I read this before?726 
      
     Reread enough and you will begin to recognize the wheres. They tend to lie “as in some cave  
 

may lie a lightless pool.”727 Many involve the motions of love. The onset of love like a “wheel  
 

rolling downhill.”728 The cessation of love with “not enough spin on it.”729 These sites extend  
 

beyond themselves through poetic parsimony730 into a “rich proposition.”731 The lineaments of  
 

these extensions become the outlines of a faint annunciation in which where have I seen this  
 

before? becomes there!, where something like stones732 fall from our eyes and a “blush”733 of  

                                                 
723 I hide you cautiously along the edge of certain words. 
724 From the original transcript of Mary Gannon’s interview with Anne Carson. The statement does not appear in the 

published version “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” in Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001).  
725 Following the etymology of ‘identity’ in the OED. 2nd edition. Eds. J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. Weiner. (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989).  
726 “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 85. 
727 “TV Men: Lenz in China” Descant 100 (Spring 1998): 51 & Nox. (New York: New Directions, 2010). 
728 Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 189 & Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 13. 
729 Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 11 & Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 

2000): 12. 
730 “Save what you can.” Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 13 & The Beauty of the Husband. (New 

York: Knopf, 2001): 101. 
731 Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 8 & The Beauty of the Husband. (New 

York: Knopf, 2001): 101. 
732 Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 6, 102 & Nay Rather. (Paris: Center for Writers & Translators, American 

University of Paris, 2013): 5.    
733 Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 48 & Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 

2000): 14. 
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recognition stirs734 slowly inside. The military stuff was no accident. 

      

     How many desks does Anne Carson have? In the earlier interviews she has two.735 Then later,  

 

there are three.736 One expression she has used to describe the transposition of text across these  

 

desks is ‘cross-fertilization.’737 Often these transpositions involve the family and are figured by  

 

pronominal shift. If there were a keytext to this compositional practice, it would be “Water  

 

Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother.”738 “Water Margins” is a veritable echo  

 

chamber of the impediments of family.739 Mothers become fathers,740 fathers become brothers,741   

 

brothers become sisters,742 wives become husbands.743 These family resemblances can then be  

                                                 
734 The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 19 & Nay Rather. (Paris: Center for Writers & 

Translators, American University of Paris, 2013): 11, 33. 
735 Catherine Schlegel. “An Interview with Anne Carson” Favonius 3 (1991): 15; John D’Agata. “A _________ with 

Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 9-10; Melanie Rehak. “Things Fall Together” New York 

Times Magazine (26 March 2000): 38. 
736 Sarah Hampson. “The Unbearable Lightness of Anne Carson” The Globe and Mail (14 September 2000): R5; 

Will Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 205.    
737 Catherine Schlegel. “An Interview with Anne Carson” Favonius 3 (1991): 15; Melanie Rehak, “Things Fall 

Together” New York Times Magazine (26 March 2000): 38. Other terms have been ‘cross-pollination’ and   

‘cross-permutation.’ 
738 See Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 49-89. 
739 Is there some great confession to be made out from the overlapping of voices? For Anne Carson on confessional 

poetry, see Carmine Starvino. “An Act of Worship: Anne Carson” Index: The Montreal Literary Calendar 1:3 

(1994): “I wouldn’t ever like to think that I’m writing confessional poetry. I mean, that’s not the aim. You’re talking 

about motive when you’re talking confessional poetry, and if there is any motive it is always to make sense of 

experience. Sometimes an artist has a thing to say that can only be exemplified from within, with his own life. I 

don’t know why in some works of art the example has to come from inside one’s life, and in other works of art it has 

to come from someplace else. One throws a net over experience and sometimes in the net you catch stuff like Kafka 

and his sister, and sometimes you catch your own foot. And so whatever you catch you just have to deal with”: 29.  
740 The mother’s coat is the father’s coat in “Water Margins” (80); her towel (Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & 

Stewart, 2013): 10) the father’s towel (76).  
741 There is an interchange of the figure of Lazarus between the father and the brother. See Carson’s ‘Canada 

Council Project Proposal: Essay on Lazarus’ (“I have been interested in the myth of Lazarus since I learned that my 

father (whose name was Lazar) had in his own way been raised from the dead…”) in the Ben Sonnenberg Papers, 

Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 Folder 6, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 

Columbia University) & Nox. (New York: New Directions, 2010). Note that it is the frescoes of Giotto (himself a 

reshaper of his own work; e.g., the three stigmatizations of St Francis) that bridge this interchange. Cf. also Giotto’s 

“use of sulfide of arsenic for the fleshtones of Lazarus and Christ” and section 45 of the Canicula di Anna.    
742 Compare the badger’s tail (62) & Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 223; the goggles (73) & Nox. (New 

York: New Directions, 2010); and the quotation of Ikkyū Sōjun “If ever I forget my deep bond to you” (59) from 

Ikkyū Sōjun: A Zen Monk and His Poetry. (Bellingham, WA: Program in East Asian Studies, Western Washington 

State College, 1973): 143 & Nox.   
743 “The hand with the wedding ring floats down past his face and disappears” (57); “his wife who married again” 

(65); “After the first year they led quite separate lives” (74) & The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 

2001): 129-130. There is a similar shifting of pronouns in a piece called “Coyote and God’s Laughter” to be found 

in Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” 

Box 30, Folder 5. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.  
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seen to seep out elsewhere into other works at all times of the writing career.744 For there can be 

no chronology to an obsession. Obsessions appear to be always present at all points in time. 

There is no way of telling which is the echo and which the originating sound. Thus it is possible 

to say that the line “Do not hinge on me” in the Canicula di Anna alludes to “Water Margins”: 

“Don’t hinge on me.”745 The best a rereader can do is to lay out all such occurrences side by side 

to see whether a constellation of obsessive constants comes into view. In other words, for the 

reader of what hinges a poet together there can only be one desk. 

     A hinge shows you how a point of entry or exit opens or closes. When a poet keeps circling 

back to the same scenes of a life again and again, a door can be seen to be opened and closed in 

one and the same motion. Perhaps it is irony that achieves this sleight of hand: 

I think I use irony not as a cover, that is, as something to put on after having become 

naked, but as a deflection in front, that is, as a lure thrown out ahead so that people will 

look over there while I’m disrobing here and, by the time they look back, there will be an 

image of me disrobed left but I will have gone back into the tunnel again.746 

 

Carson’s use of Carson is not only an embodiment and reflection of the iterations of a great soul, 

but also a simultaneous deflection through refraction of the poet’s ironized image of herself. For 

no writer can refrain from projecting some image of a voice resonating from the underground  

self (dissemblers live by tunnelling). Reiteration is therefore a form of continuous self-portraiture.  

                                                 
744 The tears of “Water Margins” (62, 84, 88) fall simultaneously in The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 

2001): 19, 34, 45, 53, 74 &145 and spoil the eyes of section 35 in the Canicula di Anna; the dying body of the cat 

asleep “like a pile of dropped twigs” (69) curls up as the mother on her bed “as bent twigs” “under the sheet” in 

Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 2005): 12 & Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 149; the journey 

across the most inhospitable of American campgrounds of the Midwest (70, 84) spans across the Catullus 

translations (Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 38) & “Just for the Thrill” (Plainwater. (New York: 

Knopf, 1995): 192-244); and the characters of “Water Margins” (66, 70), Red Doc>: 134, and Autobiography of Red. 

(New York: Knopf, 1998): 54, 56 & 64 sing in unison Christmas songs on a hot summer day. Note, on a smaller 

scale, how much internal cross-reference between sections is lost in the version of “Water Margins” found in 

Plainwater. For example, the Buddhist concept of 火宅 (kataku) / ‘the burning house’ (“The world where we live is a 

burning house”: 259) finds no matricial correspondence in “through the burning world he slips on” (85) given in the 

photoquotation above (footnote 726). For 火宅, see Ikkyū and the Crazy Cloud Anthology. Trans. Sonja Arntzen. 

(Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1986): 82, 167 & 168. 
745 If the thought seems delusional, consider that it is made in the future perfect: it will turn out to have alluded to. 

Allusion is a game one ultimately plays with oneself. Cf. Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 111. 
746 See the interview by Michael Silverblatt for Bookworm (7 August 1997) on the KCRW Radio website. 
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And self-portraiture, as Hugh J. Silverman has written, “almost invariably requires a special tool:  
 

the mirror.”747 The mirrors that are set up throughout the Canicula di Anna (17, 21, 34) reflect in  
 

all directions the composite image of the writer and the entire body of work to come. And if the  
 

reader stepping into the poem happens to choose the right place to stand, the deflected reflections  
 

will give back that retreating afterimage of the figure of a writer disrobed, an image in which she  
 

is seen watching herself closely closely watching her naked self. This image of nakedness (in  
 

which she conceals herself by revealing herself) is replicated (depending on where you stand) in  
 

ever greater and lesser versions of itself backwards and forwards in time.748 For nakedness is one  
 

of the cardinal obsessions of her work. Rippling it rises straight up like four alder trunks in the  
 

woods of a thousand echoes.749 It hems in words and letters.750 It surrounds the uncertain edges of  
 

cunning and injury.751 It besets the moments of every thought exposing a state of fact: nakedness  
 

(the nakedness that is unforgivable) haunts the self-revelatory aspect of all artistic creation.752  

                                                 
747 “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 1982): 376. 
748 For example, just as the nakedness within the line “Do not hinge on me” (26) reflects both a nakedness within the 

Canicula di Anna as a whole and within a paralleled nakedness in the entire oeuvre, so the naked glimpse in the line 

“Not enough spin on it” both reflects the nakedness in “The Glass Essay” and the paralleled nakedness in the totality 

of work. See footnotes 726 and 729 above. 
749 Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 18 & “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By 

My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 73, 85.  
750 “Dressed as a woman rippling. / With nakedness” (Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 97); “Naked naked 

naked all you ever say” (Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 77-78); “naked view” (Economy of the 

Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 8); “naked names” (“On Evil and Suffering in Modern Poetry” 

The Threepenny Review 104 (Winter 2006): 8); “naked in the stone place it was true” (The Beauty of the Husband. 

(New York: Knopf, 2001): 29); “a naked young man in fetal position” (Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 

1998): 97); “nuns coated in silver were not so naked” (Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 40); “I 

never saw a human being so naked” (Plainwater: 191); “For he has stripped me / from myself….For he has disrobed 

me / of myself / absolutely / and clothed me in divine nakedness without a self!” (Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 

2005): 211); “Her letters were naked” (Wonderwater: Alice Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004): 95); “They 

are so naked” (letter to Ben Sonnenberg, Feast of St. Hipparchos of Samasota [Dec. 9], 1991 in the Ben Sonnenberg 

Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 4, Rare Book and Manuscript 

Library, Columbia University). 
751 “Naked….Her naked. Her uncertain edges” (The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 130); “watch 

‘naked’ (arumim) flesh slide into ‘cunning’ (arum) snake” (93); “naked injury” (Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 

1995): 15). 
752 “This nakedness together that is unforgivable” (Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 154); “a 

moment of naked eye” (Red Doc>: 129); “Xerxes’ moment of nakedness” [carrying an empty quiver] (“On Evil and 

Suffering in Modern Poetry” The Threepenny Review 104 (Winter 2006): 8); “naked man in a state of fact” (Red 

Doc>: 132); cf. “well is it possible to get outside language just you naked striking God in the face?” (“Water 

Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 70). 
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And in the gymnastics of Anne Carson’s mind there is always the horrifying dread of too much 

revelation.753 Despite the changing phenomenon of self in text, the fear of giving oneself away 

lurks in the nakedness of too much repetition. We are never more naked than when we repeat 

ourselves—than when we are seen to repeat ourselves, that naked shame of being found out.754 

And yet it is the reader’s responsibility to be on the look-out for those very moments when 

writers repeat themselves. Because writers cannot not repeat themselves. The responsibility of 

the reader is to reposition the mirrors on mirrors that open up and close in the universe of a 

poet’s written words. Within the reflections therein are the small number of themes that obsess,  

                                                 
753 Photoquotion below from the ‘Canada Council Project Proposal: Essay on Lazarus’ in the Ben Sonnenberg 

Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 Folder 6, Rare Book and Manuscript 

Library, Columbia University: 
 

 
 

“I am too naked, / he thought” (Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998):136); “When advised not to speak 

by doctors in the sanatorium, he left glass sentences all over the floor. Felice, says one of them, had too much 

nakedness left in her” (Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 32); “Nonetheless you can live fairly easily 

up there and fill thick notebooks, lying on top of the wall, like Kafka the night his father put him on the pavlatche. 

He viewed the stars and listened to the family inside at dinner. Too much nakedness in them, he decided. He may 

have meant the stars” (Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 121). One refraction of the nakedness in Anne Carson 

can be found in Kafka: “November 20. Dream of a picture, apparently by Ingres. The girls in the woods in a 

thousand mirrors, or rather: the virgins, etc….And now they were reflected not only toward the spectator but also 

away from him, became more indistinct and multitudinous; what the eye lost in detail it gained in fullness. But in 

front stood a naked girl untouched by the reflections, her weight on one leg, her hip thrust forward. Here Ingres’ 

draftsmanship was to be admired, but I actually found with satisfaction that there was too much real nakedness left 

in this girl even for the sense of touch. From behind her came a gleam of pale, yellowish light” (Letters to Friends, 

Family, and Editors. Trans. Richard and Clara Winston. (New York: Schocken Books, 1977): 157).  
754 Writers do not always know that they were naked. Yet the language knew. And hence it is generally a form of 

criticism to say a writer has written the same book over the period of a lifetime. Compare Vasari on Perugino: 

“Pietro worked so hard, and had always so much to do, that he frequently repeated himself, and his theory of art led 

him so far that all his figures have the same air….It is said that when this work [the Annunciation polyptych] was 

uncovered it was severely criticised by all the new artists, chiefly because Pietro had employed figures of which he 

had already made use. Even his friends declared that he had not taken pains, but had abandoned the good method of 

working either from avarice or in order to save time. Pietro answered, ‘I have done the figures which you have 

formerly praised and which have given you great pleasure. If you are now dissatisfied and do not praise them, how 

can I help it?’” (Vasari's Lives of the Artists. Ed. B. Burroughs. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1946): 132). In 

Carson, “to be seen feeling anything strips you naked” (Red Doc>. (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 77).  
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define, and ultimately restrict the writer to that pivot point about which she turns and, as if in the 

circling movements of a dance danced joyously on alone,755 throws out at us yet one more lure. 

 

* * *756 

 

 
 

 

                                                 
755 The motions of this ongoing dance (danced backwards wrong side out) can be followed in the caption for the 

illustration to “Short Talk on Ovid” (Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 21. Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, 

University of Toronto); in “Possessive Used As Drink (Me): A Lecture on Pronouns in the Form of 15 Sonnets” 

(performed 26 March 2008 at the 92nd Street Y); in Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 98-104; in 

Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 2005): 159-181; in The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): passim; 

in “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 61, 67, 

78 & 87; in The Albertine Workout. (New York: New Directions, 2014): 14; in Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1986): 14, 17 & 58; in Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 219; and in Short Talks 

(London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 54.  
756 In the spirit of the Canicula di Anna’s compositional technique of darkening the light parts, here’s one more 

riddle. Cut out the following four photoquotations and, laying them out together alongside one another upon the 

desk before you, trace your own etymon. From “The Life of Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 191; letter to 

Ben Sonnenberg, Palm Sunday [27 March], 1988 in Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series II: Correspondence, “Carson, 

Anne” Box 43 Folder 7, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University; “Short Talk on the Withness of 

the Body” The New Republic (7 October 2013): 53; and “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” 

Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 70. 
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black manganate for  

 

Let’s stick to the facts now. 

 

No it is not the true story. 

No Geryon did not read the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1911 edition). 

No it was not the First Piano Sonata Prokofiev could not attend. 

No “The closer you look at a word the more distantly it looks back at you” is not a proverb. 

No it wasn’t Emily Tennyson’s grandmother’s diary entry and it wasn’t May 20, 1765.   

No Geryon doesn’t read from a self-help book either. 

No “Some will attain their heart’s desire, alas” is not from a fortune cookie. 

 

     All poets are liars. And we believe them. Why does their ability to say false things as if they 

were true stir our ever hopeful hearts? Because we want to believe them. That is, the root of our 

belief has more to do with want than with fact. (The etymology of belief (from OE. geleafa) 

suggests an intensified (*ge) form of desire (*leubh (‘lief’ and ‘love’).)757 Here then are some 

things about Anne Carson that, wanting to believe, I enjoy believing. 

     I believe that Anne Carson is one of the funniest writers I’ve ever read. When I say funny I  

 

mean hidden. Most of what goes on in her work lies underneath what goes on in her work. For  

 

her whole being constitutes a mask. I must admit I don’t get the jokes half the time either. But it  

 

has been fun learning now and then how to laugh. Those who don’t laugh, I imagine, don’t have  

 

the time to play. And if you don’t make time to play the game, perforce you will be played upon.  

 

It is, however, not always clear who the joke is ultimately on. Take the cryptic epigraph to the  

 

“TV Men” of Men in the Off Hours.758 Not even Monica Vitti (herself an enthusiastic reader of  

 

the sublime)759 would have found the word “TV” in the ‘Longinus.’ What she would have found  

 

was that the epigraph was originally attached specifically to “Sappho Fragment 31 (from the  

 

unfinished sequence TV Men)”—a poem specifically about how TV makes things disappear  

                                                 
757 See under ‘believe’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. 

(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 161.    
758 Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 61. 
759 See letter from Anne Carson in London Review of Books 24:12 (27 June 2002): 4.  
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through a sort of death by multiple retake.760 She would have found that the idea of disappearing 

was not unrelated to the treatise itself761 and that the hybrid etymology of television would not 

have seemed far-fetched to an author whose name (‘Dionysius Longinus’) bespoke hybridity.762 

Yet she would have been somewhat daunted by the section attribution. Was this a playful 

reference to section 5 (line 3) in which ‘Longinus’ speaks of “that pursuit of novelty in the 

expression of ideas which may be regarded as the fashionable craze of the day”763 or a mistake or 

misprint (she has not seen a MS of the poem) for 10.3 (the section on which Carson has written: 

“Sappho’s body falls apart, Longinus’ body comes together: drastic contract of the sublime”)?764 

Or was it simply a joke by the erstwhile author of “Aphrodite and After” at the expense of 

philological exactitude? This is one, as I have said, I don’t get. But I am told that Monica Vitti 

did like to smile (in her moments of volatility and fou rire) at the unconcealedness of what one 

finds funny, and not. She was a comedian, after all. 

                                                 
760 “When you are making TV a lot of the reason [that TV ends up being dead thinking] is simply repetition. If you 

have a script to perform, you probably have to say the parts of it 20 or 30 times before it’s recorded properly. So, 

they keep saying the same sentence over and over and over, and if you have ever done that you recognize that it kills 

language….Whatever real language is in it will disappear” (Marguerite Deslauriers and Michael Cantwell. “In 

Conversation with Anne Carson” McGill in Focus (Spring 2001): 5). The poem was first published in Dwelling in 

Possibility. Eds. Yopie Prins and Maeera Shreiber. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997): 228.   
761 Codex Parisinus or Parisiensis 2036 (P) [‘the paramount authority in the constitution of the text’] “has lost some 

20 folia, or about 1000 lines. As the number of folia actually preserved may be given as 30, it follows that more than 

one-third of the treatise has disappeared.” See Longinus on the Sublime. Ed. W.R. Roberts. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1907): 163-166.  
762 “His catholicity has led him still further. While Aristotle, notwithstanding his encyclopaedic learning, knew no 

literature beyond his own, it is an interesting fact that our author in his treatise refers not only to Latin literature but 

to Hebrew. Among the many literary critics from Aristophanes to the Alexandrians and Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 

and from Cicero to Quintilian and the author of the Dialogus de Oratoribus, he is distinguished by the account he 

takes of three several literatures” (Ibid.: 30-31). For particular linguistic hybridity, cf.: “With regard to the De 

Sublimitate…it will be enough here to add that its rhythms seem sometimes…to be Latin rhythms rather than Greek” 

(Ibid.: 188). Note also that Catullus uses the same verb (in videtur) for his own translation of the Sappho fragment. 

See Catullus, Tibullus and Pervigilium Veneris. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962): 58.  
763 Longinus on the Sublime. Ed. W.R. Roberts. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1907): 53. 
764 If Not, Winter. (New York: Knopf, 2002): n. 31.17, 364. And whose mistake would it be? Vitti knows well that 

there are poetic (Hokusai died aged 88; see Hélène Cixous. Coming to Writing and Other Essays. (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1991): 124), philological (Crawley had in fact written: “Contact is a modified form of a 

blow”; see The Mystic Rose. Vol. I. (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1927): 110), and editorial (“afternoon” for MS 

“afterbloom”; see Raritan Records, Box 2 “Carson, Anne XVII:4,” (RG 51/F0/01) Special Collections and 

University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries) mistakes to be found elsewhere in Men in the Off Hours. (New 

York: Knopf, 2000): 15, 130 & 52. 
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     I believe that Anne Carson moves within an infectious euphoria of pure and free invention—

(of the rascal’s sort) “sweet / dogs” (9)! Many a reader has come away thinking can you do that 

in a poem? There seems to be no end to what she is able to get up to—and get away with. (It 

strikes me just now how often she says to her interlocutors, “No, I just made that up.”765) To 

what extent can writers abuse our ignorance or even betray our trust? For instance, what is the 

effect of coming up with ‘funhouse gelatin’ in a poem (“Life of Spinoza”) that otherwise follows 

its source (Requiem for Battleship Yamato) down to the very last word?766 In other words, it is 

difficult to read against this euphoria of just making things up. I am a rather flat literalist. 

     I believe that it is a categorical imperative that we not take Anne Carson at her word. The 

belief comes not from indecorum or a smallness of mind, but as a result of being on the receiving 

end of Carson’s strategem of (smilingly burying treasures in caves—as I imagine her) working 

in words that are not her words (what another might term her ‘plexed artistry’). How many of us 

have with utmost sincerity quoted from her works? 

 All myth is an enriched pattern, 

 a two-faced proposition, 

 allowing its operator to say one thing and mean another, to lead a double life. 

 Hence the notion found early in ancient thought that all poets are liars.767 

                                                 
765 Three quick references come to mind: the interview with Jim Fleming (for Wisconsin Public Radio’s To the Best 

of Our Knowledge) on being in the back seat of the family car in “Short Talk on Reading”; the interview with Sam 

DiFalco (for Canadian Writer’s Yearbook) on Ancash’s name and Mr Kopps in Autobiography of Red; and the 

profile by Sam Anderson (for New York Times Magazine) on ice bats in Red Doc>. 
766 Carson writes “Bodies just dots. Dots fly. / Swoop under. Pop back up. / Hang upside down like funhouse gelatin” 

for Yoshida’s “Bodies flying…become mere gray dots and scatter in all directions, effortlessly, happily. Even as I 

watch, a whirlpool runs fifty meters in one swoop. And spray springs up at my feet; water contorted as in a  

fun-house mirror, gleaming in countless angles, countless formations, glitters before my nose. In multiple mirrors 

the water engulfs human figures. Some pop back up; some hang upside down in the water.” Compare Mitsuru 

Yoshida. Requiem for Battleship Yamato. Trans. Richard H. Minear. (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 

1985): 116 with “Life of Spinoza” Chicago Review 54:4 (Spring 2009): 11. (Notice, too, that she keeps adding more 

and more chocolate to her poem: 7, 9 & 10.) Carson’s terse, clipped and spare stylization appears to be attempting to 

return the account to the elliptical nature of Yoshida’s original prose-poem (see Minear’s introduction: xxxiii).    
767 The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 33. Photoquotation on following page from Thomas G. 

Rosenmeyer. “Gorgias, Aeschylus and Apate” American Journal of Philology 76:3 (1955): 226. The fact that Carson 

had been reworking material from “Simonides Painter” (Innovations of Antiquity. Eds. R. Hexter and D. Selden. 

(New York: Routledge, 1992): 51-64) for the ‘Apatē’ section of Economy of the Unlost (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1999): 48-52) likely lead to the composition of this passage. 
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Here Carson is enriching the true lies of poetry with philological fact concerning the mendacity  

 

of poets. But she herself is a poet. Therefore she lies. Therefore all poets are not liars. Therefore,  

 

she speaks the truth. Therefore, all poets are liars. Therefore, etc. The lines approximate poetic  

 

deception by recording (in a double voice) a statement (true to itself) that does what it says, that  

 

self-referentially loops within the duplicity / veracity of which it speaks. What comes to light is a  

 

mischievousness (a wisdom full of pranks), as frustrating as it is fascinating, rather than a shady 

 

maleficence (downright deception). From this mischievousness arises a poetry painting a  

 

counterworld lying behind the ‘objective’ facts (‘objective’ because you make the facts into  

 

objects by viewing them this way) and the given data (‘given’ because data is a gift from  

 

wherever you found it) of prior text in use.768 The surface features of these facts and data make it  

 

just as easy for readers to be tricked into an unthinking acquiescence in her seriousness as to be  

 

baited into a hostile literalism toward her jocularity. What else can a reader do in the face of  

 

being made to believe? What else can a reader, as if stranded on the shores of a Bohemian sea,  

 

make of a writer who jokes in all seriousness (who exhibits that Socratic fondness for the  

 

‘earnestly silly’ σπουδογέλοιον / spoudogeloion)?769 Carson’s combinatorial turn of mind ought  

                                                 
768 We need a study on ‘the sense of fact’ in Carson. A good starting point (a lifespan of mistaking and mistaken 

matter before you) might be John D’Agata’s “A _________ with Anne Carson” in The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / 

Fall 1997): 1-22. 
769 In our own mental befuddlement we are made to wonder as Callicles wonders of Socrates in the Gorgias: “Is he 

serious about this, or only joking? / σπουδάζει ταῦτα Σωκράτης ἢ παίζει;” (481b). Plato. Lysis, Symposium, Gorgias. 

Trans. W.R.M. Lamb. (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1967): 378. For a performance of Carson’s gay 

kind of seriousness, listen to the initial four and a half minutes of the interview “Anne Carson with Brighde Mullins” 

on the Lannan Foundation website. There is something of Nietzsche’s image of Socrates in my conception of Carson 

here (the phrases Weisheit voller Schelmenstreiche and fröhliche Art des Ernstes are his)—especially in that sense of 

humour in a superior intellect. For the English, see The Portable Nietzsche. Trans. Walter Kaufmann. (New York: 

Penguin Books, 1982): 69; the German, Menschliches, Allzumenschliches. (München: Goldmann, 1999): 475. 
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only to be met with a willing suspension of belief on behalf of the reader. The unwritten 

imaginative contract she signs with her audience would stipulate (more accurately): You should 

not have believed me.770 An encouraging solution for the researcher into how things came about. 

For the poet’s gesture of offering afactual facts (or nonfactual facts, depending on where you 

stand on the matter) is never irrelevant, but rather suggestive of, as in the plum in the palm of the 

geisha coming along towards us in the stirring grass,771 the very inception of the imagination. Do 

you know how poetry started? I always think that it started when a cave boy came running back 

to the cave, through the tall grass, shouting as he ran, “Wolf, wolf,” and there was no wolf. His 

baboon-like parents, great sticklers for the truth, gave him a hiding, no doubt, but poetry had 

been born—the tall story had been born in the tall grass. I dreamt Anne Carson said this once in 

an interview. She did not. But it contains a likeness of her and sometimes that is more sustaining.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
770 Remember this is a writer who has on a number of occasions quoted this puzzling piece of advice: “Simonides 

advises us to play at life and to be 100% serious about nothing.” The quote (no, it’s not the passing remark of a 

scholiast) can be first found in “Simonides Negative” Arethusa 21:2 (Fall 1988): 153. 
771 Liza Dalby, whose book (Geisha. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983)) Carson bases her “Short Talk 

on Geisha” on, once wrote to me in an email about ‘the incongruous tomato’: “Tomatoes are a fairly recent import in 

Japan—they certainly were not around in the heyday of the geisha of the riverbanks.”  
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Commentary 

 

No it is not the true story      “In the fifteenth century / the Dukes of Perugia, / besieged by the 

forces of the Pope, / withdrew within the rock on which their city was built / and established a 

second, / interior city” (7). The story of Perugia presented in the Canicula di Anna is not a true 

history (verae historiae). Carson’s account, despite attempts to recuperate the historiography of 

the project by Barbara K. Fischer (see “Museum Mediations: Reframing Ekphrasis in 

Contemporary American Poetry” (Diss. New York University, 2004): 283 & 299), is not a 

historian’s. “The citadel was erected [not by the Dukes of Perugia] by Pope Paul III [it came to 

be called La Rocca Paolina] in 1540-1546 [i.e., in the 16th century]”: ad coercendam 

Perusinorum audaciam. See “Perugia” in Encyclopædia Britannica. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 278. Cannon were lined up on the wall (of the 

Sala Cannoniera) between 1963-1965 [not in the 15th century (21)] and Perugino painted Cristo 

morto [Cristo sul sarcofago] in 1494 [not “1509” (32); perhaps the Encyclopædia Britannica’s 

“1504”: 280 suggests Carson’s July “1509” (see 22, 30, 32)]. Her ‘story,’ foregrounding fiction 

in background fact, enrages those in search for historical truth. One jokes, then one doesn’t joke. 

How is the poet to be held imaginatively responsible for accuracy? At any rate, Carson is plainly 

not interested in explaining historical references. See, in particular, the letter to Theodore Weiss 

(dated Feast of St Jerome [30 September] [1986?]) on her intention to “complete a volume of 

poems and etchings entitled Veritable Record, which purports to be an edition and translation of 

the (non-extant) writings of Genghiz Khan” in the Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) 

Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.  

 

No Geryon did not read the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1911 edition)      See Autobiography of 

Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 61 & 63. Much of the information on volcanoes in the novel in 

verse comes from Kent Wilcoxson’s Volcanoes. (London: Cassell, 1967): 1-12, 38-44, 108-120 

and John S. Shelton’s Geology Illustrated. (London: W.H. Freeman, 1966): 59-69 (see photo on 

page 60). Note that it is precisely in that moment when the Encyclopædia Britannica is not being 

used that it is cited. Carson will use other encyclopaedias elsewhere. For example, the husband’s 

father speaks through the Academic American Encyclopedia. “Grape.” (Danbury, CT: Grolier 

Inc., 1985): 9.289-290 and the Encyclopedia Americana. “Grape.” (Danbury, CT: Grolier Inc., 

1984): 13.180-181 in The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 29-30 (the title to 

Tango VI incorporating material from The New Columbia Encyclopedia. “Grape.” (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1975): 1123); and Virginia Woolf delivers lines taken from the 

Encyclopedia Americana. “World War I (1914-1918),” section 18 “Costs of the War.” (New 

York: Americana Corp., 1965): 29.358 in the poem “TV Men: Thucydides in Conversation with 

Virginia Woolf on the set of The Peloponnesian War” from Men in the Off Hours. (New York: 

Knopf, 2000): 115-117. You can find a lot of Carson’s formidable erudition in the teen section of 
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your local public library. (Look for Pierre Kohler’s Volcanoes and Earthquakes. (New York: 

Barron’s, 1987) under Juvenile Nonfiction.) 

  

No it was not the First Piano Sonata Prokofiev could not attend      See “Short Talk on 

Disappointments In Music” in Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 20. “On the day 

of his sixtieth birthday the Composers’ Union organized a small concert at which Richter gave 

the first performance of the Ninth Sonata [No. 9 in C Major. Op. 103]….Prokofiev was too ill to 

attend....He listened to the concert over the telephone.” Victor Seroff. Sergei Prokofiev: A Soviet 

Tragedy. (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1968): 314. The First Piano Sonata (No. 1 in F Minor. 

Op. 1) had premiered in Moscow on 21 February, 1910—played by Prokofiev himself.     

 

No “The closer you look at a word the more distantly it looks back at you” is not a proverb      

See “‘Just for the Thrill’: Sycophantizing Aristotle’s Poetics” Arion 1:1 (Winter 1990): 148.  

In “Now What?” Grand Street 9:3 (Spring 1990): 43, the line (in the original German: “Je näher 

man ein Wort ansieht desto ferner sieht es zurück”) is attributed to Alexander Klüge. (In “The 

Idea of a University (after John Henry Newman)” The Threepenny Review 78 (Summer 1999): 6, 

it goes unattributed.) Is the ultimate source, then, a film (Klüge’s Die Patriotin (1979))? Or has 

the source been misdirected from Walter Benjamin’s quotation of Karl Kraus in Illuminations. 

