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Part I

The Birth of the Modern

Prose Poem

1

 Gertrude Stein and the Expatriate Avant-Garde:

The Prose Poem in Transition 

In the years that followed, Paris became synonymous with freedom of expression and behavior, at a time when many American artists were trying to escape from the atmosphere of intellectual inertia, private and public censorship, as well as the general lack of interest in and support of modern art prevailing in the United States. The new Parisian community of American writers included literary personalities as diverse as Ernest Hemingway, Hilda Doolittle (H. D.), Ezra Pound, Djuna Barnes, Eugene Jolas and Gertrude Stein, who had left the United States as early as 1903 to settle with her brother Leo at 27, rue de Fleurus, leaving behind her a country she was later to describe as "early Victorian . . . a rich and well nourished home but not a place to work" (Fitch 218). These expatriate writers and some of their more wealthy supporters soon created a number of small publishing houses and so-called "little magazines" in which they published their work and the work of each other. Many of these small publications were short-lived, printed in limited editions or even published at the author's expense.


Among the small journals, Eugene Jolas' transition (1927-1938) was probably the one which best exemplified the international position of the new avant-garde. Eugene Jolas, who was born in New Jersey in 1894 of a French father and a German mother, was the perfect person to be in charge of a magazine purporting to become a forum for the cosmopolitan avant-garde and present "the quintessence of the modern spirit in evolution" (Fitch 23). Jolas' magazine is now primarily remembered for serializing and defending the cause of James Joyce's Finnegans Wake (called at the time Work in Progress), after Marianne Moore's The Dial, Ford Maddox Ford's transantlantic review, Ezra Pound's The Exile and Wyndham Lewis' The Enemy had rejected it as either too obscure or downright obscene. During its eleven years of existence, however, transition published many other leading writers in the English language, such as Gertrude Stein, William Carlos Williams, Djuna Barnes, Hart Crane, H. D., Samuel Beckett, Paul Bowles, Anaïs Nin and Dylan Thomas. The great majority of the journal's contributors were American, and Jolas' most lasting achievement lies in his success in bringing American writing into contact with various European literary movements and currents of thought. While Jolas' editorials and manifestoes reflected the influence of various European intellectual movements (including the theories of Freud, Nietzsche, Bergson or Jung, whose essay "Psychology and Poetry" appeared in the June 1930 issue), the magazine also published many literary works in translation, mainly by French and German writers. These included Rainer Maria Rilke, Franz Kafka (then relatively unknown to the Anglo-Saxon public), André Gide and, above all, Paul Eluard, André Breton, Robert Desnos and other French Surrealists who shared Jolas' fascination with dreams and the realm of the unconscious.


The master-word of the new international avant-garde was the "new." As the editor's notes to the June 1927 issue make it clear, the transition poets, according to Jolas, were in search of "new words, new abstractions, new hieroglyphics, new symbols, new myths" which could assist them in their quest for "new outlets and new regions of probability." Following Jolas' conviction that "there [was] no hope for poetry unless there be disintegration first," originality and experimentation were soon raised to the status of supreme values. Like so many other modernist artists before him, Jolas felt the need to legitimize his work as both an editor and a writer by means of several manifestoes in which he proclaimed his break with all tradition and sought to channel the efforts of his various contributors into a cohesive force. His famous "Revolution of the Word Proclamation," which appeared in the June 1929 issue of transition, proclaimed the right of the "literary creator" to "disintegrate the primal matter of words imposed upon him by text-books and dictionaries" and rebel against "the hegemony of the banal word, monotonous syntax, static psychology [and] descriptive naturalism" (Fitch 19); with the disappearance of the very notion of consensual style, the modern writer was now free to develop his/her own particular technique, regardless of any predecessor.

