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This thesis examines the importance attributed to voice in contemporary British

poetics. It considers how self-reflexive engagements with voice negotiate prominent
debates about form, politics, and identity. Focusing on the work of nine poets from
the 1970s to the twenty-first century, the thesis contests the lingering critical

dichotomy between an avant-garde attack of the unified lyric voice and literary
expressions of marginalised voices. It argues that while a formally disruptive aesthetic
often aims to complicate rgpresentation and the idea of a stable identity, this does not
prevent it from expressing silenced histories and unofficial voices effectively.
Analysing the different investments made in voice both as a trope and as a
- technology of the text, the thesis proposes a more complex relation between voice and
experimentalism than is sometimes assumed in existfng critical narratives. While
voice 1s a much invoked term, its precise meanings and implicaﬁons to different poets
remains under-theorised. A consideration of these meanings foregrounds the diversity

of poetic practices and critiques inherent in contemporary innovative work. Poetic

engagements with voice as a signifier for authoriality, authenticity and selfhood,
alongside the more literal voice of performance are all examined, and these are .
framed within shifting narratives of Britishness. The thesis argues that the intense
preoccupation with the meanings of voice is partly a poetic response to new forms of
political power and an articulation of changing models of gendered, sexual, class, and
diasporic 1dentities in Britain over the last three decades. It also suggests that thematic

and formal explorations of voice are a way of assessing the current status and

communicative potential of poetry, and of proposing new ways of claiming a public.
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Introduction — Contesting Voice(s)

Writing in 1991, Anthony Easthope and John O. Thompson distinguished between two
radical impulses within contemporary poetry. Recent decades, they claimed, had seen the

emergence of ‘a poetry of emotion, confession, plain speech, lived experience,
recrimination’, a poetry which represents ‘the experience and anger ... of those whom the
system marginalises.” This is differentiated from another emergent poetic practice, that of

‘defamiliarisation which is calculated to frustrate the demand for communication’, a

practice which explores ‘new ways of making language resist’. The difference between
these poetries, both of which are opposed to the language of power, is conceived in terms
of voice. The former represents ‘a poetry of the marginalised voice’, while the latter, ‘a

poetry, which, by injecting the principles of the margin into the voice, torques or

fractures the ‘sayable’ irremediably.’”’

Easthope and Thompson here make explicit a division that has dominated
-accounts of contemporary British poetry. On the one hand is a poetry concerned with
identity, which uses a relatively straightforward, realist aesthetic to demand the right to
representation within the public space of the literary realm. On the other is a poetry more
concerned with a politics of language and of representation itself than with the politics of
identity, and which uses a formally disruptive aesthetic to explore the relation between
language and ideology. While voice is used as a positive metonym for identity in the first

type of poetry, it becomes something of a target in the critique of the unified expressive

self in the second.

This PhD argues for the instability of this distinction between expressive and
experimental poetries. It focuses on the relation between literary form and identity in
contemporary British poetry, and the role of self-reflexive explorations of voice in
configuring this. It analyses some of the diverse and overlapping ways in which recent

poetry has engaged with voice, and argues that these moments serve to undermine rather
than reinforce the expressive-experimental divide. Examining a range of poetry from the

1970s to the present day, my thesis considers how far different investments in voice are

' Anthony Easthope and John O. Thompson ‘Afterword’ in Easthope and Thompson eds., Contemporary
Poetry Meets Modern Theory (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), pp. 209-210



rather than transcending a concern with national culture, respond to changing notions of

Britishness. In doing so it draws on cultural studies which have analysed shifts in British

identity politics, alongside those which have examined the rise of the new right in the
seventies and eighties and the racial and sexual politics of conservative populist
discourse. My thesis uses this critical work to consider some of the ways in which
national narratives have shaped the formal choices as well as the content of contemporary
poetry. Michael Billig’s theory of ‘banal nationalism’ is important for showing how
national identity 1S not only articulated through the explicit ‘waved flag’ but also
‘embedded in routines of life’ and ‘routinely familiar habits of language’; I want to
suggest that it 1s often through linguistic, syntactic and other formal details that this
poetry subtly responds to and critiques certain constructions of national identity.’
Starting with collections published in the mid 1970s, and ending with poetry and
performances from the twenty-first century, this study centres upon the work of nine
British-based poets. The chapters are arranged thematically so that each focuses on
different understandings or association of voice, which include authoriality, interiority,
authenticity, and orality. The relationship between voice, formal experimentation and
identity is a continual thread throughout. It considers collections by Allen Fisher, Peter

Reading, Iain Sinclair, Wendy Mulford, Denise Riley, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Akure

Wall, Maggie O’Sullivan and Caroline Bergvall. While several of these poets are
associated with the avant-gardism of what Eric Mottram labelled ‘the British poetry

revival’ of the sixties and seventies, others, including Johnson, Reading, Wall and

Bergvall are located within somewhat different poetic communities.* This particular
selection of poets aims to demonstrate sométhi}l'g of the diversity of experimental
practices within contemporary British poetry. Rather than seeing it as part of a unified,
monadic tradition, my thesis argues for a broader understanding of innovation in
contemporary poetry, one that encompasses a range of differént formalisms.

As well as a response to changes in national discourses, I also want to suggest that
anxieties over the textual voice register an uncertainty about poetry’s publics. Most of the

* Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995), p. 39, p. 93

* Eric Mottram ‘The British Poetry Revival, 1960-75° in Peter Barry and Robert Hampson eds., New British
Poetries: The Scope of the Possible (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), pp. 15-50 and

Gillian Allnut, Fred D’ Aguiar, Ken Edwards and Eric Mottram eds., The New British Poetry 1968-1988
(London: Paladin, 1989)



poets considered here are self-conscious of poetry’s potential marginalisation as a

cultural force and resist its designation as a largely intimate art, a genre which, since the

nineteenth century, has been gradually ‘lyricized’.’ Many contemporary poets attempt to
develop new modes of authorial expression, and reflect on its relation to other cultural

forms as a way of staking a claim for the relevance of poetry as a wider public force. As a
result, an additional thread running through the works considered in this study is a

rejection of poetry as a self-sufficient cultural form, and an emphasis instead on its
interdependence with other discourses and artistic disciplines, ranging from the visual

arts, performance and music to narrative and history. As my thesis will suggest, drawing

on or collaborating with other genres, media or disciplines becomes a way of

investigating how poetry ‘speaks’ to its audience, and of proposing new, synaesthetic

modes of poetic address.

The rest of this introduction locates my study in relation to existing critical
narratives of contemporary British poetry. It traces how these accounts have invoked
voice to imply divisions between identity-based and formally experimental poetries, and
how this reflects the contentious currency of voice within wider aesthetic and cultural

discourses. It also outlines developing areas of research which enable new methodologies

for approaching the textual and performed voice of contemporary poetry. Finally, I
consider the relevance of recent critical work which has called for a retheorisation of

avant-garde poetic practice to takes into account national narratives and new modes of

formal 1nnovation.

1. Or 'ositional Voices: Heteroglossia and Silenced Traditions in Narratives of

Contemporary British Poetry
1.1 Coming to Voice as an Act of Resistance

Within existing histories of postwar British poetry, allusions to voice are important for
claiming a relation to poetic tradition, particularly to the legacy of Movement poetics.
Declarations of the ‘democratic voice’ of recent British poetry have become a way of

signalling a break with the kind of assumptions present in the work of poets such as

> A term used by Virginia Jackson to describe this trajectory, in Dickinson's Misery: A Theory of Lyric
Reading (Princc;ton; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005)



Philip Larkin, Kingsley Amis, Donald Davie and D. J. Enright.® Thus in a 1996 study of
poetry and postmodernism, Jan Gregson asserts that ‘where the Movement poetic

assumed that writers and readers were white, English middle-class males, contemporary
poetry is acutely aware of voices that draw attention to their class, gender, nationality or

race.”’ Anthologists and critics are quick to point to the polyphony of voices and identity
positions characterising contemporary British poetry, a Bakhtinian ‘social heteroglossia’

of vernaculars, in which ‘the choice of a non standard dialect becomes a political

decision.’® In many surveys of postwar poetry, then, voice is used to refer to the mimetic
representation of spoken languages, or plural ‘vernacular communities’, which actively

configure group identities.” This is evident in the two most sustained studies of voice in
British poetry, Gregsdn’s Contemporary Poetry and Postmodernsim: Dialogue and
Estrangement (1996) and Neil Roberts’ Narrative and Voice in Postwar Poetry (1999)."
Gregson and Roberts draw on Mikhail Bakhtin’s work on the inherent dialogism of

language, using concepts of addressivity and heteroglossia to interpret dramatic
monologues and the ‘colloquial vividness and variety’ of the creoles and other spoken
vernaculars characterising contemporary poetry. In their analyses of voice, these studies
cover the poetry of Carol Ann Duffy, Paul Muldoon, Derek Walcott, Seamus Heaney and
Tony Harrison among others, focusing largely on poets published by the largest and most
established publishing houses. In Gregson’s case, an analysis of the dialogic tendency

towards ‘a conflating of voices and perspectives’ in many ‘mainstream’ poets, is clearly

® Poets who were first collected together in Robert Conquest ed., New Lines (London: Macmillan, 1956).
‘The Democratic Voice’ is the title of the introduction to Simon Armitage and Robert Crawford eds. The
Penguin Book of Poetry from Britain and Ireland Since 1945 (London: Penguin, 1998), pp. xix - xxxii. The
editors argue that this is ‘not intended to suggest that all post-war poets sound alike or speak with one
intonation — quite the opposite. Continually, these poets display an awareness of inhabiting one voice that is
among others, part of a vernacular community surrounded by further vernacular communities.’ (pp. xxi-
XXx11)

" Ian Gregon, Contemporary Poetry and Postmodernism: Dialogue and Estrangement (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1996), p. §

® Michael Hulse, David Kennedy, and David Morley, ‘Introduction’ in Hulse, Kennedy and Morley eds.,
The New Poetry (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 1993), pp. 15-28, p. 19. The title consciously echoes that of a 1962
anthology, in which its editor, A. Alvarez launched an attack of the aesthetics and ideals of Movement
poets, as first represented in Robert Conquest ed., New Lines (London: Macmillan, 1956). Alvarez attacked
the complacency of these poets, arguing that in their work ‘the concept of gentility still reigns supreme.
And gentility is a belief that life is always more or less orderly, people always more or less polite, their
emotions or habits more or less decent and more or less controllable’. A. Alvarez, ‘The New Poetry or

Beyond the Gentility Principle’, in Alvarez ed., The New Poetry (London: Penguin, 1962), pp. 21-32, p. 25
> Armitage and Crawford, ‘The Democratic Voice’ in The Penguin Book of Poetry, p. xxii

' Neil Roberts, Narrative and Voice in Postwar Poetry (Harlow: Longman, 1999)

S



distinguished from the second half of his study, which considers the non-representational,

defamiliarising techniques of those he terms ‘retro-modernist poets’, including

Christopher Middleton, Roy Fisher, Veronica Forrest Thompson and Denise Riley.! Asa
result, both Roberts’ and Gregson’s substantial contributions to the study of voice in

recent poetry, fall short of considering its role in more experimental, modernist-derived

poetics. |

In discussions of contemporary poetry, realist representations of spoken voices
are often read for their entanglement with definitions or re-definitions of national
identity. The break with the dominant poetic tradition of the fifties and sixties, which
many anthologies of the nineties survey, rejects the narrow, nostalgic definition of

Englishness, the ‘stylised anglophilia’ whichMovement poetry seemed to embody.'? The

broadening out of the kind of voices which ‘demand to be heard as poetic’," to

encompass a wider range of class, gendered, sexual and diasporic identities, reflects

changing definitions of Britishness, and the wider movements of Western identity

politics. This is made particularly apparent in discussions of Caribbean and black British
poetry. Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s seminal History of the Voice: The Development of
Nation Language in Anglophone Caribbean Poetry (1984), for example, has highlighted

the important relation between forms of spoken language, intercultural heritage, and the
ways in which the nation is imagined and constructed. His coining of the term ‘nation

language’ encapsulates this relation.'* Through their engagefnent with the linguistic
histories of colonisation, Brathwaite’s poetic and historical works have foregrounded the

politicised nature of spoken languages and the resistance of imposed poetic forms. Like

'! Gregson, Contemporary Poetry, p. 10 and p. 5. Gregson makes an explicit distinction between the poets
considered in the first half of the book, which he terms mainstream, and the retro-modemnists of the second
half, whose work he reads using Viktor Shklovsky’s concept of ‘Estrangement’. The term ‘retro-
modernism’ is used to describe poets who have allegiance to the Modemist tradition and who resisted the
‘realist legacy of the Movement’, but who are distinguished ‘from postmodernists like John Ashbery’ p. 1
'2 Richard Caddel and Peter Quartermain ‘Introduction — A Fair Field Full of Folk’ in Caddel and
Quartermain eds., OTHER British and Irish Poetry since 1970 (London: Wesleyan University Press, 1999),
pp. XV — XXiX, p. XXVi

' Easthope and Thompson ‘Afterword’, Contemporary Poetry Meets Modern Theory, p. 209

'* Edward Kamau Brathwaite, History of the Voice: The Development of Nation Language in Anglophone
Caribbean Poetry (London: New Beacon, 1984). Brathwaite argues that the structure of Natioh Language
embodies a historical-linguistic process whereby the Western African languages of imported slaves were
submerged by the official language of the conquistador. But this submergence served an ‘interculturative

purpose’ by continuing to influence the ways in which imperial languages were themselves spoken, an
interaction which Caribbean literature increasingly takes on board/seeks to represent. p.7



Brathwaite’s, other studies which cover black British poetry, including those by Dennis

Walder and Mervyn Morris, focus on the mimetic representation of speech, and place

British poets in the context of Caribbean traditions of nation language.'

In the 1970s and 1980s, as Walder, Fred D’Aguiar and David Dabydeen have

discussed, the uses of speech became politicised in new ways in British poetry. Enoch
Powell’s and Margaret Thatcher’s rhetoric of ‘otherness’ was one way in which racism
became ‘legitimated as the basis of an electoral appeal, specifically addressed to the
popular white classes’.'® Thus to write in creole in this period, argues Dabydeen, ‘was to
| validate the experience of black people against the contempt and dehumanising dismissal
of white people’.” British dub poetry of this period often served as a direct form of
protest in response to public events, while at the same time the phonetic representations
of non-‘Standard English’ critiqued an exclusionary construction of national identity that
was dominating populist political discourse. At a time when language became a ‘crusade

for specific types of contemporary values’ and new right educationalists were stressing
more than ever the importance of teaching ‘Standard English’ in schools, alternative

forms of language suggested new models of national identity.13 As D’Aguiar concludes

‘[d]ub poetry, poetry influenced by calypso, reggae, jazz and blues rhythm, creole
language and Standard English articulat[ed] for the first time the black experience in

Britain have all changed what it means to be British’.!”

In narratives of recent British poetry, then; the representations of vernacular

communities are inextricably linked with the articulation of identity. This merges two

'* Dennis Walder, ‘Caribbean and Black British Poetry’, in Walder, Post-Colonial Literatures in English
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1998) pp. 116-151. Walder analyses the poetry of Brathwaite, Derek Walcott, Linton
Kwesi Johnson, James Berry and Grace Nichols. Mervyn Morris, ‘Is English We Speaking’ West Indian
Literature: A Lecture, delivered 21 October 1992 (London: The British Library, 1993). Here the use of
speech and voice in the work of Linton Kwesi Johnson and John Agard is considered alongside the poetry
and novels of Samuel Selvon, Louise Bennett, Walcott and Brathwaite.