Trans. Harry Zohn. (New York: Schocken Books, 1985): n. 17, 200? Carson quotes from the 

introduction by Hannah Arendt (who gives “(Schriften I, 571)”: 38) elsewhere in Decreation. 

(New York: Knopf, 2005): 109-110: “‘Quotations in my writing,’ said Walter Benjamin on page 

570 of volume 1 of his Collected Works, ‘are like robbers by the roadside who make an armed 

attack and relieve the idle passerby of his convictions.’” We watch Karl Kraus, exemplar of the 

modern function of quotations (according to Arendt), recede. He winks back. In classical 

Chinese. See Pro domo et mundo. (München: A. Langen, 1912): 164.  

 

No it wasn’t Emily Tennyson’s grandmother’s diary entry and it wasn’t May 20, 1765      See 

“Short Talk on Afterwords” in Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 2015): 75. Where we 

find our facts says a lot about our intent at interpretation. It was Penelope Fitzgerald’s  

step-grandmother who entered in her diary on her wedding-day: “Finished Antigone; Married 

Bishop.” “The June-blue Heaven” Times Literary Supplement (4 October 1996): 32. “1765” may 

have been suggested by the biography review’s “1865.” But why May 20th? Cf. “Wildly 

Constant” London Review of Books 31:8 (30 April 2009): 27.  

 

No Geryon doesn’t read from a self-help book either      See Autobiography of Red. (New York: 

Knopf, 1998): 106-107. What Geryon reads is a section about the sudden gloom of middle age 

that besets Virginia Woolf at the age of forty-four and how this gloom is reflected in the 

character of Bernard from The Waves: “Bernard’s depression is one of the unknown modes of 

being. There are no words for a world without a self, seen with impersonal clarity. All language 

can register is the slow return to the oblivion we call health, when imagination automatically 
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recolours the landscape, and habit blurs perception, and language takes up its routine flourishes.” 

Lyndall Gordon. Virginia Woolf: A Writer's Life. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984): 218. 

Notice the figure of Walt Whitman on pages 217 & 235 (“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”) enclosing 

these phantom phrases.  

 

No “Some will attain their heart’s desire, alas” is not from a fortune cookie      See “Foam 

(Essay with Rhapsody): On the Sublime in Longinus and Antonioni” Conjunctions 37 (2001): 

102. A possible source gives, “Some tea companies want to entertain us à la Chinese fortune 

cookies. Salada’s TBT [tea bag tag] reverse offers a philosophy like: ‘Some will attain their 

heart’s desire, alas’” (Alfred A. Gruber. “Javottes—Not Cinderellas” American Philatelist 114:7 

(July 2000): 656). “Tea bags,” points out the author of this piece, “have many of the attributes of 

stamps.” Even philately becomes an object of research for the student of Anne Carson. (How 

many postmarked stamps have I gone through?) Here, for example, is a ‘Stamp Story’ to Nox:   

 

Queen Juliana in Profile. 1967. Sent from Amsterdam 1970. 

H.C. Anderson ‘The Flying Trunk’ Prepaid Aerogram. 1967-1972. Sent from Copenhagen.  

Marianne (0,80). Type Béquet. 1974. Sent from Saint Barthélemy 1975. 

Saba. Dutch Antilles Landscape. 1973-1977. 

Tractor. Industry and Technology. West Germany. 1975. Sent from Frankfurt am Main.  

Neuschwanstein. Castles and Chateaux. West Germany. 1977. Sent from Frankfurt am Main. 

Sabine de Gandon (1,20). 1978-1980. Sent from Saint Barthélemy.  

Liberté de Gandon (5,00). 1982. 

200 Years of Aviation. Bermuda. 1983. 

Queen Elizabeth II. Decimal Machin (44). April 1999. Sent from Edinburgh 15 June 1999.  

James Ensor. Israel. 1999. 

 

 

In an ordinary envelope (it was written). 

The East Tunnel. Bridge over the Great Belt. 1997. Sent from Copenhagen. 
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silver for  

 

What sign of your nature or seal of an authentic self can you find in a signature?772 

 

  
 

What marks out Anne Carson for me is the lunular epsilon for ‘e.’ Indeed, if I need to identify 

her handwriting, I just look for more selenic features, such as her inclination towards what is 

known as the ‘lunate sigma’ (Ancient Greek c for σ or ς):773  

 
 

Perhaps this is merely the delusion of a Greek necessity. By now, you too must have developed 

your own means of recognizing Anne Carson’s recurring signature moves, themes or imagery. I 

look for moons:774 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
772 Photoquotation of letter from Anne Carson to Theodore Weiss (dated 18 June 1984) from the Quarterly Review 

of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
773 Photoquotation from Theocritus: Select Poems. Ed. K.J. Dover. (London: Macmillan, 1971): 235. Robarts copy 

PA4442 A5. Compare Guy Davenport’s explanation to James Laughlin of the Greek inscription in Carson’s gift 

copy of Plainwater: “What thwarted your consultation of the…dictionary is Anne Carson’s up-to-date use of the 

archaic sigma, now approved of at Oxford and Cambridge in favor of the sigmata you and I are used to, in its two 

forms, internal and final. kata kosmon means ‘appropriately,’ literally ‘according to good order.’ Kata meant 

anything a Greek wanted it to—Liddell-Scott’s definition rages on for three dense columns. Kosmos is almost as 

chaotic. Its basic meaning is order (‘the cosmos’), but because the Greeks drooled over beauty, it came to mean 

beautiful, and got used as a word for a jewel, the moon (‘night’s ornament’ is in The Cantos in Greek).” See Guy 

Davenport and James Laughlin: Selected Letters. Ed. W.C. Bamberger. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2007): 212.  
774 Photoquotations from Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 13; Autobiography of Red. (New York: 

Knopf, 1998): 44; and Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 47. In a letter to Ben Sonnenberg (dated 

Feast of St Mauro [15 January], 1993), Carson uses the same phrase found in her poem: “I have been going skating 

early in the morning when the sun is just beginning to be blue and the moonbone is still hanging in the sky.” Ben 

Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 5, Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library, Columbia University. The combination of moon and rib can be seen in Plainwater (New York: 

Knopf, 1995) as well: “Half moon through the pines at dawn / sharp as a girl’s ribcage”: 10.  
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For me, these three images (moon and bone tool, moon and rib, and moon bone) all have her  

 

signature cut into them. They strike me as inimitably Carson. Yet are they? Here are some lines I  

 

came across just yesterday: 

 

 The moon has nothing to be sad about, 

 Staring from her hood of bone.775 

 

And tomorrow, as I am to read Emily Dickinson, I’m sure to run across: 

 

We noticed smallest things— 

Things overlooked before 

By this great light upon our Minds 

Italicized—as ’twere.776 

 

Which, too, causes Carson’s own odd pairing to appear to be shining in another’s light:777 

 

 
 

A light not unlike that of the sort (ἀλλότριον φῶc) we see in the “Short Talk on Parmenides”: 

 

 
 

Lent by a friend.778 

                                                 
775 Sylvia Plath. Collected Poems. Ed. T. Hughes. (London: Faber and Faber, 1981): 273. For a source to Carson’s 

short talk on Plath, see the documentary Voices & Visions: Sylvia Plath. Dir. Lawrence Pitkethly. (New York: 

Center for Visual History, 1988). 
776 The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson. Ed. T.H. Johnson. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1960): 496.  
777 Photoquotation from Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 39. Dickinson appears on pages 22, 108, 

111 & 145. There is a volcano painting called ‘Emily’ in the James Laughlin papers. See the letter (dated Feast of St 

Emanuel the Martyr [26 March], 1993) and xerox copy of the painting in Box 316, Folder 1 of the New Directions 

Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Houghton Library, Harvard 

University.  
778 allotrion phōs is borrowed from Parmenides and Empedocles. Trans. Stanley Lombardo. (San Francisco: Grey 

Fox Press, 1982): 3 & 19. Cf. page 190 above. Photoquotation from Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 

26. You might reflect here on how creative influence is often cast in terms of the light of the moon. See Christopher 

Ricks. Allusion to the Poets. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002): 49. Here is Carson (Feast of St Leo Magnus 

[10 November], 1995) on a ‘theft’ in James Laughlin: “You know in Classics we use the more decorous term 

‘borrowing,’ as if to imply I could take the words back some day. But there is no seal to keep words from wandering 

off and marrying other minds, is there?” From New Directions Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: 

Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folder 5. Houghton Library, Harvard University.   
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     Yet still I feel as if I can actually tell in all the works written in her name which words are 

hers; i.e., which words have her signature on them. Classical scholars spend their careers 

cleansing ancient texts of contamination in order to uncover the original text of the author’s own 

pure words. Such research is ultimately a search for a hand. The critical tools they use to do this 

are quite sophisticated. My own means of unmixing whose words from whose in Carson is less 

systematic. I go by smell.779 My favourite question that has been asked of Anne Carson is one 

suggested by Fraser Sutherland: “This polyphonal technique has its charms but one wonders 

what her voice would be like without its imposed intertextualized choruses of reference and 

allusion.”780 For me it’s not a question of what an Anne Carson text would be like without other 

people’s words in them, but how would it smell? If I knew what that quintessential fragrance was, 

I think I could answer Fraser Sutherland’s question. Words are redolent of all the other contexts 

through which they’ve passed. For example, 

          (36) 

is a phrase that gives off a peculiar scent. There is nothing particularly characteristic about it. She 

may just as well have come up with it all by herself. But that’s what attracts me to it.  

                                                 
779 That is, I look at her work and think I know that smell.  

 

 
 

Time and again I dream of the one to come who will write a poem that Anne Carson will swear that she had written 

herself. Photoquotation from A.E. Crawley. The Mystic Rose. Vol. I. (Ann Arbor, MI: Gryphon Books, 1971): 143. 

Robarts copy GN 480 C8 1971 v.1 c.1. 
780 “Addressing the Empress” Literary Review of Canada 8:9 (November 2000): 8. 



322 

 

Suspicion is at bottom a smelling. And, in fact, if you sniff around, soon enough you will dig up  

the phrase yourself in Esquire:781 

 
 

Again, there’s not much logic in the method (the phrase reverberates with background noise), but 

Carson does quote from magazine articles (especially ones that begin with Aristotle) and the 

piece dates from around the time of the composition of the Canicula di Anna (a poem about, 

among other things, heat).782 I see you are not convinced. Well, you try it. Smell this poem:783 

 

I make a guess, I make a guess. Yes, much of this, this mining by smell, is pure guesswork, like 

reading by the shadow of an evening. I suppose a simpler answer for Sutherland would be that no 

text speaks univocally and that Carson’s voice is essentially those very many voices.   

     A signature marks the gestural motions of an authentic and nominated being. Inserting lines  

                                                 
781 Photoquotation from John Tierney. “Taking the Heat” Esquire 96:2 (August 1981): 29.  
782 For magazine sources, see n. 314, page 125 and n. 506, page 209 above. Another example indicative of this 

practice is the use of Marion Roach’s “Reflection in a Fatal Mirror” (an article on Alzheimer’s found in ‘the 

newsmagazine of science’ Discover 6:8 (August 1985): 76-82, 85) in “The Glass Essay.” For Italian magazines, see 

the interview with Brighde Mullins on the Lannan Foundation website and n. 789 below.  
783 Whose words are they? The title names Anne Carson; the attribution names James Laughlin. Hint: what 

manifests itself when a ‘phoney tanka’ appears as a ‘pentastich’? For the answer, turn back to n. 692, page 293 

above. The poem has appeared (posthumously) in Parnassus 23:1/2 (1998): 309; A Commonplace Book of 

Pentastichs. (New York: New Directions, 1998): 46; and The Collected Poems of James Laughlin, 1935-1997. Ed. 

Peter Glassgold. (New York: New Directions, 2014): 964 (from which this photoquotation is taken). 
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from a men’s magazine is, for me, one such gestural motion. Another is writing on things in 

ways that one ought not to. A distinguishing feature of Carson’s work is her daemoniacal delight 

in rule-breaking. Her innate proclivity to overstep literary traditions and conventions makes for 

one of the more performative aspects of her art and the terrifically child-like enthusiasm with 

which she carries things off (“Almost nothing I’ve read by her should work, but she makes it 

work,” says Harold Bloom)784 holds a special ownness (Eigentlichkeit) for me:785   

 
 

Indeed, many have called her a ‘literary iconoclast’ and oftentimes has she spoken of the need to 

test the spaces measured off by boundaries:   

My only experience of getting to a way of writing when I want to write is to break rules 

or change categories or go outside where they say the line is.786 

 

Is this then what names (Anne Carson) her uniqueness? Is the constant need to cross the lines of 

artistic regulations laid down by prevailing interpretive communities what breathes that air of 

authenticity into her work? According to my Greek-English lexicon, the authentic is what one 

does with one’s own hand, as in committing a transgression:787 

 

 

                                                 
784 Melanie Rehak. “Things Fall Together” New York Times Magazine (26 March 2000): 38. 
785 Photoquotation from A.E. Crawley. The Mystic Rose. Vol. I. (Ann Arbor, MI: Gryphon Books, 1971): 26. 

Robarts copy GN 480 C8 1971 v.1 c.1. 
786 John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 15. 
787 Photoquotation from An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992): 132.  
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Transgressiveness is the seal of Anne Carson’s style. When I asked the Museo Archeologico 

Nazionale di Perugia why the painter was forbidden by the official from taking photographs of 

the graffiti covering the walls and tombs, I was sent the following communication: 

L'esecuzione di fotografie all'interno dei Musei statali italiani è 

soggetta ad alcune regole, che prevedono le riprese gratuite, da parte 

dei visitatori, soltanto per uso strettamente personale, senza scopo di 

lucro. Per tutte le altre finalità (studio, ricerca e pubblicazione, 

uso commerciale) è necessario richiedere invece un'autorizzazione 

scritta, indirizzata alla Direzione del Museo e, nel caso di utilizzo 

commerciale, è previsto anche il versamento di un canone (DLgs. 42/2004, 

art.108). Pertanto, il personale addetto alla vigilanza è tenuto a far 

rispettare le suddette disposizioni.788 

 

Presumably the official was respecting and preserving the ownhandedness (τὸ αὐθεντικόν) of the 

museum artefacts. Institutions have a responsibility to ensure that a climate which might 

encourage, or conditions which might enable, unlawful reproduction not be tolerated. My mother 

tells me that once my father was arrested and fined for taking a picture of the model of Ancient 

Rome by Italo Gismondi in the Museo della Civilità Romana. Fortunately, you can see a 

photograph of it in one of Carson’s most impossible works, the original graphic version of “The 

Fall of Rome” (on page following).789 And if you go to the Fisher Library today and hold this 

work (a work with her name written all over it) in your own fingers (notwithstanding the fact that 

it is a xerox copy), you, too, no doubt, will sense the influence, the redolence, and the aura of the 

transgressiveness of Anne Carson firsthand. Her delight is total.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
788 This photography policy is courtesy of Gabriella Gattobigio. Funzionario bibliotecario. Soprintendenza per i Beni 

Archeologici dell’Umbria. 
789 Photoquotation from Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 18. Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of 

Toronto. 
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shavings of bone for  

 

Anne Carson is a lucky (εὐδαίμων) writer. Lucky writers are those who chance upon concerns 

long before those concerns come to preoccupy their belated readers. Proust is a lucky writer. 

Beckett is a lucky writer. Some might even suggest that lucky writers create the very 

preoccupations taking up so much of our attention today. The underlying assumption is that 

writers are retrospectively ahead of their time. Helen is another one such lucky writer. She 

conceives her own conception, according to Isokrates.790 When we look back at her in Homer 

she is always one step ahead of us and she is always right (how is it some people manage to come 

out on top every time?). Did you ever notice that Odysseus is, in fact, already home planning 

how like an eagle with hooked beak to snatch away the wild geese fattened in his own household  

(Od. 15.172-178) and that, if you look close enough along the smouldering borders of her woven 

double-folded web (Il. 3.126-129), you’ll be able to make out the thick tears and white bones  

and huge stones off which echo the sprinkled sounds of those banqueting from afar?791 The 

unapproachable figure of Helen haunts the imagination of Anne Carson. There are a few things 

we need to think about when we think about Anne Carson’s Helen.792   

1. 

The name Helen (Ἑλένη) has been linked with ‘moon’ (σελήνη) and the light of the stars, with 

‘torch’ (ἑλένη) and the single menacing flame of St Elmo’s fire (also known as St Helen’s Fire), 

with the Latin Venus, with a sweet-scented plant (ἑλένιον) that grows from tears (helpful against  

                                                 
790 “Some of the Homeridae…relate that Helen appeared to Homer by night and commanded him to compose a 

poem on those who went on the expedition to Troy, since she wished to make their death more to be envied than the 

life of the rest of mankind; and they say that while it is partly because of Homer’s art, yet it is chiefly through her 

that his poem has such charm and has become so famous among all men.” Isocrates. Vol. III. Trans. Larue van 

Hook. (London: Heinemann, 1945): 95. 
791 When, in the teichoskopia, Helen does not see her brothers Kastor and Polydeukes, she subconsciously guesses 

rightly that they came not with the rest from Lakedaimon. G.S. Kirk notes the “dirge-like formality” of these lines. 

See The Iliad: A Commentary. Vol. I. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985): 299. If we compare Od. 

11.301-304, we might even suggest that Helen knows more than the omniscient narrator thinks she does. 
792 This entire section takes its bearings from the treatment of the ‘rectification’ of Helen of Sparta offered in the 

Master of Arts thesis of Peter Samaras, “Eros Tyrannidos” (MA thesis, McGill University, 1996): 50-56.  

 

ἥδε δ’ ὁδὸς καὶ μᾶλλον ὁμοφροσύνῃσιν ἐνήσει. 
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the bites of wild animals), and with a ceremonial basket of woven rope and reeds (ἑλένη).793 Puns 

on ‘the message of her name’ (ἥ τε τοῦ ὀνόματος φήμη) are a favourite among Greek writers (for 

whom she is typically cast as an object for the taking) and often find an amusing cross-over into 

English: “Who can have named her so perfectly? / What prophetic mind? Who was it gave to 

that bride of blood, that / wife of strife, the name Helen? For the / woman is hell to ships, hell to 

men, hell to / cities.”794 Her name is synonymous with beauty, whoredom, trouble, male desire, 

female charm, blame, adultery, escapism, wild abandon, sexual misconduct, ruin, disgrace, rage, 

fantasy, shame, self-recrimination, irresistibility, emasculatory power, fickleness, elusivity and 

paradox. As she herself says, “My name could be in many places where I was not.”795 

 

2.  

Helen inhabits an imaginative geography. There were four rivers in Argos. Why does it matter 

what it was like where we grew up? The eyes she had! There were four rivers in Troy, too, oddly 

enough. It is from one of these, the Eridanos, that the girls of Troy would emerge with amber 

tears in their hair.   

 

3.  

Was Helen of Troy a terrorist? is a question worth asking. 

 

4. 

Helen embodies the paradox of Eros: “at once supremely desirable and a grief to be driven away.” 

She marks out an absent presence for the men who desire her. Her figure haunts Menelaos with 

‘tracks of love in the bed’ and ‘absences of eyes in the statues’ causing him to hate (ἔχθεται) the 

very grace (χάρις) that recalls her. She must be loved for her beauty and hated for the loss it 

entails. Hence her troublesome nature—that problem (a woman, as usual, is the problem) of the 

unwilling beloved.796  

 

5. 

Helen’s deadly desirability poses a riddle of love and hate for the Greeks from Homer through  

                                                 
793 See Linda L. Clader. Helen: The Evolution from Divine to Heroic in Greek Epic Tradition. (Lugduni Batavorum: 

Brill, 1976): 63-80. 
794 An Oresteia. (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009): 34. Browning renders the final lines as “Ship’s hell, Man’s hell, 

City’s hell.” Quoted in Isocrates. Vol. III. (London: Heinemann, 1945): 54. For more play on the Greek verb (ἑλεῖν / 

helein ‘to take away’, ‘capture,’ ‘conquer’), see Euripides Tro. 891-893 and Hel. 1674-1675. 
795 From line 588 of the Helen in Euripides II. Trans. Richmond Lattimore. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1968): 215.  
796 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): xiii, xvii & 179. For the erased marginalium to the 

wish for equality in love in Theokritos’ “The Epithalamy of Helen,” see footnote 416 above. There is also a ‘W’ (for 

‘women’) next to poem 166 by Palladas of Alexandria in Volume III of the Loeb Greek Anthology in Robarts 

Library: “Homer shows us that every woman is wicked and treacherous; be she chaste or a whore, in either case she 

is perdition. Helen’s adultery caused the murder of men, and Penelope’s chastity caused death. All the woes of the 

Iliad were for the sake of a woman, and Penelope was the cause (πρόφασις) of the Odyssey.” Trans. W.R. Paton. 

(London: Heinemann, 1917): 86 & 87. Robarts copy 2. PA 3458 A2 1916 v.3 cop.2. 
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Gorgias. Desire for her is a moment with no way out. She assaults. She brutalizes. Senza uscita.797   

 

6. 

Aiskhylos calls her “a spirit of windless calm,” “an ornament,” “a pretty glance,” “a little sting to 

the heart.”798   

 

7. 

Helen is a woman who moves around, who travels. She is off to an exotic elsewhere and forgets 

her sunglasses. “It is to be emphasized that the Greeks regard mobility as the core of the 

problem: emblematic of Helen’s adultery in Greek poetry is her voyage from Sparta to Troy.”799 

 

8. 

“For she who overcame everyone / in beauty (Helen) / left her fine husband / behind and went 

sailing to Troy. / Not for her children nor her dear parents / had she a thought, no—.”800  

 

9. 

Imagination has a powerful role to play in human desire. Homer’s description of Helen is a 

description withheld. Apart from her formulaic white arms (λευκώλενος), fair cheeks 

(καλλιπάρῃος), and lovely hair (ἠΰκομος), what do we know about what she looked like? “Helen 

remains universally desired, universally imaginable, perfect.”801 

 

10. 

Renaissance artists seem to have refrained from representing that face and that past worth 

painting.802 Imagine Perugino evoking, in a gesture of martyred innocence, the beautiful white 

throat of Helen raising her eyes to heaven. His Santa Elena just points left.803  

 

11. 

Brigitte Bardot played not Helen of Troy but her slave in Robert Wise’s cinematic epic of sixty 

years ago.804 

                                                 
797 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 179. Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1986): 148. 
798 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 179. An Oresteia. (NY: Faber and Faber, 2009): 34. 
799 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 180. 
800 If Not, Winter. (New York: Knopf, 2002): 27. 
801 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 63. 
802 Renaissance Art: A Topical Dictionary. Ed. I. Earls. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987): 1. 
803 See Pietro Scarpellini. Perugino. (Milano: Electa, 1984): 268. You still may choose to see Helen glancing out of 

Renaissance art, if you wish. Here is the description of Bonfigli’s fresco of the translation of the body of Saint 

Herculanus given in Margaret Symonds and Lina D. Gordon’s The Story of Perugia (London: Dent, 1927): “This 

fresco is a curious record of the times. Two excommunicated women kneel in the right-hand corner; one of them is 

huddled in a veil, but the other, fair and soulless as Greek Helen, turns aside and smiles”: 246. 
804 Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 31 and “The Justice of Aphrodite in Sappho Fr. 1” TAPA 110 

(1980): 139-140. See also Simone de Beauvoir. Brigitte Bardot and the Lolita Syndrome. Trans. Bernard Fretchman. 

(New York: Reynal & Co., 1960): “She eats when she is hungry….She does as she pleases”: 16-17. 
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12. 

At the sight of Helen sword drops. Stones drop.805 

 

13. 

a) Either Kastor, Polydeukes, Klytaimestra and Helen all come from one egg or not.  

b) Either only Kastor, Polydeukes and Helen come from the one same egg or not.  

c) Either Kastor and Polydeukes come from one egg and Klytaimestra and Helen come from 

another egg or not.  

d) Either in any case it indicates that Helen was to have been a twin or if not not.806  

 

14.  

In 1967, Professor Leonard Woodbury of the University of Toronto publishes the article “Helen 

and the Palinode” in the Canadian classical journal Phoenix.807 In it he addresses the difference 

Stesichoros makes to the literary tradition of Helen of Troy (innovation in myth), the testimonia 

relating to the question of Stesichoros’ blinding by Helen (Suda, Isokrates Helen 64, Plato 

Phaedrus 243a), and the nature of the palinode (whether there were one or two). His conclusion? 

Stesichoros wrote only one palinode in the archaic linear style in which he corrects himself in 

stride of his earlier slander without erasing what he had composed: “His blindness…was a 

moment in the history of his literary consciousness, not a period in his public career.”808 Yet the 

account includes some 38 ‘if’s. These ‘if’s will form the structure to a new countertext.809 There 

can be no clearing up of the question of Stesichoros’ blinding by Helen. 

  

15. 

My favourite thing was snow falling on the river. Do you feel calm? I do.     

 

16. 

By the banks of the Eurotas the young Helen and her maidens would dance the Dance of 

Innocence.810 

 

17.  

“Most women,” says the voice whisking by the camera on a bicycle, “are written out of history. 

Helen is written in.” 811 Her story enrages history.  

                                                 
805 Ibykos fr. 40 and Stesichoros fr. 31 in Lyra Graeca. Vol. I. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1922): 

104 & 105 and 50 & 51.  
806 See If Not, Winter. (New York: Knopf, 2002): n. 166, 381 and Timothy Gantz. Early Greek Myth. (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993): 318-323. 
807 Leonard Woodbury. “Helen and the Palinode” Phoenix 21:3 (Autumn 1967): 157-176. 
808 Ibid.: 176. 
809 “Red Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros Make?” Raritan 14:4 (Spring 1995): 32-44. 
810 Cf. Plut. Thes. 31; Ar. Lys. 1303-1315; and Theokritos’ poem, “The Epithalamy of Helen,” found in The Greek 

Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. (London: Heinemann, 1919): 224-231. 
811 Helen of Troy. Presented by Bettany Hughes. (Alexandria, VA: PBS Home Video, 2005). 
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18. 

Helen is called “a weapon of mass destruction” because the Greeks had fought ten years of war, 

had presided over the destruction of a great city and culture, and had witnessed collateral loss of 

human life—and all for that which turned out not to be there, an eidōlon.812 Who was it that had 

suggested the Greeks knew Helen was not there? Lest we shame ourselves in retreat.813 “You 

mean / it was for a cloud, for nothing, we did all that work?”814 

 

19. 

Helen’s gesture (ἐνέπασσεν815) of sprinkling telling into her great cloth might be a nice metaphor 

for how Carson weaves her own workings into a textual web. It’s as if she adds things here and 

there that scattering themselves come somehow into a kind of order. Writing that sprinkles. 

 

20. 

There is always a metaliterary dimension to the figurative Helen. A doubled consciousness. She 

is a poem who knows she will be a poem (Il. 6.357-358). This literary cross-activity of doubling 

spills out from the pages before our eyes. Is it Helen or her eidōlon that we see?  Helen of the 

Iliad or Helen of the Odyssey? Then there are the two fathers, the two mothers, the twin sister to 

twin brothers, the two husbands…. If we scratch away the colours of the surface of her 

subsequent portrayal (yellow, of various shades, freq. with a tinge of red, brown, auburn), we 

will begin to see an underlying dédoublement of an I. What? Who? No! She!816 

 

21.  

When Helen walks round the Trojan Horse imitating the wives of the Argive leaders, to 

Odysseus she pitches her voice lower than the others and whispers: νόον.817  

 

22. 

The Odyssey is a poem whose driving mythic impulse unravels towards Penelope and away from 

Helen’s weaving.818 Perhaps the drive is generic? Helen often confounds and overbounds genre.  

Primarily, epic.819 

                                                 
812 An Oresteia. (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009): 213. The Orestes was presented for an American audience in 

2006—“a time of constant warfare, imperialist greed and astonishing political corruption”: 178.  
813 Philostr. VA 4.16. 
814 Helen 705-706. Euripides II. Trans. Richmond Lattimore. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968): 220. 
815 Il. 3.126. 
816 Carson’s mediation on Helen’s ‘accurate private mind’ appears in Roni Horn aka Roni Horn under the heading 

“double.” See Roni Horn aka Roni Horn: Subject Index. Eds. W. Evans and B. Huseman. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2009): 

42-44. When “Candor” appears later in Bomb magazine, it is under the title “Double 2.” See Bomb 116 (Summer 

2011): 76. If you stand between the mirror of a footnote (Anne Ashbaugh’s “Fated Webs” in Stitching Resistance: 

Women, Creativity, and Fiber Arts. Ed. M. Agosín. (Kent, England: Solis Press, 2014): n. 4, 7) and the mirror of a 

prefatory thanks (“How Not to Read a Poem: Unmixing Simonides from Protagoras” Classical Philology 87:2 

(1992): 110), you may catch a glimpse of the ‘real’ Helen; i.e., the logic of a practice. 
817 Od. 4.256. 
818 Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 2005): 27.  
819 For the generic diffusion of Helen, see Laurie Maguire. Helen of Troy. (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009): 

173-206 and Rudy Blondell. Helen of Troy. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013): 247-249. 
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23. 

Helen is a figure representing escape. Albeit a figure in low relief attempting escape.820 I myself 

have been wondering how to get away from my own shame. Whirling wind? Or wash of waves? 

 

24.  

“Stain / is a puzzle you do not want / the answer to. / Every war / needs / one.”821 

 

25. 

“Deduct the corpse of Helen from the corpse of war (net).”822  

 

26. 

Does Plato write κακηγορία / kakēgoria (slander) or κατηγορία / katēgoria (accusation)?823 

Gorgias writes αἰτία / aitia (accusation).824 Herodotos κατηγόρεον / katēgoreon (they 

accused).825 There is a moment in Isokrates where κατηγορία (to name in public) reflects blame 

(according to one tradition, ‘Nemesis’ is Helen’s mother) syntactically away from praise back 

onto Helen (Ἑλένης ἔπαινος ἢ κατηγορία / Helenēs epainos ē katēgoria).826 Yet recalcitrant 

Helen escapes all accusation. A love of innocence is to be recovered by every writer. She fell in 

love with someone wrong for her.827 And the light (τέρεν) tear that falls upon her cheek828 (no 

one is indifferent to female charm) will frustrate every reader. οὐ νέμεσις, she is not to blame 

whisper those who want a source.829 

 

27. 

She causes the death of a parent. (Her mother commits suicide because of her sin.) She then 

leaves her own daughter, wedless, childless, to lament marriage that is no marriage.830 There will 

be no second Helen. 

 

28. 

father-forsaking husband-forsaking  

cause of death 

cause of tears 

                                                 
820 Wonderwater: Alice Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004): 59. 
821 “Helen” Boston Review (Summer 1998): 30. 
822 From “Zeus Bits” London Review of Books 27:22 (17 November 2005): 27. 
823 Phdr. 243a. Norman Austin gives katēgoria for ‘slander’ in Helen of Troy and Her Shameless Phantom. (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1994): 3, 94; note ‘accusation’: 205. Léon Robin records a reading for κατηγορίαν at 

243a7 and 243b5. See Platon. Œuvres complètes. Tome IV. Ed. L. Robin. (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1933): 29.  
824 Encomium of Helen. Ed. D.M. MacDowell. (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982): 20. 
825 Herodotus. Vol. I. (London: Heinemann, 1931): 402. 
826 Isocrates. Vol. III. (London: Heinemann, 1945): 70. 
827 Grief Lessons. (New York: New York Review Books, 2006): 309. 
828 Il. 3.142 
829 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 63. 
830 Eur. Hel. 136, 686-687 & 689-90. 
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29. 

Some see in Helen the paradigm of the ritual scapegoat.831 She takes on the sins of others and  

goes away for them to sin some more. The flight from underneath a mantle always involves 

movement toward the foreign. No father to dissuade her, the fault must come from her side. Of 

course the ritual sacrifice totters forward and fails. Helen comes back.   

 

30.  

“Oh stop whining. / And why get angry at Helen? / As if she singlehandedly destroyed those / 

multitudes of men. / As if she all alone / made this wound in us.”832 

 

31.  