Eugene Jolas' transition and the Revolution of the Word 


The particular kind of "wild" modernism cultivated by Jolas and the other signatories to the "Revolution of the Word"1--with its commitment to an expressionistic, incantatory verbalism and various forms of stylistic and formal excessiveness--was diametrically opposed to the poetics of dispassionate irony and precise scrutiny advocated by Pound, Eliot and other representatives of what is now commonly referred to as the "High Modernist" tradition. As Dougald McMillan has explained, Jolas' manifesto was also part of a reaction against the Imagists' tendency to consider words as an auxiliary mode of perception, often seen as deficient because it lacked the "objective directness" of Pound's visual aesthetics (123). Having freed themselves from the domination of Imagist precepts concerning art's representational vocation, Jolas' Revolutionaries of the Word were in a position to embark on an exploration of language for its own sake ("the 'litany of words' is admitted as an independent unit"), quite independently from any outside "referent." Lastly, Jolas' iconoclastic editorial policies also denied the necessity to write poetry with reference to a specific cultural "tradition," a stance which most poets belonging to Eliot's generation considered as the only means by which the modern writer could combat what they saw as the stifling provincialism and intellectual sterility of Anglo-Saxon letters.


Jolas' project was strongly influenced by the aesthetics of French Surrealism, which were also informed by various forms of anxiety and scepticism concerning the validity of traditional strategies of expression and representation. His desire to "emancipate the creative elements from the present ideology" reminds us that the general disillusionment concerning the validity of both conventional notions of language and realist modes of representation was itself the result of a profound loss of faith in dominant social and cultural structures. As Shari Benstock points out, contrasting Jolas' liberalism with Pound's increasingly overt adherence to Fascism, "the Revolution of the Word was political as well as linguistic, challenging the more conservative principles on which early Modernism based itself and opening the way to a critique of the language of power" (372). As point n° 9 of Jolas' manifesto makes clear, however, this process of emancipation from the dominant ideology was, above all, a necessary step towards a redefinition of the very notion of consciousness and its relationship to poetic language. At a time when the human mind had become an unstable notion (whose wholeness had definitively been invalidated by Freud's discoveries on the unconscious or subliminal self), Jolas' Revolution of the Word clearly considered poetry the supreme medium through which truly "modern" writers were to give full expression to a consciousness they perceived as increasingly fragmented, discontinuous and noncausal, sometimes to the point of obscurity and unintelligibility. Considering the repudiation of the language of conventional reference and causality advocated by the new avant-garde, the dream-narrative (of which Joyce's dream-epiphanies were an early, proto-modernist instance) almost naturally became a favorite form among poets claiming to go back to the spirit of Rimbaud's "hallucination of the word." Jolas' "Monologue" was written at a time when the dream-narrative (or its nonnarrative avatar: the "dreamscape") had already become one of the preferred poetic sub-genres of the French Surrealist group. It displays most of the hallmarks of the French Surrealist tradition of the prose poem initiated, in 1919, by the discovery of "automatic writing" and continued by Reverdy, Eluard and Breton himself in the early 1920s. These included an attention to the associative logic of the unconscious and a conception of poetic language as a means of counteracting the hegemony of what Jolas called the "banal word," "static psychology" and "descriptive naturalism" (Fitch 19):

I sleepwalk through the city and plunge into a golden smoke. What is my love for you, magical space and sinister time, when the dusk settles into marble and the owl is a categorical imperative? I left dream-staring puppets in a room, where the Ethiopian trembles at a blasphemy, and the sketch-book holds the contours of an atlas. The mother had a child in the dust and the lonely woman cried in a cafe. Then came a girl from out the autumnal solitude of her rooms, where she had stared at mirrors, and her silence was the dream of a midnight. Cool waters flowed under bridges and electric wires brought decay of flowers, tempests, portraits of nightmares, broken violins. Comrades walked tired into hurricanes. When the philosophies panted, and the symphonies ended in a shriek, stallions ground fire, and the bandits swilled brandy in an hallucinated den. The organ at the fair whimpered love-songs, but the funeral of the poor went past us with memories of loam. The trees became brass shining in sun. My waiting gulped bussed, tears, dust, drinks and sparrows.

