; L . _. + Mandel 23

Y e of those activities which are their own true reward but which,
““f‘:‘,ﬁ;‘iﬁ-‘. .
P

By v . . . . . .
;& nine times in ten, stand in the way of insight into the work of

literature itself. No one need ever be wrong in class. What I
tell fiy class is that there is plenty of timMe to "think about"
the poem once they have experienced it. - "Thinking about it" is

- too often a way we have of not experiencing literature.

n These are the two listening procedures I employ in my classes.

They are often interrelated since all "listening" is equivalent to

%

"brécketing," all'"bracketing" equivalent to "listening." I do-

-’ ~

.one or the other as problems arise in the discussion. I know when
a problem arises because at that moment, I stop "hearing" what's

. v .
' happenind in the class. My goal remains. forever the same: to get
. P SRR

. . . - h .
..~ to the bottom of the work of -fiterature. Let me end with the ob-

vious once again--I do not always achieve the goal I have set.

"Let be be finale of seem." . .

—~
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1. The lines by Robert Frost comprise his poem "The—Spam of _ILiife"-
t - L , T
, T (c) H. R. W. The Poetry of Robetrt Frost, 1909. .

“1. Barbara Howes, "Lgndécape,/Déer Season" from Looking Up At' The
s — :

Leaves. Publ. Rnopf.: (€) 'Barbara Howes. = ..
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* . What's at the Bottom of Literature?

That's a-tall order. One gets the impression that if this
question could be answered the whole woxrld would stand forth in
its revealed meaning. Better to start small.

Here is a little exercise. Perhaps you have seen or done
7/

a

something like this before. If so, you already know its poiﬂti

.V 1f it is new to you, do it now.  <Read the following statement
-slowly before reading ong. _ S . : .
-y .

o -
K

. .
hi ~

Thbse elements of'poetry many English

teachers. wish to teach are the |

THE POET'S IMAGINATIVE VISION

. _ ‘ along wi;h - _ ] ' ’

THE FIGURES OF SPEECH _ o _ ..
aﬁd probably “

THE M{\JOR SOUND DEVICES. -

- Now answer the question-:what‘is most manifestly wrong or off

~

about this statement as wriktten? * (You may

“~ -~ ¢

continue to read it. .
N . x )

Prevent &ourself from reading*ahééa beyoﬁd the_dots. Give your=- ~

self about -two minqtes. Then return to me)

~ - ¥ . N +
Either you saw at once, or you-.saw after a while, or you never

bl -~

saw at all that <there is an extra word--"the"--in the paséage." .

or had trouble séeiﬁg it at first,. '
| o 1

N - . i -
2 L . - 0

If you never saw the €xtra "the"

. - -
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‘you wvere. probably very busy tryingd to psyche me out or the quiz,

\

1doking for tricks, puttlng 1n -ompgaxltles where none ex1sted o

wondering what all this has to/ do*with the topic of this- paper

2

. or with literature, or otherfise thrusting‘your_ego‘ nto thes pro-

cess. What you weren't dofng Qas seeind what was t ere to be
seen, as clear as'a bug gn a daisy., If you reread/ the passaée
now, you may wonder how/ it was possible not to h e seen-whae was.
so obviously there al)Y along. (If you did see e extra "the,"
you éet no extra credit. Big deal. tt's staring you right in
E;e face big as life; the achievement is in ?A; seeing it. /Tfi

. you see what I m:an;) . _‘ .
&ou'now know/everything I have to say about what's at the bot-

tom of literatiure. If you know what I me;n, save yourself valu- .

able time. Forget the rest of thls essay, get yourself a beer,

-and. read thle poems which are included, toward the end of the jour-

nal. But/if you think you don't' know everything I have to say - /

_about my/ subject fyou're wredg, yoﬁ do), 'please read on, o '

;o Rat es than attemptlng to speak about/all of literature (epics,

’ trag~-1es,.novels, lyrrcs, drlvers manuéls, ‘recipe books, etc.),

- I will conflne myself merely éo speak;ng about ®ne work of litera- .-
wa'e (though it doesn't matfér wﬁich/one. Subply your own examples.

. 4 !
"¥ am really asking two queé;ions,about’fhe work. What's at the
. - . 4 / i B

bottom of the work of l;ﬁerature?u And how do I know when I.have

4

. gotten to the bottom of it? The’ answer to the second gquestion is
¢ . .

, : ~ N
easier to arriYe at. The answer would seem to be that I have got-

s < . N
- . - ~
- .

ten to its bottom when I fully understand the work, when I have S

fully appropriated its languageg\symbols, ambiguities, organizing

.
k4

.» Principle, persona, narrative techniques, and what have you. All
. : . -
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& have to do--and, of courge , i§<s é lot--is exﬁiain all it® mys-
teries) answer all its.challenges. It doesn't matter how I appro-
priate tpe work;as long 35 1 fully unde;staﬁd it, I have qotten ‘
to its bottomy‘ But "strange to say, when I fully understand the
work, it may Stlll be complex, but it w1ll no ! ‘longer be mysteri-
ous. All its manlfest complex1ty now makes perfect sense to me.
The work of- literature has no hidden meanings. It isn't challengj
ing in the way I once thought it £o.be. If, indeed;_a work-of
litereture I have read!a dozen times still seems opaque or mys=e
terious to me, I certainly-feel more frustretion than bleasgre.
For sure I know I ﬂeve'gottenéto its botten anly when I understand
it. I kndy, for example, that when a friend éempl&ins abolit the
hidden meaning g%.a hard work which, for one reason or another,

‘ B |
I happen to‘apprebegd fully, I cannot help but feel that my friend v
is speaking more Si%ht himseI% or herself than é;out thﬁ/zork of
literature, which I can readily see is nothing if not clear in.