Helen is the ultimate cynosure of attention. This is why her entrance is always delayed. We can’t 

wait to call her a bitch. Yet only she can do so first: Il mio sbalgio! Muso di cagna! Una cagna 

odiosa! Tremenda! Veniste per me, faccia di cagna, sotto Troia voi Achei!833 

 

32.  

Tell you a story. The last day at Troy they take all the women down to the beach. Separate them 

into beautiful and not-beautiful. The beautiful go off with certain of the Greek commanders. The 

others are told to dig their own graves, which they do, which I watch. Along comes a Greek 

captain. I am standing on the wall with my dog, a little rat terrier. I have had him since before 

the war. Name is Pops. And the captain all of a sudden has Pops by the scruff of the neck and a 

dagger out saying, ‘How bout we trade this dog for those women?’ And he lays his dagger along 

Pops’ throat. He offers me an exchange. I take the dog. 

 

33.  

χάρις γὰρ ἀντὶ χάριτος ἐλθέτω.834 

 

34. 

Helen and Menelaos had secret signs when they gambled.835 When Helen and Paris have a long 

argument over what to call their daughter (Alexandra after her father or Helena after her mother), 

they resolve to let luck decide and throw the dice (ἀστράγαλοι). Helen throws Ἀφροδίτη. Paris 

throws κύων. Helen won.836 

 

 

 

                                                 
831 Cf. Mihoko Suzuki. Metamorphoses of Helen. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989).  
832 An Oresteia. (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009): 66. 
833 Il. 3.180; 6.344 & 356; Od. 4.145. 
834 Eur. Hel. 1234. Euripides. Vol. I. (London: Heinemann, 1920): 572. “Grace should be given in return for grace.”  

Euripides II. Trans. Richmond Lattimore. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968): 242. 
835 Eur. Hel. 291. See Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 18. 
836 Anton Westermann. Mythographoi. (Brunsvigae: 1843): 189; cf. 188 for another of Helen’s victories. 
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35.  

Homer has Achilles call Helen ῥιγεδανή.837 Horrible, a thing to shudder at. The face she had! 

The eyes! Euripides has Helen call herself a τέρας.838 A marvel. And a monster.  

 

36.  

In Sparta, Pausanias sees hanging by ribands from the roof of a temple the egg from which Helen 

was hatched.839 He also tells of something we almost never imagine: Helen’s death. 

 

They say that when Menelaus was dead, and Orestes still a wanderer, Helen was driven 

out [of Lakedaimon] by Nicostratus and Megapenthes [Menelaos’ illegitimate sons] and 

came to Rhodes, where she had a friend in Polyxo, the wife of Tlepolemus [who was 

killed by Sarpedon at Il. 5.628-669]. For Polyxo, they say, was an Argive by descent, and 

when she was already married to Tlepolemus shared his flight to Rhodes. At the time she 

was queen of the island having been left with an orphan boy. They say that this Polyxo 

desired to avenge the death of Tlepolemus on Helen, now that she had her in her power. 

So she sent against her when she was bathing handmaidens dressed up as Furies, who 

seized Helen and hanged her on a tree, and for this reason the Rhodians have a sanctuary 

of Helen of the Tree.840  

 

There is another tradition which says that Helen was sacrificed (σφαγιασθῆναι ‘to have one’s 

throat cut’) by her niece Iphigeneia in the land of the Tauri.841 Whether you go to the Crimea or 

to the isle of Rhodes, you will find both the cypress (Cupressus sempervirens) and the pine 

(Pinus brutia). Some think Helen’s name to be cognate with willow, too.842 

 

37.  

“I wish that like a picture I had been rubbed out / and done again.”843 

 

38. 

She is not just another object taken up and used by a man for the sake of his art, she glances 

out.844  

 

 

 

                                                 
837 Il. 19.325. 
838 Eur. Hel. 260. Euripides. Vol. I. (London: Heinemann, 1920): 488. 
839 Paus. 3.16.1. 
840 Pausanias. Trans. W.H.S Jones and H.A. Ormerod. (London: Heinemann, 1926): 123. 
841 Anton Westermann. Mythographoi. (Brunsvigae: 1843): 189. 
842 Linda L. Clader. Helen: The Evolution from Divine to Heroic in Greek Epic Tradition. (Lugduni Batavorum: 

Brill, 1976): 80. 
843 Helen 262-263. Euripides II. Trans. Richmond Lattimore. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968): 201. 
844 Roni Horn aka Roni Horn: Subject Index. Eds. W. Evans and B. Huseman. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2009): 44. 
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silver leaf for  

 

I come from a city where we would play tennis with the nets down. There were no nets. If you 

could find an opponent with whom you could agree where the top of the net would roughly be, 

you might find yourself playing on well into a summer’s evening, the sun having gone down 

before your imaginary net did. Two guys I can imagine playing against each other on our courts 

are William Butler Yeats and Dionysios of Halikarnassos. Why these two? Because they both 

could see the poetry / prose distinction through two centres of vision; i.e., they both could have 

no trouble playing tennis together with the net down. Service Yeats.845 

 

 

                                                 
845 Photoquotation from The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, 1892-1935. Ed. W.B. Yeats. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1936): 1. 
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For the first poem to The Oxford Book of Modern Verse (1892-1935), Yeats had chosen to print 

Pater’s prose essay “Leonardo da Vinci” as poetry. Here’s why.846 

 

Now look at how.847 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice that Yeats poeticizes one long sentence of prose into smaller syntactical units of verse. 

The units vary from lines of a single beat to one six-beat line, with the four-beat line with which 

the poem begins being the overshadowing measure: “She is older than the rocks among which 

                                                 
846 Photoquotation from ibid.: viii. 
847 Photoquotation from Walter Pater. The Renaissance. (London: Macmillan, 1910): 125.  
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she sits.” He also turns Pater’s sweeping polysyndeton into co-ordinating anaphora: nine out of 

the sixteen lines begin with “and.”848 Yeats’ line division largely follows coincidence. That is, 

the line breaks retain Pater’s original rhythms and almost always coincide with the pauses 

marked by the punctuation.849 Only two are not end-stopped. And it is amidst these two lines that 

we find the poem’s true gesture at its own revolutionary importance. For the break between 

“lives” and “only” goes against the governing syntactic lineal arrangement. The cut forces the 

reader to linger on “lives” precisely because it is La Gioconda, and not us, who is immortal. It is 

this ‘changing lineament’ that revitalizes Walter Pater’s ‘fancy of a perpetual life.’ In that one 

moment, by isolating an asyntactical line division, Yeats forgets that there is really no net and 

volleys his “Mona Lisa” over to us all.      

     Dionysios to serve.850 

 

                                                 
848 In sum, all but three lines begin with “She,” “And” or “Was.” Notice, too, that Yeats has added a second prosaic 

“Was” to balance Pater’s poetic ellipsis.   
849 Perhaps here we might ask, just what text is that old juggler from the sea using? According to the catalogue to his 

personal library, it was the fifth edition (London: Macmillan, 1935): “the description of ‘La Gioconda’ has been 

marked off in ink, and pencil strokes are added to indicate strophes; they do not entirely coincide with Yeats’s 

arrangement of the passage at the beginning of the OBMV. Also added in ink over the passage: Mona Lisa.” Edward 

O'Shea. A Descriptive Catalog of W.B. Yeats’s Library. (New York: Garland, 1985): 203. I have photoquoted from 

an earlier printing of that same edition. If this is the only copy Yeats used, he would not only have reworded and 

relineated, but also repunctuated the text as well. Notice he would have had to correct the accidental period after 

“merchants.” Was he relying on an ‘infallible ear’? Or was he following the semi-colon of the first (London: 

Macmillan, 1873) and second (London: Macmillan, 1877) editions: 118 & 135? Both these editions have the same 

suggestive line division at “lives” and “only”: 119 & 135. (Note, however, that the first edition has no comma after 

“lineaments”: 119.) Or was he altering the colon used for the third (London: Macmillan, 1888) and fourth (London: 

Macmillan, 1893) editions that were seen through publication during Pater’s lifetime: 130 & 132?  
850 Dionysius of Halicarnassus: On Literary Composition. Ed. W.R. Roberts. (London: Macmillan, 1910): 279. 
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The section (Chapter XXVI) from which this is taken has been entitled “HOW VERSE CAN 

RESEMBLE PROSE.”851 Unlike Yeats’ reformatting, we cannot see the material text that 

Dionysios is figuring forth as a birthday present for his young pupil Rufus Metilius: 

 Here, then, Rufus, is my gift to you…if only you will keep it in your hands constantly.852      

Although we can only wonder how this seeming “continuous piece of prose” might have 

appeared in young Rufus’ hands, we can see Dionysios’ point: reading lyric poetry without any 

visual signs is difficult. We can imagine that Rufus had studied many a ‘luxury scroll’ that likely 

would have shown various critical marks, developed by “metrists” such as Aristophanes of 

Byzantium, meant as ‘reading aids’ to mark the “clauses” or metrical units (κῶλα).853 Dionysios 

is therefore invoking the very look and layout of lyric verse on sheets of papyrus. And if this 

particular lyric passage of Simonides had been written out continuously from margin to margin854 

without any visual aids to signify this is a poem, the verse could be read (κατὰ διαστολάς “by 

divisions”855) as if it were prose. In short, Dionysios of Halikarnassos is prosifying poetry: 

Dionysius uses the passage to show that if a piece of lyric poetry is written out as prose, it 

will be impossible to grasp the rhythm or distinguish strophe, antistrophe and epode.856    

                                                 
851 Ibid.: 271. The previous section’s title is “HOW PROSE CAN RESEMBLE VERSE”: 251.  
852 Ibid.: 283. 
853 Roberts notes that “such cola are found in the recently-discovered Bacchylides papyrus (written probably in 

Dionysius’ own century—the first century B.C.).” Ibid.: n. 19, 219. The visual materiality of the papyrus roll may be 

imagined in the verbs Dionysios uses: κατεσκεύασε ‘arranged’ and διεκόσμησε ‘set in order or arrayed’: 278 & 218. 

A reader, such as the aristocratic future proconsul of Achaia, would have to look for the colometry. 
854 Stichic verse is thought to have been lineated (one verse per line format). The evidence varies for passages of 

lyric verse. The mixed metres of Simonides’ poem could have been written down metrical unit by metrical unit (i.e., 

line by line) or in continuous lines. See F.W. Hall. A Companion to Classical Texts. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1913): 12 and E.G. Turner and P.J. Parsons. Greek Manuscripts of the Ancient World. (London: University of 

London, Institute of Classical Studies, 1987): 12. 
855 We can see another young pupil wondering, too, about the meaning of this phrase in an interlineal marginalium: 
 

 
  
Photoquotation from Poetae Melici Graeci. Ed. D.L. Page. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962): 149. Robarts copy. PA 

3443 P3.   
856 Greek Lyric Poetry. Ed. D.A. Campbell. (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1982): 389. See also Economy of the 

Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 62. 
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Indeed, editors from Reiske (1775) onwards have endeavoured to put the tennis net back up by 

relineating Dionysios’ prose back into verse.857 His original intended effect, alas, is lost on us. 

And he and his partner Yeats play on.  

     Both rewriters are seeing the net down from different points of focus. Yeats is playing prose 

off as poetry; Dionysios poetry as prose. There is a principle of equation being played out here 

between the two of them and this principle bears an underlying assumption: the assumption of 

metre. Both are still playing above the net. If we were to set aside metre altogether, what would 

then distinguish poetry from prose and prose from poetry? Luckily for us, Anne Carson is a 

rewriter who plays on both sides of the court. And she hits through the imaginary net.858 Here is 

poetry turned prose: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
857 For Reiske’s edition, see Dionysius of Halicarnassus: On Literary Composition. Ed. W.R. Roberts. (London: 

Macmillan, 1910): 56. In order to translate Dionysios’ point, Roberts feels the need to give 3 examples of lines of 

poetry printed continuously as prose (the poems are from Horace, Matthew Arnold and Tennyson): n. 4 & 8, 278. 
858 For one game, see “Two Sonnets by Anne Carson” London Review of Books 33:3 (3 February 2011): 8. The 

phrase reminds me of how James Laughlin once said: Anne Carson is a triple threat. She can pass, kick and run. 
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We watch Carson craftily unloosening859 longer (three women, in the fields, what use is it to 

question us?, the plant we call ‘young purple’) and shorter (early, morning, snowy, blue-green, 

shoots, violets, task) strands of the text’s transverse threads and then weaving them back together 

into her own prose brocade.860 The passage is from a verse section of the Noh play 求塚 /  

Motomezuka.861 As you can see, line division dissolves into continuous prose. Seam upon seam 

disappears. For the editorial footnotes in Carson’s source text give voice to the fact that writing 

is always writing interwoven with writing from before.862 The prose transposition becomes an 

audacious attempt to economize on the residue secreted, on the profit generated, on the very 

surplus meaning yielded by poetry—an attempt one can never work enough at.863  

     Now prose turned poetry:864  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
859 Prose (oratio soluta) is language loosened from a metrical warp. 
860 This recurrent technique reminds us that one must always look at Anne Carson’s work as one looks at cauliflower, 

or in this case, broccoli. 
861 Photoquotations on previous page are from the ‘Introduction’ to “Short Talks” The Yale Review 79:4 ([May 

1991] Summer 1990): 610 and Twenty Plays of the Nō Theatre. Ed. D. Keene. (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1970): 43. The translator (Barry Jackson) has attempted to visually differentiate the verse sections from the 

prose sections through lineation. The left-aligned line “What use is it to question us?” translates the basic 12-syllable 

(7-5) poetic unit of Noh verse (chanted over 8 beats): shi-ra-nu ko-to wo na / no-ta-mai-so yo: 42. Some of the 

italicized phrases in the brackets above will be found outside the section photoquoted. In addition, Carson goes on to 

pluck impede, harsh and landscape out of the play’s prose introduction: 36. Note also that the line “Water, they say, 

is a mirror” occurs in another play (Semimaru) from the same collection: 108. 
862 Footnote 8 explains that the quoted lines are from poem no. 21 in the Kokinshū; footnote 9 that the quoted lines 

are from a poem in the Shūishū. Here is footnote 10: “The poet who went to pick violets was Yamabe no Akahito, 

one of the great Manyōshū poets. The implication is that the poet, who says he spent a night in the field (so 

enamoured was he of the violets) found a sweetheart, perhaps like the ‘young Murasaki’ of The Tale of Genji”: 50.  
863 The transposition of poetry into prose continues on up until the recent work as well; cf. Red Doc>. (Toronto: 

McClelland & Stewart, 2013): 73. 
864 Photoquotations are from “Perugino” in Encyclopædia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, Literature and 

General Information. 11th edition. Vol. XXI. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911): 279 and the Canicula 

di Anna (29). 
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Here we see the inverse operation. Like Yeats’ poem, the divisions are mainly syntactical. Notice 

morphs into “note”; the pronoun He is named; and text is condensed by the removal of and and 

fragmented by the insertion of a period in place of the semi-colon. The poetic transposition 

becomes a means of foregrounding what is at work. For relineation breaks up the straightforward 

(L. provorsus) margin to margin movement of information ploughing on ahead and makes it take 

thought and turn (L. vertere).865 The asyntactical line division we see between the subject he and 

its predicate signals a cutting away from his painterly technique towards her writerly technique. 

The rearrangement of lines forces our eyes to saccade back and forth before zeroing in (through 

two isolated lines of one stress each (“In perspective / he applied”)) on how we may choose to 

see the language of the text. In other words, there is a mimetic focussing in on (the writing enacts 

our increased attention towards) this one central aspect: the Canicula di Anna can at all times be 

read simultaneously, both in terms of narration or mode, from at least two distinct centres of 

                                                 
865 For the etymologies of ‘prose’ and ‘verse,’ see Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the 

English Language. (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1971): 1256 & 1702. Carson’s penchant for turning prose back into 

poetry can be seen in the thesis as well (note her marginal stroke at right):  
 

  
 

Photoquotations: “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 58 and L.T. Topsfield. Troubadours 

and Love. (London: Cambridge University Press, 1975): 131. In fact, Carson will turn poetry back into poetry:  
 

         
 

Photoquotations: Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 146 and Earl Miner. Japanese Poetic Diaries. (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1969): 80. 
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vision. One can say both a narrator is speaking and a painter is speaking / both this is prose and 

this is poetry. 

     The poetic line is of long concern to the work of Anne Carson. Her very first translation 

(displaying visually the physicality of the textual scraps themselves) fragments into asyntactical 

lineation with internal line spacing.866 In “Conversations with the Confused: Cold Feet,” a father 

disappears into single-line monosyllables.867 The illustrated version of “The Fall of Rome: A 

Traveller’s Guide” (1985), too, follows a propensity to lend a kind of mimetic motivation to line 

division.868 When Carson comes to relineate this ‘poetic essay’ for Pequod in 1994, the cuts 

become more and more mimetically motivated in the attempt to restore their initial visualization: 

     …what if I don’t recognize—perhaps 

she is here already!—I wheel: 

there.869 

 

This re-cutting comes at a period when Carson was choosing to envisage her work largely in 

tercets, an essaic tactic to overstep the prosaic (ὁ πεζὸς λόγος) which reaches its fruition in 

“Shoes” (1995).870 It is then with poems such as “TV Men: Akhmatova (Treatment for a Script)” 

(1996), “Ice Blink” (1997), and “Artaud Script / Artaud Week” (1997) that Carson begins to 

move away from formats of strict left-alignment towards designs of freer line placement and line 

division. The ekphrastic “The Barber Shop” of “Hopper: Confessions” (1998) becomes almost a  

                                                 
866 See page 184 above. 
867 See page 173 above. 
868 Notice the connection between the pictures of trains and the lines’ original mechanistic thrust at the beginning of 

the poem: “I am / I am going / I am going to visit / I am going to visit Anna Maria.” See Richard Teleky Papers. Box 

41, Folder 18. Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto. 
869 “The Fall of Rome: A Traveller’s Guide” Pequod 38 (1994): 17. The Pequod version shows a desire to turn the 

longer stanzaic passages of the graphic version into visual patterns of 2 (couplet) & 1 (monostich) + 3 lines (tercets). 

This desire sometimes contributes to the loss of more distinct sequences of thought and visuals. See, for example, 

section XXXII in the graphic version. For strict syntactic lineation, note what happens to section LI: 31-32. How 

else would one lineate a foreign language? 
870 Carson had seemed for a time to settle on the 3-line stanzaic format with “The Truth About God” poems (1993) 

and “The Glass Essay” (1994) after the experimentation with end-stopped agrammaticality in “The Life of Towns” 

(1989) and “Now What?” (1990). Contrast, however, the monostichs of “Book of Isaiah” (1995) and distichs of “TV 

Men: Sokrates” (1995). 
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concrete poem mimicking the twirling tricolours of the barber shop pole in the top left-hand 

corner of Hopper’s painting.871 Such mimetic pull is best evinced in the poem “Lines”:872 

 

Here we see the opening end-stopped pauses of the poem give way to lineation that increasingly 

is pulled away from rather than kept in line with the syntax (participle / adverb; pronoun / verb; 

auxiliary verb / participle; article / noun; interrogative adverb / verb; infinitive / adjective). It is 

as if she has put little weights on the ends (the linear arrangement slips past us) to speed up their 

downward fall. These line endings enact the gravitational pull of the spiritual alignment between 

speaker and mother (the last two long lines equate) who are yoked together in syzygy by a 

coincidence of imitative form and imitative content. Kindred parallel souls of black ink dotting 

the page inch downward alongside one another away from the blank spaces of whiteness outside 

                                                 
871 This is better illustrated in the version published in Raritan 17:4 (Spring 1998): 76-77. The Men in the Off Hours 

(New York: Knopf, 2000) version skews the patterns in order to fit the poem onto one page: 53.  
872 I have chosen to photoquote from the version published in Ambit 147 (1997): 10 because the Decreation version 

(New York: Knopf, 2005): 5 messes up the funnel dynamic that is channelled down the page by the magnetic 

attraction of the alternating lines of single words. The mimetic function of these single words is also broken up in 

The New Yorker (31 March 1997): “paper clips” for “paperclips”: 78. One of the more instructive ways to consider 

line division in Carson is to look at the ways various publications misrepresent her authorial layout arrangements. 

For an instance of the vital concern of typography, see Bloom’s “lines” for Yeats’ “lives” in Selected Writings of 

Walter Pater. Ed. H. Bloom. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1974): xviii.  
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and into the blanker darkness of your copy’s spine. You too are moving with somebody else’s 

mind through contemplative action. From the predominantly centre-aligned poems of the late 90s 

onwards, to the ensuing ever more experimental dispersions of line mimetically reflecting the 

ongoing flight from the egotistical ‘I,’ line arrangement is a concern recurrent in both the poetry 

and prose of Anne Carson.873 Carson, remember, was first a drawer of lines and throughout her 

career has shown the tendency to see line on a written page as a visual artist would.874  

     Yet there always remains the suspicion that the lineation and line breaks are purely arbitrary.  

 

That Carson is not even hitting the ball back over to us. That this is mere typographical gimmick,  

 

visual tricks to mask the prosiness of an antipoetic mind—and a scandalous gimmick at that.  

 

What cheek for a Canadian woman-academic indeed! Unless it is we who are our own stumbling  

 

blocks. For we do not see things as they are, we see them as we are. Here’s a question posed by  

 

someone whose vision and judgement I like. It concerns the Autobiography of Red: 

 

 Was the decision to tell the story in verse justified?875 

The question implicitly is asking: what is the difference between poetry and prose? What  
 

features would constitute the differentiae that would distinguish the two? In the past, the  
 

distinguishing property was straightforward: metre. Verse is in measure (ἐν μέτρῳ); prose is  
 

without measure (ἄνευ μέτρου).876 Socrates in his cell rippling with swans strains Aesop’s prose  

                                                 
873 The later experiments in random lineation and multilinearity can best be seen in performance. Second best is to 

compare the text version of “Drop’t Sonnet” from “Possessive Used As Drink (Me): A Lecture on Pronouns in the 

Form of 15 Sonnets” in London Review of Books 32:19 (7 October 2010): 20 with the audio version (recorded on 26 

March 2008 at the 92nd Street Y) available on iTunes. There is a video version by Sadie Wilcox available at the New 

York Public Library for the Performing Arts. Some excerpts are also available on YouTube.    
874 I have taken this idea from Jerome McGann on Susan Howe in Black Riders: The Visible Language of 

Modernism. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993): 102. Do Carson’s own more radical experimentations 

with the line owe something to her interest in the work of Susan Howe in the late 90s? There is an unpublished 

poem “a / thought / for / Susan / Howe / On Emily Dickinson / ’s / poem / #146 / (148)” dating from November 

1999 in the Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 3 Folder 1, 

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. For the rather disappointingly sparse correspondence 

between the two writers (at least that which has been archived), see the Susan Howe Papers in the Yale Collection of 

American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
875 Bernard Knox. “Under the Volcano” The New York Review of Books (19 November 1998): 60.  
876 Phaedrus 258d. From Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 510. 
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fable of the gnat tightly (ἐντείνας) into a poem by setting it to metre.877 “‘Poetry,’ said Gorgias,  

 

‘is just prose dressed up in meter.’”878 With the advent of what Yeats referred to as vers libre, we  

 

no longer have recourse to such clear-cut divisions. And yet, already in Aristotle, you can find  

 

the hint of the modern rejection of the equation of poetry with metre: 

 

People clap (συνάπτοντες) the word poet (maker) on to the name of the metre (τῷ μέτρῳ) 

and speak of ‘elegiac poets’ and of others as ‘epic poets.’ Thus they do not call them 

poets in virtue of their representation (τὴν μίμησιν) but apply the name indiscriminately 

in virtue of the metre (κατὰ τὸ μέτρον).879 

 

Insisting but this isn’t poetry, this is clearly prose then begs the question: if metre is not the 

differentia, what distinguishes the two? Here is Christopher Ricks: 

The only remaining poetry / prose distinction is that in prose the lines run the breadth of 

the page….In prose, the line-endings are without significance, and are the creation not of 

the writer but of the compositor; in poetry, the line-endings are significant, and they 

effect their significance—not necessary of rhythm, and whether of force or of nuance—

by using their white space, by using a pause which is not necessarily a pause of 

punctuation and so only equivocally a pause at all.880    

 

Both poetry and prose are defined by the length of lines, but whereas prose is compositorial, 

poetry is compositional. Lineation does not guarantee poetry, but as a signifying constituent of 

poetry it must make some kind of linear-making argument. What Knox is therefore asking is not 

whether the Autobiography of Red is poetry or prose, but whether its line cuts are integral and 

                                                 
877 Phaedo 60d. Ibid.: 210 & 211. 
878 “Simonides Painter” in Innovations of Antiquity. Eds. R. Hexter and D. Selden (New York: Routledge, 1992): 53. 
879 Aristotle. The Poetics. Trans. W.H. Fyfe. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 6 & 7.  
880 “Distinctions” Essays in Criticism (April 1970): 261-262. Ricks is responding to a letter to the TLS on 27 

September 1928 in which T.S. Eliot wrote (in response to a reviewer who had printed Coriolanus’ speech to 

Aufidius as prose): “Verse, whatever else it may or may not be, is itself a system of punctuation”: 261. Cf. Will 

Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 201. In January of 1996, Ricks 

called Anne Carson to invite her to give a talk (along with Anthony Hecht) on the prose / poetry distinction for the 

ALSC conference (25-27 August) in Boston. Carson’s talk would become “Economy, Its Fragrance” The 

Threepenny Review 69 (Spring 1997): 14-16. (It was then that she first met Wendy Lesser and began to publish in 

The Threepenny Review.) The essay goes, indeed, off the rails and proceeds only to delineate a negative definition of 

how prose (the word ‘prose’ occurring but 3 times) might differ from poetry. (Carson claims only to be able to smell 

the distinction.) Still, we catch glimpses of the idea of ‘thrift’ being essential to poetry in its radical economy of 

density and condensation. You can see a picture of Carson (uneasy with the terms ‘prose’ and ‘poetry,’ not knowing 

what their distinction means any more, and not having a satisfactory theory of their relation) at work on the essay in 

Matrix 49 (1996): 16.    
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organically necessary; that is, whether the linear form Carson had come to was inevitable. He is 

implicitly demanding that the line, Carson’s ‘unit of attention,’ have an integrity and function of 

its own—that it be meaningful.881 A reader must then, in turn, answer why Autobiography of Red 

couldn’t have been written as prose. Well, it was. 

     While I work out this footnote below, lineate this:882 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
881 Notice how Knox (showing that compulsion of the classical scholar) counts the significance of the lines: “…she 

tells a story of some 13,000 lines long…” & “…its model a long poem (a notation on a papyrus shows that it had at 

least 1,300 lines) by Stesichoros of Himera.” The New York Review of Books (19 November 1998): 58. 
882 On the Feast of St Irenaeus (28 June 1991), Carson asks Ben Sonnenberg What is your opinion of the blindness of 

Stesichoros? This query became “Red Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros Make?” (Raritan 14:4 (Spring 1995): 

32-44), as well as the paratextual matter that would come to surround the ‘Romance’ proper of Autobiography of 

Red (1998). In July of 1992, Carson will return from a trip to South America to look at volcanoes. (See the letter to 

Theodore Weiss (dated Feast of St Vitus [June 15], 1992) in Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-

2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. Department of Rare Books and Special 

Collections, Princeton University Library.) It is during this summer of 1992 that she begins to write “The 

Autobiography of Red (A Boy’s Romance)” to catch the stuff that was falling through the cracks of her translations 

of the adjectives of Stesichoros. She reads from an early version on 13 October 1992 at the Ficciones bookstore on 

Duluth Street in Montreal. On 26 October 1992, Carson sends a ‘half-finished’ prose version of the first 24 chapters 

to Ben Sonnenberg. He hates it. At the beginning of 1993, she then sends a similar ‘first part’ to Gordon Lish. He 

tells her to throw it out. (Both these prose versions can still be found in the Ben Sonnenberg Papers at Columbia 

University & the Lish MSS at the Lilly Library.) Meanwhile Richard Poirier accepts “Red Meat” for Raritan on 23 

December 1993. Time passes and, in 1996, in a letter to Ben Sonnenberg on the Feast of St Eliseo [14 June], Carson 

writes that she is working on the paper solicited by Christopher Ricks for the ‘Poetry / Prose Distinction’ panel for 

the ALSC conference and mentions that she is also revising the novel she had written a few years ago: “It is now 

being turned into verse—why not another Don Juan?....What is time made of, one wonders….” (See Ben 

Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 6, Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library, Columbia University.) At a reading at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop in October 1996, Carson 

tells John D’Agata: “Well, there’s a novel I’ve written that was all prose at first and very thick. Then I thought, 

‘What if I break these lines up a bit? Maybe they’d move along more smartly.’ So now the novel’s in verse.” (See 

“A ________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 20.) By April of 1997, Knopf agrees 

to publish the ‘novel in verse’ with Amy Schiebe as editor. (You can see a MS of the novel turned into verse in the 

Ben Sonnenberg Papers as well.) Note that Carson also published the first eight chapters of the prose version of 

“The Autobiography of Red” in Columbia: A Magazine of Poetry & Prose 22 (Winter 1994): 30-43, from which 

(page 40) the photoquotation is taken. And all this for a boy’s hand and a boy’s voice and a boy’s deep easy eye. 
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Now check page 36 of your copy of Autobiography of Red.883 Did you cut the first line at the 

period for the chapter heading? Did you begin with a short instead of a long line?884 Did you 

make sure that most of your lines terminated before the units of meaning were complete? Did 

you cut subjects from verbs? Verbs from prepositions? Nouns from prepositions? Adjectives 

from prepositions? Did you ensure that floated hesitated in the air? That the medieval smell had 

to wait (forty years) for its source? That what (it) was pressing into Geryon’s face was the titular 

screendoor? That the strong (hard) adversative but remain weak? That the whole scene would 

stress where Geryon (still as a word in a book) stood?885 And did you, too, neatening your lines, 

push Geryon off that spot (χερὶ) 

out the door?886     

     I bet you did because that was all not so hard to do. But Carson will do much more. Here is 

another one for you to work on whose cuts are, for the most part, straightforwardly syntactic:887 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
883 Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998). 
884 Notice that Carson alters the long-short distich pattern with greater frequency towards the end of the final version. 
885 Outside of the dialogue sections, Geryon’s being “motionless” is one of only two (the other being “clean”) 

instances of single words getting a line to themselves. Ibid.: 24 & 55. 
886 Compare the translation of the scene in Stesichoros (P.Oxy. 2617 fr. 19) on page 12 (ibid.). 
887 Photoquotation: “The Autobiography of Red” Columbia: A Magazine of Poetry & Prose 22 (Winter 1994): 38. 
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Now turn back to page 34. Notice that here Carson invents a new chapter heading.888 Notice the 

paragraphing (prose’s only means to enforce line break) becomes continuous.889 Note that the 

various stylistic reworkings (through foreshortening, simplifying and economizing) reflect the 

intensifying compositional technique of concentration and compaction.890 Clauses are reduced,891 

broken down into sentences, verbs contracted and conjunctions unjoined (asyndetism). Locatives 

are left out and there is a general unspecifying of agency (verbs are made subjectless), of time 

(temporal adverbs are removed and simple tenses substituted for contextualizing ones), and of 

reference (seen in the dropping of demonstratives and definite articles). If Carson were following 

one compositional principle, it would be: vaguen it.892 We can now see that the exchanges Anne 

Carson has had with her interviewers are, in fact, not as straightforward as they seem:  

Wachtel: Did you actually first try it as a straight prose novel?   

Carson:  Yes, I tried it a lot of ways. Prose, various kinds of prose and then one day 

messing around with the lines I worked out those couplets that are long and short 

alternations, which seemed to work so I went ahead with it. And then it proved to be 

quite nice to do. Before, it was a bit hellish, whole paragraphs of prose. I really wanted to 

write a novel, you know, an Arthur Hailey novel that people would read in airports. 