(133)2

Through the syntactic "flow" of the prose poem, unimpeded by the interruptive effect of line-breaks, Jolas sought to render the capricious fluidity of subliminal states of consciousness while preserving the stylistic and metaphorical density usually associated with "poetic" language. Furthermore, "Monologue" suggests that Jolas' rejection of rationality and linear logic went hand in hand with a critique of the principles of order and causality underlying realist narrative. What is most remarkable about this particular kind of prose poem is its syntactic regularity which encourages the reader's expectation of a straightforward narrative line. Yet, despite the persistence of grammatical orthodoxy, Jolas' prose poem introduces a series of characters and events but refuses to provide them with any definite context. Its uncanny, "surreal" quality derives precisely from the tension created between a conventional form and an irrational content. The ensuing friction between the unconscious and the conscious, the oneiric and the rational mind ("the owl is a categorical imperative") favors an aesthetic of irresolution and open-endedness. It also denies the determinist, utilitarian logic of narrative and descriptive realism. Following Jolas' post-Rimbaldian belief that "narrative [was] not a mere anecdote, but the projection of a metamorphosis of reality" (Fitch 19), the dream-narrative eventually tends to become its own universe, a form complete and integral unto itself encouraging a response to the connotative (as opposed to denotative) function of language, a search for internal relationships rather than external referents. This autotelic quality of Jolas' prose is even more apparent in the following "sound poem" (entitled "Faula and Flona" and published under the pseudonym of Theo Rutra), in which the emphasis is almost exclusively on the transformative powers of language:


The lilygushes ring and ting the bilbels in the ivilley. Lilools sart slingslongdang into the clish of sun. The pool dries must. The morrowlei loors in the meaves. The sardinewungs flir flar and meere. A flishflashfling hoohoos and haas. Long shill the mellohoolooloos. The rangomane clanks jungling flight. The elegoat mickmecks and crools. A rabotick ringrangs the stam. A plutocrass with throat of steel. Then woor of meadowcalif's rout. The hedgeking gloos. And matemaids click fer dartalays.  

(34)


The sound poems reflect Jolas' faith in his "autonomous and unconfined" imagination, as well as his belief in an "a priori reality" located within poetic language itself ("the litany of words is admitted as an independent unit" [Fitch 19]). They also testify to his desire to emulate the instinctive, pre-logical Ursprache he saw at work in Joyce's "Work in Progress." Joyce's search for a multilingual language, along with his use of puns and portmanteau words, were, according to him, the key to an examination of the verbal alchemy of the "night mind" ("The Dream" 47). Jolas himself wrote a number of polylingual poems, in which he embarked on his own quest for a universal idiom through which he could record the interior reality of the unconscious mind.

  As suggested by Jolas' "Monologue," many dreamscapes published in transition display a strong oratorical strain, as well as a tendency to dwell on apocalyptic visions and various psychopathological states. Other representatives of this flamboyant, "hallucinated" trend of the prose poem-dreamscape include Edouard Roditi, Charles Henri Ford, Marius Lyle and, above all, "Sun-poet" Harry Crosby, whose convulsive hymns to poetic madness constantly assert the primacy of the inner forces of the subconscious in the act of writing. By comparison with Jolas' associative dreamscapes, in which the self often appears as a mere observer whose gaze is carried about by myriads of incomprehensible circumstances, Crosby's prose poems often amount to a highly controlled and self-reflexive exercise. The following excerpt from "Illustrations of Madness" is a representative example of Crosby's hybrid poetics. The term "illustration," which bears discursive as well as imagistic connotations, once again confirms that the dreamscape was not conceived of as a celebration of the irrational, but rather as an attempt to create dialectical relationships between the waking and the unconscious mind:

I can cause good sense to appear as insanity distort the wisest institutions of civilized society into the practices of barbarians and strain Christianity into a jest book.

*

My heart is a madhouse for the twin lunatics of her eyes.

*

I rejoice in that dangerous automatic liberty which deprives man of the volition which constitutes him a being responsible for his actions.

*

I have heard for days and nights on end the reverberation crashing in my head of all the skyscrapers and buildings of the world, the reverberation of the crashing of ships in the fog at sea, the reverberation of the crashing of iron thoughts on the cold floor of the brain.

* 

There is in me the infernal fury of the Sun by means of which I practice atrocities on the philistines. The operation of my fury is instantaneous and I abandon them to the malignity of my scorn and ridicule.