¢ Stuart Hall, “Racism and Reaction® Five Views of Multi-Racial Britain: Talks on Race Relations
Broadcast by BBC TV (1978) (London: Commission for Racial Equality, 1978), pp. 23-35, p. 29

'T David Dabydeen, ‘On Not Being Milton: Nigger Talk in England Today’, in Christopher Ricks and
Leonard Michaels eds., The State of the Language: 1990 edition (London: Faber & Faber, 1990), pp. 3-14,

. 8
fa Tony Crowley, The Politics of Discourse: the Standard Language Question in British Cultural Debates
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989), p. 253. Crowley discusses the influence of educationalists John Rae and
John Marenbon in the 1980s, and the role of John Honey’s The Language Trap: Race, Class and the
‘Standard Language’ Issue in British Schools (1983) in debates over Standard English.

19 Fred D’Aguiar, ‘Have you been long? Black poetry in Britain’ in Hampson and Barry eds., New British
Poetries: The Scope of the Possible, pp.51-71,p. 70



meanings of voice which have been important to contemporary poetry — as speech or

dialect and as a kind of shorthand for a consciousness-raising aesthetic, which seeks to

make public the personal experiences of marginalised groups. This is an aesthetic which
has been central to 1dentity politics more widely. Discourses associated with various

Western social movements originating in the 1960s testify to the figurative power of

voice. Movements such as Second Wave Feminism, gay and lesbian liberation, youth
subcultures, student movements, and the Civil Rights Movement in the United States,
frequently drew on the rhetoric of making socially marginalised voices heard. The

writings of black American feminist bell hooks exemplify this. She argues that the term

‘finding one’s voice’ as a metaphor for self-transformation ‘has been especially relevant
for groups of women who have previously never had a public voice, women who are
speaking and writing for the first time, including many women of colour.’ hoc;ks enforces
the power of this metaphor as a way of thinkin‘g about the transition from object to

subject, acknowledging that the ‘feminist focus on finding a voice may sound clichéd at

times’ but that ‘for women within oppressed groups ... coming to voice is an act of

resistance.??°

Stuart Hall, arleading figure In black British cultural studies, also draws on tropes
of speech to describe the ‘struggle to COI';IG into representation’, the importance of
critiquing ‘the way blacks were positioned as the unspoken and invisible ‘other’ of
predominantly white aesthetic and cultural discourses’.?! Transforming cultural
representations has been a crucial aim across different identity movements. Hall describes
the strategy for such a critique entailing ‘first the question of access to the rights of
representation’ and secondly ‘the contestation of the marginality’, the presenting of
positive images to oppose the stereotypical nature of existing representations.”* Another
key scholar in this field, Kobena Mercer, underliﬁes the significance of hooks’ ‘coming

to voice’ metaphor in this period, as a way of approaching ‘the analysis of subject

20 bell hooks, Talking Black: Thinking Femz‘nist,- Thinking Black (London: Sheba, 1989), p. 12
*! Stuart Hall ‘New Ethnicities’, ICA Documents 1989, pp. 27-31, p. 27 |

22 Hall, ‘New Ethnicities’, p. 27 -



formation in the broadest possible sense — in terms of democracy as a struggle over

relations of representation.’ +*

Struggles over representation inform the self-conscious engagement with tropes
of voice in feminist and diasporic literatures. Henry Louis Gates, for example, identifies a

preoccupation with tropes of voicing, and particularly with the ‘talking book’, as a

defining feature of the Afro-American literary tradition. The self-reflexive uses of such

figures, from slave narratives of the eighteenth century, through to the literature of the

Harlem renaissance, ‘represent the search of the black subject for a textual voice’.**

There are certain overlaps here with the theme of speech in poetry allied with Second

Wave Feminism, which also poeticises the process of coming into representation.”’

Inherent 1n such a process is a tension between collective and personal voices, and this is

something shared by the cultural strategies of different social movements. The idea of a

unified, public voice that would speak to and from a social collective, is embodied in the

writing of American feminist Adrienne Rich, whose ‘dream of a common langiage’*®

was a search for appropriate ways of representing a shared ‘consciousness we are just
coming into’.”” At the same time, the consciousness-raising aesthetic, an important part
of women’s and other social movements, places value on the self and on individuality.

The tension between the idea of forging a public voice of solidarity, based on shared
experiences of marginalisation, and the valuing of personal voices of testimony, points to

the ways in which the boundaries of public and private have been re-defined by social
movements. As theories of counterpublics have highlighted, minority movements aim to

‘convince others that what in the past was not public in the sense of being a matter of

** Kobena Mercer, Welcome to the Jungle: New Positions in Black Cultural Studies (New York; London:
Routledge, 1994), pp. 295-6

** Henry Louis Gates Jr, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (New
York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 169

** The final section of Diana Scott ed., Bread and Roses: Women's Poetry of the 19" and 20" Centuries

(London: Virago, 1982), for example, is entitled ‘The Renaming’. It contains poetry from the Women's
Liberation Movement 1970-80, and contains several poems about the act of naming, the right of speech,
while the subjects acting as muse show a breaking of the ‘severe constraints on what a ‘lady’ can safely
say’, constraints imposed by moral and literary criticism. (p. 190)

26 Adrienne Rich, The Dream of a Common Language: Poems 1974-1978 (New York: WW Norton, 1978)
27 Adrienne Rich ‘When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-vision’ (1971), in Rich, On Lies, Secrets and
Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978 (London: Virago, 1980), pp. 22-49, 35



928

common concern should now become so.’”® Within literary criticism, figures of voice

and speech offer a language for articulating this process.
1.2 Contesting the Lyric Voice

Identity politics have drawn on the trope of voice as a way of describing the
empowerment of certain subjects, but in other areas, this relation between voice and the

self has come under scrutiny. While Jacques Derrida debunked some of the philosophical
assumptions regarding voice’s relation to subjectivity and writing, avant garde poetic
communities in both Britain and America have critiqued the emphasis on voice and
personality in dominant poetic modes. In accounts of British poetry, this is still used to
summarise the divide between expressive and experimental strands of contemporary

poetry. However, the distinction between these strands is undermined somewhat when

both are seen as reactions to the ideals of Movement poetry.

Several anthologies and critical editions published in the 1980s and 1990s sought
to map out alternative or radical poetic activity going on in Britain. They represent work
which has often been neglected by prominent collections and poetic histories.
Anthologies such as 4 Various Art (1987), The New British Poetry (1989) Floating
Capital: New Poets from London (1991), Conductors of Chaos (1996) and OTHER
British and Irish Poetry Since 1970 (1999) have refuted Andrew Motion and Blake

Morrison’s claim in their Penguin anthology, that the sixties and seventies was a time

when ‘very little — in England at any rate — seemed to be happening’ in poetry.”” The

#* Nancy Fraser ‘Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing
Democracy’ in Habermas and the Public Sphere ed. Craig Calhoun (London: MIT Press, 1992), pp. 109-
142, p. 129. See also Michael Warner Publics and Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002). Both
Fraser and Warner question the perception of the bourgeois public sphere (as theorised by Jiirgen
Habermas) as abstract and disinterested, and the assumption that rational-critical debate goes beyond
private interests. They argue that the public sphere can only be made more democratic by challenging
existing definitions of public and private. Warner argues that ‘[c]ounterpublics of sex and gender are
teaching us to recognize in newer and deeper ways how privacy is publicly constructed. They are testing
our understanding of how private life can be made publicly relevant’ (p. 62)

*> Andrew Motion and Blake Morrison, ‘Introduction’ in Motion and Morrison eds., The Penguin Book of
Contemporary Poetry (London: Penguin, 1982), pp. 11-20, p.11. Andrew Crozier and Tim Longyville eds.,
A Various Art (Manchester: Carcanet, 1987); Gillian Allnut, Fred D*Aguiar, Ken Edwards and Eric
Mottram eds., The New British Poetry 1968—1988 (London: Paladin, 1989); Robert Sheppard and Adrian
Clarke eds., Floating Capital: New Poets from London (Connecticut; Potes and Poets, 1991); Iain Sinclair
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collections are evidence of what Eric Mottram has labelled ‘The British P;)etry Revival’,
and include work by Tom Raworth, Bob Cobbing, Barry MacSweeney, Tom Pickard,
Denise Riley, Maggie O’Sullivan, Bill Griffiths, and Allen Fisher among others.*® Edited
volumes such as Easthope and Thompson’s bontemporary Poetry Meets Modern Theory

(1991), Peter Barry and Robert Hampson’s New British Poetry: The Scope of the Possible
(1993), and James Acheson and Romana Huk’s Contemporary British Poetry: Essays in

Theory and Criticism (1996) have provided critical reflection on areas of this poetry,
considering its claims for a politics of form, and locating it in relation to American and
European avant-gardes and art movements. These critical works have been significant in

_charting the kind of poetic activity largely ignored in the histories of Anthony Thwaite,

Sean O’Brien and Neil Corcoron.>"

Anthology editors, while reluctant to define this poetry in terms of any single
" school or aesthetic, have been more forthcoming in highlighting what it reacts against.

Andrew Crozier’s introduction to 4 Various Art, for example, is explicit in its attack of

the ‘pusillanimous set of conventions’ endorsed by the Movement poets. His critique 1s
particularly focused on the use of a guiding and authoritative voice, the way in which
‘language was always to be grounded in the presence of a legitimating voice — and that

voice took on an impersonally collective tone’.** Other critical accounts of experimental
poetry since the 1960s register a similar suspicion of the declarative voice, with 1ts

assumptions of shared experiences and attitudes.> This is what Gregson terms the

ed., Conductors of Chaos (London: Picador, 1996); Richard Caddel and Peter Quartermain eds., OTHER
British and Irish Poetry since 1970 (London: Wesleyan University Press, 1999)

*? Eric Mottram ‘The British Poetry Revival, 1960-75° in New British Poetries: The Scope of the Possible,
pp. 15-50. See also Allnut et al eds., The New British Poetry. The section of the anthology edited by
Mottram, ‘A Treacherous Assault on British Poetry’, brings together many of the poets ‘who began writing
in the British Poetry Revival of the 1960s and 1970s’. They are described as ‘poets who resist limpet-
clinging to past metrics, self-satisfied irony, the self-regarding ego and its iambic thuds’ (pp. 131-133, p.
131)

*! Modernist-influenced postwar poetry fails to get much of a mention in Anthony Thwaite’s Poetry Today:
A Critical Guide to British Poetry 1960-1995 (London: Longman, 1996) and Sean O’Brien’s The
Deregulated Muse Essays on Contemporary British and Irish Poetry (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 1998). Neil
Corcoran’s English Poetry Since 1940 (London: Longman, 1993) does at least include one chapter on
‘Varieties of Neo-Modernism’, on Christopher Middleton, Roy Fisher, and J. H. Prynne, but he considers
their experimentalism rare, suggesting their poetry is characterised by ‘a readiness for an exploratory or
experimental formal inventiveness not common in post-war British poetry.’ (p. 164)

32 Crozier, ‘Introduction’, Crozier and Longyvellle eds., 4 Various Art, pp. 11-14, p. 12

37 In an analysis of declarative voices in modem poetry, David Trotter uses a particular type of Larkin
poem as evidence, one which he has ‘returned to so consistently and so successfully that it might be
regarded as a genre in its own right. This type of poem tries to define the relation between the actions and
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‘consensual assumption’ of the Movement, something the poets in the second half of his

study radically oppose.>* Robert Sheppard’s survey of poets of the sixties ‘who remain
active at the radical edge of British poetry’ stresses their distance from the poems of
Larkin and others in which ‘the common insistence upon the speaking voice strives to
maintain the effect of a stable ego for the narrator, an individualised human
personality.””” In a more recent article, Ken Edwards contrasts the lyric voice and a single
point of view with ‘multiple viewpoints or foci’ and a ‘lack of authorial “presence’”
when describing the ‘fault-line running through contemporary British poetry, which
separates ‘modernist-derived or avant-garde work ... and other poetries in English’.*®

It is necessary here to contextualise this British poetic activity in relation to more
international critical engagements with voice. Documenting the suspicion of voice has
been a way of differentiating the ‘British Poetry Revival’ from a dominant mainstream.
But the precise meanings of voice at stake here are often made only implicitly. It is being
used in these discourses to signify something quite specific — a poetics of individualism
and self-expression, with a strong sense of authorial presence. American discourses have
been more explicit in their attack of voice, while in recent years there has also been a
more reflexive self-critique of this stance. In the 1970s and 1980s, avant-garde poets In
the United States also used a rejection of voice to mark out their poetic ideals. Steve
McCafferey sums up an attitude shared by many associated with the so called ‘Language’
group of poets when he asserts that voice, ‘like the Freudian phallus, is to be understood
less as a physical organ than [as] an ideologically saturated signified fundamentally

complicit with the logocentric tradition’.”” McCafferey here draws on Jacques Derrida’s

critique of logocentrism — the emphasis throughout the history of Western thought on the

perceptions of a narrator, and the social and cultural significance of the events he witnesses; the relation in
short, between the individual experience and shared meaning.’ Trotter, The Making of the Reader:
Language and Subjectivity in Modern American, English and Irish Poetry (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1984),
p. 177

** Gregson, Contemporary Poetry and Postmodernism, p.1

3% Robert Sheppard, “British Poetry and Its Discontents’, in Bart Moore Gilbert and John Secd eds.,
Cultural Revolution? The Challenge of the Arts in the 1960s (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 160-180, p.

161, pp. 162-164. Sheppard looks at the work of Roy Fisher, Lee Harwood, Bob Cobbing and Tom
Raworth

*® Ken Edwards ‘The Two Poetries’, Angelaki, vol. 5, no. 1 (2000), pp. 25-37, p. 25.

*7 Steve McCafferey, in K. David Jackson, Eric Vos, and Johanna Drucker eds., Experimental — Visual -
Concrete: Avant-Garde Poetry since the 1960s (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopl 1996), pp. 370-380, p-
372
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logos, the word or founding principle. In Of Grammatology (1967), Derrida argued that

the philosophical tendency to privilege voice and speech over writing has been central to
this metaphysics of presence. Assuming an ‘absolute proximity of voice and being’,
thinkers since Plato and Aristotle through to Rousseau, Levi-Strauss and Saussure have
viewed writing as secondary and derivative, reduced to ‘the rank of an instrument
enslaved to a full and originarily spoken language’.”’® By identifying moments of
contradiction within these writeis’ polarised treatment of speech and writing, Derrida
undermined the validity of any such opposition. This deconstructive reading is used to
argue that voice is no closer to the signified, no less a technical construction than writing.
The perception of writing as derivative in fact makes it a more effective model of
language than speech, leading Derrida to claim that language is first writing.>”

But while Derrida takes issue with a vast history of Western philosophy, the

poetic attack on voice and the illusion of self-presence responds to a specific Anglo-
American literary tradition which, since the Romantics, has strived for a poetry of natural
speech. Marjorie Perloff, a leading scholar in the field of American avant-garde poetics,
has mapped a gradual shift from poetry’s concern with ‘natural speech’ towards ‘radical
artifice’, and ‘toward poetry as making or praxis rather than poetry as impassioned

speech, as self-expression.’*® The importance of simulating natural or common speech for
Wordsworth, Yeats and Eliot, gave way in America in the 1950s and 1960s to a concern

with the physiological voice of the poet, and the use of the breath as a unit of poetic

measurement, as exemplified in Charles Olson’s theory of ‘Projective Verse’.*!

