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The Art of the Modernist Body explores the fraught relationship between corporeality and the genesis of
new language in modernist literature. The dissertation argues that the history of disability in the
early twentieth century facilitates a revised account of Anglo-American modernism; specifically, the
modernists’ formal preoccupation with loss, deficiency, and absence, long regarded as a vital aspect
of the movement, can be re-imagined productively through the heuristic of disability theory. The
project likewise reveals that many of modernism’s signature novelties, including free verse, Imagism,
and the embrace of ordinary speech, are influenced by artists” attempts to represent physical
deviance. Fach text in question is generated out of repeated encounters with extraordinary figures
or forms, and the artists openly challenge the conceptual, social, and political parameters that delimit
the ideal human body. Their literature also reminds us that the modernist period is a remarkably
inchoate time in terms of how the body is imagined. Two World Wars, the rise of the machine age,
and advances in prosthetic and rehabilitative medicine are just a few of the phenomena that brought
the human form to the forefront of British and American culture, with politicians, cultural critics,

industrial scions, workers, artists, and soldiers all tussling over the social and economic value of



imperfect bodies. Accordingly, many accounts from the period resist any entrenched, discrete
notions of normality and abnormality, and acts of corporeal discipline, normalization, and
rehabilitation are neither roundly condemned nor applauded. The confluence of multiple visions of
corporeality not only alters the cultural landscape, but it also affects the very language through which
the experience of physical difference is articulated. The novelists and poets herein record both
processes, namely by producing what might be called a “contingency of corporeality:” they define
the superlative modernist body as a hybrid entity, a form that registers the dueling forces of

normalization and destabilization.
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Introduction
Like a Patient

“Behold a man,” contemporary poet C.D. Wright commands, “the most familiar body
outside one’s own (to which one pays less and less attention), as perfect in its imperfections as in its
perfections.” So we look at the photograph, perhaps marking the archaism of this imperative as we
do so, for it conjures an older sense that has nothing to do with ocularity: “behold” from the Old
English, bibaldan, meaning to hold by, to retain, to keep, as said of an opinion or a belief or a
commitment. The photo, taken from Sally Mann’s project “Proud Flesh” (for which Wright
supplies the prefatory text), satisfies this arcane sense of “beholding” as well. For it is a shot of
Mann’s husband Larry, a lawyer and part-time blacksmith who was diagnosed with muscular
dystrophy fifteen years ago and who is Mann’s sole subject in “Proud Flesh.” As the title suggests,
the collection seeks to resist depicting Larry Mann’s disability in a stereotypical fashion; the title
itself is a play upon the term “proud flesh,” which refers to the “overgrowth of granulations that
spring upon a wound.” Viewed collectively, the pictures simultaneously reject the narrative of the
steadily deteriorating body and the triumphalist narrative of the cripple “overcoming’ his disability.

When the Manns were interviewed for National Public Radio in February of 2011, the
correspondent said of Larry: “he’s rugged, with a solid frame, and you realize, watching him move
about the farm, that he’s got a pronounced hitch in his step” (Block). The photograph, with limned
lines of muscle cutting obscurely through shadow, confirms his solidity; perhaps the only sign of his
disability is the way he leans on the table in front of him for balance. Mann explains that she
heightens the peculiar effects of the light by choosing camera equipment from the early twentieth
century, described by the NPR correspondent as “the kind where you duck under a cloth to take the

picture. They have hulking wooden frames, accordion-like bellows and long brass lenses held



together with tape, with mold growing inside” (Block). Mann tells the story of her husband’s
crippled body with crippled technology.

The photo is called “Hephaestus.” What do we know of Hephaestus, Vulcan, the so-called
“crook-foot” god? The Iliad calls him the “famous crippled smith” of Olympus, the deity who was
hurled out by Zeus for taking Hera’s side in a quarrel and then plummeted from immortal heights
“all day long,” finally landing upon the human isle of Lemnos. Disability scholar and activist Petra
Kuppers, musing on an allusion to Hephaestus in the poem “New/Unnamed” by the Australian
disability culture poet Philip Dowd, reminds us that Hephaestus is the “maker-god, the anvil-god,
the one who makes nice things for the other inmates of Olympus...He is the craftsman of the gods,
who can create out of nothing, poeisis” (“Disability Culture”). William Ebenstein likewise discusses
Hephaestus’s trade, though he chooses to emphasize the god’s command of technology. The
blacksmith’s workshop is replete with mechanical wonders: “twenty self-animated tripods with
golden wheels,” “voice-activated bellows” (the Olympian IPhone?), and “two golden statues who
serve as his assistants” (“Toward an Archetypal”).

Perhaps these fantastic tools are what create the “distant drone” of machines Wright
imagines as the sonic texture for the photograph of Larry Mann. She admits the press of myth, the
press of the desire to create a language that both shapes and unshapes her subject:

Crows cawing. Always crows. Distant drone of machinery. An old tree has fallen.

It will burn through the months in this room. The light stretched, curved, squared

off. The contrasts strictly regulated. Stippling of the backs of the legs. Torn strips.

Craqueleur. Shredding. Blackened slurry in the corner of the frame. She did that.

The sorcerer. He is worn smooth, marmoreal. Tomorrow he goes into town, to

lawyer. But he is standing now. He is Vulcan. Hephaestus. (Who had a bum leg.)

He is at his forge. He is Fire. He is the only god on the Mount with a job. Who

works with his hands. If the room were amplified, it would tick and respirate as

walls and windows disappeared. Mattress fit for a prison cot. A bowl made by a

friend, a Russian tea glass, an aerial of television disguised as blackdrop, and #he. A

man beheld. It goeth to the quick. To the quick. Has your arm gone to sleep?

Stripped of activity. An overflowingness of being. He knows we are looking. When

he faces the window, the rain obscures the field. Perhaps nothing is out there. Else,
the world, sweet and wet, swarming with color. A darkling hand hovers above its
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opposite shoulder. The image of the back, a canvas for scratches made by the
photographer. All backs are lonely. All backs existentially apart. The way they knew
it would be. And yet “empirically personal,” the words retrieved unacknowledged.
Likewise these, “big strong seeing.” How is it their privacy is not penetrated by the
audacity of our stare? How is it that these frames add up to an enactment, not a
series of stills of him? Let’s all sit down in our broken chairs with our broken hearts
in our laps and clap. Anticipation of movement, of a sudden shift. The body’s
betrayal, dignified by its bearing. Just some window light, some cloth, a worktable, a
man lying quietly, or standing with his foot on a stool. The mystery, thought the
optimist’s daughter, iz how little we know of other people is no greater than the mystery of how
much. The converse is also true. Do you need to stretch now? Can you open your
legs more? Can you get closer to the edge and recline in the air a little more? Can
you stay on that brink? Were you dreaming again? Of being choked off? Limb by
limb? If she knew what he was thinking, would she turn away? Would regret trickle
in, shame maybe? A spill of unsaids? Speculate, as you will, on the meaning, but not
the upshot. Every frame, evidence of deep true control. Clear, beautiful, frozen.

His face, finally. Painfree. Lzke a patient etherized upon a table. Would she turn away?
Never.

Wright’s writing, which customarily intersperses sensual, concrete observations (“‘crows cawing.
Always crows”) with cosmic ponderings (“an overflowingness of being”) means that her style is
well-suited to broaching the complexity of disabled subjectivity. The disciplining, potentially
exploitative manipulations of the photographer, implicit in the “squarings” and “smoothings” of
Larry Mann’s body and his surroundings, are offset elsewhere by corporeal realities that defy
regulation: “certain sensations have to be attended, an itch that intensifies, an ache that gets louder.”
The body imprints its own story, with the prose as the site of record. Likewise, the simple lines “all
backs are lonely. All backs existentially apart” are shorthand for the knowledge that all bodies, at
some point, become subject to a documenting, examining gaze; that all bodies, all spines, are subject
to bending.

And then those final leveling lines, as Wright invokes one of the most famous similes in
twentieth-century literature: “like a patient etherized upon a table.” What is happening here? It is,
in one way, the most banal, the most immediate allusion one can make. I recall being in an interview
in which I was discussing the history of disability imagery in modernist poetry, and one of my

interviewers nodded thoughtfully and said: “I have to agree, because when I think of modernism,
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frankly, the first thing that comes to mind for me is Eliot’s “Prufrock” and the patient etherized
upon the table. It’s the modern image.” Clearly, to be an etherized patient is, for T.S. Eliot and for
legions of readers, synonymous with the unfortunate condition of the eatly twentieth-century
subject. It is synonymous with a kind of moral, psychic, and indeed physical disability- for despite
the flaneurial aspirations of the opening invitation to “let us go,” the poem spends a lot of time
restricted to various kinds of “chambers.” Patienthood becomes symbolic of the most
quintessentially modernist anxieties- utter lack of agency, affective numbness and inability to discern
meaning from language and gesture, the Prufrockian impossibility of getting one’s mind and tongue
in concert (“It is impossible to say just what I mean!”), the psychological paralysis that generates a
plethora of inconsequential questions in lieu of action. Kuppers has written about Prufrock’s
brethren the “hollow men” and how their disabled forms embody a similarly bleak vision of
modernity: “lean together,” “drawn, they stand in that/ shape without form/ shade without
colout,/ paralysed force, gesture without motion” (“Disability Culture”). What Kuppers deems the
“flaccid,” purgatorial ache of their wait confirms that Eliot uses paralysis negatively, monolithically,
as a “metaphor for the human condition” (“Disability Culture”).

But what if the components of metaphor are pulled apart? What if the metaphor is
recentered, as it is in Wright’s accompanying text for the photography of Larry Mann? What if the
line is placed in a new context and we are compelled to rethink our assumptions about the speaker,
the time period in question, the poet? Certainly this is in part what Wright accomplishes at the end
of her piece. The “spill of unsaids” and the possibility of speculation, the inability to know the other
that apparently torments Prufrock so, become the foundation of love. Of peace. To be patient-ly
etherized upon a table means to be free of a particular kind of existential agony, because it means

being linked to someone who “will never turn away” from what Susan Wendell calls the “hard



physical realities” (45) of disabled bodies. For Larry Mann, it means being “beheld” in the archaic
sense.

Might Eliot himself have envisioned the metaphor of the “patient etherized upon a table” in
this way? Kuppers asks: “who is sung to here? Who is asked for permission to let me be the poet
of cripples- members of crip culture, addressed by their singer, or the mainstream addressed by an
Orphic poet, like Eliot?” (“Disability Culture”). Well, Eliot himself spent a fair amount of time on
clinical tables, a fact which certainly complicates the ready assignment of this poet to the ranks of
the “mainstream” and able. And while I don’t wish to devote much space to Eliot here, I point this
out because it illustrates how our ableist assumptions (i.e. to be an etherized patient is to be mute
and devoid of agency) and our preconceptions about modernity (to be a modern urbanite is to be
mute and devoid of agency) can reinforce each other and thereby close down potentially complex
and historically aware readings of modernist art. In the case of the line from “Prufrock,” I would
refer to Matjotie Petloffs 27-Century Modernism: A New Poetics and her chapter “The Avant-Garde
Eliot,” which reminds us that before Eliot was the standard-bearer for high modernism, his
“Prufrock” was called “absolutely insane” (27) by an editor. Could we imagine that for our Eliotic
speaker, who inhabits a world full of people who come-and-go without purpose or reflection, the
“catatonic” (20) suspension mimicked by the prosody in the line “patient etherized upon a table”
might have been an achievement, a desirable physiological state rather than an undesirable one?
Such a reading would also reinforce Stephen Spender’s observation that the “ether” possibly
connotes “ethereal,” linking anesthesia with the vividness of dream (and it’s worth noting that in
contemporary medicine, fantastic dreams are considered a common part of the experience of

anesthesia).1 Or does it change our perception to know that before the ether was regulated for use

! Alison Winter’s chapter “Anesthesia and the Redefinition of Pain” in Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in
Viictorian Britain tells the fascinating story of how ether was transformed from a drug associated with
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as an anesthetic in the mid nineteenth century, it was fashionable to hold gatherings known as “ether
frolics,” where participants recreationally inhaled ether to induce visions and histrionic behavior
(Romantic poet Robert Southey reportedly was a frolic attendee)?” Perhaps these famous first lines
of “Prufrock,” which have typically been read as symbolic of a world that is already numb, impotent,
voiceless, are actually a vision of possibility and expansiveness which the rest of the poem, the im-
“patient” world, cannot match. Is being “etherized upon a table” actually a kind of “moment’s
surrender?””’

Who has permission to be a “poet of cripples?” Who counts and who doesn’t? The issue of
identification was a critical matter for me in the conception of this project, particularly because none

of my writers explicitly self-identified as disabled- at least, none of them did so in a way that would

theater and spectacle into a carefully regulated medical anesthetic. Winter shows how the growing
use of ether as an anesthetic in the mid-nineteenth century was concomitant with a historical
“anesthetizing” of sorts, as the drug’s complicated and “messy” history was ignored so as to create a
“perfect profile” for its emergence as a medical wonder (184). Whether or not Eliot was aware of
the “ether frolic” tradition is unclear; it is, however, possible that the opening lines of “Prufrock”
might have been commenting upon a similar modern “anesthetizing” of the very term “ether,”
which once had sensual, visionary currency but was regulated until it became synonymous with
numbness.

’1In 2005, the modern UK theater group Sound&Fury, in collaboration with the theater collective
Shunt, conceived and performed a work entitled E#ber Frolics, which they describe as an attempt to
explore “the history and contemporary practice of anaesthesia and questions of consciousness”
(“Sound and Fury”). Initial performances were in the vault-like spaces underneath the London
Bridge railway station; performances of the 2008 revival took place at the Royal London Hospital.
The review from The Guardian’s Michael Billington recounted “a white-walled, hospital-like space
where a jocular medico prepares us for the effects of an anaesthetising suppository. In the ensuing
darkness, we hear a collection of strange sounds, including distantly tinkling bells, and see weird
sights - especially striking are the geometric shapes, including triangles and cubes, that come looming
out of the darkness” (981). See also Stanton B. Garnet’s “Is There a Doctor In the House?
Medicine and the Making of Modern Drama,” which uses Ether Frolics to frame a discussion of
realist drama and the medicalized body.

3 Hunter S. Thompson on ether: “This is the main advantage of ether: it makes you behave like the
village drunkard in some early Irish novel... total loss of all basic motor skills: blurred vision, no
balance, numb tongue- severance of all connection between the body and the brain. Which is
interesting because you can actually watch yourself behaving in this terrible way, but you can't
control it” (45).



be recognized in contemporary disability studies discourse, though we must be mindful of the fact
that they did not have contemporary discursive practices available to them in their historical
moment, and so the language and strategies of self-identification and community formation were
not what we might expect. Even bearing historicity in mind, identity politics are a thorny matter.
Rosemarie Garland Thomson writes in Extraordinary Bodies that disability is an especially troublesome
category because it “unites a highly marked, heterogeneous group whose only commonality is being
considered abnormal” (24). Or, as skeptical colleague once said to me: “well, aren’t we all disabled?”
Well, yes, in a way, and the universality is one of the qualities that ensures the relevance of disability
theory. Tobin Siebers notes that “only 15% of people with disabilities are born with their
impairments” (59), which means that most disabled people becomze disabled. Perhaps more significant
is Siebers’s observation that the trajectory of human disability is seldom linear and predictable. The
customary narrative that has us moving progressively from able-bodiedness to disability with age or
the onset of disease is in actuality not customary at all. It is typical to transition unevenly and
unexpectedly between able-bodiedness and disability repeatedly over the course of a lifetime;
disability studies theorists contend that it is more accurate, if more disconcerting, to think of
ourselves as “temporarily-abled” (Siebers 60).* Alternately, Deborah Marks has suggested the term
“contingently able-bodied,” which, she argues, exposes the “fantasy” of ‘ability’ (18). The notion of
“temporary” or “contingent” able-bodiedness is likewise valuable in that it decenters what is known
as the “overcoming” or “triumphalist” narrative, in which an individual conquers his or her
disability. Though it seems benign, the “overcoming” narrative is pernicious because of its implicit

critique of the disabled individual. Michael Davidson writes that these narratives all seem to advise,

4 , ,
See also Bérubé.



“Buck up! If you’d stop whining and get on with your therapy (and stop asking for expensive
accommodation) you could be one of us” (224).°

Some of the most persuasive work in disability theory in recent years has emerged from texts
that reflect the audacious truth of our “contingent able-bodiedness.” Jim Ferris’s essay “The
Enjambed Body: A Step Towards a Crippled Poetics,” for instance, describes a succession of
surgeries and repairs to his leg, “fragmentation and rodding,” (4) the waits until subsequent
surgeries, “broken leg healed, largely forgotten,” (4), numerous braces, stitch “caesuras” (5) that find
their way into his verse. Vivian Sobchack’s essay “Real Phantoms/Phantom Realities: On the
Phenomenology of Bodily Imagination,” which discusses her experience with phantom limb
syndrome after the amputation of her left leg, offers the metaphor of her body as “laboratory;” she
records her changing perceptual experiences of her leg and reflects upon the attendant changes in
the language with which she registers this process. Sue Schweik’s work on early twentieth-century
poet Josephine Miles likewise focuses upon the “contingent” able-bodiedness of her subject; Miles,
who had rheumatoid arthritis, experienced “unpredictable flare-ups and remissions” (495) which
challenged the stability of categories such as “normal,” “sick,” “disabled,” and “cured.” Ferris and
Sobchack, who embrace crip identity unequivocally, and Miles, whose career occurred before the
emergence of what we would regard as disability activism, are all equally deserving of a place in the

disability studies project.