Wachtel: Arthur Hailey novel?893 
 

We see that the untangling and messing around entailed not only the breaking up and relineation 

of prose, but also an intensifying tightening of rein (ἐντείνας).894  

                                                 
888 Chapter headings are generally reworked from the first or first three lines of the prose version (cf., however, 

those for IV, X & XI). Note, also, that there are different titles for Chapters VI, X & XXII (e.g., the title 

SYMBOLISM for XXII has been changed and the occurrence of the word in the chapter has been edited out; cf. XIII, 

where only the word occurrence (somnambula) has been cut). 
889 Typography and page layout play a crucial formal role in the contrasting sizes of type, the instances of all-capital 

print, the use of italics for dialogue, the marks of elision in phone conversations, the setting of Geryon’s notebook, 

the dropped line of his T-Shirt, the indented postcards, poems and song, and the banner and philosophical formula. 

Accidentals occur at 69 and 73; and at 118 of the 1999 paperback version. 
890 The ‘novel in verse’ makes significant cuts to Chapters IX, XVII, XX and XXI.   
891 Reduction occurs in a number of forms. For example, in our passage, “fingers” for “finger shapes.” 
892 Other revisional procedures to look out for would be: lineal mimeticism (as in the toast cut); dramatization over 

description (showing the butter float out rather than telling so that when you put it into); literalization of similes (a 

sound like fishhooks becomes a sound of fishhooks in Chapter X); and concretization of images (the chalk in Chapter 

II becomes red silk).   
893 Eleanor Wachtel. “An Interview with Anne Carson” Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 30. See also Will Aitken. “The Art 

of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 208. 
894 In other words, the aesthetic we see is one of spatial unloosening and syntactic tightening. 
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     Perhaps I should have just asked you to write out the last passage as it stands in the novel in 

verse as prose? Or, better yet, have you listen to a reading of it from Eleanor Wachtel’s Writers 

& Company interview and lineate what audible and syntactical pauses you heard. Here’s how 

that might have looked:895 

Tuesdays were best. // 

Every second Tuesday in winter // 

Geryon’s father / and brother went to hockey practice. // 

Geryon / and his mother had supper alone. // 

They grinned at each other / as night climbed ashore. //  

Turned on all the lights / even in rooms they weren’t using. // 

Geryon’s mother made their favourite meal, // 

cling peaches from the can / and toast // 

cut into fingers / for dipping. // 

Lots of butter on the toast // 

so a little / oil slick floats out on top of the peach juice. // 

They took supper trays into the living room. // 

Geryon’s mother sat on the rug with magazines, cigarettes, and telephone. // 

Geryon worked beside her / under the lamp. // 

He was gluing a cigarette / onto a tomato. //  

Don’t pick your lip Geryon let it heal. // 

She blew smoke out her nose /// 

as she dialed. // 

Maria? / It’s me can you talk? / What did he say? // 

 

Notice that the experience of reading this hearing erases the visual significance of Carson’s long 

and short alternating lines. It shows that there is something more to the form than their being 

strictly aural indicators of measures of sense or breath.896 Something indispensible is lost when 

the two-line form remains unseen. That is to say, there is something to the suggestion that the 

line patterning that eventually extracted itself from her efforts was clearly the way it had to be 

and that to treat a written text as immaterial, as I have tried to do, is preposterous. How so? 

     The spatial dispensation of text lends a visual form of punctuation that is not available to the  

                                                 
895 See CBC Radio’s Writers & Company website for the online audio interview with Anne Carson by Wachtel 

(recorded June 2011 at The Banff Centre). Bold is used for the words at the original line endings.  
896 Nonetheless, it must be pointed out that the sheer length of the long line forces Carson to pause at each line end 

as she adjusts her focus back to the shorter line’s beginning flush left. Listen especially for the break at “out her nose 

/ as she dialed.” The visual form forces the author herself to read it according to its own way (κατὰ διαστολάς?). 
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aural experience of poetry, nor to the composition of prose. The ‘language in lines’ that makes 

up Autobiography of Red must be silently seen in order to be sensibly heard. It is only when we 

begin to learn to read the white space that falls off the end of its lines that we come to recognize 

the morphē or ‘shape’ that coalesces through the lines’ recurrent sense of their ending. For, as 

Christopher Ricks has pointed out, “poetry is involved, more than prose, in persistently stopping 

and starting.”897 And, in Carson, this starting and stopping is but the drawing of line and lifting 

of pen. In other words, in her mise-en-page, blank interspace (ground) is made to interact with 

black print (figure). Watch now what I’m saying: 

 Τῶνδέ ποτ’ ἐν στέρνοισι τανυγλώχινας ὀιστούς 

 λοῦσεν φοινίσσαι θοῦρος Ἄρης ψαχάδι· 

 ἀντὶ δ’ ἀκοντοδόκων ἀνδρῶν μναμεῖα θανόντων  

 ἄψυχ’ ἐμψύχων ἅδε κέκευθε κόνις. 

 

The meaning of these lines may just as well lie hidden.898 For it is their shape (the ‘look’ of the 

elegiac couplet, the long and short alternations) that figures forth the verse Autobiography of 

Red.899 The page-oriented phenomenon that is epitaphic poetry can be seen to etch its influence 

onto Carson’s own cognitive designs. Layout, in Autobiography of Red, thus exhibits a 

precisionist style of inscriptional writing.900 We have seen already how the lines, as if with a 

chequer,901 have been measured, positioned, drawn, counted off and cut away.902 We have seen 

how Carson, in order to set the thought free, creates blanks from solid blocks of language:903  

 

                                                 
897 “Wordsworth: ‘A Pure Organic Pleasure from the Lines’” Essays in Criticism (January 1971): 19.  
898 They are by Simonides (fr. 106B, 116D) and are taken from “Writing on the World: Simonides, Exactitude and 

Paul Celan” Arion 4:2 (Fall 1996): 20. 
899 Contrast, as pointed out in footnote 884, sections V, XXXIII, XL, XLII & XLVII.   
900 Carson herself may have made sure that there wouldn’t be any turnover lines (cf. Yeats’ Pater above). Notice the 

people at Knopf have resorted to a smaller type in order to fit Carson’s long lines. In my paperback copy, some (like 

those on pages 40, 90 & 134) are almost flushed down the gutter. For the print sizes, compare pages 146 & 147.   
901 See “Writing on the World: Simonides, Exactitude and Paul Celan” Arion 4:2 (Fall 1996): 2. 
902 Drops of red paint would also have coloured the ancient lines on gravestones after they were cut. Ibid.: 4. 
903 Photoquotation from Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 26. Cf. the prose version’s The space. 
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What she is doing is writing the white space in which we, as readers, will have our own stops 

and starts.904 Her purpose is to create these intervals of negative attention so that the surface of 

the page might thrust forward the lineshapes which, in their left-to-right, right-left, left-to-right, 

right-left movements, force us to find our own visual bearings in tracking the alternating lines to 

and fro. The movement of this reading mimics the swing of the ‘archaic pendulum’ (der 

archaische Pendelschlag) in its oscillations of form and thought.905 Here is Carson on the 

economy of distich form in motion: “the elegiac couplet resembles a pendulum: it moves out, 

moves back, by its own momentum, wasting nothing.”906 The pendular movement of the lines in 

Autobiography of Red is, on the one hand, a physical fact of the page whose function is to control 

a reader’s visual attention. Those wanting to read the lines as prose (disliking a page without neat 

rows) run their brains back and forth over the jagged disorder trying to see straight margin-to-

margin lines. Each time they meet the short odd one, the line jams in their minds, then restarts. 

                                                 
904 It is a book on inscriptional writing (John Sparrow’s Visible Words. (London: Cambridge University Press, 

1969)) that originally starts Christopher Ricks thinking about poetry as ‘a system of punctuation’ in “Distinctions” 

Essays in Criticism (April 1970): 259-264.  
905 Hermann Fränkel. Dichtung und Philosophie des frühen Griechentum. (München: Beck, 1969): 261. For 

‘pendulum’ in the English translation (Early Greek Poetry and Philosophy. Trans. Moses Hadas and James Willis. 

(Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1975)), see 144, 226-227, 472-473, 499, 518 & 530. The Robarts copy (PA 3057 F713 1975 

cop.2) has some slight markings of Carson’s. The notation ‘pendulum’ occurs in a number of other marginalia:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Photoquotations from Lyra Graeca. Vol. I. (London: Heinemann, 1922): 206, 256, 266 & 286. See also 246, 260, 

284 & 294. Robarts copy. PA 3443 E4 1922 v.1 cop.2. Cf. “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 

1981): 59.    
906 Page 89 of Economy of the Unlost (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) provides a key to the reading of 

Autobiography of Red. The section (‘Measure’) is a reworking of “Writing on the World: Simonides, Exactitude and 

Paul Celan” (Arion 4:2 (Fall 1996): 1-26). Watch very carefully how Carson is thinking about pendular form in the 

elegiac distich while, on another desk, she is reworking the prose “The Autobiography of Red” into alternating lines 

of long and short lengths. See the notes to the contributors (‘Writing in this Issue’) in Arion: “She is currently 

working on a novel in verse entitled Autobiography of Red”: 228. The exercise that I must now leave to you is to 

determine whether the return swing of the second half of Autobiography of Red (Chapters XXV to XLVII) was an 

untangling and breaking up of prose or originally set down in the long-short line format.   
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One tries to pay attention. On the other hand, the small scale poetic activity of flow and ebb 

(when it meets the mind waves appear) functions large scale figuratively. One may see the lines 

replicating the paring down of the longer prose version into the shorter verse version. One may 

see the swing from the archaic (in childhood we live sleeping close to the sky) to the fast 

(adolescence: what dawn is this?) self. One may see the rubrics of distance (it extends from a 

spaceless within to the edge of what can be loved) or the graphic shape of a wing.907 One may see 

the text’s concern with time (the throw and arrival of a harpoon) or with the phenomenology of 

vision (poetry jerks us into seeing that we had not seen what we see). One may see the slow lava 

of longing for love and love’s fell leavetaking. One may see the past end to end that lies in front 

of us and the future following in arrears.908 See the longevity of our lives balanced against but a 

brief afterlife.909 The pendulum of emotions cannot hang still, and from sweet beginnings to bitter 

ambiguity, from consolation to accumulated loss, the novel in verse moves forward (boyfriend 

affection) by moving back (brother hatred), measuring the justification of unequal love.910 

     But this is all for you, paying spectators that you are, to see and decide for yourselves. What 

the Autobiography of Red teaches us about Carson’s visual prosody (her ‘feats of lineation’) is 

that her texts simultaneously offer two centres of vision regarding their status (doi centri o 

vederi). The perspective is ultimately yours (there being nothing intrinsic to the language of 

prose or to the language of poetry that would distinguish them). You can choose to stand from a 

vantage point that would enable you to say this is poetry (in which the dynamism of the line 

breaks enacts the realities of which they speak) and this is prose (in which the dynamism of the 

                                                 
907 Replicated again when Geryon folds himself into a map of South America at the end of Chapter XXX.  
908 Bernard Knox. Backing into the Future. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1994): 11-12. 
909 Having been is to be eternal. A classic literary inquiry would have looked into “The Influence of Max Frisch’s 

Homo Faber on Anne Carson’s Autobiography of Red.” One place to start, if you wish to make such an inquiry, is 

Volker Schlöndorff’s “The Last Days of Max Frisch” in The New York Times Book Review (5 April 1992): 1, 22-25. 
910 Knox answers his own question by concluding that “the pattern of long line followed by short comes to seem the 

natural, indeed the only way to tell” the novel in verse. “Under the Volcano” The New York Review of Books (19 

November 1998): 60. 
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justified lines enacts the realities of which they speak). From both perspectives, Carson is a poet 

of imitation (μίμησις), not of metre.911 It is the rhythms of her artistic judgement (L. arbitrium) 

that we must come to measure. But now I see the sun has set (there were no lights on our courts), 

its last rays upon the mountain’s side, so I’ll leave you with this:  

It was raining on his face. He forgot for a moment that he was a brokenheart then he 

remembered. Sick lurch downward to Geryon trapped in his own bad apple. Each 

morning a shock to return to the cut soul.912 
 

One last volley:913  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
911 Perhaps I should have used the phrase ‘maker of imitations.’ For Carson will often refer to herself as a ‘maker’ 

(ποιητής / poiētēs) and her poetry as a ‘making’ (ποίησις / poiēsis). A ποίημα, such as the Canicula di Anna, is a 

poem in as much as it is ‘a thing made.’ Notice that this concern dates from the time of her thesis: 
 

 
 

Photoquotation from Aristotle. The Poetics. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 6. Robarts copy PA3893 P5 1927.      
912 Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 70. 
913 Photoquotation from Thumbscrew 14 (Autumn 1999): 58. The figure lurking behind the arras of this section is, as 

you no doubt have discovered, that of Marjorie Perloff. 
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orpiment for   

 

I:   Hi. What is Pan doing on a tarmac at noon? 

  

C:   …....914 

 

I:   I was wondering if you might say something about “sacred filth”? 

 

C:   …….915    

 

                                                 
914 Pan is “the god of goats, wild space, pipes and the silence of noon.” See If Not, Winter. (New York: Knopf, 

2002): n. 18.1, 363. The concerns of noontime can be found in the work of Anne Carson as early as the thesis. See 

“Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 353. This notion of the dread of Pan at high noon (τὸ 

μεσαμβρινόν) is referred to in a poem of Theokritos which Carson had marked up. (See The Greek Bucolic Poets. 

Trans. J.M. Edmonds (London: Heinemann, 1919): 10. Robarts copy 4. PA 4443 E5E3 cop.4.) In the second episode 

of the 1995 TV documentary, The Nobel Legacy (“Why Bother?”), Carson, standing alone on the desert sands of 

Death Valley, explains her midday unease (camera panning around her): “Most physicists panic at the thought that 

there is no theory of everything. Death Valley is a place where you can feel that kind of panic radiating inside the 

light, the space, the silence. Panic is an interesting word. It comes from ancient Greek pan, which means everything. 

Pan is also a Greek god. He is the god of the hour of noon, the hour of undifferentiated space-time when everything 

is wide open and bright and silent and terrifying. Pan is the god of unknowability, a god not recognized by science, 

but undeniably present in a place like this where nobody but a physicist could believe that man is the measure of all 

things.” See The Nobel Legacy. Dir. Adrian Malone. (Alexandria, VA: PBS Video, 1995). Nietzsche mentions Pan 

and noon in “The Wanderer and His Shadow” (no. 308 “Am Mittag”) from Human, All Too Human. Trans. R.J. 

Hollingdale. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986): 387 and “At Noon” / “Mittags” from Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra. (See The Portable Nietzsche. Trans. Walter Kaufmann. (New York: Penguin Books, 1982): 387-390.) 

For a discussion of the noontide of life, when the sun stands still high over one’s head, as a death with open eyes, cf. 

Joan Stambaugh’s The Problem of Time in Nietzsche. Trans. John F. Humphrey. (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell 

University Press, 1987): 179-184, 190-199 and The Other Nietzsche. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1994): 89-90, 141-151. Stambaugh gave a seminar on “Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra” at the 1981 Collegium 

Phaenomenologicum in Perugia, Italy. See The Collegium Phaenomenologicum: The First Ten Years. Eds. John 

Sallis, Giuseppina Moneta & Jacques Taminiaux. (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988): 

326. In “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” (Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993)), 

Carson will later write: “I hate noon I hate everything that happens at noon verticality light heat leavetakings”: 79. 

For more on the hatred of noon elsewhere in Anne Carson, see pages 411-414 below.  
915 ‘Sacred filth’ is another concept whose wellsprings go back to early Carson. Her interest in the valencies of 

‘sacredness’ and ‘filth’ as categories of ancient Greek thought can be witnessed in a rather long and intricate 

footnote from the thesis. See “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): n. 147, 282-284. Here she 

addresses the ‘controverted matter’ (distressing to scholars who prefer their categories clearly defined) of the 

fundamental ambiguity of the Greek terms used for ‘sacredness’ and ‘filth’ (terms like hagnos, hagios and miaros). 

The scholars and other men of freedom in the present day cited are the anthropologists Mircea Eliade and Ernest 

Crawley. (We also learn from Crawley that one of the Greek temples (i.e., butcher-shops) that one might try and 

make visible in one’s mind would be the Hierapolis (sacredness, again, being what is at issue here).) Carson follows 

Mary Douglas in objecting to the ambiguity of these terms being categorized as a ‘confusion of primitive thinking.’ 

You can trace Carson originally working through this footnote in the underlinings and marginal scores in Crawley 

(The Mystic Rose. Vol. I. (Ann Arbor, MI: Gryphon Books, 1971): 114. Robarts copy GN 480 C8 1971 v.1 c.1) and 

in the folds of the Eliade (Patterns in Comparative Religion. (London: Sheed & Ward, 1958): 15. Robarts copy BL 

80 E513 c.3), Douglas (Purity and Danger. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966): 159-160. Robarts copy GN 

494 D6 c.1), Redfield (Nature and Culture in the Iliad. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975): 160. Robarts 

copy PA 4037 R38) and Moulinier (Le pur et l'impur dans la pensée des Grecs d'Homère à Aristote. (Paris, C. 

Klincksieck, 1952): 273. Robarts copy PA 427 M6).    
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I:  “Category”? 

 

C:   …….916 

 

I:   How did it come about, the Canicula di Anna? 

 

C:   …….917 

 

I:   Later, when I ask you about Francis Bacon you don’t say anything. Care to comment now? 

 

C:   …….918 

 

I:   Where do you get your ideas? 

 

C:   …….919 

 

I:   They say you use a lot of classical sources in your work. How come I can never seem to find 

any of them? 

 

C:   …….920  

 

I:   I mean like it wasn’t Thucydides, it was Billie Whitelaw, no? 

 

C:   ……..921 

                                                 
916 Heidegger explains the term ‘category’ in Nietzsche. Vol. IV. Trans. David F. Krell. (San Francisco: Harper & 

Row, 1979): “The word category corresponds neither to its original concept nor to the related meaning that it has 

preserved as a key philosophical word. Nonetheless, our current usage of the word derives from philosophical usage. 

Katēgoria and katēgorein arise from kata and agoreuein. Agora means a public gathering of people as opposed to a 

closed council meeting….Agoreuein means to speak openly, to announce something openly to the public, to make a 

revelation…. A category is the addressing of a being to the particularity of its aspect, and so is its proper name in 

the widest sense”: 36-37. Walter Brogan spoke in a seminar on Heidegger’s Nietzsche at the 1981 Collegium 

Phaenomenologicum. See The Collegium Phaenomenologicum: The First Ten Years. Eds. John Sallis, Giuseppina 

Moneta & Jacques Taminiaux. (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988): 326. 
917 This is a question Anne Carson asks of James Laughlin’s Heart Island (1995). See letter dated “Feast of St 

Matilda [14 March], 1996.” New Directions Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: Correspondence. 

“Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folder 5. Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
918 See next page. 
919 Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 38 
920 Some sources to the Canicula di Anna: the Encyclopædia Britannica (Ashby & Rossetti), the Michelin Guide to 

Italy, Heidegger, Steiner, Merleau-Ponty, Silverman, Husserl, Hegel, Thompson, Aquinas, Aristotle, Ricoeur, 

Nietzsche, Douglas, da Vinci, Esquire Magazine, Symonds & Duff Gordon, and Plato.        
921 Compare “TV Men: Thucydides in Conversation with Virginia Woolf on the Set of The Peloponnesian War” in 
Men in the Off Hours (New York: Knopf, 2000): 115 with “KRAPP HOUR. A Conversation With Billie Whitelaw 

Actor (May 22 1945)” in Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, Anne” Box 2 

Folder 7, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 
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I:   “Quellenforschung”? 

 

C:   …….922 

 

I:   Let me read you a quote from Merleau-Ponty on “the researcher”: “De sorte que ce qu’il a 

trouvé, il ne l’a pas encore, c’est encore à chercher, la trouvaille est ce qui appelle d’autres 

recherches.” 

 

C:   …….923 

 

I:   It’s just that I’ve always found the studio a little too pristine and so I wanted to rip the pages 

out from all the books you’ve ever used and then throw them all over the place and so make it 

like the kind of ‘detritus on the floor’ you see in Francis Bacon’s you know when I saw the 

painting in his living-room I thought...  

 

C:   ……. 

 

I:   Sorry an interviewer must try and bear in mind that the subject under discussion is not 

himself.  

 

C:   ……..924  

 

I:   Okay, I’ll say a list of words and you respond however you want. necessary 

 

C:   ……. 

 

I:   ἄριστον  

 

C:   ……. 

                                                 
922 “Origin (Ursprung) here means that from and by which something is what it is and as it is. What something is, as 

it is, we call its essence or nature. The origin of something is the source of its nature (die Herkunft seines Wesen). 

The question concerning the origin of the work of art asks about the source of its nature (Wesensherkunft). On the 

usual view, the work arises out of and by means of the activity of the artist. But by what and whence is the artist 

what he is? By the work; for to say that the work does credit to the master means that it is the work that first lets the 

artist emerge as a master of his art. The artist is the origin of the work (Der Künstler ist der Ursprung des Werkes). 

The work is the origin of the artist (Das Werk ist der Ursprung des Künstlers). Neither is without the other.” Martin 

Heidegger. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 17. German 

from Holzwege in Gesamtausgabe. Band 5. (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1977): 1. 
923 L'oeil et l'esprit. (Paris: Gallimard, 1964): 89-90. Translation: “The upshot is that what he has found he does not 

yet have. It remains to be sought out; the discovery itself calls forth still further quests.” “Eye and Mind” in The 

Primacy of Perception. Ed. J.M. Edie. Trans. C. Dallery. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 189. 
924 See Samuel Beckett. Proust / Three Dialogues [with Georges Duthuit]. (London: J. Calder, 1987): 123. Cf. Dean 

Irvine. “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” Scrivener 21 (1997): 87. 
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I:   skin 

 

C:   …….  

 

I:   drudgery 

 

C:   ……. 

 

I:   uncovering 

 

C:   ……. 

 

I:   justice 

 

C:   …….925 

 

I:   Can you just take a few steps towards the mirror? 

 

C:   …….926 

 

I:   You think maybe I was right when I wrote “Where there is death, there can be no forgetting 

of blood”? What about “Anne Carson hates noon”?  

 

C:   …….927 

 

I:    ……. 

 

C:   …….928 

 

I:   So you really like landscapes of rock, lake, snow, skating rinks, lilacs, too? 

 

C:   …….929 

                                                 
925 Mary Gannon. “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 33. 

Some other word associations that did not make the final cut were: Gloves? TK. Glass? Anne Frank. Knuckle? Bone. 

Edge? Jean Luc Godard. I say that because I was just reading an interview with him where they asked him †to 

himself† it’s in German and he said I’m a rand Godard which means edge person. Bone? Oracle. Delay? Delay is 

blank for me. Cardigan? What’s the name of the battle where...Lord Raglan… raglan sleeves and cardigan sleeves 

†mixed up†.... From the unedited and unpublished transcript of the interview by Mary Gannon (2001). 
926 See John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 2. 
927 See page 111 above and 411 below. 
928 From John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 21. 
929 From an unpublished interview by Catherine Bush (2001). 
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I:   How come when Sam Difalco said that he grew up in Hamilton and hated the Leafs you 

didn’t say anything? 

 

C:   …….930 

 

I:   That’s a funny-looking salad! Do you have any brothers or sisters? 

 

C:   …….931 

 

[at this moment Will Aitken appears from corner of the room and hands interviewer the 

following diagram:] 

 

 
 

I:   Where’s the tape? 

 

A:   …….932 

                                                 
930 From a rough draft of the interview that appeared in Canadian Writer’s Yearbook (2001). 
931 ……. 
932 The diagram is an attempt to convey the fictionality of the interview genre as exemplified in Will Aitken’s own 

interview with Anne Carson. It is a hopelessly useless attempt because there exists no single originary interview that 

would serve as a base text for comparison. What we have are two finished states. There is the print version that 

appeared in The Paris Review (Fall 2004): 190-226 and the online version that appeared on the The Paris Review 

website sometime after 2010. The people at The Paris Review tell me that the online version was uploaded from “an 
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earlier edit.” The diagram tries to show how the print version is a rearrangement, excising and expansion of that 

‘earlier edit.’ There are significant differences between the two, including corrections, rewordings, and striking 

reinterpretations. Notice the transformations of sense (does Carson say ‘careful’ or ‘particular’?) and transpositions 

of time (just when is ‘earlier’?) and place (are we ‘here’ or ‘in Canada’?). The differences are so significant that at 

any given point in the discussion one might begin to wonder whether the line you are reading was really said during 

the interview conducted just after Christmas in 2002 for several hours over cups of ウーロン茶. (Both introductions 

do, however, state that the two (participants) only started the interview just after Christmas.) There is one tape in 

The Paris Review Archives at The Pierpont Morgan Library. You can listen for yourself to a fragment of the original 

‘real’ interview that may, in fact, be a recording of the last of the several hours of their oolong-cha discussion. You 

will, however, notice that the tape itself (“A. Carson Interview. 2002. Tape 2,” Maxell XL-II) shows significant 

differences from both the ‘earlier edit’ and the print version. (Perhaps you might also be able to account for the 

reason why only 13 minutes of tape 2 have been digitized for library use.) Yet if we were to listen to all of the tapes 

and to see all of the stages of the interview’s compositional processes, notwithstanding the well-known editorial 

practices of The Paris Review, what might that tell us about the usefulness of the factual or non-fictional interview 

as a format for literary scholarship? Are we any closer to catching that glimpse between an author and pure origin of 

the author’s work? (When Lucian interviews Homer, he too wants answers to origins: Where do you come from? 

Which lines are yours? Why did you begin with the wrath of Achilles? Which came first the Odyssey or the Iliad? 

See Lucian. Vol. I. Trans. A.M. Harmon. (London: Heinemann, 1913): 323.) Or are we, again, as in the diagram, 

just looking at the space between author and intention (a space of crossed lines) backwards? Would interviewers 

who wanted to gain insight into Carson’s mind and work be better off by just having Carson put her own questions 

to them? For an interview is ultimately the performance of the interviewer’s persona. (Just watch the revelation of 

self in John D’Agata’s “_________,” where, in another mirror (a mirror that would in future break), he can be seen 

attempting to get Anne Carson to try on his own clothes.) What sort of imaginary Anne Carson would have been 

made to appear had Ben Sonnenberg conducted the interview for The Paris Review is a question worth pondering. 

(See the email (24 December 2001) in Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, “Carson, 

Anne” Box 15 Folder 8, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University.) This is why, for me, Anne 

Carson’s own literary interviews seem more real, more factual, and more authentic bifurcated revelations of herself. 

At the least, she reports what Gertrude Stein had really said. See The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1990): 4, 8, 9, 10; Painted Lace and Other Pieces, 1914-1937. (New York: Books for Libraries 

Press, 1969): 113, 297; James R. Mellow. Charmed Circle: Gertrude Stein and Company. (London: Phaidon Press, 

1974): 334, 335, 396 and “Red Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros Make?” Raritan 14:4 (Spring 1995): 42-44. 

Compare also the three states of Eleanor Wachtel’s interview in its three sources: the original recording from June 

2011; the edited version that aired September 2011; and the re-edited print version that appeared in Brick 89 

(Summer 2012): 29-47. Think about pause, about ‘fillers,’ about ‘back-channelled’ speech behaviour. Think about 

stutterings, repetitions, interruptions, false starts and self-corrections. In short, think about the eliding of voice that 

goes into (the smoothening and standardization of) the editing process. And what happens to the self that gets said. 

Carson herself answers questions on ‘the interview form’ in the following interviews: Mary di Michele. “The Matrix 

Interview” Matrix 49 (1996): 12-13; John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 27:2 

(Summer / Fall 1997): 2; Dean Irvine. “Dialogue without Sokrates: An Interview with Anne Carson” Scrivener 21 

(1997): 80 & 87; Melanie Rehak. “Things Fall Together” New York Times Magazine (26 March 2000): 38; 

Catherine Bush. Unpublished email interview (2001); and Kevin McNeilly. “Gifts and Questions” Canadian 

Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 12. The interviews have often of late been dwindling down into emails in lowercase. 
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black for  

 

If every text is in one way or another a response to a prior text’s answer, whether it hides that 

text deep within itself or swerves altogether away from it, what text is the Canicula di Anna 

answering to? Let’s see.  

     Writing is a dialogic activity—a refraction of words within words. To think of composition 

(the putting together of your words into mine) in this manner is to understand each Anne Carson 

work as an act of ‘creativity-as-response.’933 Each book she creates is, at its core, what Danilo 

Kiš calls a protivknjiga or ‘counterbook.’934 The synergy at work between the Carson countertext 

and its modeltext is prepositional. Her voice speaks contra: with, before, towards, opposite, in 

front of, from the other side of, in reply to, contrary to, reversely, conversely and perversely over 

and against other voices. The mode is interrogative. For how else would the countertext 

articulate its response other than by asking questions? 

     The Canicula di Anna begins with a question and ends with an answer.935 It constitutes itself 

from the start through a series of questions: “WHAT DO WE HAVE HERE?” (7); “What do you 

need to know?” (7); “Does that look like enough for a story?” (8). It is a poem that appears to 

like to talk to itself. For we can never be sure (is it possible?) just who these questions and 

hypothetical markers (perhaps / maybe) are meant for. Are they directed at the poem itself? At 

the matter in question? Or at the reader? The asking, at any rate, is not idle. It drives the poem 

onward and sets it on its way (methodos). For inquiry is, at heart, a philosophical pursuit. “The  

                                                 
933 John Hollander. The Figure of Echo. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981): 90. 
934 Homo Poeticus. Ed. S. Sontag. (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1995): 43. For original Serbo-Croatian, see 

Čas anatomije in Djela Danila Kiša. Vol. VIII. (Zagreb: Globus, 1983): 53. 
935 This whole-scale structure is miniaturized part-scale in section 7: “È il treno giusto per Perugia?….‘No trains 

were going where you were,’ she answered” (11). It is crucial that we add here that the very structure the poem 

assumes with the AFTERWORD is that of an answer to a request. See pages 11-14 above.  
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task of the philosopher,” writes Hugh J. Silverman, “is to interrogate.”936 Writes Anne F.  

Ashbaugh: “Philosophy…should consist in a rigorous interrogation of whatever compromises the 

life and world of the philosopher, taking always into account the limits of human experience.”937 

Asking puts you into a state of being inbetween (inter-rogare).938 You step away from what you 

think you know and reach across for what you know you don’t. Perhaps one prefers it this way. 

Confronting something and not quite knowing yet what it is. 

     The question is a figure that arches periodically through the work of Anne Carson. She 

introduces her thesis with one:939 

 

Eros the Bittersweet ends with the flourish of another:940 

 

If someone were to ask me what sort of an author she is, I’d say that she’s a writer who asks 

good questions. At the back of these questions is not, as you will learn to expect, an answer, but 

an opening out to further questions. (Notice how often her writing transitions through forms of 

rhetorical erotesis.) For it is questions that make possible worlds and impossible cities visible. In 

other words, Anne Carson is a writer who posits things in the interrogative mode. How does she 

do this? By drawing your attention to the fact that a question will fill out a thought in a reader’s 

                                                 
936 “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 1982): 372. 
937 “The Fool in the Farce: Merleau-Ponty’s ‘Philosophy of’” Philosophy Today 27:4 (Winter 1983): 326. 
938 “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 1982): 372. 
939 Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): i. 
940 Photoquotation from Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 173. A question (“What 

is the fear he is expressing?”) also sets off her first scholarly publication, “Aphrodite and After” Phoenix 34:1 

(Spring 1980): 1. 
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mind in greater and more expansive depth than an answer. Curiously, one of the ways in which 

she achieves such depth is when she leaves it up to you to decide for yourself whether a group of 

words to begin with will even form themselves into a question in your imaging mind or not. The 

Beauty of the Husband is one text that offers a number of these moments for you to construe:941 

 

 

 

 

This gesture of leaving things up to you can be seen to work on varying scales, from the 

sentences above to an entire work. The titular and ruling questioning of “How Bad a Poem is 

Semonides Fragment I?” is answered with only the concluding suggestion: “As bad as it chooses 

to be, is the judgment with which we are left”—i.e., the choice is ultimately yours.942 Just what 

the Canicula di Anna is asking is, again, along with its answer, up to you to decide. Is it a 

question of guilt (answering some shameful thing done in one’s life)? Marriage (answering the 

continuity of life’s beginning)? Death (answering the inevitability of life’s ending)? Etc? Perhaps 

this leaving things up to you in part and in whole is her way of demanding an epistemology of 

herself. In which case, the entire oeuvre is her answer.   