¥ Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, translated into English by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (London:
John Hopkins-University Press, 1976) p. 12 and p. 29. Derrida focuses on Plato’s works on speech and
writing in more depth in the essay ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’ (1972), reproduced in Derrida, Dissemination,
translated into English by Barbara Johnson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981) pp. 61-84 ,
** Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 37. ‘Deconstructing this tradition will therefore not consist in reversing it,
of making violence innocent. Rather of showing why the violence of writing does not befall an innocent
language. There is an originary violence of writing because language is first, in a sense I shall gradually
reveal, writing.’

O Marjorie Perloff, Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1991), p. 3 and p. 45

*! Charles Olson ‘Projective Verse, in Donald Allen ed., The New American Poetry: 1945-1960 (New
York: Grove Press, 1960), pp. 286-297. Allen’s was the major anthology of this generation of poets, often
subsequently referred to as the “New American’ poets. It included poetry by Charles Olson, Robert

Duncan, Denise Levertov, Robert Creeley, Michael McClure, Frank Q’Hara and John Ashbery, many of
whom were influenced by William Carlos Williams |
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However, this quest for a ‘poetics of unmediated statement’, as Michael Davidson
characterises it, was rejected by several American poets of the seventies and eighties,
including Charles Bernstein, Ron Silliman, Bruce Andrews, Lyn Hejinian, Carla
Harryman and Bob Perelman.*® In the introduction to the anthology In The American
Tree, Ron Silliman identifies Robert Grenier’s 1971 pronouncement ‘I HATE SPEECH’,
as a defining moment of Language poetry.*” These poets make use of denaturalising
techniques, which avoid the illusion of natural speech and stress the constructed nature of

poetry. As Perloff argues, ‘[t]he emphasis on the word rather than on the object behind it

or the vision beyond it’ and ‘the new emphasis on the poetic medium as constructed and
rule-governed calls into question the primacy of natural speech, spontaneous rhythms,

and what Eliot called “common intercourse”.’** In early Language writings in particular,

‘voice’ was often used metonymically to refer to a sanctification of ‘the natural look’ of

poetry. In a 1976 essay, Charles Bernstein equates voice with a poem’s ‘directness, its
authenticity, its artlessness, its sincerity, its personal expressiveness’ and appeals to voice
(such as ‘finding one’s voice’) were seen to encourage a reductive search for the persona
or personality behind the poem.* This critique is developed in Jed Rasula’s later, full-
lehgth study of the ‘canonizing assumptions (and compulsions) that have fabricated an
image of American poetry since World War II’. Foremost among these assumptions,

argues Rasula, is ‘the enshrinement of the self-expressive subject’.*® Too much poetry, he

*2 Michael Davidson, ‘““Skewed by Design™: From Act to Speech Act in Language Writing’, in Christopher
Beach ed., Artifice and Indeterminacy: An Anthology of New Poetics (Alabama: The University of
Alabama Press, 1998), pp. 70-76, p. 76 |

*3 Ron Silliman, ‘Language, Realism, Poetry’, in Silliman ed., In The American Tree (Orono, Maine:
National Poetry Foundation, 1986), pp. xv-xxii, p. xv. This anthology was significant in bringing together
several of the poets who had previously been published in magazines such as This edited by Robert Grenier
and Barrett Watten, and L=4A=N=G=U=A4=G=E edited by Charles Bernstein and Bruce Andrews, which

ran between 1978 and 1980. ‘I HATE SPEECH’ comes from Gernier’s ‘On Speech’, first published in the
first edition of This, 1971.

“ Perloff, Radical Artifice, p. 47

%> Charles Bernstein, ‘Stray Straws and Straw Men’ (1976), in Bernstein, Content’s Dream: Essays 1975-
1984 (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1986), pp. 40-49, pp. 41-42. Bob Perelman, in suggesting some of
the shared values of Language poets, also uses ‘voice’ to describe the naturalisation of the stable subject.
Aims include ‘breaking with the automatism of the poetic ‘I’ and its naturalized voice; foregrounding
textuality and formal devices; using or alluding to Marxist or poststructuralist theory in order to open the

present to critique and change.’ The Marginalization of Poetry: Language Writing and Literary History
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 12-13

%6 Jed Rasula, The American Poetry Wax Museum: Reality Effects 1940-1990 (Illinois: National Council of
Teachers of English, 1996), p. 4

14



!

suggests, has equated authenticity with subjectivity, and central to this has been the role
of voice, ‘the medium delegated to poetry as the primal signature of selfhood.”*’

The attack on a poetry of the self, made most explicitly in American avant-garde
discourse, but also sfgniﬁcant in the definition of British experimentalism, seems to
directly oppose the poetics of consciousness-raising. In both cases, voice becomes a
heavily invested term. The sense of conflict between these positions is summarised by the
black British experimental poet David Marriott, who argues that ‘Grenier’s dismissal of ‘
speech has a different ring entirely if one’s speech has not been a privileged source of
positiohafity and individuation but has been the source of an agonised attempt to make

oneself HEARD’.*® Romana Huk, whose critical work is sympathetic to radical poetic
practices on both sides of the Atlantic, nonetheless acknowledges that at their worst,

these practices have erased particular histories in favour of a ‘new culturally specific, yet
universalised, conception of (non)selfhood’.*” What this thesis is particularly interested in
are the points at which making oneself heard intersects with a suspicion of authenticity,
natural expression and a coherent identity. The following section considers how moments
of self-critique inherent in both these positions, along with developing research into
performance, sound and technology, enable valuable new strategies for ai)proaching the

relation between voice, experimentalism and identity within contemporary poetry.

2. A Possibility Rather than an Essence: Reassessments of Voice

The contrast between identity-based and anti-lyrical poetry suggests the contentious

status of voice in recent decades; competing investments have made it ‘the site for a new

‘7 Rasula, Wax Museum, p. 38. He argues that the emphasis on the poet’s voice is complicit with “a cultural
voice-over’ (p. 48). Using the analogy of a museum’s soundtrack-guide to exhibitions, the voice-over
function, which book reviews, text books, prefaces and anthology introductions all contribute to, ‘lays out
guidelines’ and ‘co-ordinates the reader’s attention.” ‘Poetry’s Voice-Over’ in Adelaide Morris ed., Sound
States: Innovative Poetics and Acoustical Technologies (Chapel Hill; London: University of North Carolina
Press, 1997) pp. 274-316, p. 279

** David Marriott, ‘Signs Taken for Signifiers: Language Writing, Fetishism and Disavowal’, in Romana

Huk ed., Assembling Alternatives: Reading Postmodern Poetries Transnationally (Connecticut: Wesleyan
University Press, 2003), pp. 338-346, p. 339

*> Romana Huk ‘The Progress of the Avant-garde: Reading/ Writing Race and Culture According to
Universal Systems of Value’, Andrew Michael Roberts and Jonathan Allison eds., Poetry and

Contemporary Culture: The Question of Value (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University press, 2002), pp. 141-
164, p. 149
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sort of struggle in poetry’.>® Yet to interpret these positions as mutually-exclusive risks
ovérlooking their innate complexity and self-critique. Identity politics have always been
aware of the dangers of essentialism, and have engaged with theories of the constructed,
contingent nature of the subject. At the same time, while it was initially dismissed, some
discussions of avant-garde poetics have since gestured towards more productive and
multiple understandings of voice and its value to contemporary poetry. This section
briefly surveys these critical moments and their value to the aims of this thesis.

The work of Gates, Hall, Mercer and Denise Riley exemplifies this self-reflexive

impulse within diasporic and feminist cultural discourses. For while they foreground the
important metonymic power of voice as identity, they also reflect upon identity as
unstable and fluid, and analyse the problems of searching for a collective voice. In this
respect, Gates’ use of scare quotes is telling when he talks of the importance of authors
‘recording ... an “authentic” black voice’.”' The caution with which he invokes

authenticity is developed in his use of poststructuralist theory to interpret the category of

‘race’ as a linguistic construction, and his critique of critical discussions which defend
black art forms from corruption by contemporary European and American theories.>

Meanwhile Mercer’s account of ‘the burden of representation’ faced by many

contemporary black artists, a burden equally applicable to artists from a range of
disenfranchised groups, identifies some of the limitations of cultural appeals to a

collective voice. His discussion of the constrained framework for black arts criticism is

based on debates over black British film-making in the 1980s; particularly the critical
reception of experimental black films. The problem with the theory of the social

" responsibility of the artist, he argues, is that it ‘depends on the notion of the artist as
racially “representative” in the sense of speaking on behalf of a supposedly homogenous.
and monolithic community.’>” Just as Hall identifies a shift in cultural politics which

, marks the ‘end of the essential black subject’, Mercer seeks to make sense of postmodern

> Romana Huk, ‘Introduction’, in Huk and James Acheson eds: Contemporary British Poetry: Essays in
Theory and Criticism (University of New York Press, 1996), pp. 1-15, p. 4 | |

>! Gates, ‘Writing, “Race,” and the Difference It Makes’ (1985), in Gates, Loose Canons: Notes on the
Culture Wars (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 43-69, p. 63

>2 See Gates, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory Of African American Criticism (New York; Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1988), ‘Writing, “Race”, and the Difference it Makes®, and ‘Talking Black’: Critical
Signs of the Times’ (1988) in Loose Canons, pp. 71-83

> Mercer, Welcome to the Jungle, p. 248
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structures of feeling which entail the ‘displacement of collective sources of membership
and belonging’.>* Yet theories of the unstable nature of social identities are also

recognised for their empowering potential, as in the redefinition of ‘black’ in the 1960s, a
signifier recuperated for a new politics of resistance.’

The critical work of Denise Riley provides a pertinent example of feminism’s
engagement with fluctuating constructions of identity. As with Michel Foucault’s history
of the nineteenth-century construction of ‘homosexuality’, Riley’s Am I That Name:
Feminism and the Category of ‘Women’ in History questions the idea of a ‘natural’

identity.’® Her analysis of the historic indeterminacy characterising ‘women’
demonstrates the strains put upon feminism. In emphasising ‘that inherent shakiness of
the designation ‘women’ which exists prior to both its revolutionary and conservative
deployments’, Riley’s aim is ‘far from being anti-feminist. On the contrary, it is to pin
down this instability as the lot of feminism’.>’ What is particularly important about
critiques like Riley’s, Hall’s and Mercer’s is that, while being careful not to detract from
the empowering aims of social movements, they reject notions of monolithic identities in
favour of less stable models. Although these works do'not directly involve poetic
criticism, their engagement with a politics of representation suggests ways of
approaching the intersection of expressive and experimental aspects within recent poetry.
In the United States, certain areas of paetry criticism have already taken on board
similar concerns about the ‘collective voice’ of the artist and its constraints. Studies such
as those by Nathaniel Mackey, Harryette Mullen, and Aldon Nielsen redress the critical
neglect of formal experimentation within twentieth century African American poetry.
Mackey’s cross-cultural study of avant-garde aesthetics, for example, critiques the
restrictive emphasis on ‘accessibility’ in writing from socially marginalised groups. He
considers the function of obscurity and dissonance in poets rangiﬁg from Robert Duncan,

Charles Olson, and Robert Creeley, to Edward Kamau Brathwaite, Wilson Harris and

* Ibid, p. 266
>> See Mercer, Welcome to the Jungle, p. 268 and Hall ‘New Ethnicities’, p. 28

*¢ Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality vol. 1, translated into English by Robert Hurley (London:
Allen Lane, 1979). Denise Riley in ‘A Short History of Some Preoccupations’ in Judith Butler and Joan W.
Scott eds., Feminists Theorize the Political (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 121-129, acknowledges the
influence of Foucault’s work on sexuality. .

>’ Denise Riley, Am I That Name? Feminism and the Category of ‘Women' in Hist;:ny (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1988), p. 98
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Amiri Baraka. >® In considering the visual innovation and allusions to print culture in

Caribbean and African American poetry, Mackey, Nielsen and Mullen question the

prioritising of realist modes and oral-based poetics within diasporic literary criticism.>

As such, their work offers a methodology for assessing the role of formal
experimentation in the articulation of marginalised histories and identities. My thesis
contends that such an approach would enrich understandings of contemporary British
poetry. It shows this by analysing how various British poets fuse visual, acoustic and/or

linguistic experimentation with an investigation of identity, and the desire to represent

silenced histories or experiences of social marginaiisation. This incorporates both the
working class and the dispossessed urban poor of London who are central to the long
collage poems of Fisher, Sinclair and Reading - class identities which are taken up
somewhat differently by O’Sullivan in her focus on the verbal struggle for articulacy. It
also includes Johnson’s use of sound and structure to encapsulate histories of class and
racial oppression; questions of women’s speech at the heart of Riléy’s and Mulford’s
work; Bergvall’s articulation of queer identity, and Wall’s and Bergvall’s exploration of
migrant experience and cross-cultural identity.

Like work by Mackey et al., strands of self-critique within avant-garde discourses
also point towards new ways of understanding the relation between voice,
experimentation and identity in contemporary poetry. Discussions by Peter Middleton,
Marjorie Perlotf, and Charles Bernstein among others, suggest the importance of
discriminating between discrete implications of the authorial voice, of recognising
different technologies of the text, and of contextualising modes of poetic innovation
within national cultures. Along with this research, my thesis is indebted to recent work .
which has demanded a re-evaluation of the sites and methods of experimentation in
poetry.

The claims made by avant-garde poetry in its attack of voice have not been left

unexamined. Responding to a joint article by Language poets on the politics of their work

>® Nathaniel Mackey, Discrepent Engagement: Dissonance, Cross-Culturality, and Experimental Writing
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993). In his introduction, Mackey draws on the work of
postcolonial theorist Edouard Glissant, particularly his discussion of audience and clarity, and his demand
for ‘the right to obscurity’, ‘Introduction: And all the Birds Sing Bass’, pp. 1-21, p.16

> Aldon Nielsen, Black Chant: Language of African-American Postmodernism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997). Harryette Mullen, ‘African Signs’, Callaloo, vol. 19 no.3 (1996), pp. 670-689
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in 1990, Middleton points up the discrepancy between their poetic and critical texts. The

rejection of an ‘overarching authorial “voice™ in their poetry is contradicted by the

adoption of that very voice in the critical work seeking to legitimate their aesthetics. ®°

Middleton uses such an incongruity to question the efficacy of this poetry’s political
claims, in which linguistic experimentation holds the power to disrupt the symbolic order,

and argues, as elsewhere, that the equation of all naturalistic reference with ideology

remains too general.’’