> Simi Linton describes how the “overcoming” narrative inhibits political and social change by
placing the onus upon the individual: “the ideas imbedded in the overcoming rhetoric are of personal
triumph over a personal condition. The idea that someone can overcome a disability has not been
generated within the community; it is a wish fulfillment generated from the outside. It is a demand
that you be plucky and resolute, and not let the obstacles get in your way. If there are no curb cuts
at the corner of the street so that people who use wheelchairs can get across, then you should learn
to do wheelies and jump the curbs. If there are no sign language interpreters for deaf students at the
high school, then you should study harder, read lips, and stay up late copying notes from a
classmate. When disabled people internalize the demand to “overcome” rather than demand social
change, they shoulder the same kind of exhausting and self-defeating “Super Mom” burden that
feminists have analyzed” (165).

8



The three writers in my dissertation satisfy this contemporary conception of disability as a
dynamic, historically and environmentally contingent phenomenon. D.H. Lawrence, the eatliest of
the trio, experienced pulmonary illness sporadically and with varying degrees of intensity until his
death from tuberculosis at a young age. John Worthen writes that Lawrence “had what was called a
‘weak chest’: he was particularly subject to colds, coughs, inflammation and bronchitis” (184). At
times he was healthy enough to embark upon lengthy transatlantic and trans-Mediterranean travels,
many of which he documents in his nonfiction essays and novels alike. Other times he was so ill
that he could not get out of bed, and he wrote frankly about the sense that certain body parts were
behaving like men who were “defaulting” on their debts.® The mutability of Lawrence’s physical
condition becomes intimately tied to his strategies for poetic revolt, as well as to his sensitive,
exhaustive (at times, exhausting) defenses of biological variation in nature.

H.D.’s place is at once the most traditional, the most tenuous, and the most significant.
Unlike Lawrence and Williams, both of whom had physical defects that were medically diagnosed
when they were young men, H.D. did not have a readily identifiable, namable condition. She
becomes increasingly infirm with age, the most acute injury occurring when she injures her hip
during a fall in 1956; after the fall, she never walks “normally” again. William Carlos Williams
speaks of her disability when describing the final time that these two poets and longtime friends
would see each other, at a ceremony held by the American Academy of Arts and Letters in May of
1960: “didn’t she make a grand entrance to the platform with her crab’s walk brushing all formality

aside in her determination to be there?” She was, he said, a “distinguished poet right to the end”

® Lawrence once wrote of his financial woes in 1909: “I wish I were not so handicapped for cash,
my shirts are patched, my boots are- well, not presentable” (Le#ers, 130). That the language of
disability and the language of poverty often intertwine for Lawrence is suggestive of what
contemporary disability theorists have come to recognize as an irrefutable link between disability and
economic inequality. See Charlton, as well as Davidson’s chapter “Universal Design: The Work of
Disability in an Age of Globalization.”



(qtd. in Mariani 757). Yet the fact that H.D. lacked a specific, easily classifiable disability or ailment
for much of her life is, in some sense, the point of her inclusion. One of the major
accomplishments of her poetry is how it exposes the ways in which people who merely feel
“deviantly” are pathologized in certain environments. H.D.’s personal narrative suggests that she
was seen as someone who periodically required “emotional convalescence,” and her disability was
her failure to respond to external stimuli with the feelings and language that others expected of her.
Her poetry is critically valuable to disability studies in that it elucidates the particular dilemmas of
those whose disabilities are not physical;’ it raises the provocative issue of why the regulation of
feeling should be a desirable aim at all, and it questions how to express mental disability in a world
where the language of material disability is overdetermined and where disabled bodies are all too
present.

William Carlos Williams always regarded himself as both a physician and a poet. Now, with
the development of medical school courses in “patient narrative,” and the welcome progress of
programs in the medical humanities in the U.S. and abroad, many contemporary readers know him
in both roles as well.® Yet I want to supplement this duality with the often-neglected role of patient,

for Williams surely was that, too. Like H.D., Williams became disabled with age; he had a series of

" As Bradley Lewis notes in his history of “Mad Pride,” Thomas Szasz, one of the most influential
anti-psychiatry and “Mad Pride” activists of the late twentieth century, argued that mental illness did
not even exist: “for Szasz, physical illness was real because you can see the x-ray, but a “broken brain”
is a myth because there is no x-ray that will show it. For Szasz, to see mental illness as “real” rather
than as metaphor was to make a serious category mistake. “Mental illness” is not objectively
observable; it is a myth” (343). Now, of course, due to advances in medical technology (particularly
imaging), some types of mental illness are “objectively observable.”

8 Brian A. Bremen has noted that Williams’s writing about medicine, which “exposes the limits of
the predominantly algebraic, scientific model of diagnosis prevalent around the turn of the century,”
anticipates the contemporary “narrative” understanding of the patient evinced in the medical
writings of people such as Oliver Sacks (86). For more on Sacks’s writing and its relevance for
disability theory, see Cassuto, who notes that Sacks’s body of work “suggests an effort to bend the
case study away from scientific taxonomy and towards the use of medical methodology to liberate
human diversity and individuality” (124).
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strokes in 1951-52 that severely affected his speech, his motor coordination, and his vision. Much
of his late poetry is seen as an acquiescence to his new physical reality; T. Hugh Crawford writes that
the last book of Paterson, for example, has a “tone of peaceful resignation” (145), and he remarks
that Williams’s stroke “adds a poignancy” to the images of “flickering recognition” that run
throughout the final section, but his analysis stops there.  In The Poetics of Indeterminacy, Marjorie
Perloff may advance a different reading of Paterson, denying its seemingly improvisational feel, but
she likewise alludes to Williams’s stroke to make a claim about his late-career return to “stateliness.”
Apparently, when Williams has his stroke, he loses his modernist mojo as well: “no more snatches of
documentary prose, no Cubist or Surrealist superpositions or dislocations” (153). What both
Crawford and Perloff fail to recognize, though, is that after Williams’s stroke, he becomes the
subject of his own documentary impulse in poems such as Pazerson V and “Asphodel,” and
furthermore, these acts of self-documentation are just as performative and elaborate as his eatrlier,
more overtly “modernist” works; in part, I argue, this is because Williams’s embodied experience of
his disability is not nearly as static nor as “stately” as such readings suggest. That “Asphodel”
purports to be a “triumph of simple confession,” as Perloff says, doesn’t mean that it is. In addition
to accounts of his strokes, I also discuss the often-overlooked fact of Williams’s adolescent heart

ailment, which he frequently links with the subjects of walking and locality in his work.

Disabling Modernism
In a dual-field project such as this one, I also had to consider a few key conceptual matters at
stake for the field of modernism. Perhaps the first query any respectable modernist scholar poses to

T3¢}
N

herself is, which modernism? Opening any tome nowadays, when the plural is de riguenr, it is
difficult to imagine a time when people spoke of modernism as a monolithic entity. Reading a

sentence which defines modernism as committed to “reactionary grand narratives of social and

psychic order” is a bit like going through your drawer and finding the popsicle-stick creature you
11



made in kindergarten: it’s quaint but vaguely embarrassing. Michael Levenson, who, despite his
trenchancy obviously could stand to peruse some body theory, opines: “a coarsely understood
Modernism is at once an historical scandal and a contemporary disability” (1). Recent work in
modernism, enriched by scholarship in fields including (but certainly not limited to) gender studies,
affect studies, postcolonial studies, and film studies, has taught us to be judicious about assigning
labels and agendas to particular writers, and to be alert to how our own critical biases can sometimes
make us unaware of the nuance of forms and positions that, to us, seem essentialist, mundane,
conciliatory, bourgeois, conservative, etc. That said, even the most strenuously avant-garde
modernist projects can sometimes advance a regressive agenda. So the “grand narratives” persist,
though now we seek evidence of them in unexpected places: in out-of-print books, in secondary plot
lines, in supporting characters, in other literary traditions. This is why, when we are interpreting a
poem such as “Prufrock,” we often have to pick our Eliot. Which modernism does the poem
exemplify? Do we see hints of the post- Waste Land incarnation, high modernism and the
“autocratic, inhibited, depressed, rather narrow-minded, and considerably bigoted fake Englishman”
(119), as Cynthia Ozick famously characterized him in her 1989 essay “T.S. Eliot at 101”2 Or do we
see remnants of a nascent modernist aesthetic and evidence of an “avant-garde” Eliot, the young
man who once wrote in the “Preludes:” “I am moved by fancies that are cutled / around these
images, and cling: The notion of some infinitely gentle / Infinitely suffering thing” (15)?

Disability theory is a welcome heuristic in that it gives us the means to assess such options
more sagely. Consequently, for this project, my examination of modernism is less about delimiting
the movement according to a specific set of political or cultural aims than it is about establishing a
nuanced historical context for the three writers in question, and then using disability theory to isolate

and illuminate those moments, practices, and texts that best evince how modernists were working
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through (and generating) the terms of embodiment in their era.” The art of the three writers ve
chosen spans the entirety of what is typically defined as the modernist period. This historical scope
is significant because it includes key modernist events such as the lingering effects of fin-de-siecle
decadence, the Great War, the global economic crises of the 1930s, World War Two, and the first
tentative steps towards a post-nuclear postmodernity, all of which are also watershed phenomena
with respect to the institutionalization and medicalization of disability in the twentieth century. My
dissertation is also an Anglo-American “mongrel,” to riff on Mina Loy’s language. The hybridity
reflects the unusual nature of modernism’s transatlantic reach; other literary periods may boast rich
transatlantic histories, but Anglo-American modernism was singular in the remarkable extent to
which the definitive moments and texts of the period emerged out of transatlantic collaborations.
Lawrence, H.D., and Williams all were bound to each other through an intricate lattice of personal
and professional relationships.

It seems equally germane to mention how I conceive of the relationship between modernism
and modernity, especially given the vexed status of modernity in current disability studies debate.
Whether a particular strain of modernism is seen as responding to modernity or whether it is viewed
as an equal term in a mutually constitutive, mutually originative relationship (hence the journal title
Modernism/ modernity) can determine what kind of texts get enshrined, which ones are ignored, which
methodologies seem viable, and a range of other critically pertinent issues. It is my position that to
portray modernist artists as merely responding to modernity’s relentlessly “progressive narrative” of

“the triumph of the rational spirit, principles of efficiency, and scientific management” (“Cultural

% Sara Danius’s definition of modernism as “an umbrella term covering a variety of cultural
practices” (0) is instructive here, as is Lawrence Rainey’s conception of modernism as a “social
reality.” Rainey argues that by understanding the institutions (such as publishing) that mediate
between readers and works and by studying the “social spaces and staging venues” (5) where
modernism operated, we can avoid the “high modernism” vs. mass culture schism and the perils of
formalism. Rainey’s comments about the fallacy of the high/low divide in modernism are worth
heeding; his dire warnings about the perils of formalism are less so.
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Locations” 31) denies them of what, to all evidence, was their astute sense of modernity’s
contradictions and its subversive possibilities. As Sara Blair has remarked, the modernists may have
shared “a commitment to experimenting with the cultural power of literary forms,” but implicit in
this commitment is an awareness of the “contestatory nature of [these] investments in form,
technique, and literary value” (166). Likewise, in the introduction to their volume Bad Modernisms,
modernist scholars Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz take up the question of modernism’s
formal and cultural traditionalism. They note that by the end of the twentieth-century,
“modernism’ could be used in a way that ‘avant-garde’ could not: to suggest a persistent orthodoxy
rather than a deliberate challenge” (6), or a continuity with and enforcement of tradition rather than
a radical break. Postmodernism, viewed as an “energizing refutation of modernist complacencies”
(6), became the fashionable locus of all that was subversive and edgy and, more germane for the
discussion here, potentially liberating for those whose bodies were silenced or denied a place in
modernism’s history. Yet this critical development obscures the fact that “badness is relative and
contextual” (9), as Mao and Walkowitz put it: that when properly contextualized, seemingly
conservative literary forms or practices become strategic. They become potentially radical modes of
critique and investigation rather than extensions of a homogeneous modernist endeavor.
Elucidating the contradictory history of modernist textual and cultural production is especially
significant for this project. It complicates our assumptions about how certain writers negotiated the
subject of the body in modernist art, and it challenges the reductive narrative of modernity that has
been promulgated by disability studies scholars in the humanities. Many early twentieth-century
institutions, inventions, and practices certainly initiated and encouraged the “making” of modern
disability, and acknowledging modernism’s complicity in this often destructive transition is a

10

necessary historical reckoning.” Yet the modernist period also gave rise to an equally significant

' Garner lodges a similar critique of disability studies in his discussion of modern drama: “the
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assortment of institutions, inventions, and practices that questioned the emergent “normativity;”
historical context might have circumscribed the potential for resistance, but such potential was
present nonetheless. Given how many disability studies scholars have embraced an unqualified view
of modernism as a totalizing, hegemonic, pro-technological, normalizing force, it is imperative to
acknowledge such historical nuances. One crucial aim of my project is thereby to illumine how the
art of writers such as D.H. Lawrence, H.D., and William Carlos Williams is simultaneously a record
of disability’s “modern” making and a site of its undoing.

Postmodern art has proven amenable to disability theory, largely because postmodern
disability artists now can access a lexicon and a tradition that are politicized and readily identifiable
as “crip,” and their aesthetic strategies need not respond to the alleged modernist burden of the
totalizing narrative. Eighteenth century art and literature are also fertile ground for disability
theorists, since this time period, like the postmodern era, is regarded as an era of flux. Yet whereas
postmodernity offers the possibility of a historical moment when disabled men and women possess
the tools with which to destabilize and destroy modern binaries such as sick/well, disabled/able-

bodied, the eighteenth century is seen as a time when such paradigms were nonexistent or, if they

emphasis of disability studies on social construction is often at odds with a study of the somatic
body, its conditions of ease and dis-ease, and the biosphere to which it belongs, while the suspicion
of the medical on the part of disability theorists limits their interest in broader developments in
medical discourses, practices, and technologies. The difficulty presented by a narrow application of
this approach...is evident with a figure such as Samuel Beckett, whose drama and fiction are rife
with medical terminology and with characters marked by bodily impairment and illness...because
Beckett’s work does not foreground the social meanings of impairment, it has received little
attention from disability theorists. Those who consider it, such as Ato Quayson, inevitably confront
the question of whether one can speak of disability at all in Beckett’s dramatic and fictional
universe” (314-15).
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did exist, they were emergent and labile, rather than means by which political and economic control
were exercised and deviant bodies were controlled, hushed up, locked up."

The burgeoning of the modern age in the late eighteenth- and nineteenth century creates and
consolidates these previously fluid categories, with the late nineteenth- and early twentieth century
period often seen as the culmination, and some would argue the nadir, of this process. Tim
Armstrong has pronounced that “modernism is characterized by the desire to zntervene in the bodys;
to render it part of modernity by techniques which may be biological, mechanical or behavioural”
(6). Modernity’s interventions had (and continue to have) contradictory consequences for all bodies,
though the consequences for people with disabilities were even more difficult to parse. In this vein,
Tobin Siebers notes that one of the major debates in disability studies centers around the notion of
whether or not people with disabilities “had it better or worse” before the inception of modernity.
Yet I’d contend that the notion of a vibrant debate over the status of modernity is somewhat
fictional, given the extent to which the “had it better beforehand” camp tends to dominate current
disability studies discourse. It is when industrial society is created, one line of thought avers, that
normalcy begins to be enforced. For example, Rosemarie Garland Thomson opines that “in
modern times markers of individuation like physical disability render one a ‘case’ upon which power
is exercised,” whereas in pre-modern times, disability, while sometimes viewed as a disadvantage,
might have been read “as a distinguishing mark of power or prestige’ (40). Modernity, with its
concomitant rhetoric of “case” and cure, forecloses the possibility of a positive cultural

interpretation of disability. Lennard Davis similarly has pointed out that the word “norm” didn’t

" In the words of Helen Deutsch, “newly naturalized disability caused the eighteenth century to
doubt its own eyes.” It was a period “suspended between two narrative paradigms of the disabled
individual:” a premodern notion of monstrosity and “divine punishment for moral failings,” and our
modern, “triumphalist” narrative of disability as “an obstacle to be heroically conquered by a
randomly afflicted individual” (198). See also Deutsch and Nussbaum for a comprehensive survey
of disability in the eighteenth century.
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even come to consciousness until the middle of the nineteenth century (3). In fact, one could add a
number of telling terms to that list: “gammy,” meaning lame or disabled through injury or pain,
didn’t appear until 1879; “gimp” (presumably a variation on “gammy”’), which refers both to a lame
leg and to a person with a lame leg, first appears in 1925; and the first documented use of “crip” as
abbreviation for cripple occurs in 1918. In addition to acts of linguistic enforcement of difference,
Davis notes that the rise of eugenics, which was a transatlantic (and ultimately global) phenomenon,
winning adherents both in America and in England, occurred coevally with the height of the
modernist era (8-10)."” Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell likewise have referred to the manufacturing
of disability in the eatly twentieth century, with increasing value placed on homogeneity due to
standardization of the workplace (“Cultural Locations” 23)."” Or consider a late nineteenth-century
movement such as Fletcherism, which is in critical vogue again because of the renewed interest in
epicurean culture; the Fletcherian concept of the body as a “machine,” designed to eliminate waste
and “maximize efficiency,” reflects a cultural interest in bodily perfectibility, improvement, and the

regulation of corporeal excess. The modern period is also seen as a definitive moment for the

2 In their introduction to Cultural 1ocations of Disability, Snyder and Mitchell similarly claim that
bodily discipline is a “quintessentially modernist project.” They write: “The eugenics period
provided the tools and rationale for a hygienic drive toward the valorization of perfection and
normalization. These goals stand at the heart of the modernist impulse. Rather than make eugenics
an aberration of modernism, this study takes as the targets of our critique the practices of hereditary
“cleansing” developed in this period” (4-5).