                                                 
941 Photoquotations from The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 10, 42, 65 & 74. 
942 How many questions are there in the article? See “How Bad a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?” in Greek Poetry 

and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984): 70. 

For the irritation of not getting a straight answer (sound philological methods hear only the words they’re expecting), 

see the review by Hugh Lloyd-Jones in Phoenix 39:3 (Autumn 1985): 275-276. 
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     Questions are a way of measuring ourselves against (contra) the world. When Perugino calls 

out from the clouds of smoke “Painting is a science” (31), a countering response is implicitly 

being made to Leonardo da Vinci’s own question “Se la pittura è scientia o no.”943 It is fitting 

that the response emerge out of smoke. For it is often difficult to make out the modeltext being 

answered to through the smoke and mirrors of the story the countertext wants to tell about itself. 

It is the very task of the countertext to deflect the reader’s attention elsewhere and this is 

precisely what the Canicula di Anna as countertext does: it represents the modeltext as absent.944 

What is a reader to do if the only way to truly interpret the Canicula di Anna would be to read its 

modeltext? What is the use, then, of all our reading? 

     Know the countertext by its modeltext and you will have come to know two texts twice as 

intimately. You advance through each word with your head always turned back looking for 

responsion. Your very posture takes on the shape of a question mark. Reading for two texts at the 

same time has the structure of a disorder (repetition compulsion: one reenacts the quest for lost 

origins found). It is the “obverse” of what we expect reading to be.945 You watch, inbetween, as 

two texts become one page, each verso to the other’s recto. Every line of the countertext comes 

to say something about the modeltext which in turn comes to say something about the 

countertext in every line. Each speaks of the other in a fashion that must remain implicit only, 

without giving the other away, both locked in contemplating with fascination their own absence. 

Perhaps the response of each text flows into the answer of the other. Perhaps we might see the 

                                                 
943 See The Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci. Vol. I. Ed. Jean P. Richter. (London: Phaidon, 1970): 31; cf. 38. In 

“Simonides Painter,” da Vinci is given another answer: “Painting is philosophy.” See Innovations of Antiquity. Eds. 

R. Hexter and D. Selden (New York: Routledge, 1992): 52. 
944 For an example of modeltext hidden within a mirror in the counterext, see page 65 of Eros the Bittersweet. 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986). For smoke, look for how “Variations on the Right to Remain Silent” 

in Nay Rather (Paris: Center for Writers & Translators, American University of Paris, 2013) swerves away from 

Gilles Deleuze’s Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004). 
945 For repetition and the obverse, see Damian Tarnopolsky’s “In-Between Words: Late Modernist Style in the 

Novels of Henry Green, Ivy Compton-Burnett, Samuel Beckett, and Elizabeth Bowen” (Diss. University of Toronto, 

2012): 138-142. 



363 

 

modeltext and countertext as dreaming an identical dream. Perhaps a dream of a winter’s night, 

the snow falling faintly down the steep, down the stops, down the deepenings, down the grooves 

in the nails, down along the edges of mirrors, faces, cities, down over it all. 

     What are Carson’s modeltexts? Fact is, none of us has figured out how to go about asking. 

Well, she would have wanted us to ask. So for Anne Carson, let’s just finish this by rotating the 

question not towards how her texts are influenced (i.e., how they reach backwards), but how they 

will influence others (i.e., how they reach forwards). Let us imagine what sort of asking it might 

be by watching a grey thick-haired man in thicker black glasses sitting earnestly at a typewriter. 

He still has on his waistcoat and tie. As this is all from a different era than you and I would ever 

have lived in, some today might see a sarcastic gaze and a systematically disillusioned curl to his 

lips. He has just finished typing the following rather staid and flat conclusion to an article he is 

writing on a poem of Anacreon’s, on the games of passing love, the turning of heads and a 

certain girl of Lesbos: 

She personifies at once both the power to excite eros in the lover and the power to find 

him unworthy of its return. It is Anacreon’s contemplation of this general fact, in its 

particular setting, and his savouring of its bitter-sweet flavour that make the poem.   

 

We could only dream now of achieving forty years of such work. And so we watch as the gaze 

changes to that of a contented man who, thinking back to his own dissertation (Quomodo risu 

ridiculoque Graeci usi sunt), relaxes into the golden comfort of his seat with his arms 

outstretched as if it were sunshine entering the room this late. Euripides neque primus vim 

comicam in tragoedias inseruit neque primus viros temulentos in scaenam induxit. With this 

sentence running through his head, he gets to his feet and begins flipping through some of the 

work submitted by the PhD candidate.946 

                                                 
946 Photoquotations from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): n.p., xxi, 80, 177 & 264.     
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It is a nice thing, that. Flourish. TAPA needs the article by Friday the 1st of April. 

 

  
 

He pours himself a glass of wine. He lets the weekend pass.  
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dark-red for  

 

Ὁ βίος βραχύς, ἡ δὲ τέχνη μακρή  

 

Style was a deep need. Sometimes I wish Anne Carson would just write novels. Then we can say 

Anne Carson the novelist and make short work of it all. Stoney Creek novelist.947 Unfortunately, 

she is something of a, for lack of a better word, technologist. That is, she makes a study of technē, 

of the systems or methods of making or doing. Her concern for what she has to make or do is 

always overridden by how to make or do it. Heidegger tells us that technique is “a mode of 

knowing.”948 Eine Weise des Wissens. He explains: 

The Greek for ‘to bring forth or to produce’ is tiktō. The word technē, technique, belongs 

to the verb’s root tec. To the Greeks technē means neither art nor handicraft but rather: to 

make something appear, within what is present, as this or that (als dieses oder jenes), in 

this way or that way (so oder anders). The Greeks conceive of technē, producing, in 

terms of letting appear.949     

 

Carson lets something made appear among the things that are already present differently (anders), 

in a way (Weise) that is other than the ways presently seen and known. Her innovative ‘shaping’ 

is an attentive knowing of things in ways surprisingly different from what we ourselves would 

have imagined or expected. Hence the constant testing of how things are made and the sheer 

variety of the results. This groping after new forms is her way of meeting that deep need: I have 

to invent. Notice how often you will come across an expression of I am looking for new forms in 

her letters and interviews.950 What she has said of the creation of Nox might stand for all her  

                                                 
947 For the epithet, see Anne-Marie Tobin. “Stoney Creek Woman Wins Poetry Award” The Hamilton Spectator (9 

June 2001): A7. 
948 “The Origin of the Work of Art” in Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1971): 59. The original German is from Holzwege. Gesamtausgabe. Band 5. (Frankfurt am Main: 

Klostermann, 1977): 48.  
949 Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 159. The original 

German is from Vorträge und Aufsätze. Gesamtausgabe. Band 7. (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 2000): 161. 
950 See, for example, the letter to James Laughlin (dated “Feast of St Akindynos [22 August], 1996”) in New 

Directions Publishing Corp. Records (MS Am 2077). Series I: Correspondence. “Carson, Anne” Box 316, Folder 6. 

Houghton Library, Harvard University and the interview with Mary Gannon (“Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an 

Edge”) in Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 29. 
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creations. She says that the task that she gave herself in making Nox was to try to do something 

different on each page and not work out one technique and reiterate it page after page. She was 

trying to endlessly vary and surprise.951 In each thing made, she works through then abandons a 

way (eine Weise). The Canicula di Anna paints a poem. Short Talks lectures the lecturers. The 

method of making has to keep varying. She calls the process salvific. You can start again. Let’s 

do it anew. The aesthetic for Nox is a life aesthetic. Its mechanism of creation informs all her 

work, driving the one long repeated daimonic aspiration of each: never repeat yourself. See now 

how the circles fit one within the other, few circles, other lesser circles, but yet circles.952 

Boredom is the hole at the middle of each.953 Turn as if there were no use in a centre. Be 

subversively versatile.954  

 

Many are the shapes of things divine. 

Many are the unexpected acts of gods. 

What we imagined did not come to pass— 

God found a way 

to be surprising. 

That’s how this went.955 

 

  

                                                 
951 See the online interview with Andrew David King (6 October 2012) on the Kenyon Review website and audio 

interviews with Michael Silverblatt (aired 20 May 2010 on Bookworm and available on the KCRW Radio website) 

and Jim Fleming (aired 15 June 2012 for To the Best of Our Knowledge and available on the TTBOOK website). Or, 

if you cannot access these, try Eleanor Wachtel’s “An Interview with Anne Carson” in Brick 89 (Summer 2012): 38.  
952 John Donne. Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions. Ed. John Sparrow. (Cambridge: University Press, 1923): 128. 

An examination of John Donne in Anne Carson might begin with “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of 

Toronto, 1981): n. 44, xxvi; n. 50, xxvii; 30-31; 53-54; n. 120, 94; and 177-178. 
953 See Sarah Hampson. “The Unbearable Lightness of Anne Carson” The Globe and Mail (14 September 2000): R5. 
954 In the Cratylus, Plato says that τέχνη denotes a “possession of mind” (ἐχονόη). And what is intelligence (νόησις) 

but the “ἕσις (desire) τοῦ νεοῦ (of the new)”? See Plato. Vol. IV (Cratylus. Parmenides. Greater Hippias. Lesser 

Hippias). Trans. H.N. Fowler. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926): 105 & 99.    
955 “πολλαὶ μορφαὶ τῶν δαιμονίων, / πολλὰ δ’ἀέλπτως κραίνουσι θεοί∙ / καὶ τὰ δοκηθέντ’ οὐκ ἐτελέσθη, / τῶν δ’ 

ἀδοκήτων πόρον ηὗρε θεός. / τοιόνδ’ ἀπέβη τόδε πρᾶγμα.” / “Many are the forms of the daimonic / and many the 

surprises wrought by gods. / What seemed likely did not happen. / But for the unexpected a god found a way. / 

That’s how this went / today.” From Euripides. Vol IV (Ion. Hippolytus. Medea. Alcestis). (London: Heinemann, 

1923): 506 and Bakkhai. (London: Oberon Books, 2015): 71. Translation above from Grief Lessons. (New York: 

New York Review Books, 2006): 306. The epigraph (ars longa, vita brevis) is from Hippocrates. Vol. IV. (London: 

Heinemann, 1959): 99. 
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deep red for  

 

There is a curious system of exchanges that occurs within a writer’s body as she works. The 

writer changes the world into writing; the world changes the writer into writing. The processes 

are reflexive. The writer’s body sees itself seeing. It touches itself touching.956 At this point of 

cross-over (recroisement), which takes the form of a chiasmus ( χ ), two pure lines can be seen to 

think themselves—according to the transactional procedure of literary creation—in an almost 

‘ritual rightness.’957 In Anne Carson, a twofold rhythm becomes evident in the course of each 

crossing over: the rhythms of request and research… 

     First, a request is made. This request may take the form of a commission. It was because I 

very much admired her work as a poet and the subtlety and discrimination of her critical writing 

that I asked her to do the translation of Sophocles’ Electra for The Greek Tragedies in New 

Translation which I am editing for Oxford University Press. (Electra). Or a solicitation. The 

topic of ‘spirituality’ in poetry. (“Shadowboxer.”) An academic might ask. Oh now that you have 

a VHR you can write something for a book I’m editing on writers at the movies. (“Quadrat I and 

II.”) Or a dancer. Dancers do not verbalize readily. (“Hopper: Confessions.”) Or a fellow artist. 

This year's curator has suggested ‘The Sky’ as our theme. (“A Lecture on the History of 

Skywriting.”) Or the request might just come as a passing suggestion of a husband. Why don’t 

you resuscitate that red person people liked him? (Red Doc>.) More often the request comes as 

one of the importunities of the world. What is a negative? (“Simonides Negative.”) What is 

punctuation? (“The Life of Towns.”) What is an adjective? (Autobiography of Red.) What is a 

                                                 
956 Merleau-Ponty. “Eye and Mind” in The Primacy of Perception. Ed. J.M. Edie. Trans. C. Dallery. (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1964): 162, 164 and Hugh J. Silverman. “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” (The Journal of 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 1982): 372.    
957 “Thought thinks itself through participation in the object of thought.” From Aristotle. Metaphysics. Vol. II. Trans. 

Hugh Tredennick. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962): 148. Compare, also, “The landscape thinks 

itself in me…and I am its consciousness.” From Maurice Merleau-Ponty. “Cézanne’s Doubt” in Sense and 

Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 17. 
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conditional sentence? (“Betty Goodwin Seated Figure with Red Angle, 1988.”) What is a 

pronoun? (“Possessive Used As Drink (Me): A Lecture on Pronouns in the Form of 15 

Sonnets.”) What is penance? (“Kinds of Water.”) What is Sokratic irony? (“Irony Is Not 

Enough: Essay On My Life As A Paederast.”) What is history? (Nox.) What is jealousy… 

       Then, a spate of research. The research often entitles the seeking out of names to think 

through the questions. Emily Brontë. (“The Glass Essay.”) Hölderlin & Empedokles. 

(Wonderwater: Alice Offshore.) Sonya Tolstoy. (“TV Men: Tolstoy.”) The research itself by no 

means proceeds according to sound academic methods. She speaks of it in terms of a bumping 

into things in public libraries, of a gradual immersion, and of a forgetting. For example, giving 

oneself one week to ‘get’ Artaud. (“TV Men: Artaud.”) Yet all the library work will eventually 

imbue the writing. We might even call some of the results ‘research poems,’ like those that 

followed upon her researching958 of the Sublime: “Foam (Essay with Rhapsody): On the Sublime 

in Longinus and Antonioni,” “And Reason Remains Undaunted,” “Ode to the Sublime by 

Monica Vitti,” “Kant’s Question about Monica Vitti,” etc. You can see a demonstration of the 

transformation of research into result in “Every Exit Is an Entrance (A Praise of Sleep)”…     

     What is sacrifice? is one of the questions the world was asking Anne Carson when she came 

to write the Canicula di Anna. There follows the same activity of investigation. However, in this 

poem, such investigation remains latent, and it is only when you have circled (8, 13) the text 

again and again that the imagery of ritual sacrifice959 (31, 32, 36, 39) begins to manifest itself: 

the blood (9, 13, 15, 21, 30, 33, 35, 37), the soaking (15), the burning (9, 30), the stench (9, 30), 

the throats (10, 14, 21), the hunger (10, 12, 13, 14, 27), the stone stairs (10, 18), the marble floor 

(13), the wine (14), the ceremony (16), the altar (16), the Greek temple (18), the sacredness (18, 

                                                 
958 “She is currently researching the Sublime.” London Review of Books 24:21 (31 October 2002): 2. 
959 For a summary of the course of an ancient Greek sacrificial rite in its entirety, see Walter Burkert. Homo Necans. 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983): 3-7. 
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29), the butchering (18), the raising of the eyes to heaven (19), the murder (19, 22, 31, 34), the 

purification (20, 31, 36), the dance (21, 27), the cry (22, 25, 36), the music (24), the silence (25), 

the innocence (29, 32, 33), the smoke (30, 31), the flames (30), the fire (30), the victim (32), and 

the procession (36)... 

     Why does Carson structure the Canicula di Anna after the pattern of the ritual of sacrifice?960 

What exchange is being transacted “touch / for touch, grace / for grace” (31)? It is our hypothesis 

that the AB-BA structure is appropriate to thinking about the poem because it is the shape of 

reciprocal transference.961 What is being transferred? Guilt. The sacrificer wipes the blood onto 

the victim in order to transfer the guilt onto the victim itself. But the writer here is her own 

victim: 

In the sacrifice the sacrificer identifies with the animal receiving the blow. Thus he dies 

while seeing himself die, and even by his own will, at one with the sacrificial arm. But 

it’s a comedy!962  

 

Comedy963 because the writer lives on, alert. Sacrifice is an act done to renew human vitality. 

And writing here becomes an act of self-immolation in which the writer creates and sacrifices a 

version of a self in order to get on in a world that will create and sacrifice a replicate version of 

the writer’s self in order to make sense of the writing. Anna is Anne Carson! Socrates is Plato! A 

cock for Asclepius! A brown dog for Sirios! Then you are on your own… 

     There is a curious system of exchanges that occurs within a writer’s body as she works. The  

                                                 
960 Compare Carson thinking through how the language, imagery, and action of the ancient Greek wedding ritual 

imbue Pindar’s Pythian 9. See “Wedding at Noon in Pindar’s Ninth Pythian” GRBS 23:2 (Summer 1982): 121-28. 
961 Cf. “The Burners: A Reading of Bacchylides’ Third Epinician Ode” Phoenix 38:2 (Summer 1984): 114 and 

“‘Echo with No Door on Her Mouth’: A Notional Refraction through Sophokles, Plato, and Defoe” Stanford 

Literature Review 3:2 (Fall 1986): 256. 
962 Grief Lessons. (New York: New York Review Books, 2006): 247. Compare Georges Bataille. “Hegel, Death and 

Sacrifice” in The Bataille Reader. Eds. F. Botting and S. Wilson. Trans. Jonathan Strauss. (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1997): 287. 
963 For the staged terrorist incident of section 50 being ‘a scripted antic gesture’ and the notion of writing as a 

sacrificial ritual, see “Frusta: Housman, Horace, Sappho, Stoppard, and the Uses of Cold Water” Lincoln Center 

Theater Review 28 (Spring 2001): 12-14. See also “Beckett’s Theory of Tragedy” in London Review of Books 25:23 

(4 December 2003): 12. 
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writer changes the world into writing; the world changes the writer into writing. The processes 

are reflexive. The writer’s body sees itself seeing. It touches itself touching.964 At this point of 

cross-over (recroisement), which takes the form of a chiasmus ( χ ), two pure lines can be seen to 

think themselves—according to the transactional procedure of literary creation—in an almost 

‘ritual rightness.’965 In Anne Carson, a twofold rhythm becomes evident in the course of each 

crossing over: the rhythms of request and research… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
964 Merleau-Ponty. “Eye and Mind” in The Primacy of Perception. Ed. J.M. Edie. Trans. C. Dallery. (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1964): 162, 164 and Hugh J. Silverman. “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” (The Journal of 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 1982): 372.    
965 “And thought thinks itself through participation in the object of thought.” From Aristotle. Metaphysics. Vol. II. 

Trans. Hugh Tredennick. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962): 148. Compare, also, “The landscape 

thinks itself in me…and I am its consciousness.” From Maurice Merleau-Ponty. “Cézanne’s Doubt” in Sense and 

Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 17.   
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vermilion for  

 

“What is a voice?”966 

 

 
 

     A voice guarantees an origin. An authenticity. An authority asserting an accuracy. αὐτὸς ἔφα. 

A faithfulness. A legitimacy. ipse dixit. Exactitude. Thus quotation is a “credentializing” figure. 

Listen to what Bataille says! What does Bataille say? Here’s the source given for the Bataille.967 

 
 

The words hidden under Carson’s footnote have Bataille saying two different things. Is this a 

case of blatant misquotation? Mischievous misquotation? Strategic misquotation? Quote creative 

unquote misquotation? Maybe we should just move on with a little more than a murmur of 

indifference: what matter who’s speaking now where’s that bit where he sees the dust on the 

floor? Or should we stop and ask the quotation itself, whose voice are you? Are you Carson’s or 

Bataille’s? Let’s listen to what Bataille would say.968    

 

                                                 
966 Here I quote Carson’s own footnote: 

   

 

 

Both photoquotations are from Grief Lessons. (New York: New York Review Books, 2006): 247.  
967 Photoquotation from Georges Bataille. “Hegel, Death and Sacrifice” in The Bataille Reader. Eds. F. Botting and 

S. Wilson. Trans. Jonathan Strauss. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997): 287.   
968 Photoquotation from Œuvres complètes. Vol. XII. (Paris: Gallimard, 1988): 336. 
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If you go back and read the initial quotation above, you may feel something strange beginning to 

happen. You may begin hearing voices. Two voices (Carson’s & Bataille’s). Three voices 

(Carson’s & Jonathan Strauss’ & Bataille’s). Perhaps four.969 Carson, by her own volition, 

allows Bataille to speak at one in spirit with the English: the sacrificial arm. This is both to put 

words into someone’s mouth and to stand out of the way to let the Battaile speak through.970 

Why so? Because quotation, at heart an act of ventriloquism, never speaks in one voice. And, in 

Carson, it is the very function of quotation (as voice within voice) to keep you from answering 

the question who’s speaking?971 

         

     

  

     What sort of evidence is there for the means in which voice is indicated in the Canicula di 

Anna? The Quarterly Review of Literature text will use a variety of typographic marks to render 

the various gradations of voice including: bold, capitalization, question marks, numbers, type 

size, spacing and lineation, periods, parentheses, commas, colons, italics, hyphens, single 

quotation marks, ellipses, exclamation marks, variant spellings, double quotation marks, dashes, 

abbreviations, foreign alphabets, etc. Although not all of these are authorial (see pages 69-90 

                                                 
969 Carson may have originally come to the quotation in a secondary source and then backtracked to the original 

origin. Say, for example, in Derrida. See Writing and Difference. Trans. Alan Bass. (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1978): 257. The text of Bataille seems to often infect its host text with misquotation. Notice that when the 

textual voice in Simon Critchley’s “‘Bois’—Derrida’s Final Word on Levinas” copies a quote from a preceding text 

quoting Bataille in the same volume, it misquotes it. See Re-Reading Levinas. Eds. R. Bernasconi and S. Critchley. 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991): 26, 172 & n. 7, 187. Strangely, when Critichley’s essay is later 

republished in The Ethics of Deconstruction (third edition), the comma is again left out and the quotation is further 

contaminated with the introduction of a capital letter. (Compare, also, how the page citations in both notes say two 

different things. One must therefore be extremely curious to notice a revision thus passed over in silence.) See The 

Ethics of Deconstruction. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014): 121 & n. 5, 142. Voice, as we shall see, is 

a typographic device. And the page numbers speak, too. 
970 Carson’s use of misquotation would be both a “re-creation” (arm is made polysemous) and a “de-creation” 

(polyptoton is sacrificed) in Christopher Ricks’ terms. See “Pater, Arnold and Misquotation” The Times Literary 

Supplement (25 November 1977): 1383-1385.   
971 Photoquotation from Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 59. 
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above), we must still listen for how the QRL text speaks to us.972 That is, we must listen to how it 

speaks on the page by non-oral means. For voice, here, is a gesture of writing and not of speech.  

Carson will show an ongoing [perhaps Derridaic] skepticism towards speech presentation (esp. 

“dialogue”) in her work. The typographic devices used from the Canicula di Anna onwards are 

not meant as visual aids for the determination of each speaker in the text, but serve rather to 

enlarge the enigmatic state of each utterance. Her canny usages of typography lend an aura of 

indefiniteness to the language represented and work to further blur the possibility of locating a 

clear and sustained centre (origo) of consciousness. And this feeling that there is no uniform site 

of enunciation is only compounded by the textual states in which you will experience the poem:973 

 

 

                                                                 

                  (28) 

Where could either quotation come from when there’s no who of whom to ask who says “said”? 

                                                 
972 If you listen closely to all three states of the poem , you might notice that each sounded different: 
 

   
 

Given Carson’s use of both single and double quotations marks in the typescript, the QRL and Plainwater versions 

may appear to sound somewhat louder (more proximal, more immediate, more presenced). The Plainwater might 

also be seen to muffle the Heideggerian unterwegs. Photoquotations from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) 

Archives, Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare 

Books and Special Collections, Princeton University; the QRL version (32); and Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 

1995): 80. 
973 Photoquotation from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. 

“Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University. 
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     If you look back at the three quotations of the Bataille, you’ll notice the different ways that 

each points out a condition of voice. Each instantiation speaks in a different typographic 

language. Even though Carson’s quotation is footnoted, the italicization and reduction in 

punctuation give off a certain remoteness of source: this can’t only be Bataille speaking; i.e., I 

hear Anne Carson’s voice in there. The epigraph stands as an exemplum of how voices interrupt 

and intrude upon one another according to an aesthetic of the oblique—a vaguening. Vaguening 

in Carson comes in an assortment of forms. Here’s one obscuration of the origins of a voice:974 

 

 Can you hear how the italics mark its roving (L. vagus)?975 

 

—as it moves through a song of lament?976 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
974 Photoquotation from “Burners Go Raw” London Review of Books 31:4 (26 February 2009): 10. 
975 Photoquotation of a Navajo song quoted from Bruce Lincoln’s Emerging from the Chrysalis: Studies in Rituals of 

Women's Initiation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981) by Gregory Nagy in Poetry as Performance. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996): 91. For the origins of such synchronized singing, cf. 100 & 224.  
976 Photoquotation from a detail on the cover of Poetry as Performance. Ibid. You are the song while the song lasts. 
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Here’s one more. (With no hints for “source-hunters.”) For it’s a text which elides most of the 

typographic signs we’ve seen before and whose very aim, as its epigraph says, is to ‘vaguen’:977 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I might continue quoting texts to re-iterate my suspicions of any univocal “voice” in Carson, but 

it’s time for last words. Citing “Anne Carson” can be a perilous activity, for (don’t quote me on 

this) one never knows if she is responsible for what she writes. There’s that cricket again! “Be 

very careful when quoting Anne Carson,” it says.978 

 

 

 

                                                 
977 Photoquotation from “Peril” The Threepenny Review 119 (Fall 2009): 11. For Beckett’s notation (twice 

underlined), see S.E. Gontarski. Beckett's Happy Days: A Manuscript Study. (Columbus: Ohio State University 

Libraries, 1977): 36. For the aesthetic principle of, see Rosemary Pountney. Theatre of Shadows. (Totowa, NJ: 

Barnes and Noble Books, 1988): 133-156. Perhaps we might call the technique used in the Canicula di Anna an 

ancienting (a making remote of the spatio-temporal contexts of originary reference; the word occurs 7x in the poem). 
978  

 

 

Photoquotation from Bartlett’s Famous Quotations. 18th edition. Ed. G. O’Brien. (New York: Little, Brown & Co., 

2012): 868.   
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natural vermilion for  

 

Waterparts. One thing you can count on in Anne Carson is her miscounting—that correction in 

stride. As she says, the joy of living is to alter it.  

     Good Bait. “Alter what?” (28, 33).979 

 

     Famous Examples. The photoquotation above shows a moment from Chapter XI of 

Aristotle’s Poetics (1452b9-10). Aristotle has just concluded his discussion (with illustrations 

from the events of the Oedipus and Iphigeneia at Tauris) of two elements of the complex plot: 

peripeteia and anagnōrisis—terms familiar to the student of Greek tragedy—when, as if he had 

momentarily lost count of his own classificatory system, he abruptly adds a third. Here is the 

Loeb translation: 

We see then that the two elements of the plot, reversal and discovery, turn upon these 

incidents. A third is a calamity (pathos). Of these three elements we have already 

described reversal and discovery. A calamity is a destructive or painful occurrence, such 

as a death on the stage, acute suffering and wounding and so on.980 

 

If you look closely in the margin on the left, you will notice that Carson has annotated the 

passage with “λεξ. εἰρ. (correction in stride)?” She is wondering whether the enumeration does 

not exhibit the same archaic bent (ἀρχαία) that Aristotle himself terms elsewhere “λέξις εἰρομένη 

/ lexis eiromenē”:  

                                                 
979 Photoquotation from Aristotle. The Poetics. Trans. W.H. Fyfe. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 42. Robarts copy PA 

3893 P5 1927. 
980 Ibid.: 43. 
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The continuous style (lexis eiromenē) is the ancient one; for example, ‘This is the 

exposition of the investigation of Herodotus of Thurii.’ It was formerly used by all, but is 

now used only by a few. By a continuous style I mean that which has no end in itself and 

only stops when the sense is complete. It is unpleasant, because it is endless, for all wish 

to have an end in sight.981    

 

Lexis eiromenē is often translated as the “strung-on” style, as if words were strung together one 

after the other into a row of beads that only ends when you have run out of string. It is a loose 

and associative (gold→amber→sunshine→bedless) and cumulative paratactic style that leaves 

the reader with no idea as to what possibly should come next. 

     Particles Thrown Off By The Soul When It Cools. Hermann Fränkel sees the ‘continuous style’ 

as the blending interaction between what has ended and what is about to begin, in which “distant 

connections are allowed to remain loose or neglected, subordination is minimal, and continual 

hingeing of adjacent parts is the focus of concern.”982 Each word of the emerging thought comes 

to occupy the foreground in a moment of ‘absolute presentness’ until it is succeeded by the next. 

Such a distinctive style can seem strange to us, as may betide with vases:983 

 

                                                 
981 Aristotle. Art of Rhetoric. Trans. J.H. Freese. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1947): 386 & 387. 
982 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 303. 
983 Photoquotation from ibid.: 303. 
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     Objects In Water Are Closer Than They Appear. Writers of the ‘continuous style’ are like 

runners who, rather than returning to their blocks to perfect their starts, just go back down into 

their set positions and begin again mid-race. One can never be sure what event they’re running. 

Whether it is at the turn or at the finish line, wherever they tire and run out of breath, there they 

stop. 

     Waterperson. Reading can feel like taking a long trip to various places (τόποι / loci) when you 

follow the paths of a writer’s train of thought laid out in a footnote. Here is one starting-point for 

how one comes to write “λεξ. εἰρ. (correction in stride)?” in the margins of a library book:984  

 
 

We’ll shift round to the other side of the alphabet. In an article from 1967, Leonard Woodbury 

had characterized ‘lexis eiromenē’ as “linear in movement, paratactic in syntax, continuous and  

                                                 
984 Photoquotation from “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 341. I like this footnote 

because it is quite loose itself and none of the pages cited bear traces of Carson’s reading. I am unconvinced that any 

of the markings in both Lattimore articles are hers. Although we might catch the tiniest of traces of her presence 

here: 
 

 
 

Photoquotation from Hermann Fränkel. Wege und Formen frühgriechischen Denkens. (München: Beck, 1955): 83. 

Robarts copy PA 3061 F7.  
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associative in thought.” He continues: 

Professor Richard Lattimore has provided analyses of this style in Solon’s ‘Hymn to the 

Muses’ and in Herodotus [footnote 35]. He gives good examples of what he calls 

‘correction in stride,’ when Herodotus shows his embarrassment over something he has 

written and then goes on to correct it.985 

 

Now here’s his footnote:986 

 

 
 

Both articles seek to demonstrate that the archaic style is one driven by a continuous forward and 

progressive movement from which there is no turning back. Instead of crossing out a passage and 

starting over again, the author leaves whatever has been written as it stands and only corrects it 

in going forward along with the momentum of each thought weighed against its counter-thought. 

The style sees to a series of self-generating ideas whose links are in no way obvious and whose 

transitions are most abrupt. The result is text strewn with irrelevancies and contradictions and the 

effect is one of disorder and inconsequence. One ends up saying something quite different from 

what one had in mind to begin to with. Thus ‘correction in stride’ foregrounds the experiential 

aspect of the ‘now’ of reading. If the author  

must reject a certain element, of thought or fact, already set down, he is not allowed to 

turn back and remove it but must, driven forward, negate the content by some further 

statement which will express the truth as he now understands it.987  

 

As readers we are made to watch the author misthink. Not watch, but rather we are made to  

 

misthink along with the author. Which, as Aristotle suggests, can be rather unpleasant. 

 

     True Examples. (Why couldn’t he have just fitted pathos more smoothly into his discussion of  

 

 

 

                                                 
985 “Helen and the Palinode” Phoenix 21:3 (Autumn 1967): 174-175. 
986 Photoquotation from ibid.: 174. 
987 Richard Lattimore. “The First Elegy of Solon” AJP 68 (1947): 173. 
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‘the parts of the plot’?) Here a narrator / a painter are correcting themselves in stride:988  

 

 

Here a scholar describes a poet correcting herself in stride:989 

 
 

 

                                                 
988 I photoquote from the typescript as it shows original lineation, diction and stanza pattern. Quarterly Review of 

Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, 

Folder 1. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
989 Photoquotation from Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 26 & 27.  
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Here is another narrator correcting itself in stride:990 

 

 
 

                                                 
990 Photoquotation from Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 33 & 34. 
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And, finally, a wife correcting herself in stride:991 

 

 
 

     Lest The Actual Should Disenthrall Thy Soul. Why the attraction to the rhetorical wrench of 

‘correction in stride’? Why would an author want you to think along with them? Things we really 

know about other people. Infinite deferral of desire in an apple. Impression of inadvertent 

lucidity. What a man really wants. What does he really want? Anne Carson would say that the 

intended effect is to involve your mind more closely in the poem as it moves through its own 

processes of observation and reasoning. Reading a ‘correction in stride’ causes your mind to 

experience itself, first in the act of making a mistake, then in the act of correcting that mistake. 