.

its implications. EverYything about the work speaks to me; all

its power-and‘all its meaning stand forth.

04

What I"am saying is that when I totally appropriate the work
. . .
of literature, I see what is to be seen, I either .see the "the"

or I don't. It's not hidden. Where could it be hidden? The

’
/

extra "the" is visible, just liké any of the elements of a piece

of writing. fThere is;pething hidden in the work of literature
we have eelecﬁed to look -at. . Everything one can ever hope to

know about the work shows blaihly, as Clear'as & /bug on a daisy.

I may not see what 's there, but that does not

phatlcally show1ng 1tself. | Ly ‘ .
s / ‘ ‘
I hope that you will not think I am saying that every piece oﬁ\\kv//
~— - . - - P , N . N




literature is equally accessrble, that the "Paradise" of the

= s A ot Law

DiVine Comedy 1is as readily accessible as Ben Jonson}s "Drink
to Me Only With Thine Eyes." (Though it is if it is. \I suppose
Teresa of Avila, had she hung around until *he Seventeeth cen-

tury would have found Jonson incomprehensible, Dante as cléar . .

as a bug on a daisy.) What I am sa?ipg is that you either see ‘ .

’

what's therF on the page or you don't. Now, there may be very -

good reasons why’ybu do or don't see what's on the page. How- .
. "4 . ' .
+ ever, I am not dealfng with those causes here,.but can direct

- ’ -

you to a first~rate artiqle/whésh to.my mind, pinpOints these-

causes: Norman Holland s "Unity Identity Text Self" in’ PMLA,

a

"October, 1975. My focusris on the effects, on'that which "hap—'
pens": namely, if you take in what there iS'tO take in from the

.,! - N
work, you get to its bottom'if you don't, you don' t.

.A failure to see (I would call it a failure to read) is' not

a static'situation.i If you can't make head or tail of the piece
of literature at first, youwmay come in time, to make sense’ ofvit.
‘Your vision ‘may uncloud; you may allow yourself to see what‘was
always there to be seen. Please understand that«I am not saying
that there is one underlying meaning for all time in our work of
literature.‘ If this were true, then there could be no on going
discussion of a‘work of literature. The last word on Hamlet would'
have been uttered hundreds of years ago and.that would 'be that.

(In some articles I've read, the criticvhas>argued about his orﬂ
her reading of a work as if there was but one explanation,fmissed

somehow, for years and years by everyon2 who had derived Joy from

the piece ) What I am saying is that whatever meanings the work

has at a given moment in history shows plainly. In a seventeenth-

v (€] ‘ i 1 " - . » d
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)';1 f . . . S b i ;"I:‘* r
. centuryféoem the word "trolley" would have ﬁeagt "a 'small cart", it
. ( N _ ? ) .,

-

and perhaps "a table with wheels" (and'all the connotationshfis- - ?

ing from these denotations). A twentieth-century poem using-,

"trolley" would more likely impl&'what we mean.by "trolley car"--

the coach running on- tracks with current deriving from wires

above i€, ' But given the context in whlcn/zﬁe/word appears in a

]
modern poem, it is p0551ble that one or another definition will

gel or all of them. They all $how because they are all real defi-

-

nitions of "trolley." None of the definitions_is hldden. If I‘

read the poem~knowing only the twentieth-tentury definition of
"troll;};" I can have-a total experience ef satisfactiqnz the
- poem can cohere and disclose its truth. If I yead the poem again
- five vears later after having happened to learn the older defini- .
) ; .

tion df "trolley," I ma§ have a different understanding of the ;

poem. It will have_changed its meaning over the years. Again

I will experience satisfactlon. Both readings will have been ) BN

N

valid. At no-moment in history can I ever hope to get all the

3

. . possible readings of a work of literature--not as long as time

moves on and time means change. .If I try to get all the méanings(

possible, what I wind up with is, at best, knowledge about the

.~

poem; at worst, great frustration. No, at any given moment in

v

time, my goal with literature'is to experience satlsfactlon based

. on “the certatnty that ‘thgymeaning I see in the work is actually

N . ‘ . ' -
“there. 7T am at the bottom not“when I know everythlng the work _

3

iﬂtlmé“and places (which can never

7 g ,«;;J R

thg;work means for me, totally,
»* &‘ls L .

here and now. For me thlé‘klnd of clarlflcatlon hapoened last

week when I was teachlng Brecht' s‘“allleo for the ten millionth. : .

— ‘ : ~ - a. 13
. _ | , :

can ever—mean to an anyone ln i
: . Jrﬁ

hi
g

happen), but when_ I know

1:")\-

PR
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‘time. I-had alyays spoken of Brecht's ambivalence toward Galileo

# y Mandel 6

“

at thé‘@nd 6f the play, about the ambiguiéies inherent in the three
véﬁsions of the play, etc. etcs You know}”all those things the
criRics say about the end of this play.\-This time, with the help
of sgmé students who saw, as it were, the“two "thefs,é I got it:'

I got it. What I had peen calling for fifteen years Brecht's
ambivalence and the‘play's ambiguity turned out to be my’own in-
ability to.réad what was plainly theke on the page.' I répeat:

-

once I saw it clearly, there was nothing .ambiguous about it. I
hadn't said the last word on the play, but I had‘finally gotten

to a meaning for it which is truly there. I experienced satis-

-

faction myself,and certainly about the text. (This is not the
place to be tempted into digression about the meaning of Galileo.