Perloff’s evaluation of the critique of voice takes issue with a slightly different
“inference —that of a distinctive authorial style. Her 1998 essay, ‘Language Poetry and the
Lyric Subject’ questions the denouncement of voice as a fundamental principle of
linguistically innovative poetries in America and Britain, suggesting that ‘[p]erhaps it is
time to reconsider the role of the subject in lyric poetry’.®* Perloff proposes that the |
poetry-workshop notion of ‘voice’, problematic in its implication of the poem as ‘simply
the outward sign of a spoken self-presence’, could be replaced with the term ‘signature’.
While they share a suspicion of the authority of the speaking voice, the writing practices
of individual Language poets are clearly distinctive and diverse, as demonstrated in the
comparison of texts by Susan Howe and Ron Silliman, which ‘could hardly be more

different in their modes of self-writing’. The essay concludes that a dismissal of voice,

part of a wider poststructuralist critique of authorship, has managed to obscure the
‘critical need to discriminate difference, to define the signature of the individual lyric

subject in its complex negotiations with its larger cultural and historical field of
operations.’® The importance of Perloff’s essay is that it suggests the need to re-appraise

the avoidance of voice in critical discussions of linguistically innovative poetries. It calls

* Peter Middleton, ‘Language Poetry and Linguistic Activism®, Social Text, no. 25/26 (1990), pp. 242-253,
p. 243. The article responds to a collaborative essay printed in a previous issue: Ron Silliman, Carla
Harryman, Lyn Hejinian, Steve Benson, Bob Perelman, and Barrett Watten, ‘Aesthetic Tendency and the
Politics of Poetry: A Manifesto’, Social Text, 19/20 (1998)

°! In “Language Poetry and Linguistic Activism’, Middleton goes on to argue that Jiirgen Habermas’ theory
of communicative action offers ways of developing a more specific poetics of resistance to ideology. See
also ‘On Ice: Julia Kristeva, Susan Howe and avant garde poetics’, in Easthope and Thompson eds.,
Contemporary Poetry Meets Modern Theory, pp. 81-95, which uses Kristeva’s theories of the semiotic and
symbolic orders, as expounded in Revolution in Poetic Language, to test the political claims of Language
poetry -

* Perloff, ‘Language Poetry and the Lyric Subject: Ron Silliman’s Albany, Susan Howe’s Buffalo®’(1998)

<http://wings.buffalo.eduw/epc/authors/perloff/langpo.html> [accessed August 2006]
® Perloff, ‘Language Poetry and the Lyric Subject’ .
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for greater clarification in distinguishing those assumptions of voice that remain

problematic from those that enable productive and insightful readings of contemporary
poetry.

Charles Bernstein’s critical work also points towards plural understandings of
voice. The potential of voice as a technology of the text is alluded to in an early essay,
and later devéloped in his editing of Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word
(1998). Though much of ‘Stray Straws and Straw Men’ (1976) attacks voice’s association
with naturalness and poetic personality, an exception is made for alternative uses of voice
in sound poetry and ‘performance and audiotape works’ which ‘use voice as essentially a
vocabulary to be processed by techniques such as cut-up, consonant and vowel
intonation, simultaneity etc’. Such activities lead him to assert that ‘voice is a possibility

for poetry not an essence.’® The nature of these possibilities are developed by the essays

in Close Listening, which consider the relation of sound to semantics, the visual

performance of poetry on the page, and the history and signifitance of the poetry reading
over the last forty years. Bernstein’s introduction proposes formalist ‘close listenings’ to
poetry performances and the ‘audiotexts’ of performances, which would view the

vocalisation of poetry ‘not as a secondary extension of “prior” written texts but as its own

medium’.%’

Close Listening is one of a growing number of studies published in the last decade
which have sought to redress the critical neglect of poetry performance. Despite the fact
that poetry readings have played an increasingly important role in the cultural
. dissemination of poetry since the 1960s, critical work has lagged behind, only really

emerging in the late nineties.®® Some of the reasons for this neglect are practical and

% Bernstein, ‘Stray Straws and Straw Men’, pp. 44-45.

® Bernstein ‘Introduction’, in Bernstein ed., Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 3-26, p. 10

°® A few works in the seventies and eighties do, however, provide exceptions to this trend. See for example
George Economou’s ‘Some Notes Towards Finding a View of the New Oral Poetry’, Boundary 2, vol. 3,
no. 3 (1975), pp. 653-664; Josephine A Johnson, ‘Return of the Scops: English Poetry Performance Since
the 1960s’, in David W. Thompson et al eds., Performance of Literature in Historical Perspectives
(Lanhan; London: University Press of America, 1983), pp. 301-316; Martin Booth, British Poetry 1964 to
1964: Driving Through the Barricades (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985). In part one, chapter 12,
Booth stresses the seminal influence of Dylan Thomas’s reading tours, before cataloguing the UK poetry
performance events and series from the sixties to the mid-eighties (pp. 85-106). Denise Levertov, ‘An

Approach to Public Poetry Listenings’ (1965), in Levertov, Light up the Cave (New York: New Directions,
1981), pp. 46-56 .
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methodological — the majority of live events remain undocumented, and are rarely
reviewed.®” Some commentators also point to the lack of a critical vocabulary and

framework, while others relate the neglect of performance to tendencies in critical theory,

particularly the hegemony of Saussurean-influenced theories of language and a suspicion

of logocentrism.*®

A developing field of research into performance, however, has started to explore
how live poetry readings and electronic media impact upon the very processes of
interpretation, and such work has helped to alter perceptions about the value of voice to
conternpérary poetry. In addition to Close Listening, several edited volumes have been
published in recent years including Sound States: Innovative Poetics and Acoustical
Technologies (1997), and We Who Love to be Astonished: Experimental Women’s
Writing and Performance Poetics (2002) in the U.S., and Reading the Applause:
Reflections on Performance Poetry by Various Artists (1999) and Additional Apparitions:
Poetry, Performance and Site Specificity (2002) in Britain.*” These have analysed the role
of the poetry reading in forming communities and intersubjective relations between

audience and poet, considered the relation of the physical voice to subjectivity, the body

and presence, or else focused on notions of performance that go beyond the live, temporal

e':vent..70

°7 Steve Tasane, founder of performance poetry promoters; Apples & Snakes, has lamented the lack of
publicity surrounding poetry events: ‘Sometimes we feel a bit ghettoised. You can see a fringe play with an

audience of five and 1t’ll get full reviews; but a poetry gig that packs out a 350 seat theatre only gets a two
line listing.” From an article entitled ‘Oral Sets’, The Big Issue, November 1993, pp. 23-34, p. 24. .
Similarly, Charles Bernstein laments that ‘readings — no matter how well attended — are rarely reviewed by
newspapers or magazines (though they are the frequent subject, of light, generally misinformed, “feature”
stories on the perennial “revival” of poetry)’ in his introduction to Close Listening (p.5)

*® Keith Tuma, lamenting the lack of a critical framework, questions ‘how can I write of all of this except
anecdotally or impressionistically?’ (Review of Close Listening, ‘Midnight at the Oasis: Performing Poetry
inside the Spectacle’ Modernism/Modernity vol. 6, no. 1 (1999), pp. 153-162, p. 153). Bemnstein points to
the ‘prevalent notion that the sound structure of language is relatively arbitrary’ in critical theory as a
reason for avoidance (Close Listening, p.5), while Peter Middleton also highlights (and refutes) the
enduring fear that the poetry reading might be construed as logocentric from a deconstructive point of view.
Middleton, ‘Poetry’s Oral Stage’, in Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell eds., Performance and Authenticity in
the Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 215-253

* Adelaide Morris ed., Sound States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Laura Hinton
and Cynthia Hogue eds., We Who Love to be Astonished (Tuscaloo: University of Alabama Press, 2002);

Stephen Wade and Paul Munden eds., Reading the Applause (York: Talking Shop, 1999); David Kennedy
and Keith Tuma eds., Additional Apparitions (Sheffield: The Cherry on the Top Press, 2002)

’® Middleton and Mark Morrison have considered the politics of the poetry réading as a social and cultural
event, by situating it in the historical context of public speaking and rhetoric training. Morrisson
‘Performing the Pure Voice: Elocution, Verse Recitation and Modernist Poetry in Prewar London’,
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The relevance of this research to my thesis lies in its suggestion that changes in

cultural production are helping to redefine the very concept of poetic voice. The need for
renewed understandings is also underlined by Garrett Stewart’s work on literature’s

‘phonotext’ - the embodied, inner vocalisation of a text by a reader. Stewart calls for a
change in the way voice is understood, so that it is thought of more as the site or

destination of a text, rather than conceived metonymically as its origin. Such a focus is

needed to counteract a pervading ‘phonophobia’, a misdirected critical unease
surrounding the discussion of voice since Derrida’s attack on the logos.”! Studies of

acoustic technologies can also help to contextualise contemporary poetry’s intense
concern with the status and authority of voice. Like Perloff and Rasula, who situate the

poetic and theoretical suspicion of voice within an age of mass media, recent work on

audiotape stresses its role in deconstructing the link between voice and presence. Michael

Davidson, fdr example, argues that that recording technologies have ‘transformed the
notion of voice from something heard into something overheard such that its invocation
by poets as natural or unmediated becomes increasingly problematic.’’* Significant here
is the implication that changes in the electronic broadcasting of voice and sound have

encouraged a renewed attention to the fexrual voice and its assumptions.

Building on this recent critical work, my study argues that the literal voice of
performance can further complicate the distinctions between self-expressive, identity-

based, and experimental anti-lyrical poetries. The performed voice offers a valuable site

of intersection, for on the one hand it seems to reinforce the alliance between voice and

self, through its corporality and reliance on authorial presence, while on the other, it can

Modernism/Modernity vol. 3 no. 3 (1996), pp. 25-50; Middleton ‘The Contemporary Poetry Reading’ in
Bernstein ed., Close Listening, pp. 262-299. See also chapter 2, ‘Poetry’s Oral Stage’, and chapter 3, ‘A
History of the Poetry Reading’, in Middleton, Distant Reading: Performance, Readership and
Consumption in Contemporary Poetry (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2005), pp. 25-60, pp. 61-
103. Johanna Drucker, meanwhile, focuses on the visual performance of poetry on the page, which is

distinguished from the live event of the poetry reading, as ‘an instance of expressive means creating effect
without direct connection to the presence of the artist’, ‘Visual Performance of the Poetic Text’, Close
Listening, pp. 131-161, p. 160

"' Garrett Stewart, Reading Voices: Literature and the. Phonotext (Berkley: University of California Press,
1990). See also ‘Modernism’s Sonic Waiver: Literary Writing and the Filmic Difference’, in Sound States,
pp. 237-273.

’2 Michael Davison, ‘‘Technologies of Presence: Orality and the Tapevoice of Contemporary Poetics’, in
Sound States, pp. 97-1235, p.99. N. Katherine Hayles also argues that the disembodied voices of audiotape
have played a central role in the production of postmodern subjectivity. ‘Voices out of Bodies, Bodies out
of Voices’, Sound States, pp. 74- 96. See also Hayles, How we Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in
Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999)
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also be mediated and manipulated so as to become a depersonalised means of formal

innovation. Analysing the various formal uses of the physical voice by specific poets, the

second half of my thesis aims to demonstrate that performance can intensify the

crossover of expressive and experimental aesthetics.

3. National Narratives and Experimentation

The importance of performance to contemporary poetic practice, then, calls for a revised

understanding of the construction and relations of different poetic communities. The
recent edited volume Assembling Alternatives: Readz‘ng Postmodern Poetries
Transnationally (2003) suggests that ‘the performance of writing, and writing for
performance’ constitute ‘perhaps the most importantly retheorized elements in recent
avant-garde practice’.’”” This is a particularly important point for my study’s
consideration of the nature of experimentation. Bringing together poets and critics from
the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada and Ireland, Assembling Alternatives
stresses the need to reassess the ways in which ‘the radical’ in poetry has been
conceptualised, particularly to recognise how ‘powerful and operative national narratives
of identity and progress’ have informed the practice and reception of avant garde

po_e:try."‘4 In this respect, it expands upon a small but important body of critical work
 which has been at the forefront of examining the validity of the expressive-experimental
divide. Articles by Clair Wills, Linda Kinnahan and Romana Huk share the opinion that
the ‘separation of poetry into formally conservative and radical forms sets up a false

dichotomy’, and each considers the role of national cultures in shaping the experimental

? Romana Huk ‘Introduction’, in Huk ed., Assembling Alternatives: Reading Postmodern Poetries

Transnationally (Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), pp. 1-37, p. 4. The book incorporates
essays on international histories and comparisons by Jeff Derksen, Keith Tuma, Trevor Joyce, writings by
M. NourbeSe Philip, cris cheek, Linda Kinnahan and Carla Harryman on ‘Intranational divides’, and
reflections from John Cayley, Caroline Bergvall, David Marriott and Bob Perelman on recent innovative
poetic practice. The book is premised on the idea that ‘understanding the embedded nature of one’s own
formative assumptions in the articulation of an avant-garde poetics is difficult unless an attempt to read

others’ version of “the radical” is made, and through that encounter with otherness one’s own construction
of “innovation” is reassessed.” (p.4)

" Huk, ‘Introduction’, Assembling Alternatives, p.3
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practices of female poets. ” Huk and Wills achieve this through comparisons with

American poets, arguing that poetic innovation needs to be understood within the context

of the different poetic traditions and audience expectations of each country.’®

‘National cultures have also shaped readerships as well as individual aesthetics.
While models of American cultural production clearly influenced the development of
small, independeht publishers in Britain in the 1970s,’” substantial cuts to British public

arts funding meant that experimental poetries have not been as successfully distributed
here as they have in the United States.’® Consequently the divide between establishment
and marginal or avant-garde communities has been more keenly felt in Britain. As both

Middleton and Andrew Duncan have analysed, this has at times resulted in an
unproductive attachment to ‘narratives of heroic dissidence’.”” To some extent,

discourses of alternative poetics in Britain have been characterised by their rejection of

> Clair Wills, ‘Contemporary Women’s Poetry: Experimentalism and the Expressive Voice’, Critical
Quarterly, vol. 34, no. 3, (1994), pp 34-52, p. 38

’® Romana Huk ‘Feminist Radicalism in (Relatively) Traditional Forms: An American’s Investigations of
British Poetics’, in Vicki Bertram ed., Kicking Daffodils: Twentieth-Century Women Poets (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1997), pp. 227-250. See also Linda A Kinnahan ‘Experimental Poetics and the
Lyric in'British Women’s Poetry: Geraldine Monk, Wendy Mulford, and Denise Riley’, Contemporary
Literature, vol. 37 no.4 (1996), pp. 620-70

" Andrew Crozier, in his introduction to 4 Various Art, argues that American examples ‘provided lessons
in the organisation and conduct of a poet’s public life, indicating how poets might take matters of
publication and the definition of a readership into their own hands by developing their own publishing
houses and journals’, (p. 12). Histories of little magazines and self-financed small presses stress that it is

the means of cultural production and not only aesthetic choices that have defined British avant garde poetry
since the 1960s. See the extended introduction to OTHER in Jacket 4 (1998),

<http://jacketmagazine.com/04/otherbrit.htm!> [accessed August 2006]; Robert Sheppard, ‘British Poetry
and its Discontents’; Bob Cobbing and Bill Griffiths, ALP: The First 22 % Years (London: Association of
Little Presses, 1988); R. J. Ellis, ‘Mapping the UK. Little Magazine Field’, New British Poetries: The
Scope of the Possible, pp. 72-103; Nigel Wheale, ‘Uttering Poetry: Small Press Publication’, in Denise
Riley ed., Poets on Writing: Britain 1970 — 1991 (London: Macmillan 1992), pp. 9-20; The most recent
study by Wolfgang Gortschacher, Contemporary Views on the Little Magazine Scene (Salzburg: University
of Salzburg, 2000) is also the most comprehensive, containing interviews with twenty six editors of small

magazines in Britain and Ireland.