And so you become a part of the mediation which the poem is inviting you to participate in. 

‘Correction in stride’ is consequently a sympathetic, then empathetic, figure.  

     Transparent Letters. Why this attraction to the archaic turn of mind? Why would an author  

 

wish to make such deft changes of scene or such arbitrary transitions? Such random associations  

 

of thought? Why the oscillation between ideas in continuous sequence?992 Why the passing from  

                                                 
991 Photoquotation from The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 20. 
992 This question and the following are taken from the indices (“SOME CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES OF 

ARCHAIC STYLE”) of Hermann Fränkel’s Early Greek Poetry and Philosophy. Trans. Moses Hadas and James 

Willis. (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1975): 519. 
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the individual to the general rule and then back again to illustrate the principle by concrete  

 

example? Why the circling around subject matter, so that different aspects successively receive  

 

attention? Why the recurrent ring composition? 

 

     Action and Actual Grace. There is almost a dream logic to the law of continuity within a work 

of Anne Carson’s. An inaugural word (“elegy”) moves out to meet its counter word (“history”). 

The blending interaction between the two begin the asking. The asking is a partaking, evoking  

whate’er the page on which you chance.993 All is 

simultaneously anticipatory and recapitulatory (as 

in the broad “light” carried994 into the living room, 

the historical “smell”995 of that autumn’s day, the 

shadows that will shock him because he is being 

carried backwards996). And indeed you too will be 

able to say, I was there. Nothing could alter your experience of it. Nothing, of course, except  

the memory of it. Your memory being an inner writing of the reading. Aristotle records two 

principles that are helpful for finding one’s way among the contents of memory. The second is 

order. Aristotle: 

It often happens that a man cannot recall at the moment, but can search for what he wants 

and find it. This occurs when a man initiates many impulses, until at last he initiates that 

which the object of his search will follow. For remembering really depends upon the 

potential existence of the stimulating cause…But he must seize hold of the starting-point. 

For this reason some use places (τόπων) for the purposes of recollecting. The reason for 

this is that men pass rapidly from one step to the next; for instance from milk to white, 

from white to air, from air to damp; after which one recollects autumn, supposing that  

                                                 
993 T.P. Wiseman. Catullus and His World. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985): 229. 
994 Hermann Fränkel. Early Greek Poetry and Philosophy. Trans. Moses Hadas and James Willis. (Oxford: B. 

Blackwell, 1975): 345. 
995 François Hartog. The Mirror of Herodotus. Trans. Janet Lloyd. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988): 

267. Cf. also n. 155, 305.  
996 “Father’s Old Blue Cardigan” The New Yorker (10 November 1997): 93. 
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one is trying to recollect that season.997      

  

Aristotle’s word for starting-point is archē. Suppose one is trying to recollect the experience of 

having read alteration in Anne Carson. Where is your starting-point? One archē might be to 

think of recollecting itself as a returning to the rooms of a house in which you once lived 

(“multas per gentes et”). A home can be the site of calamity or of salvation. Quintilian: 

For when we return to a place (loca) after a considerable absence, we do not merely 

recognize the place itself, but remember things that we did there, and recall the persons 

whom we met and even the unuttered thoughts which passed through our minds when we 

were there before.998 

 

In such silent cogitation, pass rapidly now from 

the question where was that which I had read 

before? (its exact positioning on a page) to a  

stairwell upon which, shutting your eyes, you  

reach out for a word (balustrade?) that will take  

you up (the most typical view extends above) to that private space of your own, right there, if 

you can just get to that crack of light streaming out from under the door. But there is never any 

end in sight to where the top of the stairs might be (for we know ourselves not in time but in 

remembered (i.e., pictorial) space). The door scents me, it hesitates.999 Comes a knock from 

below. Beads of amber by their own weight begin to slide like tears off the end of our golden 

string. Was it not only by falling down that we made it up by ourselves? 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
997 Frances A. Yates. The Art of Memory. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966): 34. Yates is quoting 

Aristotle’s De memoria et reminiscentia (452a8-16).  
998 Ibid.: 22. Yates is quoting Institutio oratoria (II.ii.17-22).   
999 Gaston Bachelard. The Poetics of Space. Trans. John R. Stilgoe. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969): 223.  
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red for  

 

What makes her she? That is, when do we see Anne Carson in Anne Carson? Where is Anne 

Carson in Anne Carson? I would say that she is never more herself in her work than when she 

makes images. It is the imagery that makes her she. 

     A reference is quite different from an image, emphasizes Caroline Spurgeon.1000 What she is 

intimating for the work of Anne Carson is that there is a moment of pause in which, after having 

hunted down all of the quotations and all of the references, and inspected all of the notes, one 

stands, naked, exposed to the unconcealed purity of a mad person’s song on a train, its beautiful 

animal-like teeth shining amid black planes of paint. There is no way out from such an encounter. 

     Spurgeon believes that it is chiefly through images that writers, to some extent unconsciously, 

give themselves away.1001 In other words, show me a poet’s imagery and I will show you the 

revelation of the man. In fact, show me the imagery of a poet and I will show you the personal 

traits and experiential characteristics that distinguish that man from others. For within the set 

range of a poet’s recurrent images, one gains insight into the personality, the temperament, the 

idiosyncratic quality of mind, and distinct individuality of the man behind the work. Yet when is 

the image his? Can we even imagine such a thing as a private image or do we all have some 

share in a communal imaginary? Does a quotation of an image count towards the constitution of 

individual authorship? What happens when you add a reference onto one of your image charts? 

Take the instance of the image of the wound in The Beauty of the Husband... 

 

Intervention: The Opening Section from an Unfinished Chapter (“The Beauty of the Wound”) of 

an Abandoned Thesis.  

 

                                                 
1000 Caroline Spurgeon. Shakespeare's Imagery: And What It Tells Us. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1935): 43. 
1001 Ibid.: 4.   
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You reopen the wound in my mind    “Wounds! how they shout!” said Hum, “and there, 

—see, see!” 

“The Jealousies” 

 

 

The Beauty of the Husband opens with the image of a wound. The image lights up a world and 

asks us to consider a reckoning: like a wound was a marriage. Yes, the comparandum sways and 

is delayed. For the poem doesn’t come right out and say la vida es una herida absurda, like the 

old tango song. Here, the analogy offered is neither made explicit by simile (“I look upon fine 

phrases like a lover”) nor implicit by metaphor (an urn is a “still unravish’d bride of 

quietness”).1002 Perhaps at first you don’t even see it. Perhaps you see it only when you look up 

from the page. Perhaps when you come down to “the word,” your eyes just keep going back up 

to the “wound” (5). A reader is thus disoriented among the lines, swayed to and fro from one 

idea to the other, yet is pressed to give a due account of the figural interaction between the two. 

How is a marriage like a wound? Or is it, how is a wound like a marriage?1003 

     When a lover is wounded in classical poetry, the wounding conventionally happens at the 

outset and onset of love: “When eros first wounded me...” (ἐπεί μ’ ἔρως ἔτρωσεν) says the wife  

                                                 
1002 Quotations from The Beauty of the Husband (New York: Knopf, 2001) are hereon in brackets. 
1003 An analogy is a comparison advanced according to a due logos (ἀνά + λόγος). Analogical understanding is a 

way of picking out and gathering up the world around us. According to Dennis Feeney, it is the lover especially who 

shows a particular “bent” for constructing analogies. (He also notes that such comparison is the “cardinal trope” of 

hymeneals, or wedding-songs, in which groom and bride are often likened to well-known pairs such as Hector and 

Andromache (as in the ‘homecoming of Hector with his bride Andromache’ in Sappho fr. 44)). Feeney’s focus is on 

the slippage between tenor and vehicle, the discrepancy or dissimilarity between the thing being compared and the 

thing to which it is compared. But what happens in analogy when there is not only an obliquity of reference, but also 

an ambiguity as to its directionality? For the movement of thought in analogy is often characterized as a transfer 

from target or tenor to source or vehicle, so that when Keats likens a woman’s feather-like inconstancy to be of an 

uncertain speed as a “blow-ball from the mead” our thoughts move from a familiar target (la donna è mobile) to a 

defamiliarized source (a blow-ball fluttering in the wind). But transference moves in multiple directions. I may be 

more familiar with dandelions than a woman’s fickleness. It is thus the reader who must put the figural interaction to 

work. And it is precisely this possibility of analogy’s dissimilarity that sets it going: “The reader’s baffled 

experience in trying to follow the poet’s words becomes a mirror of the poet’s own baffled experience in trying to 

discover words which will be adequate.” See D.C. Feeney. “‘Shall I Compare Thee…?’ Catullus 68B and the Limits 

of Analogy” in Author and Audience in Latin Literature. Eds. T. Woodman and J. Powell. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1992): 33, 37 & 44. In short, is the wound the target or the source of The Beauty of the Husband? 
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Phaidra, “pierced / with stings of desire” in the Hippolytos of Euripides.1004 The erotic wound, 

(Ἔρωτος τραῦμα or ἕλκος),1005 is often caused by Love’s weaponry, sharp implements (usually 

arrows, darts and bolts) that scratch, cut, pierce, sting, bite, poison, and burn into the flesh. The 

wounded lover is analogized as a warrior wounded in battle: 

Ἕλκος ἔχω τὸν ἔρωτα· ῥέει δέ μοι ἕλκεος ἰχώρ, 

     δάκρυον, ὠτειλῆς οὔποτε τερσομένης. 

εἰμὶ γὰρ ἐκ κακότητος ἀμήχανος, οὐδὲ Μαχάων 

     ἤπιά μοι πάσσει φάρμακα δευομένῳ. 

Τήλεφός εἰμι, κόρη, σὺ δὲ γίνεο πιστὸς Ἀχιλλεύς· 

     κάλλεϊ σῷ παῦσον τὸν πόθον, ὡς ἔβαλες. 
 

My love is a running sore that ever discharges tears for the wound stauncheth not; I am in 

evil case and find no cure, nor have I any Machaon to apply the gentle salve that I need. I 

am Telephus, my child; be thou faithful Achilles and staunch with thy beauty the desire 

wherewith thy beauty smote me.1006  

 

The wounds themselves (felt, but unseen (ψυχᾶς τραῦμ’ ἀόρατον APl. 198.4; cf. AP 5.162.1-2 & 

12.134.1)) are open sores, suppurating, and, though pierced by bitter shafts (πικροὶ κάλαμοι AP 

9.440.21), even sweet (AP 12.126.1-4): 

Ἦρκταί μευ κραδίας ψαύειν πόνος· ἦ γάρ ἀλύων 

      ἀκρονυχεὶ ταύταν ἔκνισ’ ὁ θερμὸς Ἔρως· 

 εἶπε δὲ μειδήσας· ‘Ἕξεις πάλι τὸ γλυκὺ τραῦμα, 

      ὦ δύσερως, λάβρῳ καιόμενος μέλιτι.’ 
 

Pain has begun to touch my heart, for hot Love, as he strayed, scratched it with the tip of 

his nails, and, smiling, said, ‘Again, O unhappy lover, thou shalt have the sweet wound, 

burnt by biting honey’1007  

                                                 
1004 Grief Lessons. (New York: New York Review Books, 2006): 193 (substituting a transliterated eros for the given 

“desire”) & 174-175. Original Greek from Euripides. Vol. IV (Ion. Hippolytus. Medea. Alcestis). (London: 

Heinemann, 1923): 194. 
1005 For the conceit of the erotic wound in classical literature (the Erōtos trauma or helkos), see Robert D. Brown. 

Lucretius on Love and Sex: A Commentary on De Rerum Natura IV, 1030-1287, with Prolegomena, Text, and 

Translation. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987): 132-34 & 190-196.   
1006 The Greek Anthology. Vol. I. Trans. W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann 1916): 240 & 241. 
1007 The Greek Anthology. Vol. IV. Trans. W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann 1918): 334 & 335. Compare another 

paradoxical wounding in: “Εἰ μισεῖν πόνος ἐστί, φιλεῖν πόνος, ἐκ δύο λυγρῶν / αἱροῦμαι χρηστῆς ἕλκος ἔχειν 

ὀδύνης” / “If to hate is pain and to love is pain, of the two evils I choose the smart of kind pain”: 370 & 371. One 

chooses the χρηστῆς ἕλκος…ὀδύνης—the wound of good suffering. There can be no de duobus malis minus est 

semper eligendum in matters of young love. 
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Ancient poets tend to be silent about what happens to the wound long afterwards. How then are  

we to look upon the erotic wound from the point of view of the end of a love relationship? How  

are we to see the lingering wound of a failed marriage, its sweetbitter trauma? 

     In October of 1815, three years before he is smitten with love for Fanny Brawne and four 

years before he gives to her the almandine engagement ring, John Keats became a dresser of 

wounds. On the night of March 17, 1817, he is still at it, making his rounds with his tin plaister 

box, cleaning and bandaging them.1008 Here is a friend’s diary entry: “He has to dress wounds, 

after spending an evening with me spouting Shakespeare.”1009 At this point in his life Keats is 

still hesitating about his calling. One of his biographers explains: “To continue as a dresser at 

least served as a delaying action; it eased his conscience, and gave an appearance...that he was 

still seriously aware of the need to make a living.”1010 Poets, it is said, will write poems to heal 

their own love wounds. Keats is hesitating and has to treat wounds in order to put off committing 

himself entirely to—not a wife, but words. 

     “It’s like a scar, a sort of wound, but a good wound….Because I don’t think that I’d begun to 

live before that. It’s now that I’m going to live. I might not do much, but it will be important.”1011 

A century later, the French painter Marcel Duchamp, still a bachelor, discards his brushes, and 

writing the following marginal notes (notes marginales), resorts to paradox: 

Use ‘delay’ instead of picture or painting; picture on glass becomes delay in glass—but 

delay in glass does not mean picture on glass— 

                                                 
1008 Following Walter J. Bate’s John Keats (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1963): 48, who 

draws on Sir William Hale-White’s Keats as Doctor and Patient (London: Oxford University Press, 1938): “When 

Keats was dresser almost every wound was or quickly became a foul-smelling, festering sore, the dressing of which 

had to be frequently changed, often more than once a day”: 15. 
1009 The Diary of Benjamin Robert Haydon. Vol. II. Ed. W.B. Pope. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 1960): 

101. Haydon seems surer of Keats’ vocation than Keats himself: “Never was there a truer call!”: 101.   
1010 Walter J. Bate. John Keats. (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1963): 110. 
1011 “C’est une cicatrice, une sorte de blessure, mais la bonne blessure….Parce que je ne me considère pas, n'ayant 

pas encore vécu avant ça. C'est maintenant que je vais vivre. Voilà. Le peu de choses que je ferai après, mais ce 

sera plus important.” Marcel Duchamp: A Game of Chess. Dir. Jean-Marie Drot. (London: Phaidon, 1987). 
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     It’s merely a way of succeeding in no longer thinking that the thing in question is a 

picture—to make a delay of it in the most general way possible, not so much in the 

different meanings in which delay can be taken, but rather in their indecisive reunion 

‘delay’ — / a delay in glass as you would say a poem in prose or a spittoon in silver.1012  

 

Duchamp had come to the dead end of pure painting and so invokes through analogy (a poème is 

not en prose nor is a crachoir en argent) a strategy of delay that would seek to impede the 

pictorial becoming a picture.1013 Can a poetics, too, stop poetry from becoming a poem? In 

quoting this delaying tactic, The Beauty of the Husband only further postpones its own wound-

marriage analogy. Fine ready-made phrases are reinscribed, repunctuated, relineated and 

recontextualized within the deferred poetic figure. Why does the poem then quote them?   

     When Duchamp is later asked for what reason he felt compelled to paint a delay in glass, 

speaking softly in order to save the force of his ideas, he replies: 

The main point is the subject, the figure. It needs no reference. It is not in relation. All 

that background on the canvas that had to be thought about, tactile space like wallpaper, 

                                                 
1012 Marcel Duchamp. Salt Seller: The Writings of Marcel Duchamp. Eds. M. Sanouillet and E. Petterson. (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1973): 26. For the original French, see Marchand du sel: écrits de Marcel Duchamp. 

Ed. M. Sanouillet. (Paris: Le Terrain vague, 1958): “Employer «retard» au lieu de tableau ou peinture; tableau sur 

verre devient retard en verre—mais retard en verre ne veut pas dire tableau sur verre—C’est simplement un moyen 

d’arriver à ne plus considérer que la chose en question est un tableau—en faire un retard dans tout le général 

possible, pas tant dans les différents sens dans lesquels retard peut être pris, mais plutôt dans leur réunion indécise. 

«Retard» —un retard en verre, comme on dirait un poème en prose ou un crachoir en argent”: 34. The heading of 

the section which follows this passage is ‘1912.’ This might account for the date given in the lines: “So Duchamp / 

of The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors / which broke in eight pieces in transit from the Brooklyn Museum / to 

Connecticut (1912)” (5). Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, which he had worked on for 

eight years (1915-1923), broke into many pieces when travelling back to the West Redding home of its owner 

Katherine Dreier in 1927. 1912 would mark the initial conception of the work. Dreier waits six years to tell 

Duchamp, who then, after another two years, begins to put those eight years back together again. See The Complete 

Works of Marcel Duchamp. Ed. A. Schwarz. (New York: Delano Greenidge Editions, 2000): 145. Marcel Duchamp 

would later see the cracks of his broken art object as happily connecting the bride to her bachelors. This notion of 

breakage becomes a crucial element to The Beauty of the Husband’s composition—just as it is in the opening of 

Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” Editor John Barnard: 

“1   still unravished bride of quietness   in the Annals version, a comma is added after ‘still,’ so making the word 

into an adjective (‘motionless’). The punctuation in 1820, etc., makes ‘still’ an adverb, suggesting that the bride may 

yet be ravished, without denying the possibility of a play on the adjectival sense. The urn is intact—unravished as a 

bride, or unbroken as an art object. Its virginal chastity is ‘unravished’ either by the infidelity of speaking, or by a 

marital consummation with ‘quietness.’” John Keats: The Complete Poems. (London: Penguin Books, 1988): 674. 
1013 “Duchamp introduces the notion of delay as a way of holding both painting and pictorial conventions at bay. 

This strategy of postponement or deferral does not involve the mere transposition of painting into another medium 

such as glass but rather, the redefinition of the medium itself in terms of a deferral, a passage that postpones the 

pictorial becoming of painting.” Dalia Judovitz. Unpacking Duchamp: Art in Transit. (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1995): 60. 
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all that garbage, I wanted to sweep it away. With the glass you can concentrate on the 

figure if you want and you can change the background if you want by moving the glass. 

The transparency of the glass plays for you. The question of painting in background is 

degrading for a painter. The thing you want to express is not in that background.1014 

 

Mid-analogy, the quoting of the delaying tactic then provides a window into the workings of the 

poem as a whole. For The Beauty of the Husband is all foreground. If you walk into Gallery 182 

of the Philadelphia Museum of Art and look upon The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, 

Even, what do you see? Blinds? Cracks in a wall? Grated windows? A floor? Rail barriers? A 

bench? A bottle rack? A fountain? A door to another gallery? Paintings? Shadows? Someone 

looking through you? Yourself reflected? With every step you take around The Large Glass you 

lose your retinal bearings and see a work created anew. Likewise, when you walk into the poem, 

(a poem about “that swaying place” (5)), you read a similar disorientation among the streets and 

sidewalks of a city, inside a theatre, high above at a restaurant window, in a distant apartment, 

down a ravine, behind a vineyard of a grandfather’s farm, outside a school in a hayfield of a new 

town, in a Latin class, in smoke down a hall, in the light of a living room late at night, in a 

kitchen smelling of chestnuts or wine or maybe oregano, atop in an attic study, by a bedside table, 

across a courthouse, around the edge of a hotel garden, past a diner counter, under a verandah, 

alongside a friend, in doorways and stairwells going down, before taxis and buses passing back 

and forth, before shops, office blocks and telephone booths, in front of a back kitchen window, 

or behind someone else’s mirror. The Beauty of the Husband ever retards a well-rounded 

comprehension of a background story through its mode of refusing to preposition the reader. It 

puts off setting the reader before a story. This deferral is not only a spatial phenomenon, but a 

temporal one as well. For when the narrator says “at that time” (9, 15), not knowing where we  

are, when are we? Let’s try (if memory serves) a botched chronology: 

                                                 
1014 Francis Roberts. “I Propose to Strain the Laws of Physics” Art News 67:8 (December 1968): 46. 
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Early Girlhood (9) 

           15 years old. Late spring. Latin class (49). Some 30 years ago (50) 

              Still 15. Goes out to meet him in ravine (23) 

                   October. Grandfather’s farm (29) 

                        Letters (37)  

                            Within a year. Move to another town (37) 

                                 He stands outside new school (41) 

                                       Roses (42)                   

                                           March. Snow. Not yet married (79)  

                                               He doesn’t appear for wedding (45)  

                                                  Day after wedding. Telegram arrives (45) 

                                                      Months following. She eats wedding cake (45) 

 

                                                                                                              [A Wedding.] Years ago (9) 

 

                                                               Married 6 months. They make love the real way (10) 

                                                            Next day. Wife writes short talk (10) 

                                                         Less than a year after marriage. Receives phone calls (24) 

                                                      Married a little more than a year. Photo of mistress (16) 

                                                   Taxi (53) 5 a.m. phone call (61) visits (65, 69, 73, 105)           

                                                Arguments (83) phone calls lately (106) meets woman (111) 

                                            April 23. Separated 3 years (not divorced). Husband in Rio (19) 

                                         After 3 years of separation. Greece. 8 days in Peloponnese (99)  

                                      Husband writes letter in taxi (89). Wife goes to courthouse (90) 

                                   Divorce decree comes in mail (9) 

                                Letters (93, 94, 134) 

                            3 years after divorce (117). Plan of Epipolai (118) 

                         Husband remarries (130) 

                   Husband has first son (133). Second son (130) 

                 Later years. Wife tells story (98)   

               Ray’s funeral (133)  

            December. Husband will go to Venice (133) 

Late Middle Age (9) 
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All in all, “more than thirty years” (140) of relatively indeterminate events are narrated out of 

chronological order against a largely transparent background.1015 Thus we are offered not a pure 

picture of a marriage, but a “painting with thoughts and facts.”1016 It is the story of a marriage 

with no wedding, a poem where and when a husband and a wife never come together in union, 

but remain apart: he, in his realm; and she, in her domain. Because of its spatial and temporal 

uncertainty (its réunion indécise) we can’t be sure of the wife’s here and now (“I still have that 

one red rose dried to powder now” (42), “night now” (50), “Fancy seeing you here” (139)), any 

more than we can be sure of the husband’s here and now (“Why do I come here” (65), “I am 

married again now” (130), “If you were on a whim to come and soothe me now I would be happy” 

(134)). This uncertainty finds its culmination on the last page (145): where is the final “here”? 

when the final “now”? The answer is mirrored within the reader’s own here and now, for the 

transparency of the poem “plays for us.” Always and ever delayed mid-sentence, in the book and 

in the midst of our own lives, The Beauty of the Husband becomes for us a large glass through 

which we look to see our own ideas of marriage, full of oil, varnish, lead foil, lead wire and dust 

as they are. 

     It was Plato who called, not matrimony, but analogy the most beautiful of all bonds.1017 Our 

                                                 
1015 Perhaps a good indication of temporal indeterminacy could be found in the annal of the branch (123-125). The 

wife keeps a record of the branch almost every day. 5820 elegiacs would make at least 16 years of writing. How are 

we to measure the overall span of time that these sixteen years would stretch across towards? 
1016 Rather than offering a “straight narrative,” The Beauty of the Husband would seem to present a ‘nexus’ of facts 

or ‘stuff in the world,’ its narrative form being a ‘rough approximation of what the facts are doing’: “Facts are a 

substitute for story. Facts are useful to me because I don’t have any stories in my head, so in the absence of story 

you can talk about facts to fill the time.” See John D’Agata. “A _________ with Anne Carson” The Iowa Review 

27:2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 13. The poem then tries to do anything to avoid the boredom of telling a straight story: 

“I don’t simply want to tell what is. I want to tell what is with all the radiations around it of what it could be. So it’s 

not simply a transcription of anything that actually happened but what actually happened, plus all the thoughts that 

one could think about it if one could walk around it, stop time and walk around the moment. And once you add in all 

that gradation of the moment it’s no longer the event. The event is just the raw material that goes into your 

observation of what you see when you walk around it.” Mary Gannon. “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” 

Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001): 29-30. 
1017 Timaeus 31c2-5: “δεσμῶν δὲ κάλλιστος ὃς ἂν αὑτὸν καὶ τὰ ξυνδούμενα ὃ τι μάλιστα ἓν ποιῇ. τοῦτο δὲ πέφυκεν 

ἀναλογία κάλλιστα ἀποτελεῖν.” Plato. Vol. IX. Trans. R.G. Bury. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1914): 58 & 59. 
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opening analogy, still delayed mid-page, would then suggest that marriage may shine like a 

wound. How? 

     One evening, as a boy in the 1930s, the future surgeon from Troy, New York, and future 

author of “Pages from a Wound-Dresser’s Diary,” Richard Selzer, goes out on a house call with 

his father. He is needed to hold down a man’s leg while an infected gash is debrided. He tries to 

hide his revulsion. A smile breaks upon the father’s face: “A wound is like a lamp. If all the 

lights in the house went out, you could dress a wound by the light it gives off.” Selzer continues: 

‘One day you will learn to love wounds’ he said on the way home, ‘and tumors and 

festering sores.’ To him they were among the most beautiful things in the world. I did not 

understand how a festering sore could be thought beautiful. I do now, for the vivid colors, 

odor and shape of such a wound appeal to the sensual mind. And each carries within it 

the glorious possibility of being healed, offers to the doctor the glorious privilege of 

healing it. Years later I would try to write about the beauty of the wound….1018     

 

The analogy then works within three coordinates: wound, marriage, beauty. Beauty comes 

between the wound and the marriage and gives us to think. We might try to express this 

interrelation again through paradox: a marriage shines in beauty like a wound. The thought may 

confuse us, but Plato’s own analogies often exhibit this multirelational interaction: 

[They] are not flat diagrams in which one image...is superimposed on another...in exact 

correspondence. An analogy is constructed in three-dimensional space. Its images float 

one upon the other without convergence: there is something in between, something 

paradoxical.1019 

 

The poem goes on to explore this paradoxical interrelation through twenty-nine tangos in thirty 

sections. Why tango? Because tango appeals to the sensual mind. And tango, unlike the poems of 

classical antiquity, is the music of lingering wounds, of long-wounded hearts and long-wounded 

                                                 
1018 “Both writing and surgery are concerned with wounds.” There is also a propensity for analogy in both vocations:  

“In medicine, diagnosis is often a matter of…making comparisons….When something—a rash, a cough, a fever—is 

like something else, it can be precisely identified. Faced with a difficult diagnosis, Father was given to muttering 

under his breath: ‘Looks like…’ or ‘reminds me off….’” See Richard Selzer. Down from Troy: A Doctor Comes of 

Age. (New York: William Morrow, 1992): 157, 253 & 252. 
1019 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 145. 
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souls, where remembrance of a past love relationship makes you feel as if it were still today all 

one wound, where life itself is an absurd wound. “Other music is played to heal wounds, but the 

tango is sung and played for opening them, for keeping them open, for remembering them, for 

sticking your finger in the wound and tearing it until it bleeds.”1020 The Beauty of the Husband 

opens such a wound. 

     For what does a lover see when she looks upon a wound?1021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fire. 

 

~Each wound proceeds less from a doubt than from a betrayal.   

For only the one who loves can betray, only the one who believes  

himself loved can be jealous.~ 

                                                 
1020 “Tocan otras músicas para que se cierren las heridas, pero el tango toca y canta para que se abran, para que 

sigan abiertas, para recordarlas, para meter el dedo en ellas y abirlas al sesgo.” Ramon Gómez de la Serna. 

Interpretación del tango. (Buenos Aires: Albino y Asociados 1979): 39. 
1021 Photoquotations from The Greek Anthology. Vol. I. Trans. W.R. Paton. (London: Heinemann 1916): 220 & 221 

and 222 & 223. Robarts copy 2. PA 3458 A2 1916 v.1 cop.2. 
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…If you read The Beauty of the Husband in the first impression (hardcover), the image of the 

wound is Carson’s:1022 

 

If you read The Beauty of the Husband in a later impression (softcover), the image of the wound 

is Richard Selzer’s:1023 

 

How would an appendix of Spurgeon’s (“Difficulties Connected with the Counting and 

Classifying of Images”) explain the identifications away? Carson’s wound appears ultimately not 

to be drawn from her own direct personal experience, but from someone else’s book (in imitatio). 

Does the imago still enable us to get nearer to the writer herself, to her mind, her tastes, her life 

                                                 
1022 The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 147. 
1023 The Beauty of the Husband. (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2002): 147. 



397 

 

and her deepest thought? I believe it does. Not as an original pure image that is hers, but as one 

belonging to a larger cluster of images that are indexical of her imaginative preoccupations. For 

it is in her ‘pure’ images that Anne Carson reveals herself to be a sensuously violent writer. 

     The reader of Anne Carson will see, hear, touch, taste, smell, conceive of, and move within 

(often in a multisensory thickness) the images in her work. Rabbits (grinning ones off butchers’ 

hooks). Carson’s acute imaginal power (her eidōlopoiēsis) comes largely as a result of her 

aggressiveness with the medium of writing. A violent embrace. Sores break out, so thick-matted, 

open, moving blindly. A most painterly poet (watch how often she invokes colour terms in her 

poetry), she sets her own verbal art (that kind of rage that scorches two animals ensnared on the 

Meseta, an anger hard to come back from as death, or so it seems to me now as I recollect the 

day when My Cid and I cut ourselves open on a moment of anger and blasphemed your name) 

against the ground of painting. The youth at night would have himself driven around the scream. 

It lay in the middle of the city gazing back at him with its heat and rosepools of flesh. Terrific 

lava shone on his soul. He would ride and stare. Against all the senses that writing cannot 

transmit. The images thus imply something sensually immediate and delicious. Anxiety and 

confusion attend them. Eyes pulled up like roots. Lay on the desk. A raw necessity attends them. 

(Necessity seizes us through images seeming to be inherent in them.1024) Humans in love are 

terrible. You see them come hungering at one another like prehistoric wolves, you see something 

struggling for life inbetween them like a root or a soul and it flares for a moment, then they 

smash it. The difference between them smashes the bones out. The images are an assault on the 

nerves. Put over starkly, rawly, they unlock valves of sensation. High above him at the top of the 

sky blood clouds are gathering like a wound behind flesh. All the quotations, the references, the 

                                                 
1024 Pentimento from Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 36.  

 



398 

 

notes, become an effect of surface. They work like black or white arrows pointing you towards 

what it is that she wants you to see. I have a friend who is red hot with pain. He feels the lights 

like hard rain through his pores. Yes, I think that’s really all I have to put in, she says. The rest 

is decoration. But what I see when I see something I want to tell about is an image, or a quality 

of light.1025 Woman alone on a hill. She stands into the wind. It is a hard wind slating from the 

north. Long flaps of flesh rip off the woman’s body and lift and blow away on the wind, leaving 

an exposed column of nerve and blood and muscle calling mutely through lipless mouth. It is a 

quality we don’t yet have eyes for. We who see her work without looking at it. I saw a high hill 

and on it a form shaped against hard air. It could have been just a pole with some old cloth 

attached, but as I came closer I saw a human body trying to stand against winds so terrible that 

the flesh was blowing off the bones. And there was no pain. The wind was cleansing the bones. 