(102-3)


The obsessional, infuriated and iconoclastic overtones of Crosby's "Illustrations of Madness" make it one of the most representative examples of the cult of uncompromising excessiveness promulgated by Jolas' Revolution of the Word via William Blake's precept that "the tigers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction." At their worst, both Crosby and Jolas tend to rely on apocalyptic clichés and a vacuous, standardized eroticism which led them to publish work which today seems of little value, even within the boundaries of the magazine's manifestoes. The stylized, overwrought gothicism which pervades many of their prose poems--which often results in a mechanized expression of mal du siècle and revolt--can be seen as symptomatic of the failure of the "wild modernist" avant-garde to truly go beyond their repudiation of the power of traditional forms and consensual languages to represent the inner world of feeling and consciousness. As suggested above, the Revolution of the Word was an attempt to escape from what Jolas perceived as the stifling causal and discursive logic of dominant ideological narratives. The formal ambiguity of the prose poem--which parallels the dualism of conscious and unconscious, reason and intuition, manifest and latent meaning of the dreamscape--was hailed by the transition poets as an ideal medium for a "liberation" of the language of prose from the fetters of reason. However, the exalted, convulsive expression of individual experience which characterizes many poems and prose poems published in Jolas' magazine, far from bridging the gap between the self's waking and dreaming life, is often obscured by a bitter, gloomy outlook resulting from various forms of alienation and internal self-division. In a manner reminescent of the "panting philosophies" of Jolas' "Monologue," Paul Bowles' "Entity," for example, puts the accent on the uncertainty and elusiveness of expression. The result is a form of writing in which the Blakean self praised by Jolas' manifesto appears in a neurotic, self-consciously debased form, irremediably overwhelmed by the anarchic powers of the liberated Word:3
Eradicate, if you can, the adaptability of my nature to joy. It is our heritage, this abandoned cerise; -- perhaps the only one we have left. The steel of now cannot be rounded like letters of the system into laughing hordes of misunderstanding. We cannot permit these unflinching bones to perform such elegies. There may be falsehoods about ponds. Last week occured a strange step. Paradise stalked, and seizing a trombone from the wall, stumbled. In this way all such margins weaken.

(219)

The Narrative of Consciousness

Hostile to both the bourgeois logic of everyday reality and the humanist conception of a self-present unified self, the dreamscape inaugurated a form of "narrative of consciousness" which is still one of the major sub-modes of the contemporary prose poem. The infinitely extensible paragraph—with its capacity to drag the reader along the syncopated stream of the poet's rambling thoughts—proved ideal for the kind of oneiric and hallucinated contents favored by many transition poets who shared a preoccupation with the subterranean, inner rhythms of mental life. The prevailing influence on this specific sub-genre of the prose poem is that of Henri Bergson. As Christopher Butler reminds us, Bergson's theories on the dynamics of subjective experience had a tremendous impact on the notion of time in modernist art, "particularly by sustaining the idea . . . that subjective experience has a peculiar rhythmic character" (142). According to Bergson, intuition, unlike intelligence--whose purpose can only be materialistic and utilitarian--enables us to comprehend the life of the spirit itself and experience what he calls "pure duration." Bergson's definition of intuition insists on the primacy of creative experience and, above all, on the existence of a "pure" memory retaining the totality of our conscious states and fusing both the past and the present into an organic whole.


This particular aspect of Bergson's theory illuminates similar attempts in literature to recreate the multiple intersections and superimpositions of images, memories, emotions which make up the processes of consciousness and dream. The Bergsonian treatment of time as "pure duration" (that is, as a datum of consciousness immediately and intuitively perceived), which also underlies Jolas' provocative motto that "time is a tyranny to be abolished," led to the kaleidoscopic, mosaic-like word sequences which occur in William Carlos Williams' "improvisations," inaugurated with Kora in Hell in 1920. Even though the term "improvisation" was originally meant to accommodate a variety of modes and subject-matters, Williams' prose poems usually consist of a nonlogically constructed concatenation of thoughts and images, a succession of fragmentary moments following an aesthetic of ellipsis and fracture which the author himself defined as "the disjointing process" (Imaginations 285). The two major literary influences behind Williams' art of "improvisation" are the Dadaists' early experiments with automatic writing and the Illuminations of Arthur Rimbaud, who, more than thirty years before, had found in the prose poem a means to celebrate the "sacred disorder" of the spirit (Rimbaud 141). As Williams made it clear in his Prologue to Kora in Hell, however, the Improvisations were not meant as an American remake of any previous tradition of the prose poem. On the contrary, they were part of Williams' project to develop a form of modernism with specifically American objectives.4 At a time when Williams felt profoundly dissatisfied with the lack of a flourishing avant-garde tradition in the United States, the Improvisations were indeed, above all, a pretext for an exploration of the poetic possibilities of the American idiom. The apparent lack of firm artistic control of Williams' verbal collages, as well as the frequent intrusion of direct quotation into the "narrator'"s thoughts, make him a precursor of the popular, speech-based poetics which characterize Kenneth Patchen's jazzy fantasies, examined in Chapter 3. More than anything, the urgent and intimate tone of the Improvisations did a lot to liberate the prose poem from the "aestheticist" tradition condemned above by T.S. Eliot and turn it into a means of verbalizing specific modern concerns and realities. Like many other "improvisations" published in the same period, the mostly unpunctuated succession of impressions, thoughts and memories of "Theessentialroar" reproduces the rhapsodic cadences of modern city life as experienced by the individual consciousness:

It is the roar first brilliantly overdone THEN the plug in the pipe that carries them home with a ROAR and a cigarette and a belly full of sweet sugar and the roar of the film or to sit at the busy hour in the polished window of Union club at the northeast corner of fifty first street across the street from St. Patrick's (so to speak) neat gray catholic cathedral and feel the roar pleasantly pricking the face but they're all face as the Indian said to Ben Franklin who also knew French women like the New York Journal which knows that unless it roars it does not do the trick and that's the trick that you have to have the money for like Weismuller when he slaps the water with his hands, quick, the way they talk and THAT's what makes them WIN, it just HAPPENS but when a baby drops a ball of twine and it rolllllllls unwinding about their feet neatly semicolon placed in rows while the cigar train is sucked at by the throat of the tube and it rolls WITHOUT any roar at all . . .

(49)


Again, the persistence of syntactic links (the conjunctions), far from imposing order upon the narrative, only serves to chain together the various elements of Williams' verbal patchwork on the basis of a logic of unbroken contiguity. Even though the central motif of Williams' poem--the "roaring" sound of the underground train--bears various thematic connotations (including that of material success in the capitalist jungle), the "disjointing process" of the improvisation ultimately comes to represent the gradual dispersal of energy and the ensuing dissolution of rational meaning prevailing in the modern metropolis.

  This speech-based form of "simultaneist" prose was developed by a number of other writers in the 1920s, notably by Djuna Barnes and e.e. cummings, whose jazzy city vignettes in & (1925) read like a radical rewriting of Williams' "disjointing process." Formally speaking, of course, Williams' prose poems resemble a number of late modernist avatars of the stream of consciousness technique (some of Williams' early Improvisations were serialized in The Little Review at the same time as Joyce's Ulysses), which also challenge the linear, syllogistic movement of traditional narrative and descriptive prose. Yet, while most modernist novelists sought to describe the process of thought and memory for the purpose of narration and characterization, Williams and other prose poets attempted to adapt experimentalist modes of expression to the tracking of "actual" mental processes per se. In this sense, their rejection of "bourgeois" realist accounts of the external world ironically paves the way for a new mimetic art, one which reflects their desire to capture and represent the contingent and fluctuating rhythms of consciousness through a form which is itself protean and freed from the restrictions of traditional metric patterns.

The Prose Poem and the Reclamation of Public Language

For all his critique of the referential power of language and his commitment to a poetry divorced from both linguistic and social conventions, Jolas believed in an intrinsic, "a priori" reality present in any verbal utterance. His conception of poetic language as an act of pure expression and, ultimately, a form of life in itself still subscribes to the Mallarmean notion of the autonomy of the work of art. The poem becomes a private universe in which meaning is seen as residing in the words themselves rather than in their relationship to an external reality. This tendency towards the separation of art and life, which certainly calls into question the transition poets' assertion of art's relevance in social and political contexts, is even more apparent in Jolas' proclamation of the "Vertigral Age," published in 1933, in which he definitively turns his back on modernity and sees once more in the transfigurative power of dreams the only means by which to restore a lost unity with the primeaval strata of life. In reaction against what he calls "the collapse of mechanistic utopia" (in which "[man's] senses moved in the dull rotation of blind forces"), Jolas exhorts his followers to engage in a quest for "a primitive grammar, the stammering that approaches the language of God" (128).