13 Siebers alludes to Jameson’s notion of the “political unconscious” to explain how social spaces
implicitly reinforce bodily homogeneity: “a social propensity to organize cultural representations and
artifacts according to the symbolism of number and averaging rather than individualism.” Siebers
explains that many innovations in modernist architecture and industrial design were predicated upon
a model of an ideal “social body:” “Le Corbusier invented the modular scale of proportion, while
[Henry] Dreyfuss pioneered human factors engineering. The former favored a man six feet tall,
possessing proportionate dimensions between his upraised hands, head, waist, and feet. The latter
created a series of charts representing “Joe,” “Josephine,” and “Joe Jr.,” a typical American male,
female, and child, whose proportions set the human factors needed to design the Bell telephone,
Polaroid camera, and Honeywell thermostat as well as airplane interiors, tractors, vacuum cleaners,
trains, and helicopters” (85).
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Foucauldian phenomenon of “bio-power,” that matrix of concepts like health, sanitation, birthrate,
longevity, and race which, since the late eighteenth century, has enabled authorities to invade, track,
control, and at times eliminate non-normative bodies under the guise of progress.'* When William
Carlos Williams writes the following lines about modern life in Paterson V, he is inscribing bio-
power’s effects: “the times are not heroic/ since then/ but they are cleaner/ and freer of disease.”"’
In Edith Wharton’s 1912 novel The Reef, the “beaded and bugled” doyenne Madame de
Chantelle sits down with George Darrow to discuss his relationship with Anna Leath. She appraises
Darrow’s love interest in that sniffingly epigrammatic style that is the /Jngua franca for all of
Wharton’s aristocratic women, saying: “Anna is ‘modern’- I believe that’s what it’s called when you
read unsettling books and admire hideous pictures” (180). The formidable Madame might be “old
fashioned- like [her] furniture” (182), as she puts it, but her judgment about the modern is spot-on.
For aesthetically speaking, what complements the entrenchment of the “normative” body is greater
attention to the representational power of the non-normative, and the appropriation of the language
of disability to define and advance artistic projects. The modern return to the Greek etymology of

the term “aesthetic,” meaning “things perceptible by the senses, things material” is an especially key

constituent in this alternate sort of bodily “intervention.” Siebers locates the origin of the shift in

14 Biopower’s representational import is just as significant than its institutional force; Siebers writes,
“biopower determines for Foucault the way that human subjects experience the materiality of their
bodies. The human subject has no body, nor does the subject exist, prior to its subjection as
representation. Bodies are linguistic effects driven, first, by the order of representation itself and,
second, by the entire array of social ideologies dependent on this order” (55).

* Deborah Lupton has observed that in theory, the Foucauldian approach, which sees illness as a
discursive construction and hence imagines the doctor-patient relationship as emerging relationally,
suggests that patients can exercise more power than they do in the physician-dominated
“medicalization” model of modern health. Yet she remarks that most critics tend to read Foucault
in a way that reifies the medicalization model: they “focus on surveillance and medical domination,
and the inability of the patient to return the clinical gaze. They often represent medical power as
overwhelmingly coercive and confining, despite Foucault’s own insistence about the productive
rather than the repressive nature of power” (101).

18



realism, which is the first movement to offer up “trash, fragments, imperfection” as “more real”
than corporeal perfection (67). Modernist art advances this project by “changing the sense of
aesthetic beauty to a rawer conception” (Siebers 67), and by turning disruption, defamiliarization,
and heterogeneity, and breakage into strategies that convey a “realer” phenomenological experience.
Jesse Matz, for instance, has written convincingly of the role of what he calls “literary
impressionism” in modernist art; one of the most relevant observations he makes is how
impressionist narratives often depend upon the presence of a second body {“collaborators”), usually
a woman or a lower-class character, who, because of his or her “unique” faculties, has “special
access to contingent, sensuous, concrete existence” (34).'° This suggestion that bodies that are
devalued in or excluded from modern society can generate narrative power through their “sensual”
extraordinariness explains why so much modernist art appears to veer precariously close to
primitivism at times. As Michael Levenson notes, the desire to do “violence” to a perceptually
stilted culture is what compelled Picasso to paint “primitive masks over the faces of his Demoiselles
d’Avignon” (2); it is why the language of shell-shocked Septimus Smith in Mrs. Dalloway is
simultaneously the most perceptive and the most poetic language in the entire novel; it is why

Hemingway’s novels are replete with characters who possess psychic and/or physical disabilities."”

1 . . . .
® Matz cites the example of Conrad to remind us that such access isn’t always welcome or desired,
however.

17 Sharon Snyder contemplates a disability studies reading of Jake Barnes’s war wound in
Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises: “What might it mean to point out that Hemingway’s character’s
contemplations of impaired bodies stem from Hemingway’s own lifelong struggles with inherited
depression and a shrapnel wound received during his stint as a ambulance driver in World War One?
How might the story predict his inability to accept his physical debility following two plane crashes
in the 1950s? How does this parallel of a maimed biology between Jake and the author serve as a
challenge to criticism’s insistence on the robust masculine mystique of the Hemingway hero? From
just such questions can one begin to comprehend disability as integral to critical insights” (170).
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Yet using disability or illness as a metaphor for cultural renewal is, in the end, no better than
using it as a metaphor for modern cultural collapse. Are sick and disabled bodies merely another
kind of fodder for primitivist modernist impulses, then? It’s a legitimate question, particularly
considering that Lawrence and Williams have been accused at various junctures of primitivizing
women, the working class, African-Americans, and queer bodies. The disability studies community
has engaged in robust debates about the kinds of stereotypes and objectifications that tend to
accompany depictions of disabled bodies as “more real;” the awareness of “disability primitivism” is
always counterbalanced against the need to reaffirm that disability is not just socially constructed, to
acknowledge that disabled bodies do indeed experience the world differently and that these material
experiences (including the feeling of pain) exert their own cultural force. This is where the still-
controversial matter of embodied authorship becomes paramount, as Foucault’s influence (and
misapplication of his influence) contributes to the enduring critical saw that the body is merely a
discursive product.”® By asserting that the body has extra-discursive, messy, material meaning, the
writers in my dissertation anticipate our contemporary, post-Foucault moment: a moment when the
limitations of disembodied theory have been made starkly manifest."” In other words, we have to
remember that the body intervenes in modernism, too.

Regarding modernist literature, it is too reductive a reading, I think, to assume that all writers

explore the issue of disability and the primitive uncritically. On the contrary, a quality that unites all

¥ Thomson appeals for an approach that strategically deploys both constructionist and essentialist
paradigms. The benefits of strategic constructionism include how it “destigmatizes the disabled
body, makes difference relative, denaturalized so-called normalcy, and challenges appearance
hierarchies” (23).  Strategic essentialism complements this methodology by mitigating
structuralism’s tendency to dissolve the material realities of difference: it “validates individual
experience and consciousness, imagines community, authorized history, and facilitates self-naming”

(23).

19 As Catherine Waldby remarks, "the living body is excessive, unpredictable, organised through
unquantifiable forces of meaning and desire, as well as complex, nonfunctional kinds of organic
drive" (144).
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of the works in my dissertation is how they consciously make their own conceptual and linguistic
limitations into the very subject of their art. It is true that not every sick body or crooked leg in
modernism is significant. Where the core of future work in disability studies resides is in learning
how to differentiate the moments of “mere metaphor” (good or bad) from those moments that arise
out of circumstances and modes of production that are genuinely germane to the field. That is
where the core of my project resides: in using a disability studies-inflected, historically-aware,
formalist approach to differentiate which examples of modernist corporeal “breakage” are, in fact,
generated from places of awareness and experience, and, as such, grant the non-normative body a
complex subjectivity that transcends the metaphor of the disabled modern “human condition.”
Moreover, I show how Lawrence, H.D., and Williams all self-consciously engage this metaphor as a
modern production, and each writer offers multiple formal and rhetorical ways of refuting it. This
shared commitment to discursive variety, I argue, is itself both incontrovertibly modernist and a
persuasive anticipation of contemporary disability theory.

One modernist text that directly and usefully engages matters of form, the body, and the
primitive is Virginia Woolf’s On Being 1/l. First published as an essay in the Eliot-led New Criterion in
1926 and later reprinted separately under the Hogarth imprint in 1930, Oz Being 1// (also titled
elsewhere “Illness: An Unexploited Mine”) begins with an assertion that would be familiar to any
disability studies scholar: that sickness, particularly physical sickness, is familiar (“common”) but

20

somehow considered an unsuitable or improper subject for literary representation.” Woolf aims to

20 After the essay’s initial appearance in New Criterion, another version of it was published later that
year in the American magazine The Forum. The 1930 Hogarth edition, which contained a number of
changes from the 1926 New Criterion edition followed. After Woolf’s death, Leonard Woolf
republished the essay twice in 1947 and 1967, and Hermione Lee notes that “he inaccurately gave its
first publication date as 1930, perhaps as a way of wiping out Eliot’s eatlier connection to the essay
altogether” (xxii). Though Eliot published the essay, he apparently was unimpressed when he first
saw it; his tepid response caused Woolf a great deal of psychological distress.
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redress this error by giving illness its long-overdue due.”’ She remarks that the sick body
“intervenes” to produce its own narratives (“blunts or sharpens, colours or discolours, turns to wax
in the warmth of June”), narratives that do not necessarily match those generated by the mind (4).”
Woolf suggests that the “intervening” body is a conundrum precisely because it exceeds the
conventional boundaries of literary art; namely, it threatens literature’s cherished belief in the
primacy of the mind, and it does so by being materially unpredictable. The essay’s definition of the
“intervening” body anticipates the prevailing contemporary theorization of disability, in which the
disabled body is defined as one that “exceeds a culture’s predictive capacities” and is “excessive to
traditional social circuits of interaction” (The Body and Physical Difference 3).

Moreover, the articulation of these narratives demands a novel kind of language, for English,
according to Woolf, is impoverished:

Let a sufferer try to describe a pain in his head to a doctor and language at once runs

dry. There is nothing ready made for him. He is forced to coin words himself, and,

taking his pain in one hand, and a lump of pure sound in the other (as perhaps the

people of Babel did in the beginning), so to crush them together that a brand new
word in the end drops out. (7) *

2L Ir's worth noting that Woolf’s essays often have been treated like the “ill” members of her corpus.
Lee remarks: “it has taken a long time for them to be read for their own sake, and for attention to be
paid to their literary strategies and thought-processes. Recent critical readings of the essays’ tactics
of apparent looseness and spontaneity, of interruptive open-endedness and refusal of authority, have
looked especially closely at those which refuse categorization and slip across and between genres-
not manifesto, or literary criticism, or feminist argument, or meditation on life, or fiction, or
biography or history or autobiography, but a curious, original mixture of all of these.” On Being 1// is
one of these.

22 Woolf could speak with authority about the “intervening” stories of the body. Lee writes: “all her
life, severe physical symptoms- fevers, faints, headaches, jumping pulse, insomnia- signalled and
accompanied phases of agitation or depression. In her most severe phases, she hardly ate, and shed
weight frighteningly. Terrible headaches marked the onset of illness or exhaustion™ (xii).

2 Intriguingly, Woolf claims that burden of responsibility for the new language of illness must rest
upon the Americans, because her countrymen are unable to “take liberties” with words: “to us it is a
sacred thing and therefore doomed to die, unless the Americans, whose genius is so much happier in
the making of new words than in the disposition of the old, will come to our help and set the
springs aflow.” William Carlos Williams surely would have agreed.
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Here Woolf redeploys the rhetoric of the modernist quest for new forms of language to articulate
the experience of narrating one’s bodily pain. She implies that this other language has a therapeutic
effect that the doctor (and his clinical discourse) cannot provide; perhaps this is why the essay itself
possesses what Hermione Lee has called an “intimate,” conversational tone. Oz Being I// constructs a
space for an alternative kind of “sick talk” that would not be countenanced in an actual doctor’s
office, where what Woolf calls “the cautious respectability of health” (11) reigns. Amid fantastic,
dreamlike, semi-colon-studded sequences, the meagerness of words like “health” and “civilization”
becomes all too apparent. Moreover, Woolf reminds her reader of the human cost of these words:
“in health the genial pretense must be kept up and the effort renewed- to communicate, to civilise,
to share, to cultivate the desert, educate the native, to work together by day and by night to sport”
(12). The inexorable project of “health” is implicitly also one of war, colonialism, industrialization.
In this way, the essay becomes a “satire on conformity” (xxviii), as she uses illness to skewer culture
for generating the very notion of illness itself.

Woolf’s example confirms that the field of modernist studies has much to gain from
heightened attention to disabled subjectivity. D.H. Lawrence ponders the relationship between
physical health, cultural health, and English civil and military authority in his poetry and essays, with
sickness and injury emerging as desirable alternatives to an excessively disciplined, excessively
hygienic English national body. I also show how Lawrence’s conception of free verse as a “standard
that must flow” is indebted to his experience of pulmonary illness, and how his resistance to
treatment and diagnosis (particularly towards the end of his life) and his resistance to literary
censorship are interrelated. Lawrence’s refusal to identify as “sick” may trouble some disability
scholars, but closer attention to his letters and his body of work reveals that this reluctance was in
fact a manifestation of what the Huxleys would call “the man’s strange obstinacy against

professional medicine:”” an obstinacy that surely many in the disabled community would understand.
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Moreover, I show how his resistance to the language and technology of “professional medicine”
emerges as a central theme in his works, a theme that often complicates the binary readings of ability
and disability that have tended to predominate in Lawrence scholarship.

“Disabling” H.D. is an equally edifying process. Critics typically read the early compositions
from this American poet as archetypes of Imagist precision and control, with the poems often
spoken of as if they are perfectly calibrated bodies. The Imagist prescription “to use absolutely no
word that does not contribute to the presentation” asserts a distinctly industrial equation between
value and labor. In order for a word to have value within the poem, it must be functional: it must
“contribute” or “do” something. H.D. herself is even seen as being “shaped” by Pound. The
famous anecdote about Pound taking the pen and scrawling “Imagiste” at the bottom of the poem
“Hermes of the Ways” describes a gesture that is as evaluative as it is creative. Yet within these
poems is a subversive corporeality that resists the formal sparseness and the accompanying
machinery of the Imagist manifesto. H.D.’s depictions of zones of material liminality (for instance,
the zone “where sea-grass tangles with/ shore-grass”) often isolate one branch or flower that is
excluded from the “privileges” afforded the others. Throughout the course of the poems, however,
these seemingly biological “privileges” are destabilized and revealed to be constructions, so that the
excluded, extraordinary flora are no longer stigmatized as disadvantaged.” T show that her
examinations of the flowers that inhabit these “borderlines” are a commentary on (and ultimately a
rejection of) both the normalizing rhetoric that inspired Imagism and that which arose from it. I also
address her World War Two epic Trilogy, a poem in which disabled figures inherit a post-apocalyptic
landscape. For H.D., who moved to London in 1911 and refused to leave England even when the
literally deafening Luffwaffe bombs began falling, this choice of place raises provocative questions

about disability and survivorship, embodying national allegiance, and expatriate modernist literature.