They stood forth silver and necessary. In these images are the moments she puts herself most at 

risk. In language alive in alteration. In words pressed together. Like lips of a wound. The 

imagery of violence, the violence of imagery, the spin, overlap and interlock is intrinsic to 

Carson’s thought style. She says, I am so image-driven that I don’t think of it as another way to 

think. Certainly I can’t think without images. (εἰκόνος γάρ τινος κἀγώ δέομαι.) If I’m trying to 

make an academic argument I can’t do it unless I can find images for each of the abstractions I 

want to talk about and I keep going back to them. But I don’t think of myself as having to 

construct imagery in language in order to move in thought, but maybe that’s just because 

thoughts are always picturing to me.   

     These are mine.1026  

                                                 
1025 From the interview (aired 28 March 2011) by Vincent Woods for the Arts Tonight programme available on the 

RTÉ Radio 1 website. 
1026 From Mary Gannon. Transcript to “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” Poets & Writers Magazine 29:2 

(March-April 2001). The Greek glosses the sentiment with Phaedo 87b: “I too need some image.” See Plato. Vol. I 

(Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 302. 
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vermilion for 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is always tricky, the question whether to read an author’s work in light of his life or not. One 

way of confronting this tricky question is to ask whether that author himself would read other 

authors’ works in light of their lives or not. For writers, unlike literary critics, tend not to suffer 

from the qualms of committing the biographical fallacy. Anne Carson is one such writer. The 

biographical impulse is palpable in much of her work. She is certainly one who can’t get enough 

of the thereness of life. Listen to how she describes her visit to Emily Dickinson’s Amherst: 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

________________________ 
Anne Patricia Carson the poet, according to one account, is born in Toronto, Ontario, at St Michael’s Hospital on 

Wednesday the 21st of June, 1950, the Feast of St Aloysius Gonzaga, patron saint of youth and young students. She 

is the second of two children. The same account gives the birthdate of an older brother, Michael, as 3 January 1947. 

Some say that when Anne Carson is born the family is still living in the apartment on 345 St Clair Ave. Others say  
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Biography is one way we tell stories about the world and its shadows being the common property 

of us all and the form enlivens her work right from their beginnings. The Canicula di Anna is 

animated by material from Vasari, as is “The Fall of Rome.” Her fifteen-year-long study of 

Simonides (from a 1985 APA paper to Economy of the Unlost) was at one point an ‘intellectual 

biography,’ at another a ‘literary biography.’ Indeed Carson, early on, began to see a fractal 

pattern in the figure of Simonides taking shape from two simultaneous glances. One backward in 

time to take account of certain pivotal moments in the vita and the other forward in time to take 

account of the writing of the texts themselves. The priority of each glance is self-similar: 

It is a not uninteresting coincidence, whose decoding I leave with you, that the stories of 

which Simonides is the author and the stories in which Simonides figures as protagonist 

betray a rich and strange similarity. An unforgettable shape of absence is in them. As 

historians we are wary of such coincidences, alert to a tendency within literary biography 

to read the nature of a poet’s poetry back into his life as personal event. So, for example,  

 

________________________  
that the mother and child return to the new house on 100 Balsam Ave. There are no records for what Anne Carson 

eats in those early years. Stories about bees landing in sleeping babies’ mouths and building honeycombs there are 

absurd and never to be trusted. Sometime in 1955, her parents leave Toronto for Timmins, Ontario, and she decides 

to go with them. They live at 442 Hart St. It is then, they say, that she develops a taste for jujubes and, now and 

again, the pages of books that look like jujubes. Or like mittens, according to those authorities who attribute the 

following lines to her: “There were tangy lime green mittens, very cool peppermint blue mittens, sweet raspberry red 

mittens, butterscotch yellow as the sun and black licorice mittens so shiny….” The matter of the suspicion 

concerning the authenticity of the lines and the subsequent departure of the Carson family from the Timmins area, it 

is said, is still of some great despair to the community, who continue to claim that Anne Carson is truly one of their 
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Anakreon was said to have perished by choking on a grape seed, while Sappho jumped 

off a cliff for love of a young man and Tolstoy died waiting for a train. But it is a very 

rich reading that can bring down the roof of a house and crush a roomful of banqueters.  

 

Eros the Bittersweet is enriched with the ‘self-life-writings’ of Bashō, Stendhal, Augustine and 

Eudora Welty, and Short Talks is unimaginable without its meditations on the lives of Ovid, 

Braque, Kafka, Plath, Rembrandt, Camille Claudel, and Charlotte Brontë. The most cursory 

perusal of the letters to Ben Sonnenberg will reveal how much use she makes of biographies 

(those of Freud, of Tolstoy, of Celan) in bringing to life the writings of her own. Her attitude 

towards life-writing is rather cagey and it is significant that three of the ‘life-writers’ that she will 

work into her own writings are Hardy, Stein and Woolf. She will even contemplate inventing the 

life-story of an author (ミムネルモス / Mimnermos) for whom no biography exists: 

What we need, to bring this man into view, is a forgery incorporating his extant 

fragments with exegesis of a biographical nature in the style of certain Japanese diarists. 

 

When she life-writes on those closest to her (in the following case, her mother), she does so 

through literary biography. Watch the cross-hatching of “Appendix to Ordinary Time” with 

Hermione Lee’s Virginia Woolf: 

For “Exposed on a high ledge in full light,” turn to page 183 and be sure to follow note 

49 to page 781. The word “tingling” can be found on page 187. The phrase “the strongest 

pleasure known to me” is from page 170. Notice that Carson’s language here is 

shadowing that of the language Woolf uses to describe the death of her father in ‘shocks,’ 

‘into words,’ and ‘order.’ Yet the footnote (69) on page 779 perhaps gives surer evidence 

of the marks of Lee’s biography. Lee gives “p. 81” from Moments of Being, but the 

quotation appears on page 72. (See page 864, where she cites the 1985 second edition. 

Still, page 81 of that edition just happens to be about the subject at hand: the influence of 

mothers.) “How vanished everyone is” is found on page 743. (The Letters of Virginia  

 

________________________ 
own. At any rate, they say that, in 1960 or 1961, Anne Carson moves to Stoney Creek, Ontario, where she lives at 

70 Wardrope Ave. By 1964, the family is living on 61 Galbraith Drive in the same aforesaid town of Stoney Creek. 

There remains some dispute among the municipal authorities today as to whether the Carsons in fact moved or 

whether the street was just renamed and the houses renumbered. Whatever the facts may be, I myself can vouchsafe 

that there is no surviving house, and to be sure, despite the attestations of some, no ‘town-hall’ on 70 Wardrope Ave. 

The authorities also fail to mention what Anne Carson eats during these years, but it is our understanding that her 

taste in bran muffins develops sometime at this point. The next address we find the Carson family at is 4 Keith Place,   
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Woolf gives “every one” (VI: 384).) “Please knock on my little grey door” can be seen in 

a footnote (57) on page 859. (Carson might have mentioned a postcard or have written “if 

you knock on my little grey door I shall open it” had she been quoting from Berlin’s 

‘Memories of Virginia Woolf.’) The “Winter’s night” fragment with crossout follows Lee, 

pages 742-743, footnote 55 on page 859, and abbreviation for source on page 866. “L. is 

doing the rhododendrons” (without its ellipsis) is found on page 746, the date on page 

860, note 70. And, finally, a MS version of “Women & Fiction” with crossouts is 

mentioned on pages 518-519 and may have led Carson to look up the Rosenbaum 

transcription and edition (1992), from which she takes her mother’s final eulogy, that is, 

epitaph (see page 19). 

 

When she life-writes on what is closest to her very self, again she does so through the life of 

someone else. Here is a page-for-page listing of Andrew Motion’s Keats in Anne Carson’s The 

Beauty of the Husband: 

  Carson       Motion    

  
traipsing (23)      ‘traipsing’ (332) 

“I had a dove…” (39)     “I had a dove…” (331) 

“To the Ladies Who Saw Me Crown’d” (47)  “To the Ladies who Saw Me Crowned” (147) 

evenings steep’d in honeyed indolence (51)  evenings steeped in honeyed indolence (404) 

a man’s little heart’s short fever-fit (55)   a man’s little heart’s short fever-fit (404) 

A BURGUNDY MARK STAMPED ON  stamps the burgundy mark on the bottles of our 

THE BOTTLES OF OUR MINDS (79)   Minds (218) 

HABEAS CORPUS’D AS… (83)   Habeas Corpus’d as… (214) 

written on water (89)     ‘writ in water’ (564) 

as may betide / With vases (109)   as may betide / With vases (404) 

a moody sense of wealth (127)    ‘a moody sense of wealth’ (482) 

AN AWKWARD BOW (133)    ‘I always made an awkward bow’ (557) 

had I never / seen or known your /   had I never seen, / Or known your kindness,   

kindness what / might I / have been (139)  what might I have been? (104) 

O Isle spoilt by the Milatary (143)   ‘O Isle spoilt by the Milatary (sic)’ (168) 

“…in our unimaginative days” (147)   “In our unimaginative days” (214) 

 

     Why then the passionate and intense, indeed scholarly, interest in the lives of others for the 

construction of one’s own life-story? Why, in fact, the intense scholarly research into someone 

else’s life, and yet the attendant endeavour at the erasure of one’s own in matters of ‘publicity’?  

________________________ 
Port Hope, Ontario. This address I advance on undisputable grounds, as I myself have seen, in the state archives at 

the Hamilton Public Library, a 1967 yearbook with a specimen of extant writing by the older brother, Michael. The 

artefact reads: “you rich kids are all alike Good luck Mo Michael Carson 4 Keith Place Port Hope Ont.” There has 

been considerable acrimony among researchers of late as to what Anne Carson is eating at this time in her life. We 

are of the opinion that she eats poorly, as is wont among those in their last year of high school. It is from this point 

onwards that Anne Carson begins to live on her own at a number of addresses in and around the environs of Toronto,   
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When Theodore Weiss asks for a statement by each poet about his or her work, she gives to him 

what becomes the AFTERWORD. When pressed for a photo and a biographical description, she 

sends back this: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later requests for ‘biographical details’ are answered in manners as diverse as these: 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

________________________ 

Ontario, during the years from 1968 to 1981. As one would need, as they say, ten tongues and ten mouths and an 

unbreakable voice (not to mention a gut of bronze) to list every one of them, I will henceforward set down some of 

the more canonical locations along with their respective dates. In 1968, we find Anne Carson living at 90 Wellesley 

St. W. In 1972, she is at 47 Russell Hill. She is listed on Toronto Island at 4 Dacotah in 1973 and, in 1974, back on 

the mainland, at 288 Spadina Road. She is then at 320 Avenue Road, Apt. #4 from the years 1975 to 1977. In 1977, 

she moves down the street to 314 Avenue Road and, in 1978, moves again to 413 Brunswick Ave. Some say that 
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And, as you all know, the only artfulness of the ego we get nowadays is of this sort: 

 

Hers is the chamaeleon’s method. She senses right from the start that all we really care about is 

how that eagle (kite?) managed to aim the tortoise at her head from such a distance, or whether 

she translated the tragedies so dexterously because she was drunk, or if she really dressed up like 

Oscar Wilde in order to write The Autobiography of Red. She knows that with our snouts, ever 

on the alert for Venus, we will bite in (for who does not crave “a dog’s justice” (κυνὸς δίκη))? 

She knows that all we will think is that Anne Carson is like what she makes her characters say. 

And so she hides herself against the backdrop dream of a blank book. Against the aspirations of 

nothing. Of no biography, of no author’s photos, of no quotes from whoever. Just the image of a 

hand writing itself, the teller disappearing into the telling. To tell a story by not telling it—  

     Of course there are no such stories. The spangled spines that we see on our shelves can all be 

read as globs of colour and hues of gleam emanating from a personal life, despite the addresses 

and actual stuff she ate being rubbed away. The enigma of Anne Carson is that we’ve never read 

a more auto/biographical writer than ‘Anne Carson,’ no matter where she resides. And, often in 

moments of utmost sincerity, as when one blushes that one can’t spell Pleiades, she will admit as 

much. In the early interview with Catherine Schlegel, she says, “I always like to think that the 

way people do things or think things comes out of stuff that happens in their life.” One of the 

faxes she sends to Bruce Hainley confesses: “Dislike autobiography deeply but really have no  

________________________ 
during these years she also resides at 524 Markham St.; others that she is, for a time, living in St Catharines over on 

Wellington St. What is known is that within this same period she lives in Calgary (on Briar Crescent) and in St 

Andrews, Scotland (address unknown). I will not involve myself in the controversies concerning Anne Carson’s 

eating habits for these years. It is, however, safe to say, that given the sheer expanse of time, one may surmise that 

she must have eaten quite a variety of foods. It is now that we pass on to what are known as ‘the mature years.’ 

According to reputable accounts, from the ages of 31 to 37, Anne Carson lives in Princeton, New Jersey, in the 

United States of America. The recorded addresses are 120 Prospect Ave., Apt. #3A; 40 Springdale Road; and 60 N. 

Stanworth Drive. It is agreed upon by all the best sources that during her time in Princeton Anne Carson eats 
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imagination, never made up a story in my life.” With John D’Agata, she waivers (“I don’t know 

how autobiographical I am”), but by the time she speaks to Mary Gannon she has given up on 

the whole project of drawing a line between her life (private) and her art (public) and seems 

content to watch us wander back and forth across our own lines, in our own varying states of 

bewilderment. 

     Self-portraiture is the hidden agenda of the Canicula di Anna. What does it matter what you 

say about people? “Nothing comes from nothing,” affirms a Greek poet. A German philosopher: 

“The artist is the source (Ursprung) of the work. The work is the source (Ursprung) of the artist. 

Neither is without the other.” Although it remains unclear who is who in the portraits, there is the 

trip to Perugia, Italy, in the summer months of 1981 to attend the meeting of the Collegium 

Phaenomenologicum. There are the philosophers and their jargon. There is the study of 

philosophy (φιλοσοφίας...σχολή). There is this book here (Poetry, Language, Thought). There is 

the concern for food and lunch. There is the hatred of noon. There is the painting of Perugia by a 

seashore. There are cannon lined up on the wall. There is the bronze statuette. There are the 

languages (Ancient Greek, Latin, Italian, German). There are the ideas fixed from the 

dissertation. There is the life left back home: the wedding, the captain in the military (reserves), 

the father fading away…. There are two Annas.    

     Yes, biographical readings can be silly. Names and stories for the aunts (Aunt Dorothy, Aunt 

Elsie, Aunt Eileen, Aunt Gertrude, Aunt Evelyn, Aunt Isabel, Aunt Mollie and Aunt Marguerite) 

can always be invented and then the line from which the “important aunts” (34) are derived may  

________________________ 
frugally and wholesomely. There is also the parallel tradition insisting that in 1983-1984 she lives for some time in 

Washington (3100 Whitehaven St. N.W.) and, in 1986-1987, in New York City (on the corner of 1395 Lexington 

Ave. and East 92nd Street, room H28). Whatever the case, we next find Anne Carson living in Atlanta, Georgia at 

903 Myrtle St. N.E. in 1988. They say that she is not long at this address, for various authorities point out that by 

1989 she is already living at 1537 Summerhill Ave., Apt. #506 in Montreal, Québec. She is next to be seen at 5592 

Rue Waverly. And, in 1993, we find her at 5900 Ave. de l’Esplanade. One Elean account relates that during this  

time she keeps three separate apartments for writing, but this can readily be explained away by the manuscript’s 
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be cited as ‘evidence’ for their existence. Anne Carson must come from a distinguished military 

family (Northumberland Fusiliers, Royal Canadian Dragoons, Royal Canadian Air Force (FO, 

LAC), Royal Canadian Navy (OS), Royal Canadian Corps of Signals (CPL), Royal Canadian 

Army Service Corps (PTE)) in order to explain the presence of all the martial imagery (33). The 

logic is hopelessly circular. According to Mary Lefkowitz, a biographical reading usually says 

more about the preoccupations of the reader than those of the author. It’s as if here I am only 

trying to angle the mirror just so as to get a good look at the back of my own head. But is it the 

reading or the writing that must see to this counterfeiting of mind? When I asked one of the 

Annas if there really were cello concerts held in the galleries about La Rocca, she told me to 

listen to the poem itself: Why not let the poetry speak? I suppose she is right. One should never 

confuse the author with his characters—particularly when the characters are drawn directly 

from his life. But just watch as the young son without blinking looks up from the book he is in 

and swears he can see a woman throwing off her veil for a game of ball along the river’s shore. 

The splashes grow deeper around her as now she wades further and further in. Was it for the ball, 

or the sandal, or one of the splendid garments that had been drying on the pebbled banks in the 

sunshine? Her name is Kretheis according to some; Kritheis according to others. And she is 

reaching out her white arms for what comes to be the embrace of a source.    

 

 

 

________________________ 

misreading of ‘flats’ for ‘desks.’ There is another source which has her living at 827 Levering Ave., Apt. #505, or 

1748 Colby Ave., in Los Angeles, California, in a high blue room from which you could see the sea, but this detail is 

clearly taken from her poetry and not from her life. They say that during these Montreal years she is much given to 

eating rather ornate and elaborate-looking salads. This I can myself attest, for I have seen such salads with my own 

eyes. It must have been sometime in 1992 while she is still living at the Waverly address. Not too long after the day 

when, having spent the first week acquainting the young students of Introductory Ancient Greek 114-220D with the 

macaroni alphabet and even macaronier fundamentals of grammar, she walks into the room on the 8 th floor of the 

Leacock Building on the McGill University campus, and, it being the Feast of St John Chrysostom (and, alas, my 

first class), gives us to translate this poem: 



408 

 

 
 

For there she was.       
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black for  

 

Anne Carson hates noon. Weird for one born on a day when the sun stands still, isn’t it? At noon 

there is a quality of time and of light that leaves nothing unexposed. 

The word exposure means ‘panic’; in classical Chinese both are formed from the radical 

for light. We are camped entirely alone on a sun-drilled enormity of meadow like two 

pips in a spittoon. I crouch on the void. ‘What a beautiful place,’ says the emperor, rising 

and stretching against the sky. ‘Shall we go for a walk?’ I shake my head. There is no use 

trying, I learned long ago in childhood, to explain why I prefer to remain under cover on 

wide-open days like this.1027  

 

Noon is a moment of unfiltered space and sun. “For women the broad light of day has 

implications of danger.”1028  

Why am I terrified of light?....I don’t like the whole middle of the day. I’ve never 

understood that. I think someone should do a massive psychological study on the spiritual 

temperatures of light.1029  

 

Noon is the time of inbetweenness. It can neither be ante meridiem nor post meridiem. It is a 

moment in which a bride and groom can each stand upon his and her own kairos.1030 “For men, 

noon means ‘time is ripe.’ For women, noon means ‘time is passing.’”1031  

              
 

Noon is the time you punctute yourself as silence. The sun shines straight down upon you so that  

                                                 
1027 Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 214-215. 
1028 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 353.   
1029 Catherine Schlegel. “An Interview with Anne Carson” Favonius 3 (1991): 21. 
1030 “Not exclusively a temporal notion, kairos defines an intersection of time, situation, and deed: ‘‘opportunitas’ et 

temporis et rerum.’” See “Wedding at Noon in Pindar’s Ninth Pythian” GRBS 23:2 (Summer 1982): 126. For Nick 

as a measurer of time in Antigonick, see R.B. Onians. The Origins of European Thought. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1951): 347.   
1031 “Odi et amo ergo sum” (Diss. University of Toronto, 1981): 353. Photoquotations from “The Life of Towns” 

Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 194 and Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 110. 
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you run directly on top of your own shadow. Or rather, the sun stacks your shadows upon you:1032   

 

One feels as if one is “being burned alive in the noonday sun.”1033 Ein schweres Glück? 

 

I hate noon I hate everything that happens at noon verticality light heat leavetakings.1034 

 

Nietzsche sees something of eternity in noon, when one experiences oneself, not linearly, but 

vertically in time, without the shadows of the past or of the future to come. One stands in the 

doorway of one’s life, between the entrance from non-being at birth and the exit to non-being at 

death. It is a moment when your whole life is turned over like an hourglass again and again.1035 

Note that a sand clock has no hands. 

A clock without hands designates no particular time and all possible times at the same 

time. A clock without hands is a powerful image of the vantage-point taken by the poet as 

his λόγος ranges forward and backward in time and the rest of us stand, lodged in our 

partial view of reality, eyes fixed on the moment we call ‘the present.’1036 

 

How does a poet hungry to know what time is made of rage against the timelessness1037 of noon?  

                                                 
1032 Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 16. Photoquotation from page 107. In Plainwater, the poem felicitously 

stands in spatial responsion to “Luck Town” and is the mirrored recto of the verso “Town of the Exhumation.” To 

unstack this footnote, see Kūkai: Major Works. Trans. Yoshito S. Hakeda. (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1972): 109. 
1033 Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 84. 
1034 “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 79.  
1035 Cf. Joan Stambaugh. The Problem of Time in Nietzsche. Trans. John F. Humphrey. (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell 

University Press, 1987): 197-198. 
1036 Economy of the Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 105. Cf. “Simonides Negative” Arethusa 

21:2 (Fall 1988): n. 8, 152. For the source of the “clock that has no hands,” see Kenneth Burke. Language as 

Symbolic Action. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966): 448.    
1037 The indefiniteness of noontime is inherent in its etymology. Is it at the 9th hour, at the 3rd hour, or at the 12th 

hour? See ‘noon’ in Ernest Klein. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. (Amsterdam: 

Elsevier, 1971): 1055. For knowledge as a tasting, see R.B. Onians. The Origins of European Thought. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1951): 61-63. The etymology of lunch is unknown. 
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The time of day when, like the marginalium says, “time boundaries levels unclear”?1038 

 

 
 

By definite time descriptions. For what can be more real than the fact of time ticking?1039 

     It is now 9:13. A husband phones at 5 a.m.1040 At 2.38 AM a daughter cannot sleep.1041 

Lenz rides a bicycle down cool grey streets at 5 a.m., wakes at 4 a.m., goes to a zoo at 9 a.m., 

stands at a window at 5:30 and watches a 6 p.m. wind.1042 At 3:00 a.m. gigantic badgers lie 

sleeping covered in snow.1043 Somewhere a clock glows 3:53AM greenly.1044 Seized by a sudden 

truth one starts up at 4 a.m.1045 3 A.M. the cool palace roar of Oakland night.1046 6:53 A.M. night 

                                                 
1038 Photoquotation from the Robarts copy 1 of Lyra Graeca. Vol. I. (London: Heinemann, 1922): 240. PA 3443 E4 

1922 v.1 cop.1. Notice that Carson writes in at least 3 copies (1, 2 & 4) of the same book from the same library. 
1039 The Canicula di Anna is a poem obsessed with general time descriptions. This fact makes it tough to reckon 

what happens exactly when. Here are some of the lines of time intersecting across the text: “(1445-1523)” (7); 

“fifteenth century” (7); “still” (7); “of the present day” (7); “15th century” (7); “now” (8); “by now” (9); “the times 

of day” (10); “the day” (10); “today” (11); “half-past three” (11); “winter” (11); “morning” (11); “the years 1483-

1486” (12); “now” (12); “the winter term of 1935” (13); “afternoons” (14); “today” (15); “on the day” (16); “15th 

century” (21); “16th century” (22); “a hot summer…in July” (22); “the 13th century” (23); “nowadays” (24); “last 

night” (25); “far too early in the night” (25); “afternoon” (25); “1504” (25); “today” (25); “five years” (26); “in the 

present day” (29); “by now” (30); “in early morning” (30); “in July / of the year 1509” (30); “in 1509” (32); “five 

years” (33); “the next day” (34); “on the last afternoon of the conference” (34); “from the 15th century” (34); “the 

morning’s seminar” (34); “12th century” (35); “at that time” (35); “noon” (36). It is noon that signals the telos of the 

poem.  
1040 The Beauty of the Husband. (New York: Knopf, 2001): 61. 
1041 Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 2005): 12. 
1042 “TV Men: Lenz in China” Descant 100 (Spring 1998): 38, 44, 48 & 49. 
1043 Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 236. 
1044 “Ice Blink” Raritan 16:3 (Winter 1997): 49. 
1045 Short Talks. (London, ON: Brick Books, 1992): 50. 
1046 “Strange Hour (Outcast Hour)” The Threepenny Review 72 (Winter 1998): 35. 
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unhoods itself.1047 Sappho smearing on her makeup at 5 a.m.1048 At twenty-five to four the man 

in the mind at night.1049 2:22 AM too hot to sleep.1050 A swimmer swimming 4 A.M., 4 P.M., 

6.30 A.M., 9 A.M., 2 P.M., 8 A.M., 12 P.M., 5 P.M., 5.30 A.M., 12 P.M., 6 P.M., 10 P.M.,  

4 A.M., 8 A.M., 6 P.M., 8.30 A.M., 5.45 P.M., 5 A.M., 4 A.M., 4.20 A.M., 8 A.M., 1 P.M.,  

3 P.M., 5 P.M., 7.30 A.M., 6 P.M., 9 A.M., 4.30 P.M., 8.45 P.M., 10 P.M., 7 A.M., 7 P.M.,  

6.30 A.M., 6.30 A.M., 11 P.M., 10.30 P.M.1051 High on a wall hangs a white electric clock. It 

says five minutes to six.1052 My own clock now reads 2:27. How good a time is a real time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1047 Glass, Irony and God. (New York: New Directions, 1995): 63. 
1048 Men in the Off Hours. (New York: Knopf, 2000): 118. 
1049 “The Life of Towns” Grand Street 8:3 (Spring 1989): 187. 
1050 “Victory Must Be a Supremely Glorious Experience Said a Woman to the Duke of Wellington” Boston Review 

(Summer 1998): 31. 
1051 “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 52-

89. 
1052 Autobiography of Red. (New York: Knopf, 1998): 93.  
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black for 

 

Anne Carson would like you to see writing. Watch what I mean. Look at this picture.1053 

 
 

Some of you will recall being able to see colour in old family photos. The grandparents, the 

uncles, the aunts, the cousins, if they were to look upon the old family cabin pictured here, would 

see the brightness of the summer sky, the sound of the trees in the silver breeze, the newly-cut 

grass, the musty windowsills, the creaky door, the red-brick chimney, the rain down the slippery 

roof, and wine leather seats of the iron car. And those cracks in the kitchen floor. What they 

would see is what Anne Carson wants you to be able to see in her writing, cast as it is in black 

and white. For the log cabin above sits on the shores of a painted lake. Anne Carson would like   

you to see that lake come through your mind. Here is how she paints it.1054  

                                                 
1053 Photoquotation from Paint Lake: Reflections. (Paint Lake Ratepayers Association, 2009): 21. Special thanks to 

Ruth McLennan and Herb Hickling.  
1054 The following purple patch is a heretical paraphrase of “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My 

Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 49-89. Note that the flora and fauna found in the work are, 

in the words of The Best American Essays 1988, “properly Canadian.” See The Best American Essays 1988. Ed. A. 

Dillard. (New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1988): 317.  
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     Begin with a lake black at night. Hands white of swimmer move through rungs of gold and 

water plants red, red feathers of legs. White clouds overhead reflected in water greenish black. 

Stalk red brushing his face. Black glass of water. Gold nod of gold bath of light. These are the 

colours of a painted lake. Mary blue and black dye. The swimmer’s leg of opal parts the black 

waters now greening on top. Wind pitch black stretches across the lake, now a silver tongue in a 

mouth of black. Blinding the wind golds the navy blue waters with foam white sunshine. Sunset 

dark blue. On the shore, winds blow poplar tree leaves upside-down silver. Green kingdom of 

water beneath. Mist white. Green waterglass. In this greenish gloom the lake lies, a thigh blue in 

open gold breeches. The swimmer breaks its surface. When they are brand new ballet shoes have 

this same sheen of pink and silver. Cold black water paints him now white and silver, bluing red 

blue. Gold cold morning of blue Saturday white clouds close over the lake like an eyelid. Waters 

blacken and move. Air colour of fresh-cut granite moves over the lake black.         Slightly. 

Motionless white mist’s whiteness over black breasts of water. The shore moves past, huge blue 

pines through innards of mist white. Silver monotonies of an erased world. Here again are the 

four white birch trees that mark the shoreline of his property translated into a black rush of joy. 

By cock! Grey quilts of cloud lower over waters chopping black and white. A grey disconsolacy 

seeps its grey. The lake is a lead pane. Verdigris glow underneath. Unmoving black, gold dream 

of moon. Dawn tosses red blue green gold. Taste them. Swimmer swims into a little colour book: 

red ochre royal night blue China black lead white poison green yellow enough to be thrown out. 

Like food in a greyed world. Another book: tangy lime green mittens, very cool peppermint blue 

mittens, sweet raspberry red mittens, butterscotch mittens yellow as the sun and black licorice 

mittens so shiny. And now all over the kitchen table were emerald green and sapphire and ruby 

red and ebony and even some dull bits of gold. The swimmer wants to eat the greed, the lake 
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slipping toward silver in a mist of fog white. I too am thinking about my father on a lake of a 

thousand lakes. In dream sentences. But onto the lake we have here rose milk of mist is pouring 

down gold slats of dawn. No motion on the glass. The whole blue sky painted on it and on the 

dark green surrounding hills and on every water reed along the shore and on the late lone 

boneshank of moon. There stand the four Ophelias leaning over to stare at their own long white 

muscles in reflection. Gold gold. There are no waves at night. Black sky. Death never sleeps. 

The empty lake of his father has been inked out.  

     Anne Carson is a poet thirsty for colours. When you look through her work you’ll notice that 

there are hardly any penstrokes without some hint of colour. She writes with a rich palette. A 

woman at play. “Instead of the seven colors of the spectrum, one finds eighteen colors—six reds, 

five yellows, three blues, three greens, and black.”1055 It is true she is a most painterly poet using 

more colour words than any writer of her day. (You will recall here that Perugino himself was a 

famed colourist.1056) Some of her poems will seem even to suggest colours without ever naming 

them. Ancient readers would have called this colour energy running throughout the writer’s ‘cast’ 

or ‘complexion’ (χρῶμα / chrōma), as when Dionysios of Halikarnassos speaks of the ‘colours’ 

(χρώματα) of Thucydides’ style.1057 The reason why the colouration in her work is so rich, so 

variegated—the reason why she is able to spangle your mind, or as the Italian has it, bruise your  

                                                 
1055 Maurice Merleau-Ponty. “Cézanne’s Doubt” in Sense and Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, 

IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 12. 
1056 Vasari speaks of the “brightest colouring” in Perugino, of the painter’s “novel colouring” and how his colours 

remained always “so bright and new”: “Pietro’s mind certainly knew how to use colours.” Perugino’s whole life is 

summed up in hard work and a masterly use of colour. “None of his many pupils ever equalled either Pietro’s 

diligence or the grace with which he used colours in his own personal style, which was so pleasing during his day 

that many artisans from France, Spain, Germany, and other countries came to learn it.” Giorgio Vasari. The Lives of 

the Artists. Trans. J.C. Bondanella and P. Bondanella. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991): 260, 258, 261, 261 

& 267.   
1057 The Three Literary Letters. Ed. W.R. Roberts. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1901): 136 & 137. 

Compare also Dionysius of Halicarnassus: On Literary Composition. Ed. W.R. Roberts. (London: Macmillan, 

1910): 88 & 198. In the glossary entry for χρῶμα, Roberts asks, “Might it not be more truly said that a great 

historian like Gibbon has his χρῶμα from the beginning, —from the moment when he stands in the Forum and 

conceives his vast theme? It is in fact one aspect of his inspiration”: 333-334.  
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mind (quando ci scortichiamo la testa su qualche terribile metafora)—is because she thinks of  
 

writing, not as collage, but as sensuous painting. “It’s not about the meaning of each individual  
 

word adding up to a proposition, it’s about the way they interact with each other as daubs of  
 

meaning…as colours interact, daubs of paint,” she has said.1058 To think of composition (Gr.  
 