W. C. Williams' Improvisations suggest that one alternative to Jolas' "pure poetry" lay in a poetic investigation of the effects of modernity upon the individual consciousness. In the 1920s and 1930s, the writings of other experimental prose poets displayed an renewed interest not only in the experience of the mechanical age, but also in the poetic potential of the language of modern science and technology. Harry Crosby's semi-concrete "Pharmacie du Soleil," for example, consists exclusively of a uninterrupted series of metalloid elements:


calcium iron hydrogen sodium nickel


magnesium cobalt silicon aluminium


titanium chromium strontium manganese


vanadium barium carbon scandium ytrium


zirconium molybdenum lanthanum niobium


palladium neodymium copper zinc cadmium


cerium glucinum germanium rhodium silver


tin lead erbium potassium iridium


tantalum osmium thorium platinum tungsten




ruthenium uranium

(Chariot 27)


Crosby's "Pharmacie du Soleil" does not confine itself to undermining the metaphorical and subjectivist premises of the lyric mode--it also sets out to challenge accepted boundaries between public and private, utilitarian and poetic language. As Clive Scott has remarked, this process works both ways. Commenting on two lines from Jules Laforgue's "L'Hiver qui vient" ("Le sobre et le vespéral mystère hebdomadaire / Des statistiques sanitaires"), he writes that Laforgue's poem "demonstrate[s] what much Modernist poetry demonstrates, that any scientific or technical term is poetically viable as long as it is thought of not in connection with a discipline but as a 'rare' combination of vowels and consonants with an exotic etymology, and that poetic diction is as much a technical jargon as any other" (359). If Crosby's poem illustrates that a new kind of poetic decorum can be invented within the new "exotic" terminology of modern technologies, the long prose sequences of Abraham Lincoln Gillespie suggest that the polysemantic potential of poetry can be recreated on the basis of such borrowings from the language of discursive prose:

What's been dough-clogging the sieve-process of the Speak-Mind, what's been shunting off part WORDprecip of the original flashsearConsciousness QUANTITY of Images, that polygonating Impactseries of the was-aspected Ideation? Surely the psyche apprehends other than the 2'd sorts of these clashMeets, (5) other than ApplauseSeek-Impactage sirop'd in grammar-seequenced fledgeling-Placates!

There, possibly, we have it: The aforementioned asyet bleedpleadNeed, Grammar'd communication. GRAYMAR. Academic Bugaboo, stuffshirt-PaunchPace-Idealiser, Nujol-Insidiate pettisogging us in GET-drippy Complace-brewing HigherConschPretense--lardrousing our slobAdmire of a Mind's jello-sieving us neat preciperies of 2-imaged [(]²i.e. dingle series of but ONCE-impacting) line jamclashtwangs. This maybe locates the Americo-perennial Bodeheims. (3)

(5) Rather apprehends contrajostles of PhotoMinim-IMPORTparticles.

(9) 


In this passage from "Textighter Eye-Ploy or Hothouse Bromidik" (first published in the March 1928 issue of transition), Gillespie clearly goes beyond the rejection of rationality advocated by Jolas and his followers in the name of the "pure" poetic flow of the unconscious mind. Rather, he proceeds to question nothing less than language's capacity to make sense. Gillespie's pun-laden parody of interpretive rhetoric challenges our expectations of argumentative coherence in order to draw our attention to the artificiality and constructedness of analytical discourses. By reproducing the polysemic ambiguity of poetic language within the realm of utilitarian prose, Gillespie's theoretico-poetic project prefigures the Language poets' dissolution of boundaries between the literal and the figurative discussed in Part III of the present study. In order to fully comprehend the prose poem's subversion of the use-value of culturally-inherited discourses, as well as its self-conscious misappropriation of utilitarian languages for the purpose of poetic creativity, we must now turn to the work of Gertrude Stein.

Redefining the Poetic: Gertrude Stein's Portraits and Still Lifes 

What is poetry and if you know 

what poetry is what is prose.