? HD.s nickname, used by both Pound and Aldington, was “Dryad.”
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I point out how the experience of disability illuminates the erosion of the boundaries between
civilian and soldier during the bombing campaigns of the war, thereby permitting the appropriation
of some of the subjective strategies and terms that were once only available to those “on the front-*
most of whom, of course, were men. I also suggest that the circulation of this language permits the
formation and articulation of what we might think of as a proto-disability identity politics. H.D.
imagines “twisted and tortured individuals” negotiating language and cooperatively engaging in
projects that reply to the political and cultural exigencies of the new world. And, perhaps most
importantly, she speaks as part of the group, acknowledging rifts and inconsistencies within, and
documenting how the different bodies inscribe their own unique narratives through shock, pain, and
other taboo feelings. H.D.’s investigations of this process constitute a sort of “autoethnography:” in
Trilogy, she defines her “subjective ethnicity as mediated through language, history and
ethnographical analysis” to create “a kind of figural anthropology” of the “twisted” (Lionnet 99).
Reading William Carlos Williams from a disability perspective shifts our understanding of
what it means to be the “local” modernist. By examining Williams’s early work, I show how his
poems’ material and thematic performances of disability become a key strategy for engaging the
subject of locality and for refuting the charges of poetic parochialism that were often leveled against
him. For Williams, disability permits the genesis of a new, American idiom, even as it carries an
implicit critique of the conditions that made the new idiom desirable in the first place. Yet he also
insists that disabled bodies are a social fact, one often “ignored” and censored by those in positions
of authority, and I argue that this belief generates a style of total yet empathic documentation that
refutes both the medicalized model of doctor-patient exchange and the uncompromising modernism
espoused by some of his contemporaries. Lastly, my analysis of Paterson reveals how Williams’s late
verse experiments and his experience of disability are mutually constitutive, as his definitive turn

towards the shorter line coincides with changes in his vision, speech, and limbs; though the staff of
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Passaic General Hospital presented him with an electric typewriter after one of his strokes (he
reportedly disliked the feel of it at first), Williams’s typing eventually became so impaired that he was
wiggling one finger “wormlike” over the keys, and he barely could remember which keys were
which. The recuperation of his disability narrative here not only affects how we read the poem in
the narrative of Williams’s career, but also how we see the arc of modernism as it bends towards
postmodernity.

In his 1939 essay “Against the Weather: A Study of the Artist,” Williams remarked that
“obviously- all defects are officially neglected by those in power; never studied or even mentioned-
for clear reasons!” (Selected Essays 213). While fortunately this is no longer quite true, much work
remains to be done. By uniting modernist studies and disability studies, I hope my project

represents one small, halting step away from that willful neglect.
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Chapter One
D.H. Lawrence and A Disabled Aesthetics

It was the winter of 1911, the denouement of a trying year for twenty-six year old D.H.
Lawrence. He had published his first significant work, with Heinemann releasing his novel The
White Peacock in January, but its mixed reviews relegated him to the periphery of the English literary
scene. As Lawrence confessed to one of his acquaintances, “the publishing of the book has brought
me nothing but bitterness. A good many folk have been hostile” (Letfers 12). He was increasingly
dissatisfied with his position at the Davidson Road Boys’ School; though teaching kept him
financially solvent, it also thwarted his ambition to write full-time. By November, the demands of
the classroom, twinned with the unbearably dry heat of the pipes at Davidson Road, had forced him
into convalescence. It turned out to be the first of many he would experience in his lifetime, as the
next twenty-five years would test the strength of his bronchial tubes, his lungs, and ultimately his
will. Butin 1911, the pneumonia-stricken Lawrence had not yet come to terms with his chronic
condition, had not yet reconciled himself to inhabiting a rasping body, and his writing from the
period reveals a man fighting a civil war with his tissues and bones. Propped up amid his fever-
damp sheets and bottles of elixir, Lawrence composed a series of letters in which he directs his
legendary vitriol at his sick self:

I could walk like a grenadier guard, but for my left leg, which slumbers on, when all

the rest of me is awake...I loathe to be an invalid...it is nearly unendurable to have

to wait for one’s strength to come back- like Penelope. I hate my legs, miserable

defaulters- I detest them...if I'm ever ill again I shall die of mortification. (Lezters 16-

17)
The practical indignities of disease are compounded by his belief that the pneumonia has
compromised his formal discipline. He dismisses much of his work from his so-called “sick year,”

deriding The Trespasser as being “too florid, too chargé,” and he reserves special censure for “those

pieces where the stitch is slack and loose;” not coincidentally, these are the pieces that most closely
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resemble his atrophied legs (Letfers 21-22). The tenor of such comments should be familiar to any
reader of Lawrence’s correspondence. Verbs like “loathe,” “detest,” and the ever-popular “hate”
constitute his /Zngua franca, and it is a language he speaks in sickness and health alike. Yet these
letters, which mark the commencement of Lawrence’s lengthy and notorious illness narrative, are
particularly noteworthy for their youthful bluster; for their keen and decidedly unromantic appraisal
of the body; and for the vehemence with which the young writer yokes his literary aesthetic to his
physical well-being. To a man whose literature was already becoming renowned for its celebration
of the human form, his slack and slumbering limbs must have seemed like the cruelest of ironies
(Worthen 84).” How was he to comprehend is body, now so unlike the ones that moved and loved
and breathed and danced across the leaves of his work? Or could he find a place in his art for the
experience of bodily revolt? Could he redefine the qualities of the healthy body beautiful by finding
a language for the modern age, an age that, according to him, demanded an unprecedented
“adjustment in consciousness to basic physical realities?” (Lezzers 773)

The loathe/hate letters of 1911 confirm that Lawrence was pondering such questions well
before the first spasms of World War One. The conflict is often rightly cited as a key juncture in
Lawrence’s aesthetic development, particularly with respect to his fiction, and it does compel
Lawrence to acknowledge the strange ecstasy of violence.”® Yet it is clear that the war does not
produce Lawrence’s anxieties about physical difference so much as it crystallizes his inchoate
thoughts; many of his beliefs about modernist form and the broken body originate in his private
battles. The Lawrentian saga of the body truly begins in his own bed, in his own mottled skin. For

underneath his vigorous self-abnegations, he hints that the sick or wounded body might counteract

% Worthen quotes one of the early reviews of The White Peacock: “we are never allowed to forget
their most goodly bodies.”

2% See the section “Middle Phase” in Squires for a discussion of World War One and its effect upon
Lawrence.
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what he called the “misty miserable modernness” (Lezzers 46) of England. Consider the peculiar
allusion to Penelope in the letter where he chastises his leg. With a dash and her name, Lawrence
twists our initial assumptions about how he regards his recovery. Waiting for one’s strength to
return is likened to a lover’s vigil, a comparison that effectively recasts the relationship between
lameness and strength as a marriage of sorts. And like Penelope at her loom, fiercely clicking away
in Odysseus’s absence, Lawrence generates art out of the agony of intermediacy. The vulnerable
body does not compromise the narrative: it zs the narrative, a hobbling epic for a hobbling era.

In fact, the fateful junction of Lawrence’s personal illness narrative and that of his ailing
society would transform him, remaking him into a man who later would define human desire as “the
admitting of deficiency” (Phoenix 446). This definition not only complicates our portrait of Lawrence
the modernist, but it calls into question one of the most persistent myths in Lawrence scholarship:
the so-called “Chatterley Syndrome.” A phrase coined by disability studies scholar Louis Battye in a
1966 essay, the “Chatterley Syndrome” refers to Lawrence’s ungenerous depiction of the war
veteran Clifford Chatterley, who is “shipped home smashed” (Chatterley 9) from the front and
subsequently becomes one of the most infamous cuckolds in English literature. William Ebenstein
writes of Clifford’s case: “it is the beautiful, healthy, young wife who is victimized, frustrated both
sexually and emotionally, because she is tied to an impotent invalid with a crippled soul...[the story]
builds upon the idea, taken to an extreme by Lawrence, that once a person becomes crippled he is
no longer a man.” The analogy between Clifford’s physical handicap and his sexual dysfunction
would seem to suggest that desire and disability are incompatible in Lawrence’s art. Yet I argue that

his work promulgates a remarkably nuanced take on the human body and its limitations.”” It is a

27 A number of recent works have offered reassessments of the archetypal Lawrentian body. See
Squires; Jan Gordon’s work on the “talking cure” in Lady Chatterley; Writing the Body in D.H. Lawrence:
Essays on Language, Representation, and Sexunality, Ed. Paul Poplawski; Christopher Lane’s examination

29



crucial but seldom-acknowledged fact, for instance, that both Clifford and his rival Mellors are
disabled; Mellors even identifies himself as a man of “damaged health” (Chatterley 150) with a heart
that is “not so strong” and lungs that, like Lawrence’s, are “not so elastic” (Chatterley 211). To put it
baldly, the dominant critical framework, in which Clifford the impotent cripple is positioned against
a rapacious and physically robust Mellors, is not merely insufficient; it is inaccurate. What reads as
disdain for the disabled body is actually disdain for a society that attempts to treat or fix or
standardize that which is extraordinary.”® Lawrence’s profound respect for the “make” of all bodies,
regardless of how deformed or scarred or sick they are, is both his definitive aesthetic principle and
his primary theme, and the “Chatterley Syndrome” is just another oversimplification in a field that is
rife with them.” The readings in my chapter acknowledge the complexity of Lawrence’s vision,
particularly with respect to the experience of human disability. In doing so, I hope to illumine what
is arguably Lawrence’s most controversial desire of all: the desire to incorporate the deficient body
into his world, and into the literature of the early twentieth-century.

It is in Lawrence’s poetry that we discover prodigious evidence of this labor. While
celebrated for its depictions of vitality, health, and wholeness, his poetry truly embodies his
commitment to an aesthetic of physical difference. Consider how we might use the rubric of
disability to reinterpret his reputation for technical carelessness. R. P. Blackmur, in his own much-

maligned essay “D.H. Lawrence and Expressive Form,” set the critical tone for decades when he

of modernism and the history of the “rest cure””; and James J. Miracky’s study of Lawrence and
Woolf.

% It is telling that Aldous Huxley once said of his friend: “he allowed them [his writings] to flower as
they liked from the depths of his being and would never use his conscious intellect to force them
into a semblance of more than human perfection, or more than human universality. It was
characteristic of him that he hardly ever corrected or patched what he had written. I have often
heard him say, indeed, that he was incapable of correcting” (Letters of D.H. Lawrence, xvii).

# See Tom Brangwen’s description of Nat-Nut/Nut-Nat in Lawrence’s The Rainbow. Brangwen tells
Anna: “ E canna’ help ‘isself, Duckie, it’s th” make o’ th’ fellow” (83).
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pronounced Lawrence’s poetry “uneven and lopsided” (291), and Stephen Spender once claimed
that Lawrence’s writing had “artistic defects” (83-84). Even those who esteem Lawrence’s verse
acknowledge its singular challenges. As Roger Simmonds, Keith Sagar, and Christopher Pollnitz
have pointed out, the project of salvaging his poetic reputation is necessarily paradoxical; it requires
that we situate Lawrence within a tradition that he regarded as moribund. To welcome him
posthumously into the pantheon of great poets is to elide the pleasure and the creative verve that his
controversial status afforded him. Lawrence himself admitted as much, confiding to a friend: “I
know that if I could write the finest lyrical poetry or prose that ever was written, if I could be put on
the pinnacle of immortality, I wouldn’t. I would rather struggle clumsily to put into art
the...utterance of the great racial or human consciousness” (Letters: 170/ II 302). Pollnitz, for one,
finds evidence of this “clumsy struggle” in Lawrence’s response to the censorship campaign against
Pansies: “the unsuccess of the suppression of Pansies. . .stimulated some of Lawrence’s finest essays;
and it gave him the opportunity to put [the censors’] mind-manacling tactics in the stocks and to
treat them self-reflexively” (49). Pollnitz’s argument primarily concerns the political brouhaha over
Lawrence’s obscene subject matter, but it is an observation that also might be applied to his use of
free verse.” For Lawrence, the philosophy of “unsuccess” not only determines the content of his

works, but it dictates his unconventional formal choices as well.”

%0 See also Glass on Lawrence, language, and obscenity.

3 See D.H. Lawrence, Complete Poems. In the 1932 Introduction to Last Poes, Richard Aldington
wrote that Lawrence’s challenging prosody was a manifestation of his “intense fluidity.” “The
individual Lawrence,” he claimed, “is as fluid as everything else. You can’t bind him down to
anything, because today isn’t yesterday, and tomorrow will be neither. All of which goes to explain
what critics deplore as ‘the uneven quality’ of his writing. Lawrence didn’t care much whether his
‘writing’ was ‘good’ or ‘bad.” He didn’t admit that sort of distinction, the implication of a fixed
standard. Even the standard must flow” (594-95).
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The punning title of Pansies is just one of the many instances where he engages in this sort of
play. In the foreword to Martin Secker’s 1929 “trade edition” of the collection, Lawrence famously
suggests that his Pansies should be thought of as pensées, “casual thoughts that are true while they are
true and irrelevant when the mood and circumstance changes” (Complete Poems 423).” A letter from
Lawrence to the Huxleys, in which he anticipates readers’ objections to the title, elaborates upon his
use of the term. Eschewing its usual definition, he writes that he conceives of the pensée not as a lyric
exercise, but rather “as a sort of loose little poem form; Frieda says with joy: real doggerel” (Lezters
766). His insistence that his pensées are not lyrics is a classically Lawrentian act of gleeful provocation,
one that he might have avoided had he chosen or even created another name for his shifty little
poems. The figurative power of the name depends upon the friction, not the concord, between the
word and its expected connotations. Lawrence’s title is also aggressive in that it disregards what he
calls the “merely pretty-pretty” symbolism of flowers. In relating pensées to pansies, for instance,
Lawrence reiterates his appreciation for ephemeral things:

I should like them to be as fleeting as pansies, which wilt so soon, and are so

fascinating with their varied faces, while they last...[flowers| have in their fragrance

an earthiness of the humus and the corruptive earth from which they spring. And

pansies, in their streaked faces, have a look of many things besides heartsease.

(Complete Poems 423)

Both Lawrence’s Pansies and their namesake flowers garner the highest words of praise in his

lexicon: they are “earthy” rather than abstract, and they possess the virtue of “corruptive” power.

The fundamental way in which this “earthiness” manifests itself is through physical difference,

%2 The Secker “trade edition” omits fourteen poems that were included in the privately printed
“definitive” 1929 edition of Pansies. In the foreword, Lawrence gives an amused account of the
censorship: “When Scotland Yard seized the MS. in the post, at the order of the Home Secretary, no
doubt there was a rush of detectives, post-men, and Home Office clerks and heads, to pick out the
most lurid blossoms. They must have been very disappointed. When I now read down the list of
the omitted poems, and recall the dozen amusing, not terribly important bits of pansies which have
had to stay out of print for fear a policeman might put his foot on them, I can only grin once more
to think of the nanny-goat, nanny-goat-in-a-white-petticoat silliness of it all”’ (Complete Poems 423).

32



specifically in characteristics that might be construed as deformities. Lawrence ensures that we
won’t find a monochromatic host of golden daffodils in this field. Rather, the pansies, like
Lawrence’s own wilting body, are inherently, gorgeously contradictory. Their distinctive “varied”
and “streaked” faces affirm their origins in the soil, as does their slightly unpleasant aroma. These
botanical imperfections are relevant because they mean that the pansy is metaphorically versatile;
they can be as evocative of death and pain, of what we might call heartcease, as they are of
“heartsease.” Lawrence suggests that the poems’ metrical freedom grants them a similar versatility,
and indeed the collection is known (if not always lauded) for its considerable thematic range.

The 1929 introduction to the definitive, uncensored version of Panusies contains a less familiar
but equally compelling translation for the term “pansy.” As in the foreword to the Secker edition,
Lawrence suggests here that pansies and pensées are synonymous: “This little bunch of fragments is
offered as a bunch of penseés, anglicé pansies; a handful of thoughts™ (Complete Poews 417). Yet the
next sentence invites a wholly different interpretation. He emphasizes the palliative possibilities of
the word, claiming that he derives “pansy” from the French verb panser, to dress or soothe a
wound.” “These,” he writes of his poems, “are my tender administrations to the mental and
emotional wounds we suffer from. Or you can have heartsease if you like, since the modern heart
could certainly do with it” (Complete Poems 417). Ironically, he attributes the curative power of his
poetic “dressings” to their fragmentation, with material difference being the solution for the wounds

of the modern world. Each pansy is a “little fragment” or a “little piece,” and Lawrence asserts that

3 Lawrence’s use of the word “heartscase” is yet another play on language: it means peace or
tranquility, but it is also a colloquial name for small-flowered, mixed-color pansies.