¢ . . .

Such a digression would merely open up for you your égreements
and disagreements about the play and we'd be off and running about

that.) My point is that what was there to be seen, I hadn't seen--

until lqst.neeki It had always been there, but I hadn't beén,

" You may be - thinking something like this{ "But a work of

literature |has layers in it, levels of complexity," etc. I wish

-
M ~ @ Y

. ‘ . ' } . .
to say that human beings most certainly have leyels of constious-

ness .. Perhaps we even have ids and superegos, even if doctors

cannot find them during open-brain surgery. But there Ts no "un-

conscipus" level in a work of literature._ There are no "levels
of cén501ousness'kin a poem, play or novel. The words which
\ﬁr » l ~
( c f

compromise a text have denotatlons and connotatlons, to, be Sure.

. One word mayfhaVe many mean1ngs.~ But .‘that's what they are: many

I:H‘* }

‘ meanlngs, not léﬁels of consc1ousness. -Words have no consciousness

- . S

at all, merely meanlngs. I want to relterate the obvious because

>

A
-
3

[
7

)
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it is so seldom said ‘7542253:9f 11teratur§'we have been dis
cussing may indeed have ggzgg)typgg\gfﬁifziggip they all’ =

show. The‘hﬁﬁi@ﬁifies, like the "the" in my opening quiz, show.

This one work of literature says what it says.
B ~

People cloud the issue” if they bégin to insist that "my inter-
pretation is as good as yours." There is the crucial sense in
which that utterance is true, but, let's face it, all too often

when I say it I really mean that I am insecure (I have levels of

consciousness, to be sure!); I do not\see what the work says, so

I delude m&self into thinking that one guess ié_as goodias anothef,
~ ‘thefeby saving a vestige of self-respect, however shabbi;y managéd.

The work, of literature says wh;t‘itaééys. I do not .haveé- to look’

‘anywhere but at it.;'If I gm able to see what's actually there,

AI‘do not have to go beyond it. The author has put it all on the
. . ) \

page. Now, the author, who, of course, does have levels of con-

sciousness, may delude himself -or herself about what-has been

written, but the poem does not delude itself. The words are it.

It hides nothing. There is no place to hide anything. There are
‘ l‘ . ’ ‘(
no layers. ; ’ . )

~

AN

s P

Look at these lines by Robert Frost:
The old dog barks backward without getting up.

I can repember when he was a pup. - ‘

F -
1 B

O

! <

ﬁ
What this short poem means is

1

|

H

|

1

+

The—old—dog—bar%s—backward-with¢ut—ge£ting-up.
- . I—canfremember—&hen-hefwas—a—pup. ,

'
i

Its meaning is nét‘hidden]uqder layers of anything. I may not

>,
4

hear everything the poem is saying, but there are no crgnnieé

{
i
+
t
N { 8
i .
1
- i .
!
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. where Frost could have hidden anything. "The old dog" means "the '

old dog$; "barks" means "barks"; "backward" means "backward."

2

/ To be sure, "old dog" also means anything that "old dog" means,
o1 . M * » .

4

as in."Mr. Bonin sure is~an old dog " "Backward' _means many things
too. But whatever 1t means, it -means. No more and no less. 1It's

all in the words themselves. It's not the poem's fault if .I do_

a

not get it. I may-do a superficial reading, but that says nothigé\\\\

about the work ‘of literature, ohly something about me.—Strictly- A

speaking, there is not top or superficial level; there s only my |

failure to see that the words:have more"than one meaning. The "~

L3

more meanings I see_the more I will get from the poem. The poeﬁ

.

itseif though has no superf1c1al level. And if there is no top-
s

level, it follows, as nlght the day, ‘that there is no bottom i

~ .

What is at the so-called bottom of the work of literature 1s

a

what's at .the top: all that is there, always totally visible and

.‘hearaBie, unhidden, staring us in the face, as cledr as a bug on

a daisy. Before the Western world had telds tp see exactly.

what was what with the solar system, we imagined an built our re-
N ! - N ,,._——-\\ .

A
.

ligions on the notion of planetar ies, permanently affixed to.

. N
crystalline spheres. Lives for centuries were run on this belief.

All Renaissance sciené%"had tofﬁg/ganiobk through e elescope o =3
o - ' ’ .
) and see what was what--that Jupiter had moons which dis ed

¥

_ _.behind it--in order to realize that no one since the béginning of .

Ay . - , w . - >

time had ever understood heaven, standing forth in all its clarity;'
. o
waiting, as it weré, to be seen. Literature too, to paraphrase » T

i"-

(w1th apologles) a remark of Albert Einstein, hides its so—cailed

=~ A A 4

secrets in its infinite grandeur.

But look. Even though the work of literature is what it is,

- - ‘ N A ; ’ LI - §
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. Without tog or-bottom, it does seem as if some works of literature R

are hard or deep .or shallow or. serious or easy or mov1ng or borlng

‘3

or frustrating or 1llum1natlng or -shattering or timeless .or tlmely
/ .

or trivial. K Of a combination: serlous but tedlous, deep and illum-

. . ! _ ‘
inating, hard but timeless, frustrating but profound.