’® Caroline Bergvall, ‘ex/ Créme/ ental/ eaT/ ing’, interview by Marjorie Perloff, Revue d’etudes
Anglophone (2000), <http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/bergvall/Perloff-Bergvall-Interview-2000.pdf>
[accessed August 2006]. Keith Tuma, ‘Review of Clive Bush, Out of Dissent: A Study of Five
Contemporary British Poets’, in Criticism, vol. 40 (1998), pp. 110 - 119, Romana Huk ‘The Progress of the
Avant-garde: Reading/ Writing Race and Culture According to Universal Systems of Value’, Andrew
Michael Roberts and Jonathan Allison ed. Poetry and Contemporary Culture: The Question of Value
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University press, 2002) pp. 141-164

’ Peter Middleton ‘Imagined Readerships and Poetic Innovation in UK. Poetry’, Assembling Alternatives,

" pp. 128-155, p. 131. Andrew Duncan, The Failure of Conservatism in Modern British Poetry (Cambridge:
Salt, 2003) In a discussion of the aftermath of Mottram’s ousting from the Arts Council in the 1970s,

Duncan suggests that ‘the expansiveness of the 1960s’ was replaced with ‘a siege mentality’ in which little

magazine reviews became increasingly cliquey and there was a ‘fetishization of the elements of style which
signalled “marginality”’ (p.176)
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national forms of identification. Editors and poets suggest that a desire to invigorate
British poetry has led many to look to American and European avant-gardes for
inspiration. *° To stress the importance of international influences and dialogues has been
a way of positioning this work in opposition to both a dominant poetic tradition and an
aggressive nationalist political discourse. The difficulty of asserting a new era of British
poetry in the same way that new American writing was being confidently hailed stems
from the enduring fear of parochialism, the worry that ‘Britishness is equivalent to
nostalgia for settled traditions.”®' As Middleton’s essay on imagined readerships
importantly underlines, poetic narratives of exile and fragmented audiences need to be
interpreted within a particular cultural context. For British poets of this period, national

identities ‘provide no viable image of community, both because of the lingering

" reactionary ideologies of patriotism, and because of the feebleness of federalism in the
UK s 82

This is one example of an indirect articulation of national identity within critical
discourses of British poetry. Attention to the pejorative associations of ‘Britishness’ in
this period helps to explain the difficulty in forging poetic communities that identify with

a national agenda. My thesis considers how the intensification of some of these

associations have also impacted on poetry’s approaches to voice. The analyses in the
following chap'tefrs aim to demonstrate how formal experiments with voice respond to
new forms of political 'authority and changing conceptions of national identity. The
foregrounding of voice becomes an important part of recent poetry’s engagement with

place, whether this is the supposedly public spaces of the city, or the traditionally

*0 Mottram, ‘The British Poetry Revival’, Scope of the Possible argues that, in the sixties and seventies,
‘young British poets learned a great deal about the variety of possible poetics from contemporary American
examples, and often from poets visiting this country’, particularly Allen Ginsberg, Chatles Olson, Robert
Duncan, Louis Zukofsky and George Oppen and Jerome Rothenberg, p.27. The editors of OTHER analyse
the attraction of Olson’s poetics of improvisation and corporeal perception on the work of Prynne,
Mottram, Cobbing and Allen Fisher, and point to the number of experimental poets since the 1950s who
rejected ‘the insularity and bland humanism of the dominant mainstream’ by turning to foreign models and
translating European avant-garde poets, p. xxii and p. xxvi. Maggie O’Sullivan ed., Out of Everywhere:
Linguistically Innovative Poetry by Women in North America & the UK (London: Reality Street, 1996)
provides a pertinent example of a transatlantic dialogue based upon writing practices. The anthology
suggests that the exclusion of these poets from dominant constructlons of a feminist canon does more to
unite them than their national identity.

*! Middleton, ‘Imagined Readerships’, p. 131. Middleton is here responding to the self-consciousness with

which Ken Edwards alludes to Britishness in the introduction to The New British Poetry anthology.
82 Middleton ‘Imagined Readerships’, p. 131
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personal realm of the home. There are many ways in which the poetry considered in this
thesis decentres and defamiliarises the authorial voice, and I want to suggest that this is

partly a critique of the values of individualism and an increasingly authoritarian form
political rule, a critique which operates symbolically rather than purely polemically.

Chapter one focuses on the politics of authoriality in the work of Iain Sinclatr,
Allen Fisher and Peter Reading, whose poetic sequences all interweave multiple authorial
voices. The chapter considers how these formal challenges to the monologic authorial
voice become implicated in their poetry’s critique of a chaﬁging urban and national
landscape. It analyses works spanning the seventies and eighties, Fisher’s colossal Place
project (1971 — 1985), Sinclair’s Lud Heat (1975) and Reading’s Ukulele Music (1985),
Stet (1986) and Perduta Gente (1989). Between them, these sequences register a period
of large-scale urban redevelopment, changing masculine identities, and new forms of
political discourse which drew on a mythologised national past and a rhetoric of common
sense moralism to bolster its authority. It is through the poets’ integration of other
authorial voices that these issues are engaged. All three poets are concerned with the
relations between physical space and social inequality,'and the representation of often
marginalised urban identities and histories. Thus the chapter demonstrates that a
challenge to the authoritative poetic voice is not necessarily at odds with the
representation of disenfranchised voices. Instead, a collage aesthetic provides a means for
exploring textual and more literal, political forms of power simultaneously.

Chapter two takes up the idea of the lyric voice as a vehicle for personal
expression, a mode associated with the representation of interiority and emotional states.
It considers some of the ways in which the personal voice wés invested with new,

- sometimes contradictory meanings in the seventies and eighties, and how these tensions

were played out within the poetry of Denise Riley and Wendy Mulford. Their work
mediates between different strands of the debate over voice and identity. For like many
experimental poets, they reject an authoritative and unified speaking voice, and question
narratives of innate, coherent identities. Yet their poetry remains committed to the use of
the first person, ahd to the articulation of subjectivity and interiority. Because the
individualistic thrust of confessional feminist poetry was complicated by Thatcherite

rhetoric, Mulford’s and Riley’s poetry, as this chapter argues, attempts to forge a new
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language of the personal which avoids individualism. It examines the involvement of
visual arts in this reworking of the lyric voice. An engagement with certain abstract

paintings reinforces this poetry’s desire to hold onto the lyric’s association with powerful

feelings and embtion, while avoiding strictly realist, narrative forms of self-portrayal.
The second half of this thesis turns to a consideration of forms of performance.

Chapter three focuses on the multifaceted position of voice, orality and aurality in the

poetry and performances of Linton Kwesi Johnson and Akure Wall. It analyses the often
overlooked role of visual experimentation in black British poetry and the formally

innovative uses of sound and technology in performance. Valuable work on these sites of
experimentation has been progressing largely in the United States. In this chapter I aim to
develop it within a British context. By considering how the human voice is manipulated
and dehumanised in performance, this chapter argues against perceptions of oral

performance as a more authentic, less mediated mode of poetic expression. It contrasts
the work of an emergent, lesser known poet, Akure Wall, with Johnson who is now
established as a major figure in twentieth century black British poetry. While the majority
of critical work on Johnson has focused on his polemical poetry’s configuration of an
oppositional identity, this chapter develops understandings of his work by analysing the
role of formal experimentation in such a configuration. It also aims .to show certain
continuities and shifts within a more recent generation of performance poets, arguing that

experiments with visual and multimedia forms of performance have become increasingly

important in articulating cross-cultural identities. In this respect it considers how
performance techniques respond to changing discourses of race and nation — from
exclusionary forms of national populism in the seventies and eighties, through to
discourses of multiculturalism in the nineties.

In many ways, Wall’s engagement with different sites of performance overlaps
with the work considered in the final chapter. This analyses the very recent visual poetry
and multidimensional poetry readings of Maggie O’Sullivan and the site-specific
installations and performance writing of Caroline Bergvall. These poets demonstrate the

effectiveness of interdisciplinary performance practices for engaging with the figurative

and physical voice simultaneously. This chapter uses their poetry as a way of

summarising the various investments recent poetry has made in voice, and for reflecting
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on reasons behind this enduring engagement. Both poets investigate the connection

between voicelessness, 1dentity and powerlessness in their poetry. At the same time, the
sounded votce, whether in O’Sullivan’s poetry readings, or in Bergvall’s use of
recordings in the site-specific piece Say: “parsley”, explore the ways enunciation can be

used as a marker of social identity, and a means of exclusion. As with much of the poetry
considered 1In this thesis, O’Sullivan and Bergvall reject a dominating unified, authorial
voice, and the chapter aims to show that their vocalised performances need not
compromise this. The work examined here synthesises many of the preoccupations of the
previous three chapters, suggesting the possibility of fusing the representation of
marginalised and unofficial voices with a radical aesthetics, of conflating the embodied
and conceptual voice, and finally, of reconfiguring poetry’s status as a wider cultural

force through demonstrating its interdependence with other artistic disciplines.
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Chapter one

Power and the Authorial Voice: the Polyphonic Poetry of Iain Sinclair, Allen

Fisher and Peter Reading

Introduction

Described by Gregory Ulmer as the twentieth century’s ‘single most revolutionary formal
innovation in artistic representation’, collage has informed a wealth of visual, verbal as
well as musical artforms.' Whether it is discussed in terms of bricolage, quotation, cut-
up, montage or assemblage, the formal effect of collage relies on a basic premise: the

often surprising relocation of material from one context into another, or as David Antin

suggests, ‘the dramatic juxtaposition of disparate elements without commitment to

explicit syntactical relations between elements’.? Evidence of this aesthetic can be found
in countless examples of American, Central European and Russian avant-garde art from
the last century. The list includes the cubist collage of Picasso and Braque, Eisenstein’s
films, the music of Stravinsky and Satie, the poetry of Apollinaire, Dadaist and Italian
futurist verse, the multi-media work of Kurt Schwitters, the Cantos of Pound and Eliot’s

The Waste Land. The postwar visual art of Rauschenberg and Kruger, and the poetry of
Buﬁoughs, Zukofsky and Olson have also relied heavily on a collage aesthetic.”

Within poetry, the formal strategy of borrowing or stealing fragments from other
texts issues a direct challenge to the traditionally monologic authorial voice. Depending

on the extent to which the inserted voices are referenced, collage can complicate the

authenticity and authority of the poetic voice. If a ‘mediator’ between these voices is not

! Gregory L. Ulmer, ‘The Object of Post-Criticism’, in Hal Foster ed., The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on
Postmodern Culture (Port Townsend, Washington: Bay Press, 1983), pp. 83-108, p. 84

? David Antin, ‘Modernism and Postmodernism: Approaching the Present in American Poetry’, Boundary 2
vol. 1, no. 1 (Autumn 1972), pp. 98-133, p. 106 __

* For a broad history of collage in twentieth century visual art see Brandon Taylor, Collage: The Making of
Modern Art (London: Thames & Hudson, 2004). See Leonard Diepeveen, Changing Voices: The Modern
Quoting Poem (Michigan: The University of Michigan Press, 1993), for a full-length study of the role of
collage in modern American poetry. The focus is on Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, Marianne Moore and e e
cummings, but the conclusion also discusses postwar American poetry, including William Carlos Williams,
Adrienne Rich, John Ashbery and Language poets. Pierre Joris® essay ‘Collage and Post-Collage: In

Honour of Eric Mottram® (1997), summarises key shifts in the uses of collage in American, British and
European art and poetry, and also considers future directions of post-collage in cyber-art,
<http://www.albany.edu/mottram/emmag1pj.htmI> [accessed August 2006]
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easily discernable, then this aesthetic of citation and juxtaposition can be used to radically
displace an authorial presence. This in turn can be used as a means of exploring the
procesges by which identity and subjectivity are constructed. As Marjorie Perloff
suggests, ‘to collage elements from impersonal, external sources — the newspaper,
magazines, teleyision, billboards — is to understand, as it were, that, in a technological
age, conscilousness itself becomes a process of graft or citation, a process by means of
which we make the j)ublic world our own.”* The use of collage within literature then,

provokes a consideration of the very nature of the authorial voice and its relationship to

the self. Furthermore, in borrowing from other texts — often non-poetic genres and

discourses — collage poetry implicitly questions the status and possibilities of poetry as a
cultural form. Implying its interdependence with other kinds of knowled ge and aesthetic

expression, collage undermines the notion of poetry as a self-sufficient, autonomous art

form.

This chapter considers how the work of three contemporary British poets, lain
Sinclair, Allen Fisher and Peter Reading, explores questions of authoriality and identity
through the adaptation of a collage aesthetic. As well as considering their attempts at
constructing new forms of authorial expression, it focuses on their use of multiple
authorial voices to critique textual and more literal forms of political authority. With

regard to textual authority, it explores two overlapping areas — the poetry’s construction

of an authorial self, and the techniques through which other textual voices are
incorporated. I consider whether these formal choices help to legitimate or undermine the
reliability of the poetic speaker. Looking at the nature of these appropriated materials also
reveals a shared concern with the production and control of public space, and with the
c;hanging urban landscape of Britain in the seventies and eighties. As well as critical work
on the ideological nature of spéce as a social product, it is necessary to consider the ways
in which London’s topography registered changes in national politics during this‘period.
The rise of neoliberal policies, for example, fostered certain kinds of urban
redevelopment, and 1n this respect the cityscape can be viewed as the physical
manifestation of a changing national identity. What I want to consider in this chapter,

then, is the link this poetry establishes between the politics of authoriality and the politics

* Marjorie Perloff, The Futurist Moment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 76-77
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of space. How does formal experimentation with the authorial voice become implicated

in the critique of new forms of political authority?

The incorporation of data and pre-existing voices in this poetry foregrounds an
epistemological concern with the nature of discourse and with the act of writing. But at
- the same time, I will argue that it is also concerned with identity in a way that
distinguishes it from the High Modernist use of collage as part of a problematic quest for
impersonality, which, as Maud Ellmann argues, can itself be interpreted as an act of .
power.” While in The Wasteland, for example, ‘[t]he disembodied “I” glides in and out of
stolen texts as 1f the speaking subject were merely the quotation of its antecedents’, the
poets considered here all acknowledge the presence of an authorial self or creator in their
works, albeit in quite different and sometimes ironic ways.® While they may aim for a
poetics that looks beyond self-expression and personal narrative, they do not make claims
for a disinterested (or indeed disembodied) poetry. As well as considering the ways in
which their poetry reflects upon authorial identity, the chapter looks at its representation

of particular British class and masculine identities, and experiences of social

marginalisation. In doing so, it sets up the central argument of this thesis — that the use of
formal experimentation to question the status of the poetic voice does not necessarily

demote selthood, identity or the validity of silenced histories.

1. Contexts

1.1 Poetic Communities

To demonstrate this argument, my chapter analyses specific works of each poet which

share a collage aesthetic and an interest in the spaces, communities, and histories of the

city. It looks at Allen Fisher’s Place project, a series of separate, interconnecting books

> Maud Ellmann, The Poetics of Impersonality: T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound (Brighton: Harvester, 1987).
See also Andrew Ross, The Failures of Modernism: Symptoms of American Poetry (New York: Columbia

University Press, 1986) and Paul Morrison, The Poetics of Fascism;: Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, Paul de Man
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). These works suggest that there is still an active debate

surrounding the relationship between the formal poetics and personal politics of Pound and Eliot. Morrison
and Ross have interpreted their aesthetics in relation to Pound’s fascism and Eliot’s anti-semitism, while

Ellmann highlights how the poets’ advocacy of poetic impersonality is more closely interwoven with their
personal politics than has sometimes been claimed.