3 According to Latrousse, the primary definition of the verb refers to the treatment and/or dressing
of a wound: “soigner une plaie sur le corps en y appliquant un remede ou une bande pour la guérir ou la protéger.”
More broadly, panser also denotes the act of soothing or calming someone or something: consoler,
soulager.
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they all perform their artistic labor independently. He further clarifies his perspective via an
extended metaphor that imagines the pansies as “creatures:”

It suits the modern temper better to have its state of mind made up of apparently

irrelevant thoughts that scurry in different directions, yet belong to the same nest;

each thought trotting down the page like an independent creature, each with its own

small head and tail, trotting its own little way, then curling up to sleep. We prefer it,

at least the young seem to prefer it to those solid blocks of mental pabulum packed

like bales in the pages of a proper heavy book...Let every pensée trot on its own little

paws, not be laid like a cutlet trimmed with a patte de nmouche. (Complete Poems 417)

The trotting pensée feet constitute a lively alternative to the homogenized poetry of old. Conventional
verse, while formally sound and symmetrical, appears handicapped in the chaotic modern milieu.
Instead, modernity is epitomized best by the image of diverging feet: sometimes moving in concert,
sometimes working at cross-purposes, always operating in accord with their individual, discrete
truths. As the embodiments of true thought, these apparently unruly paws achieve a different kind
of corporeal perfection.

Lawrence’s aesthetic, in other words, demands that the reader surrender himself to the
experience of the unpredictable. To appreciate the beauty of his Panusies, one must acknowledge,
investigate, and then reject the entrenched cultural bias against disordered forms. Acclimatizing
one’s self to free verse is a crucial step in this process, as it signals a commitment to letting the “little
feet” travel where they may. Yet many of Lawrence’s poems also stage thematic confrontations with
bodies that resist disciplining. Take the fascinating work entitled “Self-Protection:”

To make self-preservation and self-protection the first law of

Existence
Is about as scientific as making suicide the first law of
Existence,

And amounts to very much the same thing.

A nightingale singing at the top of his voice

In neither hiding himself nor preserving himself nor

Propagating his species;
He is giving himself away in every sense of the word;

And obviously, it is the culminating point of his existence.
(Complete Poems 523)
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The nightingale turns this pensée on sublime exposure into self-reflexive exercise. While the bird
does not “propagate its species” via conventional reproduction, it does bear an immortal song, one
which complements the warbling of our speaker. The nightingale’s song implicitly critiques the
“law” of self-protection in that it exposes the bird’s body to harm, possibly death. This is a deeply
metapoetic moment; the nightingale seduces Lawrence’s speaker with its abandon, its Keatsian
rapture, and it does so while the poem itself luxuriates in the possibilities of free verse. What does a
free poem look like? How does it sound? The poem writes these questions into itself and dares the
reader to find answers.

With a surety that would have made Darwin apoplectic, Lawrence’s speaker claims the act of
“giving oneself away” as both transcendent and organic. The first full stanza presses scientific logic
through an act of subversive appropriation. The rhetorical symmetry of the first four lines mimics
an equation, a structure that is then confirmed through the leveling effect of the final line: “it
amounts to very much the same thing.” Yet the astonishing coupling of self-preservation and
suicide undercuts the repetitive form and reveals that the laws (and language) of natural selection are
inadequate here. Lawrence’s poetic logic, with its capacity for accommodating the extraordinary,
triumphs instead. Thus the allure of symmetry fades as Lawrence’s speaker continues:

And I don’t suppose the ichthyosaurus sparkled like the humming-bird,

No doubt he was khaki-coloured with muddy protective coloration,

So why didn’t he survive?

As a matter of fact, the only creatures that seem to survive
Are those that give themselves away in flash and sparkle
And gay flicker of joyful life;

Those that go glittering abroad

With a bit of splendour. (Complete Poems 523)

The poem upends our presumptions about survivability; in Lawrentian evolution, it is the sx7 generis

body, the exposed body rather than the camouflaged one, which endures. Words like “flash,”

2y ¢

“sparkle,” “glittering,” and “flicker” recall Lawrence’s tribute to the streaked pansy, as the poem
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links the nightingale’s artistry to its physical distinctiveness. There is, of course, a sexual dimension
to this emphasis upon bodily freedom and “giving one’s self away,” but one mustn’t let Lawrence’s
reputation dictate the terms of interpretation. It bears remarking that Lawrence himself would have
quibbled with such an approach, for it neglects his principle of listening to “every sense of the
word.”” In “Self-Protection,” the erotic import of the phrase “giving one’s self away” is tempered
by a graver meaning: to give one’s self away s to risk the health and wholeness of physical form.*
Richard Hoggart has observed that Lawrence lived his own theory by continually “[forcing]
himself to be exposed to his experiences. He refused to accept the second-rate compromise or the
comfortable near-truth” (673). As the owner of a body that was chronically fragile, Lawrence indeed
had visceral reasons for making an art of self-sacrifice. And while in recent years it has become
compulsory to interpret Lawrence’s defiant verse as proof of his various liminalities, it is clear that

he views physical disability as an especially resonant motif, not to mention one with unprecedented

% See Wexler. Her reading of Foucauldian extremity is helpful here: “Foucault does not limit the
effects of transgressive sexual discourse to sexuality. Extremity pushes the reader beyond the
empirical referent: ‘something that smacks of revolt, of promised freedom, of the coming age of a
different law, slips easily into this discourse on sexual oppression. Some of the ancient functions of
prophecy are reactivated’. From politics to religion, Foucault indicates the range of meanings
transgression can evoke.” Wexler suggests that critics would do well to keep this “range of
meanings” in mind when analyzing Lawrence, for “even critics who recognize Lawrence’s symbolic
intention often thwart it by interpreting his symbols as expressions of a particular belief rather than a
general capacity for belief” (167).

% Sagar refers to the poem “Anaxagoras,” which features the lines “That they call science, and
reality. / I call it mental conceit and mystification / and nonsense,” to illustrate Lawrence’s disdain
for scientific and medical modes of inquiry. See also Lawrence, Complete Poems, p. 620. Lawrence’s
late poem “The Scientific Doctor,” no doubt penned as a response to the countless physical
examinations he endured throughout his lifetime, features a speaker who chooses illness (possibly
death) over the invasive, objectifying procedures of modern medicine:

When I went to the scientific doctor

I realized what a lust there was in him to wreak his so-called

science on me

and reduce me to the level of a thing.

So I said: Good-morning! and left him.
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historical and personal salience.”” Disabled subjectivity allows Lawrence to define and defend his
modernist practices without compromising his allegiances to the self, to the moment, and to a
dynamic language of the body; the result is a critical discourse that honors rather than corrects the
inconsistencies for which his work is known.

Lawrence’s free verse is the cornerstone of his disabled aesthetic. His collection Look! e
Have Come Through! represents the beginning of his experimentation with a looser prosody, and
Lawrence’s personal tumult often is cited as an impetus for the change.” Though the collection was
published in 1917, many of its most recognizable poems date from the period between 1912 and
1914, when Lawrence met and married Frieda Weekley; compositions like “Bei Hennef,” “First
Morning,” and “A Young Wife” depict their early connubial days in the unrhyming, emotionally
frank verse that would become his signature. Yet Lawrence’s 1912 convalescence is equally
prominent in the critical narratives of his development. Keith Sagar, for instance, has argued that
Lawrence finds his distinctive style when he “sheds all the formal disciplines” of his earlier poetry, a
transition Sagar locates in the post- “sick year” poems of Look! We Have Come Through!. “some of the
best poems from [the collection] were part of the struggle to get out, to come awake, to recover
from disabling sickness” (“Open” 45). Sagar suggests that the experience of illness is what breaks
Lawrence’s poetry for good. Not only does it legitimize Lawrence’s desire to alter the conventional

physiology of English verse, but it also provides him with a cogent and accessible metaphor for the

% See for example Kiely. Kiely ingeniously compares Lawrence’s style to a labor strike: his language
“sabotages” rather than “massively assaults,” for it “means to dis/ocate (italics mine) the metaphorical
link, with its appearance of finality and coherence, and to replace it with looser, vaguer
juxtapositions of metonymy” (94).

% In their introduction to Complete Poems, Vivian de Sola Pinto and F. Warren Roberts describe Look/
We Have Come Through! as “an attempt to give expression to the drama of the psychological
relationship between a newly married husband and wife, a kind of duel of sex” (8).

37



process. The art of “coming through” aligns physical recovery with the formal recovery of a freer
style: a style that, according to Lawrence, is more robust because it is less symmetrical, less contrived.
It is important, however, to qualify the relationship between Lawrence’s recuperation and his
free verse. One difficulty with Sagar’s reading is that while it makes for a tidy &unstlerroman, it
imposes precisely the sort of narrative linearity and wholeness that Lawrence dismissed as “bunk.”
Look! We Have Come Through!- an assured, exultant title if ever there was one- seems to indicate that
Lawrence was relieved to be well again, and relieved to have discovered a verse form that could
embody the openness he so admired. But the fact is that Lawrence does not come through
unscathed, for neither his body nor his poetry enjoyed the complete transition that the title imagines.
His great recovery of 1912 proved to be nothing more than a respite; his ailment had marked him,
making him susceptible to relapse for the rest of his days. As a work borne of multiple polarities
(sickness and health, rhyme and unrhyme, man and woman), Look! We Have Come Through! is about
achieving this type of strain, not alleviating it.”” It is an indecorous paradox, to have a creative
doctrine that insists upon sickness instead of curing it, and that of course is the point. Just as he
transforms his own maladies into occasions for literary production, just as he turns censorship into
an artistic coup, so do Lawrence’s works resurrect the cultural significance of the human body by
repeatedly endangering its symmetries, its health. The result is an aesthetic that posits a discomfiting
but thoroughly modern contingency between deficiency and newness: an aesthetic that, to borrow
Virginia Woolf’s phrase, produces the “more primitive, more sensual, more obscene” (7) idiom of

disease and disability.

% Lawrence’s choice of titles emphasizes this dynamism. In opting to call his free verse poems
“unrhyming,” he implies that the title’s significance is concentrated in its prefix; the “un” stages the
disappearance or removal of rhyme, and it directs our focus towards the act of generating contrast.
The “-ing” likewise affirms the tension by situating the poems in an eternal present. And the fact
that there are thymed poems in the “unrhyming” group and unrhyming poems in the “rhyming”
group invariably complicates any attempt to finalize the categories.
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Lawrence’s 1918 essay “Poetry of the Present” attempts to explain why free verse is the
petfect mode for such imperfection.”” Comparing modernist poetry with the “exquisite” but
obsolete verse of his Romantic predecessors, he argues that the “poetry of the instant present
cannot have the same body or the same motion as the poetry of the before and after. It can never
submit to the same conditions” (Complete Poers 184). His allusion to the “body” and “motion” of
verse confirms what A.R. Ammons tells us in his essay “A Poem is a Walk:” every poem has its own
special body, its own physiology, and this broad array of physiologies is what keeps the tradition vital
(114-119). Crafting a new poetic body to complement the symmetrical ones of old necessitates the
removal or destruction of patts, particulatly the legs and/or feet. Truly modern poetry, Lawrence
writes, is modern because it lacks “base and pediment” (Complete Poes 183). The absence of feet,
which ordinarily would register as a disability or deficiency, is advantageous and hence desirable in
his vision of the present. Perhaps most significantly, Lawrence tells us that the footless verse does
not “sigh for what it is not” (Complete Poemss 183). 1t does not aspire to a state of wholeness because
it is already whole in and of itself. Nor does the creation of “footless verse” require the denigration
of its opposite. This is where Lawrence distinguishes his poetic philosophy from that of his
modernist brethren, whom he sees as indiscriminate practitioners of vers /ibre."" Restricted verse and
free verse inhabit entirely separate realms, and according to Lawrence, the separation should be
encouraged rather than dissolved. Each mode of poetry has a form that befits its expressive

function; since neither one is inherently superior to the other, neither one can be deemed lesser or

0 See Lawrence, Complete Poems, p. 186. The essay is published as the introduction to the American
edition of Lawrence’s New Poers in 1918, though Lawrence remarks that it “should have come as a
preface to Look! We Have Come Through!”

M See Complete Poems. Lawrence writes, “to break the lovely form of metrical verse, and to dish up
the fragments as a new substance, called vers /bre, this is what most of the free-versifiers accomplish”
(185).
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lacking.” Poems sans pediment exist in a tense, albeit productive, equilibrium with their perfectly
symmetrical counterparts.

A related metaphor of disability acts as the linchpin of Lawrence’s free verse manifesto. In
an oft-quoted passage from the essay, Lawrence challenges the hegemony of the hale by agitating for
corporeal breakage. It is a virtuosic performance from Lawrence the polemicist:

Free verse is, or should be, direct utterance from the instant, whole man. It is the

soul and the mind and the body surging at once, nothing left out...we can get rid of

the stereotyped movements and the old hackneyed associations of sound or sense.

We can break down those artificial conduits and canals through which we do so love

to force our utterance. We can break the stiff neck of habit. We can be in ourselves

spontaneous and flexible...we can see that utterance rushes out without artificial

form or artificial smoothness...(Complete Poers 184)

His free verse method, which forces the “severer strain” until the “neck of habit” is snapped,
mimics the sort of extreme exposure that is immortalized in poems like “Self-Protection.” Or, as
Lawrence put it in a 1913 letter to Henry Savage: “a purely lyric poet gives himself...till he
spontaneously combusts into verse” (Lezzers: 170/ I 115). Paradoxically, he envisions the resurrection
of literature as a series of figurative breakdowns and injuries: each assault provides an occasion to
debate conventional ideas of wholeness, and to show how utterly inadequate they are. By invoking
disability, Lawrence thereby disrupts the language with which these notions are reproduced and

enforced. Forget Mellors’s dirty talk: #his is Lawrence at his most audacious, wedding his metrical

revolution to a radical redefinition of the “whole man.”

42 Writing of the poetry of Birds, Beasts, and Flowers, Keith Sagar summarizes Lawrence’s formal
strategy as follows: “Lawrence is interested in making discoveries, not artifacts...Each poem is
exploratory. It does not seek to be gem-like, self-contained, finished, outside time. It exists in the
dimension of time and process, and that is its life” (218). This exploratory impulse necessitates a
formal generosity and a sort of insistent tolerance for imperfection: “it may be satisfying to see a
well-wrought urn, but how much more exciting to see a lump of clay gradually taking shape, almost
collapsing, always at risk of flying off the wheel, but caught up again, finding its shape, though never
a perfect shape, for perfection is mechanical and sterile” (219).

40



His vision of wholeness is novel in that it aims for simultaneity in “soul and mind and body”
rather than symmetry or health per se. The distinction between simultaneity and symmetry is crucial
for Lawrence, not least because it sets him apart from his fellow “poets of the body” (Gilbert 79).
Keats, Wordsworth, Whitman: some critics would have us believe that Lawrence belongs with and
to these prophets of the wondrous human form. Yet behold the ideal Lawrentian body, a snapped,
combusted, wrung, broken, scarred record of human boldness. Such is Lawrence’s natural selection,
a system in which the battered body survives and physical splendor is tantamount to a death
sentence. “Don’t touch me and appreciate me,” the speaker admonishes his lover in “She Said As
Well to Me,” and he might as well be admonishing us, too. For Lawrence’s masculine physique does
not aspire to the perfection of its Romantic relatives. It cannot ply the currents around Paumanok
with virile grace, it cannot amble the paths of Grasmere upon firm, stout legs, as Wordsworth and
his peripatetic speakers so often do. His poetry does not begin as “Song of Myself” famously does,
with a thirty-seven year old persona whose perfect health engenders his song. The greatest legs in
Lawrence’s work, the “eloquent limbs” (as he calls them), are the ones that move in unexpected
ways.

His rhyming lyric “Embankment at Night, Before the War” constructs a world out of
recalcitrant body parts. Subtitled “Outcasts,” the poem is a tribute to the marginalized souls who
inhabit London’s blanks: the spaces under and between the urban thoroughfares where “great
electric cars sing through.” The speaker, meandering through the city in the rain, divines the story
of the outcasts in their legs:

At Charing Cross, here, beneath the bridge
Sleep in a row the outcasts,

Packed in a line with their heads against the wall.
Their feet in a broken ridge

Stretched out on the way, and a lout casts

A look as he stands on the edge of this naked stall.

Beasts that sleep will cover
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Their face in their flank; so these

Have huddled rags or limbs on the naked sleep.

Save, as the tram-cars hover

Past with the noise of a breeze

And gleam as of sunshine crossing the low black heap.