Let's see the mechanism at work behind these responses. Read

the following poem three times..

Landscape, Deer Season *
Snorting his pleasure in the dying sun °
l The buck surveys his commodious estate,

Not sighting the red nostrils of the gun

l Jéntil too late. ,

He is alone. His body hoids stock-still; . v

i,

monument it falls to earth;

Then like

While e blood-red target-sun, over our hill, -

T ples to'death

Now c1de for yourself what you think is true of this poem. Is

\

hard? Easy? Deep? Shallow9 Serious? Sllly? Moving? Dull?

-

/J//:fij Ftustrating?
l /,\ -

P less? Trivial? .

Vague; Bad? | Good? "I1luminating? Timelyf Time-

combinatfon? (If-sof of what?)+ None of the .

l //// adoye° (If so, what thr

| 4 you, niight want/to do the sane experlment w1th a few friends. You
, A :

ZLA)K’ter you have* comé to your conclus1ons,

l e : will™ qurckly sense that thelr responses uncover truth yes, but
B /r" l_/ 3

truth’about their experlence of the pogm, but nothlng about the b

‘< poem itself, whlch s1mply is what 1t is. ' ' . I
Let,me digress somewhat foruone'moment to explain that what I

am Ssaying about the work of_literature has nothing.téhdo with de- > ’
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ciding whether it is good or bad. Well or badly written, though,

. L 7 > ; . .
its bottom will be its top, whether it be a Harold Robbins novel

‘or the Iliad.

.

Even on the issue of "badly written"‘versus "well written)"

.

nine out of ten times our so-called objeetive judgment has more-

to do with some received opinion by which we measure not. the

\

quality of literature, but our own worthiness and rightness.

.
-

Poem X is bad because it’ is too sentimental. - (Read: I have been

taught, at some personal cost, that sentimentality is %ad...If

.

' this poem fe sentimental it must be bad or I don't know anything.)

Poem Y is bad beoause.it is simplistic. (Read- I have been taught,

at some personal cost, that 51mp11c1ty is bad, complex1ty good.

If this poem is simple and I find it good, I adm%t my own“simpli-

- - . ~

bl "

oity. And‘that's bad.) And so it goes.
Once in a’'while, though, our negative judgment about a poem's

quality may acgﬁg%ly be based on the fact of the poem s failure '

to be what Ht alleges to be: at such_time the poem may be said to

.
-

‘be badly written. What we really mean is not that the poem is

"bad"--a judgment which is as external tobthe’yogg,offlitefature

! . as the labehf"trivial" or "deep“——byt that, in fact, it is no poem ‘*
. ‘ -

v

&
¢

at all. o . ' o

An aha;ogy\wouldﬁbe, say,,%o/a/bridge. A bridge is a bridge,
period. Vheg;l;say that it is a good:bridge, nothing stops you
o) ' .

from saying that it is a bad bridge. If I can drive my car across
! / ~ .
it from Staten tsland to Brooklyn that, proves it to be a bnldge,'

.

not a- good briidge. If I start to drlve my car across it and I

"

’
T v,

wind up in the water of the Narrows, then what I have experienced
3

is not a bad bridge, but no bridge at all It is a failure as a
’ . v ! : . . L.

O . 1.,: ?
’ . . . - A . v o - . K
) e i . . . A Lo




bridge, a nén-bridge, not y'b’ad'bridge,'"

3 o -

¢

Readers over the centurles have agreed that a work of lltera- .

) ture is that branch offwrltlng whlch dlscloses some kind of/truth ///"
(if only the author' s—éersonal experlence) in a form whichffggiif’Yy/.
captures the essence of that“truth In other words, “content and . 4

ulf?fmarriédign;a~ of {ﬂerature. Also readers

*generdlly agree (thou ere are:those who do not) that a work

of'lﬁQer e illdminates areas of enduring concern for human be-

. &ngs/andifﬁjt rf(itself/will endure. whegher or not- this defini-
tion'suLts/;o;: you -can see that a piece of wrltlng’1s3‘by d n-
ition, either llterature or 1t is not. Whggfﬁziagfee/that/ae:zem’ ;

-

is "bad" (and when we are not falllng into the pitfaill I mentioned

before:ofy;espondlng to our own received opinions), what we are

! - ,
really saying is that it is no"poem at all: it doesn't get the

cars to’Brooklyn. " For example, a poem which blindly"passes on
y ,

<the authorﬁé own received opinion while alleging to discloge some
fresh truth may be said to be no poem at all. ,h We genera

ever, simply say that it is "badly wr1tten." Another example:

X/ how-

P
the writér may self-consciously thinﬂ;that he or she b ht to use

.~ P
-

flowery diction or sprinkle abstractions into\the wor” or show off

special knowledge or what have you. All of th1s ego prbjectlon
w1ll show too and will deflect us from an authentlc Xp r1ence f

L4 Y
truth. In other words, "the poet may indeed cre?;e a"moment of

® \ 4 | -

true sentlmentallty, reflectlng what's wHat: a

i

o? -

. /
;ts own sake,' rather than the~alleged mean ng 7ﬁ the poem. That s

not literature.;,In what we call "good!? wr'tlng\oneffinds“no self=, -

L] - an “
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copsiousness of the sort thg% distrac®s from communication. An-
3. ‘

. .. . o -
‘other exanple: a poet-’can clearly.fail to do what‘she or he plainly
P "sets out to do. The poet ‘may bungle the very rhythm establlshé, \
.. § . & .
’ by the poem or’'may mismanage the metaphors so dlsastrously as to
'.\_—~

.