® Ellmann, The Poetics of Impersonality, p. 92
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published by a range of small presses between 1971 and 1985, which have recently been
republished as a single edition.” Place is compared with Iain Sinclair’s Lud Heat,

originally published in 1975 by Sinclair’s own Albion Village Press imprint, but later
reprinted by Granta, and both works are considered alongside some of Peter Reading’s
sequences from the 1980s. 8 In the last decade, three volumes of Reading’s collected
poetry have been puElished, but my focus in this chapter is largely on three works —

Ukulele Music (1985), Stet (1986), and Perduta Gente (1989).”

Fisher, Sinclair and Reading have established distinct reputations within the

multifarious spheres of recent British poetry. Early accounts of ‘the British Poetry
Revival’, as surveyed in the introduction, generally included both Sinclair and Fisher in
their lists of significant poets, and both have featured in the anthologies associated with

post- 1960s’ formally experimental poetics.'® But Fisher has since become something of

a major, representative figure within critical accounts of British avant-garde poetry.11 His

work has achieved recognition in America, and critical discussions have contrasted his

T Place was originally published as five books, Place Book One (London: Aloes Books, 1974), Stane,
(London: Aloes Books, 1975), Becoming (London: Aloes Books, 1978), Eros: Father: Pattern (Kent:
Secret Books, 1980), and Unpolished Mirrors (Hereford: Spanner, 1981, reprinted by Reality Studios,
London, 1986). All page numbers in brackets refer to the complete text, Place (Hastings: Reality Street
Editions, 2005), hereafter abbreviated to P

® Tain Sinclair, Lud Heat (London: Albion Village Press, 1975). Hereafter abbreviated to LH. All page

numbers in brackets refer to the later edition unless otherwise stated: Lud Heat and Suicide Bridge
(London: Granta, 1998)

? Peter Reading, Ukulele Music (with Going On) (London: Secker and Warburg, 1985), hereafter
abbreviated to UM; Stet (London: Secker and Warburg, 1986), hereafter abbreviated to S, and Perduta -
Gente (London: Secker and Warburg, 1989), hereafter PG. Reprinted in Collected Poems 2: Poems 1985 —
1996 (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 1996). All page numbers in brackets refer to this edition.

10 Allen Fisher’s poetry has been collected in Allnutt et al eds. The New British Poetry 1968— 1988
(London: Paladin, 1989), Iain Sinclair ed. Future Exiles: 3 London Poets (London; Paladin, 1992) and
Sinclair ed., Conductors of Chaos (London: Picador, 1996). Sinclair’s poetry features in Andrew Crozier
and Tim Longville eds., 4 Various Art (Manchester: Carcanet, 1987) and both poets are in Richard Caddel
and Peter Quartermain eds., OTHER British and Irish Poetry Since 1970 (London: Wesleyan University
Press, 1999)

' See Peter Barry’s case study, “Allen Fisher and ‘Content- Specific’ Poetry’ and Robert Hampson,
‘Producing the Unknown: Language and Ideology in Contemporary Poetry’ in Barry and Hampson eds.,
New British Poetry: The Scope of the Possible (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), pp. 198-
215 and pp. 134-155; Clive Bush, Out of Dissent: Five Contemporary British Poets (London: Talus Books,
1997) contains chapters on Fisher, Thomas A Clark, Eric Mottram, Bill Griffiths, and Barry MacSweeney.
Peter Barry has a chapter on Allen Fisher and Iain Sinclair in Contemporary British Poetry and the City
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000); Ken Edwards uses Fisher’s poetry to represent the
‘parallel tradition’ in “The Two Poetries’, Angelaki vol. 5, no. 1 (2000), pp. 25-37. Peter Middleton
discusses the poetry of J. H. Prynne, Allen Fisher and Denise Riley in ‘Imagined Readerships and Poetic

Innovation in UK. Poetry’, in Romana Huk ed., Assembling Alternatives: Reading Postmodern Poetries
Transnationally (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2003), pp. 128-142
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poetry with that of American Language poets Charles Bernstein and Bruce Andrews.'?
Fisher i1s also a conceptual artist, painter and performer as well as a poet, who, during the

writing of Place, was involved with Fluxus, the international radical art collective which
created ephemeral and intermedia work such as performance art, ‘happenings’, and sound
texts.”” Sinclair has played a key editorial role within the British experimental poetry
field, most notably with his anthology Conductors of Chaos (1996), and as editor for
-Paladin’s Future Exiles series, but as a writer, he is probably now more widely known
outside of the poetry community for his novels and non-fiction than for his poetry. Lud
Heat is often seen as the work which established the East End focus and ‘renegade

charting of the city’ '4 that would later characterise Downriver, Lights Out For The

Territory, Rodinsky'’s Room, and London Orbital."”® 1t is also a work known as the
inspiration behind Peter Ackroyd’s 19835 novel Hawksmoor, and responsible, as Patrick

Wright suggests, for provoking ‘a whole industry’ around Hawksmoor’s churches.'®

'2 Risher features in Jerome Rothenberg and Pierre Joris eds. Poems for the Millennium: The University of
California Book of Modern and Postmodern Poetry, volume 2: from Postwar to the Millennium (Berkley:
University of California Press, 1995) and is discussed by Keith Tuma in Fishing by Obstinate Isles:
Modern and Postmodern British Poetry and American Readers (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1999). See also Peter Middleton “Performing An Experiment, Performing A Poem’ Allen Fisher and Bruce
Andrews', in David Kennedy and Keith Tuma eds., Additional Apparitions. Poetry, Performance & Site
Specificity (Sheffield: The Cherry On The Top Press, 2002), and Robert Sheppard, 'The Poetics of Poetics:
Charles Bernstein, Allen Fisher and the poetic thinking that results', Symbiosis (Devon: Stride Publications,
1999)

'3 Ken Freidman ed., The Fluxus Reader (London Academy Exhibitions, 1998); Hannah Higgins, Fluxus
Experience (Berkley, London: University of California Press, 2002). Fisher was part of Fluxus’ UK.
touring exhibition, Fluxshoe, 1972-3, along with Ian Breakwell, Henri Chopin, Mary Harding, Carolee
Schneemann and Stuart Brisley. See exhibition catalogue, Fluxshoe (Cullompton: Beau Geste Press, 1972)
' Patrick Wright, A Journey Through Ruins: A Keyhole Portrait of British Postwar Life and Culture
(London: Flamingo, 1993), p. 258

' Sinclair, Downriver (London: Paladin, 1991), Lights Out For The Territory: Nine Excurszons in the
Secret History of London with illustrations by Marc Atkins (London: Granta, 1991), with Rachel
Lichtenstein, Rodinsky’s Room (London: Granta, 1997) and London Orbital: A Walk Around the M235
(London: Granta, 2002). With the exception of Peter Barry’s chapter, Robert Sheppard’s ‘Artifice and the
Everyday World: Poetry in the 1970s’ in Bart Moore-Gilbert ed., The Arts in the 1970s: Cultural Closure?
(London: Routledge 1994), pp.129-151 and Simon Perril ‘A Cartography of Absence: The Work of Iain

~ Sinclair’, Comparative Criticism: An Annual Journal, vol. 19, pp. 309-339, the majority of critical articles
on Smclalr focus on his fiction and non-fiction writing. See for example Steve Pile, ‘Memory and the City’
in Campbell, Jan and Harbord, Janet eds., Temporalities: Autobiographies and Everyday Life (Manchester;
Manchester University Press, 2002) pp. 111-127; Rod Mengham ‘The Writing of Iain Sinclair: ‘Our
Narrative Starts Everywhere’ in Richard Lane, Rod Mengham and Philip Tew eds., Contemporary British
Fiction (Cambridge: Polity, 2003), pp. 56-67; The lain Sinclair Special Edition therary London:
Interdzsczplmary Studies in the Representation of London vol. 3, no. 2, September 2005

16 Wright, in 4 Journey Through Ruins, describes how ‘Ackroyd’s novel has made the j journey from best-
seller to A-Level set book; graphic novelists have plagiarised Lud Heat, and listings magazines like City

1
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Roger Luckhurst argues that it is ‘undoubtedly one of the ur-texts for [the] resurgence of
London Gothic’ in the last twenty five years,'” and it has won Sinclair something of a cult

(or occult) following. Reading represents a different position again. Rather than the
small, independent presses, he is published by Bloodaxe, and received the 1986
Whitbread Poetry Prize for Stet. His work is the subject of a full-length study,'® has been
set on A-Level English curricula, and has been recognised in the kind of poetic histories
that generally steer clear of Sinclair, Fisher and late modernism.'” But while this may

suggest that he enjoys a more mainstream or canonical status in comparison to the rest of

the poets considered in this thesis, critical works continue to stress Reading’s position as
an outsider.”® His unconcealed scomn for the poetry establishment and his capacity to

shock with his choice of subject matter and language have provoked mixed critical

reactions.’! He has also been excluded from some of the same anthologies as Fisher and

Sinclair, such as Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion’s 1982 Penguin Book of
Contemporary British Poetry. This outsiderism is something that unites the poets looked

at here — a sense of marginalisation from and opposition to a dominant poetry tradition

helps to structure the meta-poetic aspect of their work.

Limits have taken to recommending tours of Hawksmoor’s newly interesting churches’ p. 258. Peter
Ackroyd, Hawksmoor (London: Hamilton, 1985)

'’ Roger Luckhurst, ‘The Contemporary London Gothic and the Limits of the ‘Spectral Turn’, Textual
Practice, vol. 16, no. 3 (2002), pp. 572-546, p. 529
'® Isabel Martin, Reading Peter Reading (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 2000)

'> Reading is discussed in Neil Corcoran, English Poetry Since 1940 (Harlow: Longman, 1993), Anthony
Thwaite, Poetry Today: A Critical Guide to British Poetry 1960-1995 (Harlow: Longman, 1996), Sean

O’Brien, The Deregulated Muse: Essays on Contemporary British and Irish Poetry (Newcastle: Bloodaxe,
1998), and Neil Roberts, Narrative and Voice in Postwar Poetry (Harlow: Longman, 1999).

%% See Dennis O’Driscoll “No-God and Species Decline Stuff’: The Poetry of Peter Reading’, in C. C.

Barfoot ed., In Black and Gold: Contiguous Traditions in Post-War British and Irish Poetry (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 1994), pp. 199-218 and David Kenndy’s chapter on Reading in New Relations: The Refashioning
of British Poetry 1980-1994 (Mid-Glamorgan: Seren, 1996), pp. 120-152

2! Gary Day, for example, criticises what he sees as Reading’s mere imitation of ‘the shock value of reality
itself’, and suggests that his incorporation of ‘the language of sensational journalism seems to me a betrayal
of the poetic function’. *To the extent that Reading writes in a tabloid idiom, his poetry becomes complicit
with what it presents. He appears content to thrust before us the horrifyingly graphic image rather than to -
advance our understanding or to move us beyond it’, ‘Working Through Reading’, Critical Survey, vol. 10,

no. 1 (1998), pp. 81-92, p. 82. David Wheatley in a review of Reading’s Collected Poems argues ‘seldom
has such stimulating and valuable work been buried in as much wilful grottiness, savagery and self-

indulgence as in the poetry of Peter Reading’, Poetry Review vol. 88 no. 2, pp. 64-65
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1.2 The City Through Collage

Another feature the works of these poets share is a distinctly urban setting. While
Fisher’s approach to place is extensive, as an investigation of ‘place of living, locality,

house borough city country planet. Place of being, body, breath, brain. Place of receipt

and dispatch’,* the work is essentially rooted in South London, and the poem’s elusive

speaker announces himself as a ‘citizen of Lambeth’ (P, p. 11). A lot of the collaged
material of Place concerns geographical, ecological, and topographical data on this

borough, and the original editions incorporated maps of the underground tributaries of the

Thames, and of Roman roads and settlements in London, while the Roman occupation
provides a unifying theme in the final book, Unpolished Mirrors. The list of resources
which Place draws on is vast, bringing together literary works of Milton, Gay, Blake,
Dickens, Pope and Olson, with numerous works on the history of London’s buildings,
railways, rivers, parishes, and the blitz. These mingle with research into the Stone Age,

works on biology, engineering, Chinese mythology, language and science, Situationist

texts, books on giants, and the theories of Benjamin, Foucault, Marx, Gramsci and Freud

to name a few.%>

In Lud Heat, the city is mapped in terms of malevolent energy fields, ‘invisible
rods of force’ the narrator detects between Hawksmoor’s churches in the East End of
London (LH, p. 18). Partly autobiographical and shaped by the routes Sinclair takes
working as a garden assistant for the Greater London Council, evidence for these forces
is found in a vast history of East End crime and ritual murders, fires, bombings and
floods, through to the more mundane mishaps of Sinclair and his workmates. In
presenting his case, Sinclair draws on crime reports, studies of prehistoric London and
Ancient Egypt and incorporates poetic extracts from Bunyan, Yeats, and Blake. As well
as line drawings and maps of energies, the original edition of Lud Heat also featured
snapshots of Sinclair and his colleagues at work. Distinct from the archaeological thrust
of Fisher’s and Sinclair’s interest in given areas of London, much of Reading’s poetry is

set in a generic, unspecified urban environment, which becomes the site of present day

22 Allen Fisher, Prosyncel (London: Strange Faeces Press, 1975), p. 9
23 Resources for each book are listed alphabetically at the end of Place, pp. 409-414
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alienation, deprivation and often brutal crime. His poetry has been described as

exemplifying a relocation of the pastoral in the municipal — the inner city in his work is
understood not in terms of decline, but as a “troubled idyll" 2% Perduta Gente, however, 1S
more specific in its focus on a London underworld, its subjects a group of ‘wino-
unworthies/knackered-up dispos’ who sleep under the Royal Festival Hall (PG, p. 167).
This collection brings together fragments from newspaper articles and letters pages,

property advertisements, scientific reports, and handwritten diaries, while Ukulele Music
integrates scathing reviews of Reading’s publications, and extracts from a ukulele

manual. The distinction between genuine ‘found’ material and pastiche is continually
blurred.