(Complete Poems 144)
Through rhyme, the “broken ridge” of feet is juxtaposed against the proper “bridge” that unites the
two banks of the river; verbs like “stretched” and “cast” reinforce the contrast by suggesting failed
or deferred crossings. The poem also conveys the outcasts’ marginalization by likening their bodies
to those of beasts. The unorthodox position of their limbs is what engenders this comparison, for
they sleep with their heads and lower bodies intertwined: “face in their flank.” The bourgeois
inhabitants of the city, a group that Lawrence once dismissed (@ / Eliot) as an “ignoble procession”
of “legs going quick quick quick,” enjoy no such communion between the two halves of their
bodies. Moreover, the speaker observes that the outcasts’ limbs are stained with a favorite
Lawrentian substance: mud. In “Poetry of the Present,” he begs to “feel the heavy, silting, sucking
mud, the spinning of sky winds. Let me feel them both in purest contact, the nakedness of sucking
weight, nakedly passing radiance” (Complete Poems 182). “Embankment at Night,” which enshrines
the “low black heap” and a “long, low tidal-heap,” satisfies the desire for pure contact by erasing the
boundary between the outcasts and the earth. Their muddiness is thereby another way in which the
poem dismantles a cultural obsession with hygiene, health, and wholeness; it exposes “the whiteness
which is the seethe of mud” (Complete Poerns 183), the fertile tension that can occur when a taboo is
turned into something sacred.

The core of the poem further explores the link between physical disability and literary

25 <¢

production. Here the legs are anatomized into “thighs,” “toes,” and “knees,” and each stanza teems

with similes and metaphors for each part:

Eloquent limbs
In disarray,
Sleep-suave limbs of a youth with long, smooth thighs
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Hutched up for warmth; the muddy rims

Of trousers fray

On the thin bare shins of 2 man who uneasily lies.

The balls of five red toes

As red and dirty, bare

Young birds forsaken and left in a nest of mud-

Newspaper sheets enclose

Some limbs like parcels, and tear

When the sleeper stirs or turns on the ebb of the flood-

One heaped mound

Of a woman’s knees

As she thrusts them upward under the ruffled skirt-

And a curious dearth of sound

In the presence of these

Wastrels that sleep on the flagstones without any hurt. (Complete Poems 145)
The eloquence of the limbs is directly proportionate to their disarray, with the dirtiest, uneasiest,
most twisted legs eliciting the richest figurative language. The enviable thighs of the young man are
contracted, “hutched up” for warmth like those of a dozing animal. The inflamed toes, meanwhile,
inspire an unusual comparison to birds that have been abandoned; their color makes them
conspicuous and hence vibrant in their setting, and it confirms the kinship between man and beast
once more. Especially curious is the speaker’s observation that some limbs are enclosed in papers
for warmth. The limbs literally become wrapped in words, with the ink rubbing off on the skin and
perhaps printing the legs with news from the front. Each time the sleeper moves, these words get
smudged and/or ripped up. This contingent relation between the leg and paper, and implicitly
between the leg and the language on the paper, creates a lovely metaphor for Lawrence’s belief in
the transformative powers of the body. By virtue of their extraordinary corporeality, his outcasts
force a fundamental change or “tear” in the idiom that encases and defines them; compelling the
reader to reappraise words like “beast” and “mud” is how Lawrence makes this tear apprehensible.

The poem’s valediction for the “intertwined plasm” beneath the bridge represents the climax of his

oetic labor, as the outcasts’ limbs, no longer enclosed by negative connotations, merge into the
p > > g y neg > g
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image of the river. It is, Lawrence suggests, the ultimate image for the poetry of the present: “There
are no gems of the living plasm. The living plasm vibrates unspeakably, it inhales the future, it
exhales the past, it is the quick of both, and yet it is neither. There is no plasmic finality, nothing
crystal, permanent” (Complete Poems 182).

As one of his rhyming poems, “Embankment at Night” does not provide a prosodic model
for the sort of thwarted fixity it embraces in theme. Lawrence’s unrhyming oexvre is where he truly
negotiates the formal implications of his doctrine, and so it is fitting that a number of the unrthymed
poems use disability to dramatize his quandary. The conversational poem “She Said As Well to
Me,” which confronts the myth of “oneness,” does so by exploring the landscapes of the male
anatomy. Lawrence, never one to discourage a ménage a trois, invites us into bed with the speaker and
his lover so that we might witness their peculiar standoff. His lover casts an appreciative gaze upon
his physique:

She said as well to me: “Why are you ashamed?

That little bit of your chest that shows between

The gap of your shirt, why cover it up?

Why shouldn’t your legs and your good strong thighs

Be rough and hairy?- I'm glad they are like that...

And I love you so! Straight and clean and all of a piece is the

Body of a man,

Such an instrument, a spade, like a spear, or an oar,

Such a joy to me-" (Complete Poems 254)
At first it seems as if the speaker’s modesty is the source of their discord, for his lover entreats him
to leave his body exposed. She especially adores his legs; in their strength and roughness, they are
the antitheses of the withered urban limbs that move through London, wobbling underneath what
Zadie Smith has memorably called “the sloppy English backside.” Unfortunately, the speaket’s
lover has a somewhat circumscribed definition of exposure. For Lawrence, and ultimately for his

speaker, this is where her otherwise laudable critique of modesty goes awry. She prizes his physical

perfection above all; channeling Whitman, she claims that only a body which is “straight and clean
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and all of a piece” is worthy of her admiration. Even more disconcerting are her endeavors to find
adequate language for his form, as when she strings together a line of prospective metaphors and
similes: “such an instrument, a spade, like a spear, or an oar.” She resorts to a catalogue of
inanimate objects, her words summarily robbing his body of its vitality, of its complexity. Lawrence
critiques this very sort of frantic “nerve-brain” effort in Studies in Classic American Literature: “you can
idealize or intellectualize, or you can let the dark soul in you see for itself” (S7udies 124). The
speaker’s response to her touch confirms the theft of his “dark soul:” “so she laid her hands and
pressed them down to my sides,/ so that I began to wonder over myself, and what I was.”

Our speaker cannot escape so easily. His lover’s language makes a whirlpool out of the
middle stanzas, circling and drawing him down towards the nadir that is her desire: “I wish I could
gtip you like the fist of the Lord,/ and have you-,” she cties. She extends the “instrument”
metaphor by praising the singularity and distinctiveness of his body:

What a tool in the hands of the Lord!

Only God could have brought it to its shape.

It feels as if his handgrasp, wearing you

Had polished you and hollowed you,

Hollowed this groove in your sides, grasped you under the

Breasts

And brought you to the very quick of your form,

Subtler than an old, soft-worn fiddle-bow. (Comsplete Poers 254)
Even the invocation of God cannot temper the horror of being transformed from a man into an
“it.” Hers is a mechanized version of Genesis, with the repetitive “hollowing” and “polishing”
rubbing away his external flaws. The mention of God’s “handgrasp,” particularly when coupled
with her desire to “grip” him, also undermines the benignity of her creation myth. This is sacrilege
in Lawrence’s universe; our speaker is rendered immobile so that he might be molded into a pleasing
“shape.”

His lover, however, is more than willing to trade physical vitality for aesthetic pleasure. Her

final salvo attempts to freeze him so that she might possess him utterly: “Look, you are clean and
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fine and singled out!/ I admite you so, you ate beautiful/ this clean sweep of your/ sides, this
firmness, this hard mould!/ I would die rather than have it injured with one scat” (Complete Poens
255). Lawrence strips the romance from her self-surrender, thereby giving us a scathing take on the
condition of modern love. Her fear of physical “scars” becomes a liability: “So she said, and 1
wondered,/ feeling trammeled and hurt./ It did not make me free” (Complete Poems 255). Out of our
speaker’s hurt comes the poem’s crucial turn, when he (and presumably Lawrence) openly challenges
the vocabulary with which she expresses her love. He hollows out the eatlier metaphors with a zeal
that rivals hers: “No tool, no instrument, no God!/ Don’t touch me and appreciate me./ It is an
infamy” (Complete Poerms 255). Perhaps more importantly, he describes the human body in a language
that is artistically axd biologically alive. Why reach for abstractions in a world teeming with natural
beauty? Our speaker instructs his misguided lover to approach him as one would approach any
beast. In this setting, her unequivocal love for his “straight” and “clean” form is not just foolish,
but perilous. He stays her roaming hands with a metaphor of his own: “You would think twice
before you touched a weasel on a fence/ as it lifts its straight white throat./ Your hand would not be
so flig and easy” (Complete Poerns 255). By comparing himself to the weasel, our speaker not only
questions the desirability of “straightness,” but he also critiques the manically dull repetitions that
attend his lover’s narrow view of beauty.” Her liberal use of exclamation points cannot compensate
for her barren abstractions, for her musings about his “straight and clean” and “clean and fine”
body. His language, by contrast, seems to delight in novelty. Each line yields different adjectives
and verbs, and his chosen creatures- the weasel, the adder, the bull- are an unorthodox trio of beasts.
Variety, it seems, “makes him free” in a way that his lover’s embrace does not.

We mustn’t forget that Lawrence’s speaker sometimes restrains his meandering poetic

impulse. He, too, indulges in seemingly facile moments of repetition, as when the weasel “lifts its

43 . .. .
See also Swift on repetition in Lawrence.
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straight white throat” and the adder “lifted her head,” or when the adder sits up in “delicate, startled
wonder” and “glided delicately away” (Complete Poerzs 255). Similarly, the speaker imagines each
animal at a moment of physical rising, looping the disparate metaphors together via the shared
activity. Yet the astute reader will recognize that the speaker and his lover do not approach
repetition in the same manner. That the speaker himself is engaged in his own form of “lifting” or
“rising” here is key. Whereas his lover seeks to transmute his body into the abstract, to “idealize the
blood” (S#udies 113), our speaker labors to keep body and mind in a productively tense equilibrium.
His effort, in concert with the animals’ “lifting,” replaces his lover’s vain (in every sense of the word)
and mechanical idealization of his physique. Such is the origin of the uneasy marriage between
variation and stability in Lawrence’s verse. Moreover, his lines model what Lawrence refers to as
“desperate recklessness” (Szudies 58): the vital desire that compels us to expose our bodies to harm
(scars and hacking coughs be damned) in hopes of rejuvenating our enervated consciousness. With
the image of the bull, for instance, the speaker chastises his lover for being governed by self-
preservation: “and the young bull in the field, with his wrinkled, sad face,/ you are afraid if he rises
to his feet,/ though he is all wistful and pathetic, like a monolith atrested, static” (Complete Poems
255). In her fear, the lover deprives herself, as well as her partner, of the spectacle of the risen
creature.

Her desire to keep the bull in its “sad” inertia also reminds us of how she tries to control the
speaker’s virile form with her “pressing” hands. Aligning himself with the domesticated bull, the
speaker suggests that her pledge to defend him is actually a form of emasculation; his doubt about
“what I was” suggests both an existential wondering and a gender crisis. Romantic as it may seem,
her appreciation for his body enables a sexual and stylistic power grab. Only by revising the terms
of aesthetic judgment can our speaker resuscitate their relationship. “Is there nothing in me to make

you hesitate?” he asks in the final stanza. “I tell you there is all these./ And why should you
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overlook them in me?-" (Complete Poems 256). The imperfect body, like his combustible free verse,
suggests that the “natural” preference for incorporation and recuperation is itself a culturally
manufactured fiction. Worshipping the able body only perpetuates the decidedly artificial “mania”
for unity: “to me it is life to feel the white ideas and the ‘oneness’ crumbling into a thousand pieces,
and all sorts of wonder coming through,” Lawrence once wrote to an acquaintance. “It is painful,
much more painful...I hate ‘oneness™ (Letters 605).

The agony of shattering the myth of “oneness” is acutely felt in the essay “Climbing Down
Pisgah,” which stands as one of Lawrence’s more fascinating meditations on the virtues of
brokenness. Published posthumously in 1936, the essay moulds a topography of cultural crisis, with
the men atop Pisgah surveying a violated landscape. Like Eliot and Fitzgerald, Lawrence imagines
Anglo-American modernity as “a hopeless squalor of industrialism, the huge cemetery of human
hopes” (Phoenix 741). The waste land below, however, is not as horrifying as the scene at the
summit. According to Lawrence, Thomas Hardy and Walt Whitman were among the many poets
who scaled the mountain for the gilded promise of “wholeness.” Now the mountaintop plays host
to this fraternity of disillusioned and inert pioneers, while their feckless heirs cling to the sides and
ponder their future. Lawrence notably counted himself amongst the danglers; he once invited
Cynthia Asquith to visit him in Derby by alluding to his position on the metaphorical cliff, asking
her, “Would you really like to come here- it’s a nice place really...but I feel as if I were on a sort of
ledge half-way down a precipice, and did not know how to get up or down, and it is a queer kind of
place to ask visitors to see you, such a ledge” (Lezters 443). Needless to say, Lady Asquith politely
declined his offer.

While he might have been “half-way down” when he penned the letter to Asquith in 1918,
by the time he wrote “Climbing Down Pisgah” he had decided to leave the ledge- and he wanted to

take modernism down with him. The essay issues an ultimatum to his literary brethren: “Hie, boys,
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over we go!” Their climb/plunge down will be a bruising but necessaty trek, during which they will
exchange their healthy bodies for the opportunity to resurrect English culture. The metaphor that
governs his theory of free verse makes a timely return here: “let’s break our necks if we must,” he
cries, “but let’s get down, and look over the brink of some other horizon” (Phoenix 741). For
Lawrence, “breaking the pentameter” must coincide with a thorough and uncompromising
reevaluation of all aesthetic practices, including the tendency to privilege the strong body. The
purpled and fragmented human form legitimizes the modernist desire to explore “the other
horizon” of human experience.

Along with their necks, Lawrence insists that Pisgah’s “boys” surrender their legs to the
descent. His focus upon the role of legs is far from arbitrary. The essay’s “leggy” mien, to borrow
Lawrence’s own phrase from Lady Chatterley’s Lover, reveals the extent to which disability informs his
distinctive brand of modernism.” The image of the disabled human leg functions as a textual scar, a
tableau of his efforts to reacquaint the “blood-consciousness” with the “mind-consciousness.” “If
the mood is out of joint, the rhythm often is,” he observes, speaking of his own wobbly poetry. “I
have always tried to get an emotion out in its own course, without altering it. It needs the finest
instinct imaginable, much finer than the skill of the craftsmen” (Le#fers 135). Not exactly 2/ miglior
fabbro, and Lawrence insists he doesn’t want to be; technical perfection threatens the sacrosanct link

between “mood” and “rhythm.” This formal mantra dovetails with Lawrence’s meditations on his

“ Lady Chatterley insists that reading “legs” is the quintessential modern experience:
Connie woke up to the existence of legs. They became more important to her than
faces, which are no longer very real. How few people had live, alert legs! She looked
at the men in the stalls, great puddingy thighs in black pudding-cloth, or lean,
wooden sticks in black funeral stuff. Or well-shaped young legs without any
meaning whatever. Either sensuality or tenderness or sensitiveness, just mere leggy
ordinariness that pranced around. They were all daunted out of existence. But the
women were not daunted. The awful mill-posts of most females! Really shocking,
really enough to justify murder! Or the thin pegs! Or the trim, neat things in silk
stockings without the slightest look of lifel Awful, the millions of meaningless legs,
prancing meaninglessly around! (274)
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own vulnerable body. He writes: “what makes life good to me is the sense that, even if I am sick
and ill, I am alive, alive, alive to the depths of my soul, and in touch somewhere with the vivid life of
the cosmos” (Phoenix 202). Being “out of joint” or “sick,” in meter or in limb, not only affirms
one’s own vigor, but it primes one for contact with other earthly creatures. Whether it is sexual or
platonic, imagined or actual, recurrent or fleeting, such contact can break the vertebrae of the
modern world. Or as Lawrence envisages it, “all the laws of physics, dynamics, kinetics, statics...can
be broken, superseded, in a moment of great exzremity” (italics mine). The image of the disabled leg
trenchantly syncs the mind and blood, as each moment of “great extremity” is enacted through the
extremities of the human body. How fitting, then, that the men of Pisgah will display their creative
mettle by subjecting their legs to the crags:

To assert that our legs are not grey machine-sections, but live and limber members

who know what it is to have their rear well scraped and punished, in the slither down

Pisgah, and are not going to be diddled any more into mechanical service of

mountain-climbing up to the great summit of Wholeness and Bunk. (Phoenix 744)
It is a fraught synonymy: to be “live and limber” is to have “well scraped and punished” legs. Surely
Lawrence rebukes the Romantic cult of the healthy male form here, but his critique of the modern
body is equally ardent. The “machine-section” legs, dulled to a camouflage “grey” that befits their
ashen surroundings, embody the twentieth-century desire for mass-produced symmetries.
Indestructible, indefatigable, and bereft of the peculiar cadences of human motion, their “climb” is
an exercise in what Lawrence once called “hard-worked staleness” (Lezers 742). The legs’ movement
generates the illusion of progress, while the land below continues its inexorable decay. These
chugging limbs, in tandem with the static figures atop the summit, constitute the defining crisis of
modernism: “curse these ancients, they have said everything for us...curse these moderns, they have
done everything for us” (Phoenix 741). The genius of Lawrence’s dislocated legs is that they model a

new formal relationship between “saying” and “doing,” and between the “ancients” and the

“moderns” as well. The “fractured verbal exchanges” (Simmonds 134) that are Lawrence’s signature
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find a fleshy analogue in the “punished” limbs, and this pairing creates the optimal conditions for
Lawrentian free verse; the mind and the body enjoy a simultaneous plunge towards novelty. Not
only is the myth of “wholeness” unrecoverable, it is anathema to the creation of a truly radical

literary aesthetic.
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Chapter Two

“Slashed and Torn but Doubly Rich:” H.D.’s Poetics of Deformation

“A new sensation/ is not granted to everyone. / Not to evetyone everywhere, / but to us
here, a new sensation/ strikes paralyzing, / strikes dumb, / strikes the senses numb, / sets the
nerves quivering” (Collected Poems 559-60). Part of H.D.’s epic poem Trilogy, these kinetic lines arise
from the ruins of a blitzed London, bearing a precious message for those who have survived the
Luftwaffe’s assault: the war-marked and wounded forever will embody that potent, mysterious, and
violent force which she names the “new sensation,” and they must learn how to transmute it into a
procreative and protean form. Yet her tribute to extraordinary sensation, while obviously inspired
by a distinct time and place, is suggestive in ways that transcend the text’s immediate historical
moment. As I will argue in this chapter, H.D.’s invocation of a “dumbstruck elect” illuminates a
compelling but overlooked quality of her art: its investment in the language of disability. I explore
how H.D. fashions her body of work into a persuasive critique of what T7i/ggy eventually calls the
“geometry of perfection” (Collected Poerzs 577): the lines and shapes of the safe, the symmetrical, the
healthy, the mundane, the sane. Her poetry is remarkable for its claims that the disabled and
deformed will inherit the earth in the twentieth-century, that they will be the first to sense the
potential Paradise in their seemingly barren surroundings. Even more salient is H.D.’s belief that
the disabled are granted a special tongue; only they can produce the exceptional language that is
needed to tell the story of what modernity has wrought. So says the speaker in “The Flowering of
the Rod:” “So the first- it is written, / will be the twisted or the tortured individuals, / out of line,
out of step with world so-called progress” (Collected Poems 5806).