_ cause laugﬁter where tears were clearly 1ntended A poetaster can
.-. be S0 ego—bound.that the product parades itself as a POEM ‘(as of—
. ten happens when teachers force students to'write.poetry);‘ At'

such a time no true. experlence speaks through the words and the

result is -no work of literature. Our shorthand of this s1tuatloh‘

~
1

is to call it "bad." End of digression.

So whefye ark we? At the obvious. A hard .poem is hard for the

«'  reader r whpm it is hard. - A poem is deep (easy, moving, sincere,’

2

. ~etq\.).- A hard ‘'poem is one I do not get; a’deep/poemvis one abgut

which I thin ‘feel deeply - In other words, a pdem reads m

. N

“much as I-ged ET' The poem creates me "to the exact degree that -
t . < i

.I apprehend it. OQr to quote Sartre:'"EVery consciousness exists

-to.the,exaot extent~to'which it is conscious of existing."
. T —— . ‘
"~ We start off with)a work of .literature and a reader, each .. 1\3\

"creating® the other: 2 . ' o
RN I . —~ , I VY
. ‘ ) ; . . o
? . ’ >

M .
. 2

. ) S Creakes — i
Cn | reager | €--rie-o> Lygr,k of literature _
NG L | %

5 ’ o v

-

.

Then we experlence whatever comesBup for us about the work and

" “create” these feellngs, Judgment and attitudes in the work of. '

-

llterature ‘as it returns the favor 51multaneously to us.

“.,“‘f”"’\ . 4 .
' . — . L
\{;-am ;rzét%ated ——Sffffff-- : Tfrhstrating‘work of -
. . - . T | 1iterature. -
if“;;\ . —\\\\ x 1!) . . .
S TEL N .
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Or: Iﬁe'poem is confusing} I.-am confused. The poem is shallow, I

L]

am not challenged (that is, am forced to be shallow). The poem is
tedious; I'*m bored. Yet, the éqem is only the poem. Everything

. RN ‘
else is me. I say, "'Thirty days-hath September' is a useful, de-

vice for learning the number of days in each month:" Notice that

"«

"Thirty days hath September" is merely " hlrty days hath Seotember,

while },.is a useful device for learnlng the number of days in

.

each month" is me--all me. . e

P
Now look. Occasionally I’exoerlence a moment of true wonder-

ment with a work of literature. When the work is oerfectly clear, ,

N

true, and beautiful, so am I. ~Isn't thls trut’ When I get it,

,.\
]

N

‘when I totally appyehend Anna Karenina, Long Day,s Journez into
\ - < \

g‘ or.an Auden Doem, I am truly pleased.and experlence great
' A AN 3 “ .

a

satlsﬁactlong the that\I .am also at theﬂbottom ‘of the work of
- A . ',._

“‘ ' . et - . Y .
. N N N A ‘ \
llterature. o X "“i k~ cuh ‘, ‘

- ' A

Wﬁat 1 flnd " at the bo;tom (and at the top) are Jtwo thlngs--

4

N ) N =

1t 1tself and me myself\x When I begln in frustratlon, the so~called

hY

surﬁace oﬁ the work (say, the flrst fifty pages of Anna Karenlna%'

\

'L 13 frustrating f When I totally apprehend the work, it is 1llum1na-"

\ -\
tnng t the bottom of llterature 1llum1nat1ng In a. .

\
RN A

\‘i

oruqlal\sense‘(the qguc1a; sense that makes my "opinion” valuable)

my té@al apprehens1on is the bottom of llbenature. Literature

}’ N \\ -~ —‘: \\ o~

."”1t has becOme my own VQlce.- Paradox1cally, byt truly, .the poem

is L N ot 1N

‘.whlch is always dlear and eomplete cannot become clear-and com-

‘w
~

.olete wlthout me.\\It needs me. Furthermore I o\che truly myself . |

aego merges with the poem Here 1s\the pxocess, The "tégfous? poem

' \$ -.\

Judgments and conslderatlons'are momentarlly shelved.\
3 _\

N ' \

-
.‘ »
b, : : T
< . P .
-~ . - & [P} -
1} .
. - : -

My mind sans.
- s

AS

.
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‘was my “tedium; the "g{rface" of literature was my resistance; the ™~

"layers" of therature have been my shucking of my own defenses;

.

ultlmately, the bottom of literature is my clarlty Nothing is K
. \ Y ‘
ever hidden; it all shows, like the moons of Juoifer. When I see

’ 4

wHat is to be _seen, I am truly experiencing myself toc. That is, °

all of me is involved in a total experience. I, am really alive:

I don't need literaeure in order to feel like me and literature
4 . .

does not need me to be itself. Nonetheless, it finds-life in' me.

I find life in it. ) . ' -

I wish now to make what I expect has been Very obvious even:

.
»

more obvious by asking a few rhetorical questions. I will also ’

answer qpem.
¢

Question:

Answer: fhe piece itself brought intOfcleriﬁy by a reader truly
reading \ t. R a
Question: “What can one do in order to get to the bottom of a work: -

‘ - R -

B

‘ . N . -
.

of llterat_re'J

-

Answer: Uncloyd oﬁe'ssmind, One clouds one's mind by' net reali§ .