In addition to a poetics of citation and appropriation then, each of these poets is
concerned with the urban landscape, and its relation to social identity. The representation

of unwritten urban histories, and unacknowledged spaces or ‘closed societies of the city’ ,
(Sinclair,-LH, p. 56) is one of the ways in which their poetry deals with more literal
mani_festations of power — a strategy that critiques the organisation and control of public
space. London’s status as an embodiment of changes in national authority and identity
became increasingly apparent during the seventies and eighties. During these decades, as
David Feldman and Gareth Stedman Jones argue, London became ‘the site of the most
visible triumphs of a newly unfettered capitalism — the mushrooming of new financial K

services, the ‘big bang’, the transformation of the docklands, the dizzying rise of property

values, the victory of the Murdoch empire over Fleet Street trade unionism’.%> Frank
Mort describes how such developments were “at once material and symbolic. They were

enacted in the workings of policies and programmes and through systems of

representation."26 Material changes included the programme of slum clearance in the
1960s which demolished entire neighbourhoods — habitable housing along with the

dilapidated — and replaced them with high-rise blocks. Commercial skyscrapers had been

contributing to a dramatically shifting landscape ever since changes were made to

24 David Kennedy, ‘Elegies for the Living: The Poetry of Peter Reading’, in New Relations, pp. 120-152,
p.125

25 David Feldman and Gareth Stedman Jones, ‘Introductlon in Feldman and Stedman Jones eds.,

Metropolis — London: Histories and Representations Since I 800 (London: Routledge, 1989), pp. l -7,p. 1

25 Mort, Cultures of Consumption: Masculinities and Social Space in Late Twent:eth—Century Britain
(London; New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 149
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building regulations in the 1950s.*” Building programmes of the 1970s registered the
growing influence of a free enterprise logic, which would reach new heights in the
policies of the Conservative government of the 1980s. The Docklands redevelopment in
the East End of London embodied these wider shifts in political policy — most notably the
centralisation of power and the erosion of local autonomy. The London Docklands
Development Corporation, set up in 1981, was one of several non-elected Urban
| Development Corporations, whose establishment usurped local government powers
within designated ‘Enterprise Zones’.”* Writing at the beginning of the nineties, Bill
Schwarz argued that ‘the privilege accorded those new waterfront residents is at the
direct cost of the bulk of the population in East London’ and assessed the development’s
failure to benefit local people, and its role in deepening social division.”” This kind of
city-centre develop'ment represented the erosion of a sense of an urban public sphere. The
economic restructuring of the 1980s impacted on the treatment of space, which wa§ ‘no
longer regarded as a totality to be shaped according to the needs of a wider social
project’. The urban fabric was instead viewed ‘as a collection of fragmented, discrete and
autonomous spaces’, and the ‘new art of ‘place marketing’’ promoted self-contained

urban environments which were ‘not underpinned by any notion of the need to re-create a

democratic urban public domain.’*

These changes in the material landscape inform the poetry of Sinclair, Fisher and

Reading in implicit as well as more explicit ways. Their poetry reflects a concern with the

active and political nature of space, and with the function of spatial planning in the

implementation of power. More specifically, Reading’s Perduta Gente, and Unpolished

27 Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry (London: Metheun, 1987), pp. 36-37. Restrictions limiting.the
height of new buildings to under 80 feet were lifted in the fifties, and ‘in 1954 the requirement for building
licences, which had restricted most commercial buildings to reconstruction of war-damaged offices and
factories, was abandoned’ (p. 36)

28 Franco Bianchini and Hermann Schwengel, ‘Re-imagining the City’, in John Corner and Sylvia Harvey

eds., Enterprise and Heritage: Crosscurrents of National Culture (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 212-234,
p. 224 |

22 Schwarz documents how 90% of residential housing in the docklands, formerly owned by local
authorities, was sold on the open market, while the LDDC failed to employ or train the local population.
The wealthy and poor have been ‘brought together in a new proximity ... While Tower Hamlets now boasts
windsurfing and yachtspeople it also has indices of tuberculosis six times that of the national average.
Housing waiting-lists of the three Docklands boroughs exceed 25,000, while between 1981 and 1986

homelessness increased by 81 per cent.” “Where Horses Shit a Hundred Sparrows Feed: Docklands and

East London During the Thatcher Years’, in Comer and Harvey eds., Enterprise and Heritage, pp. 76-92,
90 .

b Bianchini and Shwengel, ‘Re-imagining the City’, pp. 214-215
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Mirrors, the last book of Fisher’s Place, offer moments of direct social commentary on

contemporary development schemes. Written earlier, Lud Heat’s construction of a unique
-and mysterious geography of the city can nonetheless be read as a response to the
growing commodification of city space in the seventies, a desire to symbolically reclaim
the city, at a time when historic areas including Piccadilly Circus and Covent Garden
were the target of controversial redevelopment plans, and record numbers of listed
buildings were being destroyed.>! But as Mort suggests, London’s development was
enacted not only through government policies, but through systems of representation —

this was a period in which place was being symbolically as well as materially marketed.

The selling of London as a ‘Mecca of tourism’ took off in this period.’* The nationwide
rise of the heritage industry in the seventies and eighties has been well documented, and

it played an important role in the construction of a national identity, at a time when

political discourse was also drawing heavily on the authority of the past. As the number
of museums doubled between the 1960s and 1980s, critics highlight the psychological,
compensatory nature of the past in tirﬁes of economic and social crisis, with the recession
in the 1970s encouraging the feeling that the postwar period was one of decline.”

In its concern with unofficial histories and geographies, the poetry considered in
this chapter provides a counter to this increasingly prevalent marketing of place and
history. These texts take an anti-nostalgic approach to the past, and Place, through its

concern with histories of subjugation, urban oppression, and social division, challenges

-official constructions of a unified national tradition. Fisher also rejects the systemised
logic of the museum, with its neat classification of the past, through his disjunctive,

fragmented use of historical data and lack of referencing or an explanatory voice. What

this chapter demonstrates then, is that the social commentary of this poetry cannot be
clearly separated from its engagement with authoriality and textual power — they are in
fact inextricably linked. The type of authorial voice and identity their poetry constructs

plays an essential role in their voicing of urban space. The integration of the data of

3 patrick Wright, A Journey Through Ruins, p. 260; According to Robert Hewison in The Heritage
Industry, 8,000 listed buildings were destroyed between 1957 and 1977°, p. 37

:z Roy Porter, London: 4 Social History (London: Penguin, 1996), pp. 382-383

See John Corner and Sylvia Harvey eds., Enterprise and Heritage, Patrick Wright, A Journey Through
Ruins, and On Living in an Old Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain (London: Verso,
1985), and Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry
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public control emphasises this entanglement — impacting on the authority of the poetic

voice as it simultaneously comments on more literal forms of power.

1.3 Critical Receptions

The possible relationship between a formal engagement with authoriality and a thematic

concern with space and power has been somewhat overlooked in existing critical work on
Fisher, Sinclair and Reading. While critics have produced valuable work on their
aesthetics, and on the role of place in their poetry, there has been less reflection on how

these interconnect. Furthermore, while Fisher’s Place and Sinclair’s Lud Heat have
invited some comparative analyses, neither poet has been considered alongside Reading.
Although Peter Barry’s study Contemporary British Poetry and the City (2000)
incorporates all three poets 1n 1ts wide-ranging survey, it does so in separate chapters.
Fisher and Sinclair are grouped alongside Aidan Dun, for their shared concern with
mapping London in terms of myths, historical traces and energies, their development of

what Barry calls ‘content specific poetry’, (in which, like site-specific art, poem and data

are built into one another), and their ‘mainly American recent poetic ancestry’ .

Meanwhile the poetry of Reading, Ken Edwards, Barry MacSweeney and Ken Smith is

read for its documentation of the effects of Thatcherism on British inner-cities in the
1980s.%

Barry’s study exemplifies wider critical tendencies in the way it distinguishes
between the poetic agenda and communities of these poets. Reading’s unflinching
documentation of contemporary social reality seems to provide an explicit comment on

the state of Britain, something reflected in the critical reception of his poetry. Tom Paulin
has been influential in labelling Reading’s subject matter ‘junk Britain’ or, ‘the insane
ugliness of British life’, which makes Reading into ‘the unofficial laureate of a decaying
nation’.’® This interpretation has since been complicated by David Kennedy, who argues

that Reading (unlike Larkin) ‘rejects narratives of “post-imperial tristesse”, nostalgia and

** Barry, “Take off your Shoes in King’s Cross’: Envisioning London’, Contemporary Poetry and the City,
?}) 165-192, p. 166
B

arry, ‘Writing the Inner City’, Contemporary Poetry, pp. 61-102
** Tom Paulin, Minotaur: Poetry and the Nation State (London: Faber & Faber, 1992), p. 291 and 287
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decline’, and that he uses the condition of England instead to comment on ‘the present
condition of humanity generally’.”’ But whether his poetry is read as a depiction of a

decaying society or a comment on the perpetual hopelessness of humankind, its
entanglement with conceptions of national identity remains a major focus of the critical
literature. In contrast, critical evalLL;;tions of Sinclair and Fisher are at pains to stress
transatlantic influences and the epic scope of their poetry which seem to transcend
national concerns. Several accounts of Place and Lud Heat point to the significance of
William Carlos Williams’ Patérson (1946 — 1958) and Olson’s The Maximus Poems
(1960), the latter of which shargs with these works an investigative approach to place,
incorporation of data, open field poetics and a ‘close attention to the perceﬁual rather
than the conceptual field’.*® Their approach is seen as an alternative to the ‘insular
obsession’ with the anecdotal which has characterised dominant British poetry.””

Discussing Fisher, Sinclair and J. H. Prynne in an article on experimental British poetry

in the 1970s, Robert Sheppard uses the revealing subheading ‘naming the rocks in a

larger than national way’, and suggests that Olson’s poetics were appealing because they
offered ‘a model for a re-articulation of Britain from less immediately social

perspectives’ than the oppositional politics of the 1960s.*’

While I do not dispute that Reading’s poetry is much more overt in its social and
political critique, or that the poetry of Sinclair and Fisher articulates transnational themes
and understandings of place, it seems important to reassess how each poet engages with
national identity. Interpretations of Reading’s poetry often focus on his choice of

materials and the events or situations he details when discussing his depiction of the state

of Britain (the street crime, child abuse, homelessness, terrorism, nuclear fallout). But I

37 David Kennedy, New Relations, p. 143

38 Richard Caddel and Peter Quartermain, ‘Introduction — A Fair Field Full of Folk’ in Caddel and
Quartermain eds., OTHER, pp. xv-xxiXx, p. xxvi. The editors are here talking about the appeal of Olson’s
poetics to Allen Fisher and J. H. Prynne. Charles Olson described open or projective verse through a series
of statements in his 1950 essay ‘Projective Verse’, in Donald Allen ed., The New American Poetry: 1945 —
1960 (New York: Grove Press, 1960), pp. 386-397. These are ‘COMPOSITION BY FIELD, as opposed to
inherited line, stanza, over-all form’ an adherence to the principle that ‘FORM IS NEVER MORE THAN
AN EXTENSION OF CONTENT’ and that ‘ONE PERCPETION MUST IMMEDIATELY AND
DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER PERCEPTION’ The two basic units that ‘make a poem’, argues
Olson, are the syllable and the line. The syllable is aligned with the ear while ‘the line comes (I swear it)
from the breath, from the breathing of the man who writes it, at the moment that he writes’ (pp 387-389)
* Peter Barry, ‘Allen Fisher and ‘Content-Specific’ Poetry’, p. 198

40 Sheppard, ‘Artifice and the Everyday World: Poetry in the 1970s’, p. 137, p. 138
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want to develop this by suggesting the formal effects of authorial (dis)placement in his

poetry can be seen as part of his cultural critique. At the same time, while I agree with

Sheppard’s reading of Sinclair and Fisher as consolidating a new poetics and politics of
place, I want to focus here on the function of the authorial voice in articulating or ‘re-
articulating’ Britain. The poetic analysis in the rest of this chapter considers the

relationship between collage, the authorial voice, and identity. It compares the formal
techniques used by each poet to integrate pre-existing materials, analysing the impact
these have on poetic authority. But it also considers how these strategies shape their
poetry’s engagement with more literal forms of power, and their representations of a
social topography of identity and social inequality. It assesses how collage is used to
reflect on the changing physical landscape of London, and how this registers anxieties
about wider, national changes in power and a crisis in the public sphere.

Between them, Sinclair, Reading and Fisher demonstrate the versatility of the
collage aesthetic, showing how it can be used on the one hand as part of a disjunctive
poetics, which displaces the authority of the unified lyric speaker, or on the other hand, in
a more converging way which legitimates this authority. Useful here is the framework
used by Leonard Diepeveen in his study of quotation in modernist American poetry. He
distinguishes between the lyric and dramatic voice within collage poetics, but stresses
that they are part of a continuum rather than polar opposites. The dramatic voice is that of
the different ‘inserted’ voices, it ‘allows a number of different voices to exist and to
flaunt their original textures’, while the lyric voice ‘almost totally controls the new
inserted voices’. He adds that ‘in the quoting poem, the lyric voice meets many
conservative poetic strategies, such as the establishing of authority; the dramatic voice
encourages the experimental, such as the free play of signifiers’.*! While quoting poems
are generally somewhere between these two boundaries of voice, in Sinclair’s poetry the

controlling, lyric voice is nearer the surface than it is in Fisher’s and Reading’s.

*! Leonard Diepeveen, Changing Voices: The Modern Quoting Poem (Michigan: The University of
Michigan Press, 1993), p. 101 |
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2 Towards a Grand Narrative? ‘Unacknowledged Magnetism’ in Iain Sinclair’s Lud
Heat

/

Throughout its prose sections, diary entries describing Sinclair’s day-to-day work, and
free verse poetry, Lud Heat incorporates both textual and oral citations. Although these

voices are integrated to create quite different effects, they all help to configure a

particular authorial 1dentity, which sustains a complex relationship to the urban

geography of masculinity Lud Heat maps out.
2.1 Textual Quotations and the Authority of the Lone Artist -

Lud Heat’s quotations are clearly referenced and demarcated from the rest of the text.

They are set in quotation marks, often italicised, and their original author acknowledged.
In the prose sections, quotations are used in an essay-like format, brought in to validate
Sinclair’s mapping of the city. Thus the manner in which he integrates these other
authorial voices helps to establish rather than to detract from Sinclair’s authority. His
approach to sources is in sympathy with his totalising representation of the city. The lines
of latent power he identifies across the city, which are depicted in the pseudo-Egyptian
map drawn by Brian Catling (LH, pp. 18-19), suggest a certain level of mastery of urban

space. The source of this power is traced back to Ancient Egypt, an ancestry identified in

the pyramid design worked into the churches, and the triangular relation between the
churches and other powerful sites such as the plague pit at Bunhill Fields, and ‘two major
sources of occult power: The British Museum and Greenwich Observatory’ (LH, p. 15).
When using scholarship to endorse these correspondences, Sinclair precedes extracts with
pointers and colons, such as ‘These Pyramids can claim a relation with the lost pyramids
of Glastonbury ... M. R. James writes of them:’ (LH, p. 34); ‘Herodotus was also
interested in these structures, himself an initiate:’ (LH, p. 34), ‘To close: G. R. Levy’s
formulation on the Maya:’ (LH, p. 38); speaking of the parish of Stepney, ‘It was an
island of right-handed vitalities ... Stow speaks of this:” (LH, p. 99). In these prose
sections, the text Sinclair draws on is often lengthy, and as Diepeveen observes of some

of Pound’s Cantos which quote at length from ‘argumentative or “nonaesthetic” texts’,
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the effect can become didactic, with the quote taking on its ‘ori giﬁal rhetorical

. a4
function.’ 2

Much of the time, then, Sinclair uses pre-existing texts to help make his argument,
supporting his own empirical research with the specialist knowledge of others, from
historians of London to scholars of Druidic and Egyptian rituals, myths and medievalism.
This converging, somewhat possessive, use of sources to substantiate his ideas supports
his deterministic mapping of the city. In his search for unity, a whole host of seemingly
incongruous historical and present day incidents are appropriated under the same
energies, from murders, fires and floods through to the hay fever, sunstroke and varicose
veins suffered by Sinclair and his colleagues, interpreted as solar viruses’ (LH, p. 110)
and messages from ‘the world of the pyramid’ (LH, p. 111). As Barry observes, this urge
towards synthesis constructs the city as “a place in which there can be no accidents, no

mere coincidences. All is tightly meshed, pfedicated and predicted like the double plot of
a typical Borgesian story’.*> A desire for unity and interconnection permeates Sinclair’s
observation of the everyday, as he notes ‘look how the full/ moon becomes an area
strongly linked with the horn antennae of this snail/ crossing our path’ (LH, p. 75) and
describes how his ‘bicycle wheel spins/ a wobbly mandala’ (LH, p. 47). The mandala, a

symbol for the universe and appropriated in the psychology of Carl Jung as an expression |
of the self, ‘the wholeness of the personality’, is a fitting image for Lud Heat, for it

encapsulates Sinclair’s construction of a dominant authorial self and his converging

approach to London’s history and landscape.**

The use of quotations does not just add authority to the poetic voice, it also helps

to construct a particular vision of the artist figure. Sinclair projects himself as an isolated

surveyor of the city and explicator of the unknown. In uncovering the hidden energies

between Hawksmoor’s churches, he attempts to interpret ‘the book of the city which

remains unread’ (LH, p. 58). In quoting historians and scholars alongside artists he seems

/

‘2 Diepeveen, Changing Voices, pp. 106-107 -
* Barry, Contemporary Poetry and the City, p. 78

* Carl Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, ed., Aniela Jaffe, translated into English by Richard and Clara-
Winston (London: Collins, 1963). In the chapter ‘Confrontation with the Unconscious’, Jung discusses his
compulsion to produce mandala drawings, and the gradual realisation of their significance, ‘I acquired

through them a living conception of the self. The self, I thought, was like the monad which I am, and which

is my world. The mandala represents this monad, and corresponds to the microcosmic nature of the
psyche’, pp. 187-188 -
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to construct an ideal of poetry as a form of research and excavation. Yet it is excavation

which retains a certain degree of obscurity, for he argues that ‘the scientific approach’ is
‘a bitter farce/ unless it is shot through with high occulting/ fear & need & awe of
mysteries’ and ‘does not demean or explain/ in scholarly babytalk’ (LH, p. 113). He
celebrates contemporary art which is dedicated to empiricism, to ‘the act of seeing with
one’s own eyes’ as the title of Stan Brakhage’s film has it (LH, p. 54), but which is at the
same time sympathetic to myth, ‘hieratic ritual’ (LH, p. 58) and symbolic patterning.