σύνθεσις / synthesis ‘a putting-together’) in this way is to think of writing as assembly: “What  
 

you’re trying to do is get things together that will react with itself on the surface like colors do”: 

 

I started to do that because I was reading Mallarmé, the French Symbolist guy, and he has 

lots of theories about this. He talks about having an emotion that arrives from the surface 

of the page really because words are juxtaposed regardless of their meaning. He’s not a 

Dadaist, he doesn’t write nonsense, but he does write things that are not stories in any 

conventional sense, but the way the words come together on the surface produces the 

sensual and emotional response that he wants you to have.1059 
 

What gives the complexion of her writing its gloss is a kind of surface scintillation that comes  
 

about as a whole through the juxtaposition of the parts. This juxtaposing is, above all, painterly: 

 

 

  

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

  

                                                 
1058 Kevin McNeilly. “Gifts and Questions” Canadian Literature 176 (Spring 2003): 22. 
1059 From the original transcript of Mary Gannon’s “Anne Carson: Beauty Prefers an Edge” for Poets & Writers 

Magazine 29:2 (March-April 2001). 
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Do you perceive, care about, or find pleasure in the ravishing palette of the voice here?1060 For 

she is doing something more than seeming to colour a red word or to dye her words red. She is 

placing close beside one another each of the component texts from which Wonderwater: Alice 

Offshore (“Answer Scars”) is assembled. She begins by marking out the work’s textual spectrum 

with Eleanor Irwin’s Colour Terms in Greek Poetry:1061 

 
 

 

 

Notice that Carson does not end with grey, but continues to unveil words and phrases from other 

texts that, like daubs of paint, make up the chromatic makeup of the text at hand: Irwin’s Terms 

in Greek Poetry (castrated, foaming), Heidegger’s Elucidations of Hölderlin’s Poetry (alert, 

heavenstruck, Kantian, clinging, neoKantian), Santner’s Friedrich Hölderlin: Hyperion and 

Selected Poems (careless, gloveless), Fioretos’ The Solid Letter (bridal, riddled, inflected, 

exasperated), Kenney and Menner-Bettscheid’s The Recalcitrant Art (rattling, unnamable, 

strangely), Inwood’s The Poem of Empedocles (shoved out), Constantine’s Friedrich Hölderlin: 

Selected Poems (dolphin lured), and Sieburth’s Hymns and Fragments by Friedrich Hölderlin (in 

                                                 
1060 Photoquotation on preceding page is from Wonderwater: Alice Offshore. Band 2. (Göttingen: Steidl, 2004): 105 

& 106. The phrase ‘ravishing palette of her voice’ translates Theokritos’ αἰόλα φωνέων. Compare Economy of the 

Unlost. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999): 39 & The Greek Bucolic Poets. Trans. J.M. Edmonds. 

(London: Heinemann, 1919): 202. 
1061 Photoquotation from Eleanor Irwin. Colour Terms in Greek Poetry. (Toronto: Hakkert, 1974): 221-222. Carson 

uses the book for her thesis and there are folds and markings in the Robarts copy on the very pages she quotes from: 

67, 121 & 225. PA 3015 C6I7. The quotation itself, in keeping with the iterability of the event, is a quotation from 

Berlin and Kay’s Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolution (1969).      
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droves).1062 The words interact in succession to form a rich conversation of ‘colours.’ Here we 

see how the chroma of Carson’s style shines forth (zum Leuchten kommt) from the intricate 

mixing of diverse voices on the surface of her canvas.1063 The overall ‘complexion’ is one that 

takes on the colours of others.1064 And only by choosing a place to stand (a vantage point for a 

here and a there) somewhere “μεταξύ”1065 (inbetween) the instances of paired model text and 

figured text can one see how Anne Carson “thinks in paint.”1066  

     The Canicula di Anna is a text (texts, experientially cumulative, are things that happen again) 

that radiates with the colours of others: the pigments of the 15th century, the Encyclopædia 

Britannica’s superposed layers of colour and ultramarine, Merleau-Ponty’s little blues and 

maroons, Thompson’s vermilion, the red sulphide of mercury…. Its surface gleams like one of 

those leather polychromatic balls that we see every now and again bouncing out of texts from 

antiquity. For example, from Plato: 

The [true] earth when seen from above is said to look like those balls that are covered 

with twelve pieces of leather; it is divided into patches of various colours, of which the 

colours which we see here may be regarded as samples, such as painters use. But there 

the whole earth is of such colours, and they are much brighter and purer than ours; for 

one part is purple of wonderful beauty, and one is golden, and one is white, whiter than 

chalk or snow, and the earth is made up of the other colours likewise, and they are more 

in number and more beautiful than those which we see here. For those very hollows of 

                                                 
1062 The ultimate phrase (‘the death of us’) points back to ‘veiled’ from Fioretos’ The Solid Letter in ring 

composition and forward to the opening of the work to come: the Antigonick. See The Solid Letter. Ed. A. Fioretos. 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999): 277.  
1063 Language provides an endless store (Gk. thēsauros) of colour for a writer’s palette. “The painter…uses pigment, 

but in such a way that color is not used up but rather only now comes to shine forth.” Martin Heidegger. “The Origin 

of the Work of Art” in Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. (New York: Harper & Row, 1971): 47. 

The original German (zum Leuchten kommt / ‘comes to shine forth’) is from Holzwege. Gesamtausgabe. Band 5. 

(Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1977): 34. 
1064 Reading can do this. So Antonius the orator (grandfather of the triumvir): “…just as, when walking in the 

sunshine (cum in sole ambulem)…I get sunburnt (colorer)…so, after perusing those books rather closely (cum istos 

libros studiosius legerim), sentio illorum tactu orationem meam quasi colarari (I find that under their influence my 

discourse takes on what I may call a new complexion).” Cicero. De oratore. Trans. E.W. Sutton (London: 

Heinemann, 1959): 242 & 243. 
1065 See Anne Freire Ashbaugh. Plato's Theory of Explanation. (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 

1988): 106. 
1066 See Hugh J. Silverman. “Cézanne’s Mirror Stage” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 40:4 (Summer 

1982): 374 
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the earth which are full of water and air, present an appearance of colour as they glisten 

amid the variety of the other colours, so that the whole produces one continuous effect of 

variety.1067 

    

One continuous effect of variety. εἶδος συνεχὲς ποικίλον. Nowhere have I come across a better 

description of Anne Carson’s writing.1068 

     The only thing I like better than the continuous multi-coloured surface of Carson’s work is 

taking those very colours away to detect what lies covered beneath them.1069 What if we were to 

take the painted colours away from the lake above? What if we were to rub away at the word 

his? “The empty lake of his father.”1070 Scratch the colour from the finish and you will begin to 

see (an avid reader he never had an opportunity to visit far away places) the faint outlines (he 

created a covered top for his hay wagon and the young girl campers from Camp Inawendawin 

would trek to Dorset in their covered wagon what excitement and fun for them!) of a figure (we 

could hear the scritch-kunk scritch-kunk as he paddled towards the shore of Deer Island in the 

dark) emerging (his hand-built wooden wheel barrow is still here) from underneath, who, 

evenings, “would stand in the hay and look down towards the lake for a long time,”1071 a dog 

(Shep) at his side (if he said HOW ARE YOU? he needed a new battery in his hearing aid if he 

said how are you? he had just put a new battery in). For the lake, always elsewhere, is his 

masterpiece.1072 Just scratch the colours away and you can make everything something anybody  

                                                 
1067Phaedo 110b-110d. Plato. Vol. I (Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus). Trans. H.N. Fowler. 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914): 378 & 379.  
1068 For poikilos, see Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 24 and If Not, Winter. 

(New York: Knopf, 2002): 357 (note to 1.1).  

See also the marginalium in Mary Douglas.  

Purity and Danger. (London: Routledge  

& Kegan Paul, 1966): 140.  

Robarts copy GN 494 D6 c.1.  
1069 Merleau-Ponty writes of how it is the task of painters themselves to modify all the other colours in the picture so 

that they take away from the background the characteristics of real colour. See “Cézanne’s Doubt” in Sense and 

Non-Sense. Trans. H.L. and P.A. Dreyfus. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964): 14. 
1070 “Water Margins: An Essay On Swimming By My Brother” Descant 79 / 80 (Winter / Spring 1992 / 1993): 86. 
1071 “Uncle Harry: A Lyric Lecture with Chorus” The White Review 15 (November 2015): 109. 
1072 Ibid.: 117 & 118. 
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can see by looking.1073 Observe how a lake and a bald rock are surrounded by their having their  

distance very near.1074 See how the figure comes into focus: he likes a view but he likes to sit 

with his back turned to it.1075 For he was filling in in all his living to be a full one, he was 

thinking and feeling in all his living in being a full one.1076 Now detect this one last description.  

Oh the bells that are the same are not stirring and the languid grace is not out of place and the 

older fur is disappearing. There is not such an end...1077  

 

People have different reasons for wanting to see through a surface.1078 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1073 Gertrude Stein. Everybody's Autobiography. (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 1971): 196. 
1074 Gertrude Stein. How to Write. (New York: Dover Publications, 1975): 89. 
1075 Gertrude Stein. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. (New York: Vintage Books, 1990): 4. 
1076 Gertrude Stein. Geography and Plays. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993): 159. 
1077 Ibid.: 159. 
1078 Photoquotation from Paint Lake: Reflections. (Paint Lake Ratepayers Association, 2009): 22. The bits in italics 

preceding are all taken from the chapter “Pioneers, Logging and Homesteaders” (KENNY Family 1016-1 Maple 

Ridge Lane): 21-22. “MORE KENNEY MEMORIES” was written by Ken Everest. Double thanks to both Ruth 

McLennan and Herb Hickling. 
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black for  

 

Illustrations, on second thought, seem to me not a sound idea. Can you imagine an illustrated 

Canicula di Anna? How might the dogs have looked? Can you see a drawing for Hegel fixes on 

what man is about? (Anne Carson does like drawing Hegel—especially dancing backwards.) Or 

a xerox of something out of an airplane magazine for The phenomenologists take things back to 

the Greeks? (Isn’t it the visually ravishing graphic version of “The Fall of Rome” that Carson 

says she might be persuaded to allow Theodore Weiss to see its true colours at the drop of a 

hat?) And how would the spirit of these illustrations have related to the letter of the poem? Do 

you see a chiaroscuro drawing of a crypto-Hegelian trying to place himself behind Hegel (18)? 

What would you find in an Italian magazine for the famous phenomenologists taking things back 

to the sophists (10)? Would the visual material have been illustrative, suggestive, decorative, or 

just plain disjunctive as in the photograph of the three razor blades for a nightmare of God and 

the cover of Short Talks? Perhaps the illustrations were to an earlier version of the Canicula di 

Anna and do not match the present text as we know it at all? For example, what moment in the 

poem we have today (29, 36?) might have suggested Was Helen of Troy a terrorist?  

Perhaps it’s just that I’m not a visual person. I do like to look at Anne Carson’s artwork and 

I’m always on the look-out for more, but I never did find the illustrations for the Canicula di 

Anna. Do you suppose they still exist? Would they change the way we read the poem? I guess 

we may never know. But I can reconstruct for you a hypothetical surprise that I’m sure the 

illustrations (if there were illustrations) would bring. Look back at Traduction XIII on page 190 

above. Now imagine how Carson might have illustrated that “Short Talk on Parmenides.” You 

might even try drawing the illustration yourself. I’d leave you some blank space, but then you’d 

start drawing stuff like your cat or widow Wadman. When you’re done, you may turn the page. 
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To look at this makes me feel even more hopeless about understanding the relationship between 

text and image. What is it that passes back and forth between the short talk, the caption, and the 

illustration? As I said, I am not a visual person. When you read, do you picture Anna’s letter 

with photographs found beside her father’s dead body (34)? What does the letter say? Does it 

mention anything about sameness being an excess of who we are (13)? I just go blank at the 

thought of drawing thought. When I look at number six of the ‘List of Illustrations’ (Perugino 

throws the dice to save Anna), I don’t see Perugino, the dice, or the throw. I think about 

gambling. The dog’s throw. I begin to think about how the husband had bet that Anna would lose 

her sunglasses (36). And this is why I like the fact that Anne Carson wants her work to be full of 

absent visuals. Somewhere she writes that you must gaze steadily at what is absent as if it were 

present by means of your mind. I understand this to mean that what is really there may be that 

which is not there. This is a useful way of thinking for a reader of sources. For the type of 

reading that we do is one where you are always reading what is absent in what is present, which 

is what one must do in a writer like Carson who is constantly experimenting in seeing how much 

can be left out and still make sense. It is for this reason that I would prefer to believe (given the 

page number: 53) that the list was meant to be a separate side-text of conclusory material that 

would function to release a reader’s own mind to create her own vision of the illustrations for 

herself. Whether this is the case or not the case, I leave to your source-hunting instincts.  

     I mean, to your imagination.1079 

                                                 
1079 Photoquotation on previous page from Richard Teleky Papers. Box 41, Folder 21. Thomas Fisher Rare Book 

Library, University of Toronto. Photoquotation on following page from Quarterly Review of Literature (QRL) 

Archives, 1943-2000. Series 1: QRL Issue Files, 1943-1999. “Volume XXV, 1984” Box 19, Folder 1. Department 

of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. For Hegel dancing backwards, see the letter 

(dated Feast of Jeanne d’Arc [30 May], 1990) in Ben Sonnenberg Papers, Series I: Correspondence and Manuscripts, 

“Carson, Anne” Box 2 Folder 4, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. For the letter to Weiss 

mentioning the visually ravishing graphic version of “The Fall of Rome” (dated 10 June 1985), see the Quarterly 

Review of Literature (QRL) Archives, 1943-2000. Series 2: Correspondence Files. “Carson, Anne” Box 30, Folder 5. 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library. 
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silver for  
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1080 Photoquotations from dust cover of Quarterly Review of Literature’s Contemporary Poetry Series No. 6 / Vol. 

XXV (1984); Christopher Millis. Review of “Quarterly Review of Literature Contemporary Poetry Series VI, Vol. 

XXV” Literary Magazine Review 5:2 (Summer 1986): 32 & 33; Barry Silesky. Review of “Quarterly Review of 

Literature Poetry Series VI, Vol. 25” Another Chicago Magazine 15 (1986): 164; Marion K. Stocking. Review of 

“Plainwater” Beloit Poetry Journal 48:4 (1998): 44; Jeff Hamilton. “This Cold Hectic Dawn and I” Denver 

Quarterly 32:1-2 (Summer / Fall 1997): 111; Barbara K. Fischer. “Museum Mediations: Reframing Ekphrasis in 

Contemporary American Poetry” (Diss. New York University, 2004): 288; Chris Jennings. “The Erotic Poetics of 

Anne Carson” University of Toronto Quarterly 70:4 (2001): n. 2, 931; Bernard Knox. “Under the Volcano” The New 

York Review of Books (19 November 1998): 58. “I’ve no story to tell” from Plainwater. (New York: Knopf, 1995): 

239. Cf. also 190, 195, 196, 210, 223 & 234.     
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white for  

 

Sometimes in a street or in a country road we meet an unknown person who seems to us 

wonderfully and inexplicably attractive. Perhaps we only catch a passing vision; the face, the 

figure passes us, oftener than not we never meet again, and even the memory of the vision which 

seemed so full of life, so strong, and so enduring, passes with the years, and we forget. But had 

we only tried a little, it would, in almost every instance, have been possible to follow the figure 

up, to learn what we wanted to know about it, to understand the reason why the face was full of 

meaning to us, and what it was which went before and gave the mouth its passion, the eyes their 

pain and sweetness. In nine cases out of ten we can, in this nineteenth century, discover the birth 

and parentage, the loves and hates, of any human we may wish to know. But this is not the way 

with cities… 
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PALETTE 

 

I like being inside a work of Anne Carson’s. I like the feeling of being encircled (little blues) 

within a written world I know nothing about. I must admit the feeling has afforded me some of 

the most wondrous moments (Plato would term them ‘thaumatic’ moments; Phaedo 58e & 117d) 

of these last few years. What I like most about the Canicula di Anna is not knowing exactly 

where I am (maroons) when I am inside its words. The same dogged feeling (white) will 

overcome one and bite in at a number of occasions in the poem. Here is the first (from what was 

likely the original first section of the poem proper): 

 (8) 

Is the rain that is falling the narration of an event or the description of a painting of that event? 

Reading becomes an act of orientation (orientamento) (bluish marks), of finding one’s bearings 

among lines of untrodden language. Hearing someone call Anna’s name and seeing the sea are 

narrated successively in linear sequence, one after the other, but can be imagined simultaneously, 

one along with the other, in the superposition of colours in the painting. Does the blank space 

that follows the stanza then mark a return to the narration of events, or are the wild dogs’ mouths 

dripping (cool, pale blue) with such bloody syllables a continuation of the painting’s description, 

as can be read in the (ultramarine) “there” (9)? Here is the second occasion in the poem: 

 (11) 

Again, we are both in the event of a phone-call and in a ‘thick’ (blood-red) painting of that same  
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call. Carson is confusing the distinction that is often made between narration and description. 

She seems to be both narrating and describing at the same time. The reader’s state of being in 

two modes at once is not unlike that of being dream minded in a dream (blue-black); i.e., as 

when we dream and are dreamt (both (at once) impossible). Occasion number three:  

 (14) 

We have seen how the Quarterly Review of Literature’s editing (white) of the poem by Theodore 

and Renée Weiss (blue) has contributed to the (black) looping of ekphrastic description within 

the narration and narration within the ekphrastic description: a phenomenologist is arguing at a 

table / in a painting of a phenomenologist arguing at a table. By inserting the signal line ‘in the 

painting’ back into the narrative line, the editing replicates (blackish-red) the synchronized 

pulsations (dragonsblood) of ekphrasis and / or diegesis. Perhaps we are just measuring (pink) 

the leaps of fleas here, but when we ask whether the mother sits in an action and / or in a painting 

with her hands in her lap, we are asking whether the Canicula di Anna might not be regarded as 

an extended ekphrastic poem (verdigris): 

 

 

                                                            (18-19) 

For the descriptive colours narrated throughout suggest that what we may have been turning  
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(copper) our attention to all along is a series of 52 paintings of self-contained episodes rather 

than one long continuous poem recounting the events of a conference trip (bluish tone) to Italy. 

What then would be the ontological status of these 52 artworks? Perhaps we might tease out 

from the ‘ek’ in ekphrasis a (saffron) suggestion that ekphrasis is a telling of itself (true green). 

The description (powdered white lead) of Perugino’s Cristo morto (32) is, after all, only a 

linguistic description. Language cannot imitate the pictorial (i.e., non-verbal) representation of 

death any more than a painting of death can imitate a poem about death (powdered white lead). 

Read in this wise, the Canicula di Anna would only prove to be a verbal representation of a 

series of ekphraseis of its own linguistic state. 

     What if you were to try and read the poem as a ‘straight’ narrative of causally connected 

events? To do so would be to read the paintings that are multisensually described (colored 

earths) in the narration as paintings actually existing outside of the text. A reader might even 

provide a mimetic motivation for their existence: they are the work of the frustrated painter 

(white). Such a reading would see the Canicula di Anna as a translation (blue) of the pictorial 

mode into the poetic mode. It would then be up to the reader to unify the story through causal 

(blue) connection by filling in the gaps between the (ultramarine) 52 (or 53? (lapis lazuli)) 

sections. A reader would also need to unify the narratorial activity (ultramarine) of the poem. 

How would one account for the interstanzaic pronominal  

shift from the “me” to “the painter” here? Is the painterly  

terminology (ultramarine) to be attributed to the painter  

using the third person for himself? Indeed, these are the  

moments when the narration of the Canicula di Anna  

shows itself to be richly devious (pale-green). Do you                                                           (17) 
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hear (yellow) the same voice speaking in the shifts between “we” and “the painter” (21) & “we” 

and “the artist” (21) in sections 24 and 25? Does this “we” somehow conjure the presence of 

“you” (dark red) within this narrative transference? When the slippage is repeated in sections 28 

(23) and 41 (30), are we to attribute the effect to poetic licence (white lead)? Or perhaps a 

catholic (green) sensibility towards narration that (ochre) recurs elsewhere (as an irritant (black 

manganate)) in her work? 

 (30) 

What seems authentically (silver) Carsonesque here, is that inbetween (spatially and temporally) 

the “I” and the “them” & the “you” and the “he,” there can be no one centre of consciousness for 

the reader to move within. Even if the reappearance of the painter and Anna (or Helena (shavings 

of bone)) were to guarantee a ‘straight’ narrative (silver leaf) poem of causally connected events, 

(orpiment) the ultimate source of the narration remains unknown. Here we can see Carson 

responding (black) to the narrational experimentation (dark-red) of the day in her customary 

(deep red) fashion. In writing the poem, she asks, how might voice be made more indistinct 
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(vermilion)? Or, rather, (natural vermilion) determinedly indeterminate? You might see the 

asking as involving a concomitant turn to classical narrative discourse, in particular to the telling 

of a story inside a painting and the desire to create a rival image (red) in writing. For, around 

this time (vermilion), she too had long been seized with the desire to write in answer 

(ἀντιγράψαι) her own verbal icon, with its own high noon-time heat (black) and cities of canals 

and bridges of white polished stone (black). Her asking, too, must have recognized that the 

narration that is Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe is no straightforward one-to-one illustration (black) 

or ‘telling in full’ of a painting, but rather a description of an exegete’s interpretation of a 

painting, a painting which, if you looked closely enough, you would see depicted in it the 

moment of its own dedication (Daphn. 4.39.2), in which is depicted a painting depicting the 

moment of its own dedication, over and over again—δηὖτε (silver). In short, however we read 

the Canicula di Anna, whether we choose to see it as a series of individual and episodic 

ekphraseis or as one interconnected and continuous narrative poem, we are able to witness an 

author being drawn to the idea of being drawn into the feeling of not knowing where one was, of 

losing oneself (white), in a piece of writing. Anne Carson expects a lot of her reader.  

 

     Do you know the story of Wu Daozi? When Anne Carson discusses the Daphnis and Chloe in 

Eros the Bittersweet, her first published book of criticism, she does so in terms of absorption.  

As you read the novel your mind shifts from the level of characters, episodes and clues to 

the level of ideas, solutions, exegesis. The activity is delightful, but also one of pain. 

Each shift is accompanied by a sharp sense that something is being lost, or has been lost. 

Exegesis mars and disrupts pure absorption in the narrative. The narrative insists on 

distracting your attention from exegesis.1081 

 

The idea of pure absorption in a text is one that you rarely, if ever, find in discussions of Anne  

 

Carson’s work. And yet it is this kind of reading—of moving in a text with somebody else’s  

                                                 
1081 Eros the Bittersweet. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986): 90. 
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mind through an activity of thought—that she would like her readers to experience. A poem is 

something you travel inside of. 

I think that’s what poems are supposed to do, and I think it’s what the ancients mean by 

imitation. When they talk about poetry, they talk about mimesis as the action the poem 

has, in reality, on the reader. Some people think that means the poet takes a snapshot of 

an event, and on the page you have a perfect record. But I don’t think that’s right; I think 

a poem, when it works, is an action of the mind captured on a page, and the reader, when 

he engages it, has to enter into that action. His mind repeats that action and travels again 

through the action, but it is a movement of yourself through a thought, through an activity 

of thinking, so by the time you get to the end you’re different than you were at the 

beginning and you feel that difference.1082  

 

Think how absorption feels. A poem is a thing dependent on you. When you enter into a poem 

you move in close rapport with a consciousness that becomes a part of your own. Reading is this 

conjunction of two consciousnesses (a knowing-with). And, as Carson points out, mimesis (the 

poem’s strategy1083 of recreating in its bearer the experience it describes) is the means by which 

two minds may be made to coincide through mental reenactment. For Georges Poulet, such 

coincidence constitutes the very ‘phenomenology of reading’: 

When I am absorbed in reading, a second self takes over, a self which thinks and feels for 

me….What is this mind who all alone by himself fills my consciousness and who, when I 

say I, is indeed that I?1084   

 

Interest is our first step into absorption. (To interest is to cause to enter in.) Wonder is what holds 

us there. It is wonder (Phaedo 58a & 102a) that holds Echecrates under the sway of Phaedo’s 

relation. It is wonder (θαυμάσαντα) that entraps the hunter narrator of Daphnis and Chloe 

(praef.).1085 And it is wonder (τὸ θαυμάσιον), too, that brings Longinus to document the feeling  

(I am thinking the thoughts of another) of sharing in another’s creativity (not in what yawns): 

                                                 
1082 Will Aitken. “The Art of Poetry No. 88: Anne Carson” The Paris Review 171 (Fall 2004): 203. In the interview 

as it appears on the The Paris Review website, Aitken prefaces these remarks by saying that when he read a work of 

Carson’s it felt like falling into a painting.  
1083 Elsewhere Carson calls imitative action a device. See “How Bad a Poem is Semonides Fragment I?” in Greek 

Poetry and Philosophy: Studies in Honour of Leonard Woodbury. Ed. D.E. Gerber. (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 

1984): 71. This thesis has been, in fact, but a series of footnotes to footnote n. 14 of the article. 
1084 Georges Poulet. “Phenomenology of Reading” New Literary History 1:1 (October 1969): 57. 
1085 Longus. Daphnis et Chloe. Ed. M.D. Reeve. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1982): 1. 
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Touched by the true sublime your soul is naturally lifted up, she rises to a proud height, is  

filled with joy and vaunting, as if she had herself created this thing that she has heard.1086 

 

A poem becomes ours as we read. It is not we who have created this thing we are moving our 

minds through when we read, and yet, taken over, we become prey to the all-encompassing 

subjective principle which animates it: 

At this moment what matters to me is to live, from the inside, in a certain identity with 

the work and the work alone. It could hardly be otherwise. Nothing external to the work 

could possibly share the extraordinary claim which the work now exerts on me. It is there 

within me, not to send me back, outside itself, to its author, nor to his other writings, but 

on the contrary to keep my attention rivetted on itself. It is the work which traces in me 

the very boundaries within which this consciousness will define itself. It is the work 

which forces on me a series of mental objects and creates in me a network of words, 

beyond which, for the time being, there will be no room for other mental objects or for 

other words. And it is the work, finally, which, not satisfied thus with defining the 

content of my consciousness, takes hold of it, appropriates it, and makes of it that I which, 

from one end of my reading to the other, presides over the unfolding of the work, of the 

single work which I am reading.1087   

 

Exegesis is something that leads you out of a text. Exegesis happens when you have stepped out 

of the circumscribed work, after the moments of silence, when words begin again, when we have 

to proceed with the rest of the day, when we shift our weight, raise our eyes, notice the sound of 

traffic again, maybe go out for cigarettes. Criticism is not reading. I am writing this thesis 

because that fact astounds me. Somewhere Carson asks of a poem, had we entered into it, might 

we not still be there? I think she is intimating that, once we lift our eyes from the page, that 

continuum of the fusion of two consciousness (the “vital inbreathing inspired by the act of 

reading”1088) is no more. She is also alerting us to the other side to Poulet’s dynamic: each text 

                                                 
1086 Decreation. (New York: Knopf, 2005): 46. For the Greek (to thaumasion & χαῦνα), see Longinus. On the 

Sublime. Trans. W.H. Fyfe. (London: Heinemann, 1927): 124 & 138. 
1087 Georges Poulet. “Phenomenology of Reading” New Literary History 1:1 (October 1969): 58-59. Poulet will later 

write paradoxically of an intuition he once had of an artist’s totality when standing in front of a group of Tintoretto 

paintings in Venice: “I had suddenly the impression of having reached the common essence present in all the works 

of a great master, an essence which I was not able to perceive, except when emptying my mind of all the particular 

images created by the artist. I became aware of a subjective power at work in all these pictures, and yet never so 

clearly understood by my mind as when I had forgotten all their particular figurations”: 68. 
1088 Ibid.: 59. 
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has a consciousness, too. We say that poems remain with us or in us throughout our lives, but we 

are largely unaware of how we remain with them and in them throughout their existence. For, as 

they often precede us and unfailingly outlast us, they know more about us than we can know 

about them and they carry within themselves all of the readers and readings that they have 

absorbed and will continue to absorb throughout the history of their own unfolding reception. 

And so do I say this one last time: Canicula di Anna reads us more than we read it.  

     “A person who concentrates before a work of art,” writes Walter Benjamin, “is absorbed by 

it; he enters into the work, just as, according to legend, a Chinese painter entered his completed 

painting while beholding it.”1089 The Chinese painter Benjamin is referring to is Wu Daozi.1090 

Wu Daozi was one of the greatest painters of China and lived in the reign of the Emperor 

Xuanzong of the Tang dynasty. His last painting was a landscape commissioned by the Emperor 

for one of the walls of his palace. The artist concealed the complete work with a curtain till the 

Emperor’s arrival, then drawing it aside exposed his vast picture. The Emperor gazed with 

admiration on the marvellous scene: women giving birth, other women wrapping them in 

swaddling clothes, babies being exposed on great mountains, sheep and goats suckling them, 

shepherds picking them up, young people pledging their love, pirates making a raid, an enemy’s 

invasion. ‘Look,’ said the painter, ‘Do you see the cave beside this grove?’ And so pointing, he 

stepped within his painting and was seen upon earth no more. Here is how Benjamin describes 

this experience of absorption elsewhere: 

But of all the things I used to mimic, my favorite was the Chinese porcelain. A mottled 

crust overspread those vases, bowls, plates, and boxes, which, to be sure, were merely 

cheap export articles. I was nonetheless captivated by them, just as if I already knew the 

story which, after so many years, leads me back again to the work of the mummerehlen. 

                                                 
1089 “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” in Walter Benjamin. Selected Writings. Eds. 

H. Eiland and M. Jennings. Trans. Edmund Jephcott and Harry Zohn. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2002): 119. 
1090 The following account is taken from Daisetz T. Suzuki. Essays in Zen Buddhism. 1st series. (New York: Grove 

Press, 1961): 308-309. 
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The story comes from China, and tells of an old painter who invited friends to see his 

newest picture. This picture showed a park and a narrow footpath that ran along a stream 

and through a grove of trees, culminating at the door of a little cottage in the background. 

When the painter’s friends, however, looked around for the painter, they saw that he had 

left them—that he was in the picture. There, he followed the little path that led to the 

door, paused before it quite still, turned, smiled, and disappeared through the narrow 

opening. In the same way, I too, when occupied with my paintpots and brushes, would be 

suddenly displaced into the picture. I would resemble the porcelain which I had entered 

in a cloud of colours.1091 

 

Absorption is a strange displacement of mind.1092 Reading Anne Carson’s Canicula di Anna you 

trace the movement of yourself through an activity of thinking. The activity requires you to move 

within the palette of her voice, in all its range, colour, variety and multiplicity. The voices that 

you move through, though you cannot say where they come from, become ultimately your own. 

Which side of the door are you on? Which side am I on? We have learned that it is not the 

practice of Anne Carson to tell us where we are. And all that I have tried to do here is to guide 

you before that room, a room perhaps wherein lie our innermost desires for an interpretation, but 

of which all we can know is the flicker of light issuing out from underneath a door. Perhaps the 

room has been unlocked all along. Perhaps you now hear two sharp knocks come back from the 

other side. Perhaps it is that I too would like to go in? Or is it the fact that (a thesis being a room 

of one’s own) I have all the while been knocking from the inside of the door? Once I thought I 

saw what looked like a bag lady on the street disguised as this old professor of mine. I’m afraid I 

don’t remember exactly what I saw, but it was one of those moments which lie hidden to us, as if 

in the blank space between two stanzas of a poem. She is one of my favourite professors and she 

seemed to smile a recognition before she turned and disappeared through the narrow opening of 

another street of black stone and white trees. I do remember a curious feeling of shock, for in that 

moment when our eyes met, I wasn’t sure whether I was back again in a classroom reading a 

                                                 
1091 “Berlin Childhood around 1900” in Walter Benjamin. Selected Writings. Eds. H. Eiland and M. Jennings. Trans. 

Howard Eiland. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2002): 393. 
1092 Georges Poulet. “Phenomenology of Reading” New Literary History 1:1 (October 1969): 59. 
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poem or in the poem that was being read in our classroom. The feeling of being inside that poem 

is something rolled round within me now. The feeling is wondrous, but also one of pain. For 

each shift to the outside (a shift of time and tense) is accompanied by a sharp sense that 

something (unsealed) is being lost, or has been lost. That shift is an education. It is simply the 

fact, as you go down the stairs and walk in dark streets, as you see forms, as you marry or speak 

sharply or wait for a train, as you begin imagination, as you look at every mark, simply the fact 

of a poem’s eyes in your back.  

     Or are the eyes your own? Vediamo.1093  

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1093 Photoquotations from David Bomford, Janet Brough & Ashok Roy. “Three Panels from Perugino’s Certosa di 

Pavia Altarpiece” National Gallery Technical Bulletin 4 (1980): 4 & 13. 
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