<

1

. . ; - L .
‘'reading. Hexre arer» somé€ ways we cloud our minds: by analyzing,
————— .

figuring it out, feeling bored, stubid,,superie;, etc.,’ judging,
. Lo T T - . ¢
aﬁd ﬁhe like. One can only read,bytreading, reading, reading, even .

~—— —— o

if that means 1gnor1ng ones emotlons, crltlcal abllltles, and eval-j

. B \ -

uations. Only by truly seelng what' s there can one flnd oneself
-~ M B ) \ .
atwthe bottom of .a work of llterature. '

.

—~ N o ' ,
\ | \[Nsi'ﬁ'r' ML””J/’”‘“"V (e ‘”mi) :

Yhat is at the bottom of a work of literature? , . ’

byt
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‘Question: What's the value of seeing to the bottom of literature?

Why bother? , '
.o . ¢ ' '
. Answe;:u 'What you get is total clarlty on what's what for the

~ IS

author at the moment of .artistic 1llum1natlon. The light

,. of ilIumination'shines on (in) you‘too. At that moment

N : in all that light you are given to yourself. With your -
. ego,snelvediand your mind merged with the work of art,

.: you have the rare eioerience of being perfectly clear,

You become transparent to yourself. Por a moment yo B

‘

know who you are and time stops. For an instant -thg

~

perfection of the world stands forth.

-
-

Now .I wigh to offer a warning: no teacher, no matter How bril-

liantly in touch with a work, of literature, can tell a stﬁdent» ;

- y

" what's at the bottom of the work. .The bottom of llteratﬁre is its

1’

luc1jﬁty\for the reader readlng. The 1llum1natlon cannot be con- (//
veyed in other words. . If I tell a. student what's at.the bottom of <

"The Emperor of Ice-Cream” what the student has is a statement about '_ ' f

my experience of tne_poep._ Now look. If I am truly turned on by

my illumination and if the student truly trusts me, the best that

can happen is that the student will get to the bottom of my exciémr .,

, R L7 e
,,/«1;553;; about the literature. the student will creaté his or her
‘ P’ . . 4. .. , . . 5 T .
clarity in association with me and my' #llumfnation. Sure, for a

moment the student's world will ‘stand forth ln 1ts perfectlon. The”
student will have the experlence of merglng-—not however, with _the s >N

-~ - ‘

em, but rather with me. When such an event happens in class, -

‘nothing "bad"‘has happened. it muStfhowever, not be confused with

- . o

The—student may have had a wonderful experience and a
K *a Ny ¢ - il
- truye on but he or she- has not read'a work of llterature, has not;

¢ .
A,

e bottom of "Tye Emperor of Ice-Cream." There~1s_one S
I eam. _
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" way‘and only one way to get~to the bottom of "The Emperor of, Ice-

Cream" anéhthat isknz&frsonally appropriating it. There is no.

other way. It seems to me that a teacher of literature Wlll be
\ : = g 2 ]
N strengthened: by remembering this. If what a studentfshares all y

\.__term is the teacher's illuminations, the course will be exceedingly

-
.

- . . . , -/

e 'satisfying, but the student may still have all his or her diffi- /

“culties with apprehending literature. Many courses of the kind ;/am
cribing will lead the student toward loving school not literature.

I wish to close by sharing with you two practical wa§s /1

+

of helping students get to the bottom of'litergture. All I ca
in the short space alloted is mention them. I cannot, of co rsey.

prove here .that they work nor can I reveal their inner dyn
. B .

*  Mainly what I'can do is leave yQu with a brief outline of some prac-: )

tical methods which grow from the kind of theorizing I“/have been

doing here. I hasten to .add that these are my preseht ways, cer-
tainly not THE WAY or even the way I may be using a.year from now. . E

Both methods are components of what I‘call "listening"
N

The point behindwmy use of both methods is 51mple. they are class—

room methods wholly rooted in\experience, rdther than in conceptsy

/beliefs, logic, reasonableness, and the like. They give the stu-
. )

dent a chance to participate in the experience of apprehending the - ‘

heart of a work of literature, replacing it with the direct experi- N
ence itself.

I have taken the first form of "listening" from the in-

.

. siéhts of phenomenology, especially, though not exclusively, the
brilliant contributlons of Edmund Husserl and ﬁartin Heidegger.

o AN \

(What. I’ recently read in some remarks by my friend Dr. Bapk Rains

‘ ;a\ - \

N ‘ applies as well to me: I was ‘one of tﬁose readers Merieau—Pon:y

, .
. . . 3 .
- hY
. N P - L. .
- N - > ¢
‘
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describes who had "the 1mpre551on, on reading Husserl and Heidegger,

r —
not so much of encounterlng a new phllOsophy as of recognizing what

they had been waltlng for.". But you do not have to lecture your
. ,
v L PR L4
students on the ideas of Husse€rl and Heidegger in order to use this
approach in class!)