These 1deals are developed in two prose sections of Lud Heat, ‘Rites of Autopsy’

and ‘From Camberwell to G;)lgotha’ which are dedicated to Sinclair’s account of specific
artworks. Brakhage’s film and Brian Catling’s sculpture exhibited at the RCA embody
‘the autoptic instinct’ (LH, p. 78). This ideal is established witﬁ a quote from Brakhage:
“There’s very little that’s understandable to me about life, or even b;arable, except the
seeing of it.” (LH, p. 54). Artistic traditions are claimed through quotation, and Sinclair
pictures Brakhage filming with ‘that Olson chant running though his head, ‘polis is/eyes’’
(LH, p 57). That Sinclair envisages his own authorial identity and poetic ideals in similar
terms to these artists 1s suggested in another quotation, the epigraph to Lud Heat — a
passage from Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress introducing the figure of the muck-rake,
a man who ‘can look no way but downwards’ at ‘earthly things’. The poet as muck-rake
is alluded to later in a diary entry, in which Sinclair describes ‘clearing the junk from
Cannon Street Road’, listing in detail the objects his raking yields (LH, p. 42). The
autobiographical anchoring of Lud Heat places a high value on the experiential, and it is
the routes Sinclair takes in his job through which he argues ‘this land has become

- familiar/ & resolved’ (LH, p. 127), and not through bibliographic research alone or
through ‘purely psychic conneciion’, like Thomas De Quincey’s account of the Ratcliffe
Highway murders, which ‘did not grow from direct observation of the ground — so that
the major visual clue was missed’ (LH, p. 23). But Sinclair’s figure of the artist also
needs to articulate ‘fear & need & awe of mysteries’, and in this respect, Catling is
described as a ‘shaman’ and praised for constructing the objects of his sculptural
installation with a ‘fear and expectation of death’ and ‘with an understanding of the
mutualities anci relevancies in Siberian, Egyptian, Meroean, Sumerian and Mayan

cultures’ (LH, p. 84). Brakhage, meanwhile, is described as either discovering or
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inventing ritual for his audience (LH, p. 58). The artist thus remains a secretive and
authoritative figure, as the only one who knows whether such patterns are constructed by

or discovered in his work, suggesting parallels with Sinclair’s representation of the city in
Lud Heat.” |

- Brakhage and Catling fit into a longer tradition of artists who encode their ideas
through myth, and whose work belongs to a radical tradition, marginalised in its day.
William Blake’s presen'ce is pervasive in Lud Heat. The site of his house and his burial
help to construct the triangular ‘lines of influence’ across the city (LH, p. 18), and
Sinclair quotes several extracts from Jerusalem, the composition of which coincides with
the strange ritualistic Ratcliffe Highway Murders: ‘The year was 1812, the church very
nearly one hundred years old, Blake writing Jerusalem...’ (LH, p. 25). Blake’s presence
also endorses the notion of the artist as a dissident, isolated genius, something which the

nineteenth-century symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud also conjures up. Using an extract
from Une Saison en Enfer (A Season in Hell), “j ‘ensevelis les morts dans mon ventre ”
(LH, p. 95), to close an untitled poem about the interpretation of omens, Sinclair also
describes his dreams as ‘monologues with Rimbaud’ (LH, p. 102). His passionate
rejection of the purely scientific approach colludes with Rimbaud’s understanding of the

- artist’s vision as a product of the derangement of the senses. The celebration of the
marginalised, underground artist figure is perhaps made most explicit in Sinclair’s review

of Catling’s work at a 1974 Royal College of Art exhibition. His account of the bulk of

the exhibition is damning: ‘the ground impression is obviously depressing; enclosed,
cunning, banal and proficient. Our seduction is attempted. There are cries for love ... A
spurious search for ‘originality’ has been éncouraged ... Content is a starving zero.’
Within such a context, Catling’s work stands out, ‘the man is obviously out of sympathy
with the essential strategies of the institute, yet does not oppose them with the kind of
bitter and repressive fury that is, finally, self-mutilating. He doesn’t waste his energy.

Prepared to work undercover he gets on with it as far as is possible in this sponsored,

43 See Perril, ‘A Cartography of Absence: The Work of Iain Sinclair’. Perril discusses Lud Heat’s

engagement with the problem of whether conceptualisation discovers relations that exist a priori or actively
constructs them. He also points out that the title compresses this problem ~ with ‘Heat’ used in the work to

signify instinctual discovery, and ‘Lud’ referring to King Llud, ‘ruler of London in pre-Roman times’ who
was ‘renowned as a master builder ... and therefore represents the elements of construction’, p. 317. Which
pole Lud Heat is more closely allied to is left open to question.
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other-directed, environment’ (LH, p. 78-9). The undercover artist is romanticised here,

not for a showy rebelliousness but for his single-mindedness, his willingness'to ‘go it

alone’.

2.2 Dialogue and Masculine Identity

Sinclair also depicts himself as an artist who is working undercover, albeit within a quite
different environment from Catling’s RCA. The attraction of his job as a garden assistant

in Limehouse lies in its proximity to the sites anchoring the ‘unacknowledged

magnetism’ of the city (LH, p. 21). ‘My own jobs follow the churches across the city’, he

announces, and mowing ‘continually between the shifting influence of St George and St
Anne’ is the latest in a line of temporary occupations, such as ‘cigar-packing in
Clerkenwell’ and working in the ‘ullage cellars of Truman’s Brewery, Brick Lane’, both
of which cross the paths of hidden energies (LH, p. 21). Sinclair’s day-to-day work
provides evidence to support his urban mapping, while depictions of his attempted

~ immersion in this masculine working community also consolidate a particular authorial
identity. To some extent, these sections serve to ground his observations, reinforcing
Sinclair’s role as a muck-rake as much as a shaman, who is concerned not only with high
ritual but with the rituals of everyday life. But his use of quotations in these
autobiographical diary sections also serves to distance the narrator from this wbrking
class culture, implying his status is that of an outsider, a quiet observer whose motivation

is quite distinct from ‘Joe, Arthur, Bill and the others who are in there for the duration’
(dedication to LH, p. 7). |

The method of quoting the dialogue of his colleagues differs from Lud Heat’s
incorporation of other, more textual sources. A greater distance is implied, and the
markers of agreement, which precede the quotes from writers, are absent. Instead,
verbatim quotation is often used to more ironic effect. The boss, for example, ‘discovers
my next-of-kin: ‘just in case.” He warns of ‘rough and ready language.’ ... ‘I’ve been
down here twenty years. They’re not friendly like us northerners’’ (LH, p. 39). The diary '

entry for May 14 comprises “Tractor-driver Ben reads an account of the death of HRH

the Princess Anne’s horse, Doublet. ‘Be better for one of us to be shot than that horse. A
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right shame’’ (LH, p. 40). His summary of the dog handler’s stories of patrolling Victoria

Park are also quietly mocking, using snippets of quotation which bring out the handler’s
‘Fire & treacle of self-righteousness’ (LH, p. 44). Such citations aim to depict a particular
environment by capturing its forms of verbal communication, which the narrator, and by
implication the reader, are removed from. The tone is not always mocking,at times -

Sinclair appears to quote his workmates in affectionate terms, such as his use of the
simple but heartfelt excerpts from the more sensitive Joe who describes his “goose

pimples like golf balls” (LH, p. 101), and his fear of the sight of the hospice where “they
take you in & you never come out” (LH, p. 71). Yet even these more sympathetic

moments serve to strengthen Sinclair’s status as the somewhat removed observer, the

eloquent writer working undercover.

The distinction between the authorial identity Sinclair creates, and his approach to
representing the world of manual labour is indicative of Lud Heat’s complex articulation
of masculine identity. Sinclair seems to project a masterful authorial identity through his
clear signposting of quotations, which creates a dominant authorial voice, clearly in |
charge of the other, inserted voices. This concurs with his constructed ideal of the artist
as a somewhat heroic, independent figure, who is out of sympathy with the dominant
culture. This traditionally masculine figure is a solitary but dedicated enquirer who bears
parallel with Olson’s Maximus. His vision of the city betrays a desire for mastery and
control, not unlike Hawksmoor who ‘had his vision of the whole’ which he was eagef to
apply to the ‘unwieldy Monster’ of London (LH, p. 14). Sinclair’s city is very much a
male domain — designed by men, represented by numerous male artists and writers, and
maintained by male labour — not just the GLC employees, but the ‘giant dustman’ (LH, p.
41), and the ‘cigarette-holding slaughtermen’ of the coroner’s office (LH, p. 59). He
relishes the opportunity to walk the flare-path of Hawksmoor’s churches by night, in the
company of other men ‘taking drinks in the appropriate cellars and rat-holes’ (LH, p.

107), and his interest in ritualistic murders, gang crime and in ‘exploring the psychology
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of the aggressor’™ reinforces this strongly gendered urban geography. But there are

exceptions which seem to undermine this dominant masculinity, in turn reflecting

changing understandings of masculine identity in Britain in the 1970s. There is a

‘¢ Interview with David Sexton, The Inci'ependent on Sunday Magazine, 3" March 1991, pp. 20-26, p. 23
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lingering ambiguity in both his projection of a masculine authorial self, and his

representations of urban working class masculinity.

Sinclair is self-reflexive about the authoritative persona he assumes in Lud Heat.
He is conscious of the limitations of his research, at times alluding to his patterning as a
somewhat inadequate ‘brief and nervy synopsis’ (LH, p. 21), and is overwhelmed when
‘information fattens to excess’ and ‘the whole structure becomes top-heavy and falls
beyond control’ (LH, p. 36). The heroic figure of the lone artist is also undercut by his

awareness of the egoism of such a position. Reflecting on the grounding function of hay

fever as ‘the anchor, the counter - balance’ in the case of a colleague whose ‘self-image 1s
higher than his rung on the ladder of reality’, he also argues that ‘these accusations go
against the poet with equal force. If he is not truly ‘here’ the fevers will nail him. The
continually drawn handkerchief is drenched with his melting ego’ (LH, p. 67). A
comment Sinclair makes in a later work, Rodinsky’s Room, also suggests self-
consciousness about his possessive authorial voice. ‘We excavate the history we need,
bend the past to colonise the present’. *! He acknowledges, then, that his interpretation of
the city, like that of others (in this case the historian Raphael Samuel), is partial and .
driven by personal interests.

Alongside the lingering self-consciousness which undercuts Sinclair’s masterful
authorial persona, his representation of the workforce implies an ambivalence towards

traditional modes of masculinity. His images of all-male camaraderie organised around

cultures of work or drinking suggests a desire to hold onto established forms of male
identity at a time when ‘the masculine myth’ of absolute sexual identities was coming
under various pressures.”® Sinclair’s sustained fascination with the East End can partly be

seen as a resistance to the onset of cultural and material changes in other zones of the city

which were undermining traditional working-class masculinities and configuring new

“ Jain Sinclair and Rachel Lichenstein, Rodinsky’s Room, p. 177

** Jonathan Rutherford, ‘Who’s That Man?’, in Rowena Chapman and Jonathan Rutherford eds., Male
Order: Unwrapping Masculinity (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1998), pp. 21-67. Rutherford argues that |
‘Feminism and radical sexual politics have grown up in the fissures of a disintegrating ideology of
masculine authority; they have also encouraged this shifting of attention onto men’ (p. 24). He discusses
the weakening of various structures and institutions which have resulted in a threat to men’s heterosexual

identities and dominant positions. ‘The changing nature of work, and the disruption of work culture with
the decline of manufacturing industries, the introduction of new technology and the subsequent deskilling
of traditional male jobs are changes that have undermined traditional working-class masculinities’ along

with ‘high leveles of male unemployment and the growing jobs sector employing part-time women’ (p. 23).
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gender identities more closely associated with commerce.*”’ Lud Heat’s account of public
sector working practices stresses the men’s collaborative approach to their tasks. Work
routines are punctuated with stories, banter, discussion of holidays and home — talk which
is ‘cupped in their hands like} prison cigarettes’ (LH, p. 65) — the loquacious Johnny’s
solutions to ‘all the major political social and economic problems’ (LH, p. 119), reading
tabloids in the bothy, breaks for ice-cream, and friendly church caretakers offering tea

(LH, p. 121). Yet it is a specific form of male-camaraderie that is celebrated, as
represented by the more sensitive Joe and Arthur, ‘the odd man out ... the earlier
Spitalfields immigrant ... with that love of flowers and small birds’ (LH, p. 59), which is
valued over more volatile, authoritative forms of masculinity, as seen in the opinionated
‘angry monologues’ (LH, p. 45) of the intolerant boss, and the park patroller relishing his

prohibitive control over public space. Undertones of violence, which are never far from

the surface given Lud Heat’s interest in malevolent forces, also caution against the
romanticisation of the East End or of working-class masculine identities. The section
entitled ‘The immigrant, the sentimental butcher’ develops the motif of territorial
aggression. A report of ‘the Usher Road vigilantes —~ who have declared war on the
squatters who are trying to plant a different culture in their territory’ recounts violent
confrontation over rights to protected enclaves of the city (LH, p. 120). The squatters,
mostly east end families, have been allowed to inhabit the already condemned buildings,

‘[b]ut the indigenous mob wont stand for it. They work and they have devoured media
fear. They break in with pick-axes and crow-bars ...” (LH, p. 120). This drama is seen as
evideﬁce of a more widespread contestation over the spaces of the city, particularly in the
more dilapidated urban areas. Lud Heat alludes to violent confrontation between the
white working class and immigrant communities in an area where Dockers had marched
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