My particular aim here, then, is to trace the genesis of H.D.’s interest in disability, and to
explore how it might inform our understanding of her modernist ambitions. Beginning in the

knotty prose of the 1919 work Notes on Thought and V'ision, 1 will show that her post-World War One
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re-evaluation of her own poetics is a key juncture, for it is the period when H.D. takes the exacting
lexicon of her Sea Garden and transmutes it into a language of corporeal experience. She transforms
the twisted brambles and flowers of her Imagist poems into an oeuvre that enshrines human
disability, moving from branch to body in a way that at once revises and perpetuates her Imagist
origins. The disabled form, then, ultimately constitutes an approach to the visionary poetics for
which H.D. would become known. Every errant limb is a site where she negotiates her aesthetic
legacy. Regardless of H.D.’s own position in the spectrum of disability, she consistently articulates
her poetics through what we would call a disabled perspective.

Like the salt-stunted flora of Sea Garden, her poems are shaped by encounters between
beauty and a disfiguring power. The subject positions in H.D.’s work require the presence of both
kinds of forces; this enables her to resist the traditional hierarchies of pulchritude, in which the
beautiful is aligned with all that is good. Witness, for instance, the fury of the speaker in the 1931
poem “Red Roses for Bronze:”

I feel that I must turn and tear and rip

the fine cloth

from the moulded thigh and hip,

force you to grasp my soul’s sincerity,
and single out

something to challenge,

handle differently. (Collected Poens 213)
Here the speaker implies that her subjectivity, her “me/ me,” is contingent upon an act of rapture.
It is a sexual fantasy, to be sure, as she imagines the finely muscled thigh and hip underneath the
clothes, but what she truly craves is the intellectual thrill of challenging her partner, of forcing him
to be different because she is different. The poem’s form then illustrates just how exquisite
strangeness can be. Its lines winnow to a single word, incarnating her wish to “single out” the “me,”

and the unpredictability of the rthyme scheme tests the reader’s ear. These accreted irregularities
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generate what H.D. describes elsewhere as a “swing from normal consciousness to abnormal
consciousness” (Nofes 19). Accompanied by the “grinding discomfort of mental agony” (Nozes 19),
the move from comfortable come-and-go to a heightened state of sensual receptivity is a hallmark of
her poetics. So too is her insistence upon incorporating the experience of this shock, this agony,
into her poems’ formal and metaphorical architecture. H.D.’s aestheticization of the world’s ruined
things- the topless buildings in T7ilsgy, the amputated stems of her Imagist flowers, ancient Sapphic
fragments, the limbless soldiers returned from the front- is the most fraught element of her work.
Like Pound’s scrawl underneath “Hermes of the Ways,” it is at once her signature and her liability."

Yet any account of her fragmentary aesthetic must acknowledge that H.D.’s definition of
material “wholeness” was not the definition that many of her set ultimately espoused. Defying
twentieth-century modernity and its “mechanistic, materialist conceptions of reality” (Friedman,
“Who Buried” 802), she constructs a realm in which ambition is just as sacred as attainment, in
which the trauma is as privileged as the triumph. Her memoir End to Torment retrospectively
sketches the maturation of this philosophy. In it, H.D. chides her younger, Pound-obsessed self for
always searching for something to make her whole: “Find a coordinated convention, Man-Hero who
will compensate, complete the picture...it filled my fantasies and my dreams, my prose and poetry
for ten years” (19). Even some of her slightly later poems recount the futile search:

It was not chastity that made me wild, but fear

That my weapon, tempered in different heat,

Was overmatched by yours, and your hand

Skilled to yield death-blows, might break

With the slightest turn- no ill will meant-

®The poet Carolyn Forché has remarked upon the “insurmountable difficulty of writing her way
toward restoration while conceiving a poetic form that would somehow display the ruin” (264).
Another critic observes that H.D.’s works, particularly her epics, are “restless and obsessive...her
forms- though they are not entirely successful- are ambitious. Her relentless attempt to achieve such
an epic range...in a minimalist manner is heartbreakingly earnest” (Hillman 189).
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My own lesser, yet still somewhat fine-wrought,
Fiery-tempered, delicate, over-passionate steel. (Collected Poems 179)

As a record of the clash between a genius and a protégé/lover, the 1924 poem “Toward the Piracus”
attempts to invent an idiom that will liberate the speaker from her sense of incompletion. It is a
quintessential dilemma of H.D.’s poetry: “how to resist that will to power without being subsumed
in its terms” (Willis 13). Here not only does the speaker claim that her weapon is forged in a
“different heat,” but she subtly asserts her own verbal agility with a pun on the word “temper;” in
contrast to the pen of her sparring partner, which moves with a crushing precision, her pen is “fiery-
tempered” in structure and in spirit. Like the flames in which it is forged, her pen flickers instead of
slashes, writing poetry that leaps and twists in unexpected directions. Despite these sparks of
confidence, the speaker’s faith in her language is fragile, and her collaborator’s Damoclean pen still
hangs over the final lines.* She continues to regard herself as a lesser artist, one who relies upon the
compensatory strength of her death-blow-dealing partner to offset her weaknesses.

But the elder H.D., the H.D. of End to Torment, would come to recognize that imperfection
has its own might. “Ezra would have destroyed me and the center they call ‘Air and Crystal’ of my
poetry” (35), she confesses in an entry dated April 9, 1958. Her assessment of Pound’s influence

upon her work (and life) has a surety and a sharpness that are absent from “Toward the Piracus.”

*In End to Torment, HD. famously describes her fateful collaboration with Pound as follows:
“Drifting. Drifting. Meeting with him alone or with others at the Museum tea room...Drifting?
‘But Dryad,” (in the Museum tea room), ‘this is poetry.” He slashed with a pencil. ‘Cut this out,
shorten this line. ‘Hermes of the Ways’ is a good title. I'll send this to Harriet Monroe of Poetry.
Have you a copy? Yes? Then we can send this, or I'll type it when I get back. Will this do?” And he
scrawled ‘H.D. Imagiste’ at the bottom of the page” (18). Susan Stanford Friedman, discussing
H.D.’s initiation into Freudian analysis in the 1930s, helpfully notes that H.D’.s version of the
famous “Imagiste” anecdote was apocryphal: “to heighten the narrative of Pound’s production of
‘H.D. Imagiste,” H.D streamlined the story. Aldington was in fact present at the scene, and her
initials were already on the page, as she told Norman Holmes Pearson many years later. But H.D.
probably stressed for Freud the birth of the ‘crystalline’ Imagist poet under the slashing condensare of
Pound’s pen” (Analyzing 178). Aldington, for his part, had this to say about Pound’s influence in a
letter from spring of 1912: “Ezra had been butting in on our studies and poetic productions, with
alternative encouragements and the reverse, according to his mood” (11).
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Moreover, she no longer views the “delicate, over-passionate” things, the “Air and Crystal” of her
poetry, as deficiencies. Now H.D. claims that these seemingly undeveloped or unruly elements
possess a remarkable power. She declares: “intellectual and physical perfection must be tempered,
balanced, re-lived, re-focused, or even sustained by the unpredictable, the inchoate, challenged by a
myth, a legend” (19). Dissatisfied with exactitude, she finds bliss in the irregular figures, words, and

occurrences that others cannot, or will not, examine.

Working Towards a Modernist Body: Notes on Thought and 1 ision

H.D.s 1919 trip to the Scilly Islands, immortalized in the meandering work known as Notes
on Thought and Vision, is a crucial moment in the formulation of this aesthetic creed. For H.D., the
preceding years in London were as brisk as the winds that erode the coastlines in her verse. Many of
the benevolent influences in her life proved to be sources of pain, and she openly began to question
her role in the modernist vanguard. This period of self-reflection culminates in a turn towards the
mysteries of the body, as H.D.s poetry becomes fascinated with the human form. H.D.s
unexpected pregnancy, the result of an assignation with Cecil Gray during their 1918 trip to
Cornwall, surely played a role in the transition, though it is not quite the watershed that many critics
believe it to be. For in the avant-garde prose stylings of Notes on Thought and 1 ision, we can see H.D.
exploring all kinds of marked and morphing bodies, of which the pregnant body is merely one
example. Penned after her Scilly sojourn, Notes is a cathartic exercise. Comprised of and concerned
with “elementary, unbeautiful and transitory” (51) entities, the text achieves what we might think of
as a studied awkwardness. It collects shards of questions, associations, and myths and arranges them
in baffling ways, and it repeats and redoubles upon itself without shame or apology. As Kathleen

Crown has pointed out, even the use of the word “notes” in the title suggests a “manifesto in
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process” (219). No evidence of the Man-Hero’s harsh pen upon these lines. Rather, there is a
disquieting beauty in how her style exemplifies the very principles put forth in the book.

The opening fragment, for instance, informs us that Nozes is a meditation on the “three states
or manifestations of life: body, mind, over-mind” (17). The H.D. “over-mind” is the most nebulous
of the three states, but it constitutes the core of her work. Such subject matter demands the sort of
formal amorphousness for which the text is known (and frequently panned). One easily might apply
her famous description of the over-mind to Nofes itself: “that over-mind seems a cap, like water,
transparent, fluid yet with definite body, contained in a definite space. It is like a closed sea-plant,
jelly-fish or anemone. Into that over-mind, thoughts pass and are visible like fish swimming under
clear water” (18-9). Like the jelly-fish, the text possesses a discrete but ever-shifting body, a body
with the capacity to create productive distortions in the human brain. The adroit reader will reset
himself and adapt to the challenges of the fluid structure; only then will his brain guide him towards
the mysterious provinces of the over-mind.

Notes’s formal quirkiness is also a symbol of H.D.’s intellectual intensity. “When a creative
scientist, artist or philosopher has been for some hours or days intent on his work, his mind often
takes on an almost physical character” (18), she writes, and this “almost physical character” is the
over-mind. Not every artist registers the transition in the same fashion, but H.D. experiences it as a
visual blur: “sometimes when I am in that state of consciousness, things about me appear slightly
blurred as if seen under water. Ordinary things never become quite unreal or disproportionate”
(18). Her embrace of fuzzy vision undermines the Imagist manifestoes, with their emphasis upon
lucidity and the pleasure of the austere line, and it establishes (albeit cautiously) a new standard by

which the creative elite will be judged.”” “At a time when “most of the ‘so-called artists...have lost

" The jellyfish “blurriness” of Nozes might be likened to Pound’s Vorticist phase, which replaced
Imagist precision with concentrated dynamism.
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the use of their brain” (21), the text’s blurriness affirms that #/is artist has retained the use of hers.
The slightly “disproportionate” writing reveals her capacity for uncommon thought and uncommon
poetry. It is the ultimate embodiment of H.D.’s fierce sensitivity, and of her burgeoning faith in an
aesthetic she once regarded as inferior.

Accordingly, she uses a series of disparate metaphors and images to illumine the path to the
over-mind. Not only is the state itself indeterminate, but so too are the routes by which a person
might access it, and the text explicitly rejects a hierarchical presentation of the different approaches.
Instead, it gives the reader a plethora of options:

Certain words and lines of Attic choruses, any scrap of da Vinci’s drawings, the

Delphic charioteer, have a definite, hypnotic effect on me. They are straight, clear

entrances, to me, to over-world consciousness. But my line of approach, my sign-

posts, are not your sign-posts...my sign-posts are not yours, but if I blaze my own

trail, it may help to give you confidence and urge you to get out of the murky, dead,

old, thousand-times explored old world, the dead world of overworked emotions

and thoughts. (24)

The passage clarifies what we might call H.D.’s archaeological aesthetic. To gain access to the over-
mind, one must take a fine sieve to the earthpile of modern experience and sift out the valuable bits:
“one must look hard at/for the scattered ‘members’ and understand the meanings offered by the
fragmentation” (DuPlessis 124-5).* H.D. enumerates the scraps, pieces, and remnants that transfix
her, but she does so with the knowledge that her chosen fragments may not make sense to anyone
else. That which appears crooked or incomplete might, in fact, be “straight” or whole to her, and

vice versa. Yet H.D. won’t leave her reader utterly adrift. She recognizes that relativism can be

lonely, which is why she privileges the exchange of “sign-posts” in her vision of a new world.” That

48 .. L . .
Of course, some critics persist in reading the search for “members” as a phallic quest.

49 . . . . . . . .
Writing about the relationship between H.D.’s visionary experiences and her “cinematic” poetics,

Connor remarks that Nozes “signals an ability to connect, beyond the self, to a community of
spectators” (40).
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“my sign-posts are not your sign-posts” does not preclude collaborative effort, for the act of
witnessing another person’s response to an event or a work of art can compel one to seek out
his/her own sources of stimulation.

And so she offers her own experience as a template, all the while reminding us that “every
person must work out his own way” (23) to the over-mind’s watery expanse. In one of the text’s
most discussed passages, she writes of how pregnancy provided her with a means of transcending
the mere brain and body: “for me, it was before the birth of my child that the jelly-fish
consciousness seemed to come definitely into the field or realm of the intellect or brain” (20). She
posits that the womb, a sacred space where the over-mind might be centered and nourished like a
fetus, can function as a complement to the brain by providing a second “privileged access point for
transformative vision” (DuPlessis 40). The womb-based theory of perception would seem to
suggest that women have an over-mind advantage over men, and the text wonders, too: “is it easier
for a woman to attain this state of consciousness than for a man?” (20). The question, however,
lacks an answer. Rachel Blau DuPlessis has rightly remarked that the inquiry is “bold and tentative
at once, excited by yet resistant to that postulate of female difference” (40), and Rachel Connor
concurs: “the essay poses a number of rhetorical questions for which it provides no solution” (47).”
The text is equivocal in other ways as well. H.D. frequently substitutes the neutered phrase “love-
region” for the word “womb,” thereby integrating men into her vision of brain/womb double-
consciousness. Similarly, she speaks of the second type of vision as “love” vision rather than

“womb” vision, a choice that elevates erotic experience but refuses to grant primacy to either gender

%0 Despite the text’s insistent indeterminacy, DuPlessis goes on to contend that H.D. does “declare
the advantages of female physicality, of female Otherness on the vision quest which remained the
highest aspiration for both genders...she argues in a Tiresean fashion that the female body in its
physical presence has a special gift: dual lenses for vision” (40-1). Morris arrives at a similar
conclusion: “though both sexes possess this capacity, her formulation privileges her own particularly
female experience of integration and regeneration” (“Concept” 279).
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(22-3). And how to interpret her pronouncement that “all en have possibilities of developing this
vision” (23)? Perhaps she is implying that love-vision is innate in women but must be acquired by
men. Or is she exposing the masculinist structures of the English language, in which the word
“men” is shorthand for both sexes? Her “jelly-fish” text floats away without a definitive response.