As the class and I discuss the work of, literature, I wait for : .

i

the first problem to arisé. It can be anything: a character (Hen-

derson),_a phrase ("Men. Men. Wheat. Wheat."), a stage direction

("mechanically"), an element of plot (circularity), a theme ("un-
requited love"), a concept ("the spoiled child"), etc. I immedi-
ately bracket it, litexally, by putting it on the board. What

goes inside' the brackKets is that which we must listen to until we

- S
-

"hear" what it has to say about itself; that and that alone goes -

into the brackets--"Henderson! or "Men. Men., Wheat. Wheat." -And
so on. What is left outside the brackets is everything—else in
\ ' RN - . N

© N
the known universe.  What is-left out is'every judgment, every N
cause (this is particularly important), every éffect, every influ-
ence from the world, every biographical- fact, however important in

its own right, every means,'eyeryuend,~every feeling, everything. -

5

For ekample,.if "Hendersonm'is“bracketed, what is left out--that

P . . .
- .

is, not discussed~-is Bellow, evalgations of thé novel, orpHenderson

«

or the style, notionS'adet.why Bellow wrote the character, influ-

ences On Bellow, Bellow's influence on others, Henderson s influ- :

“% &
»

ence on other characters in modern literature, everythlng that can
¢ o
be sald however‘truly, about the novel genre or aﬁont narration
. v - v
or style or personas, every strategy of fiction whlch made "Hender—
Eon Yossible, and everythbng that } o the dlass or critics or
anyone else 1; the known wofld, now or evér, feei or could feel

P o
" Y . . ’ -
I oot . * oLt A 1? 18 R, Ce e el . e [
. 9 . ) \ - »
- »

L -
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aﬁ§§§ this Henderson. The onlylthing in the brackets is what has
come up as'a problem in class. On the board it looks like fhisi
[HENDERSON]. Husserl said, "Back to the things Ehemselves," im-
plying that a thing, a phenomenon, can be fully understood in‘and
of itself without recourse to causation. That's what we do in
class. We "listen" to.what thg’éhenomenon in the brackets has to

say for itself. Naturally the phenomenon has to speak through the

AN
yerbalifiig/gﬁ/the class, those who are "listening" to it.

As I have shown, the bottom of a work of literature is- 1llum1n—

atedlpnly when a reader fully\apprehends the meaning of the work
:durlng a process which clarl e re r's aliveness simultane-

-

'ously. Readers. can talk/their‘way to this clarity--to their "bot-
, .

.;om" and the work's--by sharing tbeir experience of the bracketed
phenomenon. My colieague Glorla/Orensteln h;s remlnded me of
;Gertrudé Stein's staESSint (1;\%The Gradual Making of the Making

of Americans'):‘{Many\fh"ngs,then come out in the repeatlng that
/ » ‘

make a history of each one fQr any one who always listens to them.

Many things come but of each one and as one listens to them listens
~to all the repe tlng in them, always this comes to be clear about
them, always thHis comes to be clear about the;\\ihe history of them
of .the bottom nature in them, .the nature or natures mixed up in
them to;make the whole of them in anyway it mixes up in them."“;ﬁ

I say to/the class, ;Don't "think about' Henderson. Just 'lis-
ten' to th phehomenon. What does the phenomenon k;own as 'Hender-
son' say o you?" Here 1s what a short patch of in-class dialogue
could lo k llke . . | _ ) e

/ . . ) - .
Stu@é%t: I}hear that-Henderson is something liké Henchard in

/
‘/yﬁrdy's novel. Co .

/o R 19 . ‘ e
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\
Teacher- Thank you, but neither Henchard nor Hardy nor novels .

are w1thin the brackets. What do you he from within

! ¢ the brackets?’r : : . .

~

Student: But only Henderson is inside the brackets. And Hen-

derson lS Henders i . oL

;"  Teacher: OK. Put your momentary frustration on the shelf and,

]

listen to that Henderson. What's what with Henderson?

—.

Student: Well, I "hear" that he is a driven, compulsive person

Teacher: OK. I hear that t30». Now we have in-the brackets-—

'\_____:.__‘ -

[Henderson?\drl\\n,_compuls1ve]. What_do you hear *in -

all that? ‘ \

Jpe= . : L
Student: Ah,'l "hear" that Henderson is a slive to his drives.

Teacher: Far out. Now in the brackets we."hear"--[Henderson:
slave to his drives and compusions]. What do you
"hear” -in that? Qf3<‘

On this process goes, with all the students listening, until a
moment when all participants (including the instructor who most
Tikely has never listened to.this’particular phenomenon before

either) experienée what can on}y be ca11ed total satisfaction based

-on complete certainty. (I say this phrase without embarrassment and

with unending thanks to Edmunid Husserl.) What I am sayiné is that

-
L}

_instructor and class stick wfth this'procéss as long as it takes
Yy + 7 -

for each and every participant to experience total satisfaction.

i t ’
It usually occurs for everyone within seconds of each other. At
- . !

that precise. moment everyone has gotten to the bottom of the phen-

r

omenon. The slowly expanding consciousness in the room has finally

heard exactly what there~is to hear from "Henderson."‘ Not only has

the phenomenon stood forth in all its clarity, but it has become a

0
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P - —

well-1it tunnel carved through our own denseness, confusion, self-
—~doubt and ignore-ance .(all outside the bracke6§>\goodness‘knows)

right to the heart of the novel. To know entirely,what there. is
——— 0

to know about the—dharactér Henderson discloses the'organic struc-

ture of the book.aa'a\ﬁholéf-Hendersoﬁ is' a pound of flesh from'