--Gertrude Stein, "Poetry and Grammar"

A regular contributor to Jolas' transition, Gertrude Stein is now generally remembered as one of the most uncompromisingly experimental writers of the modernist era. The beginnings of her career as a prose writer, however, were still very much inscribed in the tradition of nineteenth century novel writing. Q.E.D. (c. 1903; 1950),5 her first significant piece of creative writing, is a relatively conventional work of fiction centered on the consciousness of a central character named Adele and following a linear narrative line. Stein's explorations of the individual consciousness, which were strongly influenced by the novels of Henry James, are continued in Three Lives (c. 1905-6; 1909), her first published work, which details the intellectual and emotional life of three servant girls. In Three Lives, however, Stein departs from the conventions of realistic fiction--including the use of traditionally structured plots and settings--in order to focus almost exclusively on the mental processes of her protagonists. Three Lives, however, is also characterized by a tendency towards a certain form of abstraction. Unlike the protagonists of Victorian and Edwardian novels, Stein's characters are indeed described not with reference to a specific social background or context but in terms of personality types. The main influence on Stein's use of "flat" types was that of William James, under whose directorship Stein studied at the Harvard psychology laboratory and whose theories imparted to her an interest in psychological universals that was to dominate her entire creative life. The next milestone in Stein's career as a prose writer is The Making of Americans (1902-11; 1925), which was written at a time when she became concerned not so much with characterological types themselves as with the way in which these "universals" could be used in order to listen to the "rhythm of each human being" (Look 89). Stein's main center of attention therefore became the very nature of human personality. The finished product was a thousand-page long book focusing on an immigrant family, the Herslands, and attempting to define the "bottom nature" of the American people. Stein's concern with the essence of "Americanness," however, was only one aspect of a much more ambitious task, for her real intention was to describe nothing less than "every kind of human being that ever was or is or would be living" (88). To this end, Stein progressively abandoned all the basic elements of the conventional nineteenth-century novel, including plot, character and socio-historical background. At the same time, she began to give herself increasingly to abstract considerations and eventually had her own narrative consciousness take over not just the story but also the very subject of the narrative. The Making of Americans was followed by the unfinished A Long Gay Book (c. 1910-12; 1932), a second experiment in absolute comprehensiveness, in which Stein's interest shifted from "every possible kind of human being" to "every possible kind of pairs of human beings" (Look 91). Soon after completing The Making of Americans, Stein, however, had already discovered that, after all, "it was not an enormously long thing to do to describe every one" (94) and, consequently, turned her attention to shorter narrative or descriptive forms. In the portraits and "still lifes"--which constitute Stein's contribution to the genesis of the modern prose poem--the endless, all-inclusive flow of her earlier prose was definitively abandoned and supplanted by a new compositional unit: the paragraph.


Despite their more limited length and scope, the portraits are still in concordance with Stein's earlier attempt to render in words "the rhythm of anybody's personality" (105). "Picasso" (1909; 1912) is an early example of what one might call Stein's art of "impersonal" portraiture:


One whom some were certainly following was one who was completely charming. One whom some were certainly following was one who was charming. One whom some were following was one who was completely charming. One whom some were following was one who was certainly completely charming.


Some were certainly following and were certain that the one they were then following was one working and was one bringing out of himself then something. Some were certainly following and were certain that the one they were then following was one bringing out of himself then something that was coming to be a heavy thing, a solid thing and a complete thing.


One whom some were certainly following was one working and certainly was one bringing something out of himself then and was one who had been all his living had been one having something coming out of him.


Something had been coming out of him, certainly it had been coming out of him, certainly it was something, certainly it had been coming out of him and it had meaning, a charming meaning, a solid meaning, a struggling meaning, a clear meaning.


One whom some were certainly following and some were certainly following him, one whom some were certainly following was one certainly working.

(213)


As is the case in most of her portraits, Stein does not seek to depict her "subject" in a conventional or realistic way and, instead, attempts to diagram certain actions or qualities of the person described which seem to point to a number of ill-defined personality "essentials." The anonymous pronouns "one," "some" and "something"--which abound in many of the early portraits--further emphasize the semi-abstract quality of the piece which, on the whole, tends to concentrate on a series of discrete ideas or situations, rather than on a specific "character." In a manner reminescent of The Making of Americans, Stein attempts to understand human beings not through the observation of meaningful, "realist" details but in terms of general characterological types present in any individual. This feature confirms Stein's desire to depersonalize her subject or, rather, to systematize personality with reference to collective and universal categories.