The text’s greatest secret, however, is that it is skeptical of physical perfection. Inordinately
preoccupied with the human form but unsure of how to treat it, asking “where does the body come
in?” and “what is the body?,” Nozes obscures the binary that positions the able body against the
disabled, the ill. This is not to say that the work denigrates that which seems physically whole or
perfect. At times, it admires physical strength as much as it does mental acuity. When imagining the
chosen few who will access the power of the over-mind, for instance, H.D. specifies that they must
have “healthy bodies and the right sort of receiving brains” (27). The combination of agile brains
and bodies is potent enough to kindle a creative renaissance, turning “the whole tide of human
thought” (27) and dissolving the torpor that has settled over the world; a healthy body thus becomes
a prerequisite for the attainment of over-mind consciousness. Likewise, Nozes resurrects the classical
ideal of the strong, graceful body, most notably in its portrait of the Delphic charioteer. She lauds
his “knife-cut” chin, his “firm” stance, and the “fall of his drapery, in geometrical precision” (24-06),
and she later refers to “the electric force of the lines and angles of [his] priest-like body” (27).
Curved but angular, draped but taut, delicate but firm, his form proves that for H.D., “the athletic
body is always a meeting point, between temporal and spiritual, nature and art, male and female*
(Collecott, “Images” 159-60). The splendid body is one of her liminal zones: a place where
contraries can mingle and generate the energy required for artistic production.

Despite its classical influences, Nozes has a rather unusual notion of what typifies a beautiful
physique. By juxtaposing the athletes and charioteers with a few splendidly imperfect bodies, the

text ultimately widens the scope of beauty to encompass (rather than exclude) what H.D. calls “the
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wisdom of ugliness” (32). It does this quietly, so quietly that it is easy to understand why some have
mistaken it for a paean to gorgeous things. Nofes reveals its paradoxical stance through a series of
meditations on “natural” symmetry, bodily excess, and disease. The text’s striking beginning is one
such meditation:

Three states of manifestations of life: body, mind, over-mind.

Aim of men and women of highest development is equilibrium, balance, growth of

the three at once; brain without physical strength is a manifestation of weakness, a

disease comparable to cancerous growth or tumor; body without reasonable amount

of intellect is an empty fibrous bundle of glands as ugly and little to be desired as

body of a victim of some form of elephantiasis or fatty-degeneracy. (17)
With its appeal for “equilibrium,” the text’s opening salvo depicts illness as grotesque and excessive.
The images are of bodies that have been pushed beyond their normal lines, forms swollen with
malignancy or weighted down with overgrown parts. Even the prose gets sick here; it becomes
clotted with clinical jargon. The text’s vigorous, athletic bodies, such as the Delphic charioteer,
might be read as correcting these monstrosities. The perfect forms reflect H.D.’s desire to clarify
and stabilize the dynamic between mind, body, and over-mind, as well as her wish to get her “terms
clear” (49). But such a reading proves to be untenable. As I noted eatlier, the text impedes its own
discursive progress, and in doing so it critiques the valorization of wholeness, of precision, of
linearity. The sick, disabled body complements these moments of discursive self-sabotage. Like the
text’s “crude” structure, the disabled body exposes the lie of symmetry by repeatedly refusing cure
or realignment, and it recalibrates the terms- normal, sane, straight (in all senses)- that tend to
privilege those who do conform. The able-bodied/disabled binary is replaced with a dynamic of
contingency, a marriage in which one term galvanizes rather than subjugates the other.

H.D. proffers an appropriately bizarre metaphor to explain the relationship: “one must

understand Euripides before one understands Aristophanes...Euripides is a white rose, lyric,

feminine, a spirit. Aristophanes is a satyr. Is the satyr greater or less than the white rose it
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embraces?” (32). As a “satyr,” Aristophanes possesses a form that is out-of-line: half-man and half-
goat, all libido, all body, all monster. Euripides, by contrast, is a rose with delicate contours, the
epitome of aesthetic pleasure and beauty. One might say that the Euripidean “rose” is perhaps what
H.D.’s sea rose looked like before the wind abraded its petals. The two bodies, rose and satyr,
merge in a rhetorical question that evokes the text’s eatlier musings on womb/love vision. Is it
easier for a woman to attain this state of consciousness than a man? Is the satyr greater or less than
the white rose? Her query, which implicitly chastises those who would esteem the rose, locates true
beauty at the juncture of the monstrous and the lovely. A body that is broken into being, one that is
reshaped by contact with exceptional people or events, is the only privileged body in her universe.
Thus, while the world may value “intelligent people of normal development, who have looked into
matters of life scientifically and with a certain amount of artistic appreciation,” H.D. pointedly
separates these “normal” individuals from the ranks of the “inspired” (31). Inspiration is reserved
for those who resist perfection’s allure, and for those who recognize that wondrous things (and
words) are borne of catastrophe.

The parable of Chinese philosopher Lo-fu, which serves as a key imagistic node in Nofes on
Thonght and Vision, confirms the potential of twisted forms. Like Sea Garden and Pound’s Cathay,
Notes traffics in the avant-garde orientalisms of the period.”’ The story of Lo-fu bridges a number of
global traditions, “the philosophy of the Tao, philosophy of the Hebrew, philosophy of the Greek”
(42), namely by imagining a communion between man and tree. Lo-fu’s mystical experience starts
with a branch that could only be described as a deformed limb:

Lo-fu sat in his orchard in the Ming dynasty, A.D. 184. He sat in his orchard and
looked about in a vague, casual way. Against the grey stones of the orchard wall he

51 . . . . . .
See Wheeler for an excellent discussion of Imagism’s “botanical vocabulary” and its Asian

influences. “Flowers,” she writes, “constitute a crucial idiom for imagism partly because floral

imagery represents an important resource for the classical and Asian traditions the imagists drew on”

(500).
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saw the low branch of an apple tree. He thought, that shoot should have been

pruned, it hangs too low. Then as he looked at the straight tough young shoot, he

thought, no, the apples are excellent, so round and firm. Then he went on looking.

(43)
His orchard is unexceptional save for the “too low” branch of the apple tree, which draws his
wandering eye and holds it captive for the remainder of the story. Before he can appreciate its
power, though, he must transcend his automatic response: “that shoot should have been pruned.”
Disconcerted by the asymmetry, Lo-fu sees the branch as a horticultural perversion, as an out-of-
bounds body that needs taming. Yet this “too low” branch yields luscious fruit. Not only does it
produce perfect apples, it also produces an abundant crop of love-visions for Lo-Fu:

It was a shoot of some years’ growth. Why had it been left untrimmed? Was it some

special experiment in grafting the old gardener had undertaken some years ago? Was

it by accident that the limb hung there? Then his conscious mind ceased wondering

and, being an artist, his intensity and concentration were of a special order and he

looked at that fruit branch hanging in the sun, the globes of the apples red, yellow,

red with flecks of brown and red, yellow where the two colors merged, and flecks of
brown again on the yellow...(43)

And then:
He went further. There were two leaves, continents to be explored in a leisurely
manner lest his mind passing one carelessly from vein to vein, should miss one rib or
the small branch of one off-shoot of that exquisite skeleton. And when he knew the
skeleton of that leaf, the rivers, as it were, furrowing that continent, his mind was
content. But it had only begun its search. (44)
The sight of the wayward branch suspends Lo-fu’s conscious mind, thereby freeing him from the
tyranny of normal, rational thought. He, in turn, acquires the unique ocular powers associated with
the over-mind. He is sensitive to the regions where colors and shapes and textures overlap, and he
luxuriates in the details that his “vague, casual” self surely would have overlooked. Most
significantly, his brief foray into the over-mind here anticipates future moments of access, for the
branch has permanently sundered his mind; having been subjected to an external horror like the

deformed branch, he is now susceptible to other figures which might lead him towards the over-

mind’s ecstasies (45). H.D. notes that the branch “existed to Lo-fu as the means of attaining
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happiness, as a means of completing himself” (45) but the text implies that it is not his sole means.
He is free to pursue multiple transactions with bodies and minds and things that are “in sympathy
with [his], or keyed to the same pitch” (47), for he has a moral duty to seek out as many sympathetic
entities as possible. When totaled up over a lifetime and multiplied by millions, spread worldwide
like a contagion, one experience of over-mind can disturb what H.D. deems the most illusory tenets
of Western culture: progress, beauty, order. As a harbinger of this process, the deformed branch
thereby becomes one of the most evocative images in H.D.’s writing. It enables her to amend her
entire conception of the body: no longer subordinate to the spirit, it merits our praise for simply
being an “elementary, unbeautiful, and transitory form of life” (Nozes 51). The branch in Nozes
likewise constitutes a site where the austerity of Sez Garden meets the sprawling mysticism of her
later work, as it proposes a curious parallelism between the twisted brambles and flowers of her

Imagist poems and the “twisted or tortured individuals” who populate her later poetry.

H.D.’s Asymmetrical Flowers

Undoubtedly H.D.’s most celebrated collection of poetry, Sea Garden was published by the
London house Constable & Co. in 1916, in a volume whose design was as austerely handsome as the
poems it contained. The work secured her place in the most rarified echelons of the English literary
scene, and so it is customarily viewed as the zenith of the Imagist moment; a moment that,
ironically, had passed by the time many of her lyrics made it into print. To borrow Pound’s famous
barb, Imagism metamorphosed into “Amygism” during the period between 1912 and 1916, as many
of Imagism’s original disciples abandoned their credo and embraced Vorticism, and American poet
Amy Lowell assumed control of the movement. Sez Garden, an artifact from Imagism’s heady,
earlier days, embodies one of poetry’s richest historical pleats: the pre-Prufrock era, when dueling

modernisms tangled with each other like the sea-grass and shore-grass in “Hermes of the Ways.” By
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imagining a series of bracing encounters between two aesthetically different forces, the text
reproduces and reflects upon the conditions that led to its own genesis. Sea Garden doesn’t merely
collect broken or twisted branches: structurally speaking, it too is a stubborn branch, its snapped
lines a record of the competing influences that defined its era. Such a reading, I argue, permits us to
transcend the cliché of H.D.’s Imagist “precision,” and to locate original and valuable connections
between her early work and her later epic poems.

Sea Garden opens with “Sea Rose,” a paean to the ultimate botanical symbol of passion.
H.D. challenges the expected representation of the rose in the first line, an apostrophic sigh of

2

“Rose, harsh rose,” and then she slowly yet persistently erodes our romantic vision of the flower
with each successive image. This rose is:

marred and with stint of petals,

meagre flower, thin,

sparse of leaf,

more precious

than a wet rose

single on a stem-

you are caught in the drift. (Collected Poems 5)
With the sea rose replacing the traditional “wet” rose as the object of worship, the poem attempts to
align conventional beauty with cosseting and imprisonment. Perhaps anticipating the play of sound
that she would exploit to great effect in Trilogy (“dll marah-mar/ are melted, fuse and join/ and
change and alter,/ mer, mere meére, mater, Maia, Mary”), H.D. describes the sea rose here as
“marred,” and hence sanctified, by / mer. Likewise, the curious phrase “with stint” transforms
absence into a positive attribute; ”stint,” paradoxically, is something that the rose possesses, and the
state of having, of possession, subverts the notion that this lack is undesirable. The line “single on a
stem-" also suggests the beauty of deformity through its own cleft structure. Visually and

metaphorically, the dash evokes the sea rose’s “stem.” It is a glyph of loss and negation, for the line

abruptly ends when it appears. Yet it is a symbol of fruition, too, functioning as a hinge between the
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final two lines of the stanza: it connects the sea rose’s singularity to its cruel environment, and it
confirms that the flower’s physical difference is its chief virtue. The poem, in asserting its kinship
with the sea rose, thereby legitimizes its own formal disabilities.

b

The third stanza encourages an entirely new reading of the word “rose.” Such conversions
are an essential component of H.D.’s aesthetic, for they highlight the idea that language should
confront rather than comfort the reader. Until this point in the poem, it is evident that the term
“rose” operates as a noun. Stanza three, however, implies that it may operate simultaneously as a
verb:

Stunted, with small leaf,

you are flung on the sand,

you are lifted

in the crisp sand

that drives in the wind. (Collected Poems 5)
The sea rose rises, “lifted” by the driving marine wind in a description that recalls a divine ascension.
Also implicit here is the idea that the sea, too, is rising, and we can no longer be certain if the title of
the poem refers to the flower, or to the force that is cutting it. Vibrating between noun and verb,
“rose” now becomes a reminder of the instant when stem and sea meet, and of the liberating
deformations produced by this encounter. The sense of openness is verified by the rhetorical
question in the final stanza: “Can the spice-rose/ dtip such acrid fragrance/ hardened in a leaf?”

Sea Garden’s “Sea Lily” is an obvious sibling to “Sea Rose,” and it illustrates how H.D. is able
to yield maximum effect from a relatively circumscribed range of subjects. “Sea Lily” commences
by acknowledging the lily’s exalted status in ritual, only to undo that portrait by the end of the
opening stanza:

Reed,

slashed and torn

but doubly rich-

such great heads as yours

drift upon temple-steps,
but you are shattered
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in the wind. (Collected Poems 14)

Much as “Sea Rose” exploits the ambivalence surrounding the word “rose,” so too does the word
“reed” diffuse the reader’s interpretive energy in a few competing directions. There is, of course, the
most literal level, with “reed” emphasizing the smoothness and insubstantiality of the lily’s stalk. Yet
“reed” carries connotations of artmaking as well; it is a material from which instruments and styluses
are crafted, and its fate in the poem is a comment on the labor of poetry itself. Before a reed can
sing or write, it must be cut first, and consequently the act of composing is always carried out with a
disabled limb. The possible pun on “read/reed” contributes to the self-reflexive force of the lines
by implicating the reader in the destruction. Reading a piece such as “Sea Lily” requires the violent
type of “reeding” staged within the poem. The reward, H.D. suggests, is a “doubly rich” trove of
meaning that is only accessible to those who apprehend such parallels.

In the second stanza, the sea lily’s wounds are recorded through a unique process of
accumulation via diminution. Each time the lily is stripped of another scale or petal, the topography
of its reed becomes more fascinating:

Myrtle-bark

is flecked from you,

scales are dashed

from your stem,

sand cuts your petal,

furrows it with hard edge,

like flint

on a bright stone. (Collected Poems 14)
The violence multiplies the number of surfaces available for contact, thereby heightening the
intensity of the interaction between stem and shore. Parts of the lily that were once under a
protective layer of bark are now subjected to the wind, so that the concept of an impregnable
interior is rendered obsolete. As in “Sea Rose,” H.D. draws our attention to the formal implications

of this metamorphosis: the poem, like the wind, performs its own productive “dashing” in lines 3

and 18, where the dashes act as channels for currents of meaning. They enable movement between
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opposing connotative registers. For instance, the dash in line 3 marks the lily’s “double” richness,
linking the battered lily with its scattered sisters on the temple steps, and thereby implying that the
sea lily’s endurance is divine. The “dashed” scales work in a similar fashion, as they introduce the
simile that concludes the second stanza: the friction of sand on petal is likened to “flint on a bright
stone,” which is a surprising analogy indeed in a marine environment. By igniting this figurative
blaze, the poem creates an image that simultaneously evokes genesis and destruction. The petal’s
cuts are offset by the potential for redemptive physical transformation, so that what appears to be a
disability is actually a “furrow:” a groove that directs where seeds should be planted, or, more
intriguingly, a line that creases the brow of one engaged in deep thought.

The final lines maintain the antagonisms that are brought to the fore in stanza two. Words
such as “yet” and “though” maneuver the reader back and forth between polar verbs: “Yet though
the whole wind/ slash at your bark/ you are /fted up” (Collected Poemss 14). The wind’s last action is a
particularly uncanny one: “it hiss to cover you with froth.” Whereas earlier the wind was stripping
layers from the sea lily, now it is re-covering (and hence recovering) its surface with a new material.
The poem juxtaposes the “froth,” light and effervescent and white, against the lily’s shredded bark
to create a palimpsestic effect. H.D. is fond of palimpsests, for they allow her to compress a
multitude of spatial and temporal crossings into a single image. The littoral “froth” provides a
record of contact between the wind and the lily. The image also affirms that such encounters
disrupt the border between agony and pleasure. A sexually suggestive word, “froth” consummates
the poem. Yet “froth” and foam are also generated by injury, by disease; one only need think of a
rabid dog or a person with the flu to be reminded of that fact. “Sea Lily’s” ending keeps all of these
possibilities in suspension, ensuring that the read is always as uncomfortable as, well, “the reed.”

While “Sea Rose” and “Sea Lily” immortalize the strange loveliness of their eponymous

flowers, H.D.’s “Sheltered Garden” envisions an alternative to the blooms that grow throughout the
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other poems in the volume. The speaker is cloistered in a clifftop Eden, suffocated by the perfume
from a profusion of “border-pinks, clove-pinks, wax-lilies,/ herbs, sweet-cress” (Collected Poems 19).”
Her physical captivity engenders a meditation on the pleasures of the cut limb. The poem’s
structure turns upon the interplay of the sheltered garden’s delicate reality and the fantasy of
brokenness:

O for some sharp swish of a branch-

there is no scent of resin

in this place,

no taste of bark, of coarse weeds,

aromatic, astringent-

only border on border of scented pinks. (Collected Poems 