Henderson the Rain King. Any important phenomenon frdm any work

~
3

of literature, if bracketed and listened to until the moment of
total satisfaction, will create that well-lit tunnel to the heart

of the previously obscure work. Our English word for the creation

of such an illuminated route is "in-sight,®- an experience requir-

ing no analysis or judgements. So, “listening" to isolated phe-

P

nomena is. one kind of llstenlng a group can do if it wants to get’

to the bottom of j/yg%k of llterafure. -
The second app oach has/peég greatly 1nfluenced by the teachlngs

of Werner Erhard and ES

Here it is. : . . -

-~

The class is discussing a work of literature, say Stevens""The

Let's say they stumble on the line "Leit be

- -

one in the class‘sees that the line mefns .
itself. ~Nd,one is hearing the,line. No one is satisfied. 1Irfact
at this gément each student has gone into his oY her characteristic

/
/

th
0
2]
3
0
th
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3
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0
3
0
Q
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0
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0
3
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0
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out’ and is going in circles or rather spirals of increasing dfis-

Nancy\is bored and is having trouble stayﬁng awake; Tom is aboffe

it all, dging the others in class as dumb clods; Pat is gettfing

turned on by\Tom s thlgh Nancy. is dylng tY -say (once again) what

-

N . .

S ’ " - fm Eai‘. ’ -

" the llnes mea\s to me and everyehe is entitled to thelr own oplnlo n"; -




" I then ask the class, "Who 'heard} Sylvia?" '(What's happening, of
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|
|
|

~

T am panicking that my class is '‘going down theutube; and so on
* J

around t%;vroom. In short, everyone is "hearlng Ris’ or her own

blocks and insecurities rather than "Let be be’flnale of seeﬂk: T

J ﬁk
Now, the line means itself and can find expression only,through o e
the true experleace of readers. Each person can only hope to gef‘-a&;;£;—

/'

to the line by unblockingwand truly reading it. Sg "listening?

method ' #2 involves directing attention away from blocks and-lgs-» —

”-~

tening to each other until the speaker in the classroom is "heard."

= s ¢

This means listening until one experiences certainty as to what the

speaker is saying; it does not necessitate’ agreement or disagree-
ment.

Brave Sylvia manages to utter what :she "hears" in Stevens' line.

b

ts

course, is that I am putting Sylvia's utterance within{brddkets,

but I don't call it that.) .. If no one heard her, I ask hér ‘to reJ _
e .
peat herself. She does, of course modlfylng ‘and emendlng what she.

had said at flrst about the llne. Then I ask agaln, "Who 'heard'

Sylvia?" Tom.says, "I did. "OK Tom, " I say,'"Tell Sylvia what v

bR ey

you heard her say." . Tom does. Sylvra retorts, "That 's not: exactly
Te

>

what I said " "Pine," I say,”"Tell us agarn, Sylv1a. Tell us ex-
actly what you want us to hear about th1s line of poetgs (I read o
]
. \!
it aloud again.). She does so, modlfylng, emending, reflnlng what

3

she has been saylng about Stevens llne, forgettlng to worry about

it, forgetting to feel blocked. She's looked at it again and is

much clearer now as to what it says than she was at first. —80 she |

[ . . i ¢

once again -says what's what for her about "Let be be finale of seem.”
"Who 'heard' Sylvia?" I ask. You see, now fewer people are resrst~’”

ing the llne of poetry, 1nstead they are llstenlng to and partici- :
e i
. qaq "y R . E L., . . . i

A - - i - - %
N -
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-~ Pating 1n its’ emerg1ng mean1ng through Sylv1a s utterance. The -~ ST

flow is to d certaint ””n"Who has<'heard' SylV1a°"'"L aid, "
”r///,)/yar ¥
says Pat and shares what she has"heard "Almost'" shouts Syl—

’ % B

v1a, laughlng, not hating mgdern poetry at all She S happy now,

she has experienced certa1nty about the line and knows what she

. -

knows. Everyone is llstenlng and alert. "Say it agaln, Sylviat™ .
;threéipeople yell at oncel -Sylvia glances at the perfectly clear

line, gathers her. resources, and verballzes 1ts exact meaning with

-~

precision and ¢larity. "I Heard it": Pat, "I got it!": Tom: "Oh

-

. . \\~" _
wow": Sheldon. "OK, Sheldon," say-I, "Tell Sylv1a ‘what you heard -

’,

her say." -Sh@ldoﬂﬁgggszandfslmultaneously everYone part1c1pat1ng‘

.
- ~— - ~

experiences keen satisfaction, understands Sylvia, gets to ‘the bot-

-

.. tom of the line, and opedg.a personal, well-lit tunnel into the“

heart-of the poen. | o _a ' .. ’ .
+ ‘ . « e; ¢
All along the route toward the moment of gratificAtion,: the ) -

>,

class——as SylV1a knows more and more what s“true about the line-~- TS

experiences rising exc1tement/because they sense themselves gettlng

LN . N 2 ¥

closer and.closer. No one has the "answer," including the teacher.

,
- -

The answer emerges through the receding bricabrac of one's own - - -

obfuscations. What 1s actually happenlng is that llttle by llttle

-
~

the students are causing their own self-created blocks to van1sh

.

and are reading what was always there to ’be read. Almost always . !
someone says somethjng like, "Oh my God, " how’ could I have mlstsjd//,._/x

that?" OXlFor Chr1ssake, I knew that but just d1dn t trust my own ™

(] " > ' ; o ' “‘7/
" Oplnlon. . ’ ) ' vt : :

What I wish to emphasize is that no "thinking'ahou " the poem

occurred, no apalysis, no dissection, no application of concepts s

about poetry, art, life, modernvpsychology, etc.--in'short, none

- A .

. . . .
- - et M ; > T T
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