"Picasso" is typical of Stein's early portraits in that it contains a very limited number of semantic units, each paragraph being centered on a particular concept which is itself subjected to a number of structural and syntactic variations. Many of Stein's portraits indeed "function" on the basis of a series of incremental variations on a particular detail or feature. This specificity of focus can be accounted for by Stein's interest in Cubist painting which also tends to select a particular detail of a whole and describe it from a variety of perspectives. The redundant character of Stein's syntax is also partly to be put down to her interest in the rhythms of everyday conversation, on which she claimed many of her portraits were based and which are largely responsible for what has been called Stein's stylistic "primitivism." However, Stein herself described this "repetition with variation" technique as a literary equivalent of the cinema, in which "[she] was making a continuous succession of the statement of what the person was until I had not many things but one thing" (106). This "cinematic" effect is achieved through a process of semantic accretion in which the succession of similar enunciations with slight but pertinent additions, subtractions, variations and permutations create the peculiarly insistent, litany-like rhythm which characterizes many of Stein's early portraits. Just as in a film, Stein reminds us, "no two pictures are exactly alike each one is just that much different from the one before" (106). Each paragraph thus introduces a particular theme, idea or key word alternately posited, negated and made more complex. The result is not meant to appear as a succession of discrete utterances but as a single entity which the reader should perceive as the "continuously moving picture of any one" (105)--this "flowing" quality of Stein's prose is further enhanced by her penchant for the continuous present. Stein's comparison of her prose with the cinema clearly indicates that her portraits, even though they display a certain degree of "abstractness," are far from being strictly a-referential or a-descriptive: such apparent "nonsense" is still being written with a view to expressing a specific succession of actions or psychological states. While the opening passage, for instance, seeks to render Picasso's aura of prestige and his success with his admirers or "followers," the rest of the excerpt seems to imply, among other things, that his whole life is devoted to his art. In the remaining paragraphs of her three-page long portrait of Picasso, Stein continues to describe the painter on the basis of a number of obsessively recurrent motifs, while adding new information concerning her ambivalent response to his work (which is successively characterized as a "solid," "charming," "lovely," "perplexing," "disconcerting," "simple," "clear," "complicated," "interesting," "disturbing," "repellent" and "very pretty thing" [214]). The portrait ends with what has long been interpreted as Stein's assessment of a character weakness in Picasso ("He was not ever completely working"; 215) which somehow casts some doubt on the followers' confidence in the painter's total commitment to his work.6 On the whole, Stein's piece, despite its many departures from any previous tradition of the portrait, still manages to render some general sense of Picasso's personality and his relationship with his "followers."


Many of Stein's portraits attempt not so much to convey specific psychological states of the portrayed person as to explore the metonymic relationships existing between him/her and diverse elements of a specific physical and psychological context. "Ada" (1910; 1922 in Geography and Plays), Stein's famous portrait of Alice Toklas, starts with a description of the Toklas family as a whole and does not mention Alice herself until the end of the fourth paragraph; even then, Stein goes on describing her almost exclusively in terms of her connections with the other members of the family, thus giving expression to the "many relations who lived in them" (Reader 102). Around 1912, Stein even began a series of "group portraits" (some of which were later to be included in A Long Gay Book) in the course of which various personal or contextual relationships between persons and things started to prevail even further over the psychological types themselves. "Two Women" (1911 ?; 1925) is a typical example of Stein's interest in pairs of men and women, one which coexists with her more habitual "cinematic" repetition with incrementation technique:

There are often two of them, both women. There were two of them, two women. There were two of them, both women. There were two of them. They were both women. There were two women and they were sisters. They both went on living. They were often together then when they were living. They were very often not together when they were living. One was the elder and one was the younger. They always knew this thing, they always knew that one was the elder and one was the younger. They were both living and they both went on living. They were together and they were then both living. They were then both going on living. They were not together and they were both living and they both went on living then. They sometimes were together, they sometimes were not together. One was older and one was younger.

(Reader 105)


A quick comparison between "Two Women" and any sample of poetry discussed in the first part of this chapter would reveal the extent to which Stein's own particular kind of experimentalism went against what can be referred to as the "mainstream" of the modernist avant-garde represented by Jolas' Revolution of the Word. While her abstract and relational poetics were clearly incompatible with Jolas' belief in a reality intrinsically contained in the Word, Stein's poetic project was also antipodal to Joyce's cult of popular and literary allusion. As Shari Benstock observes, Stein remained unimpressed by Finnegans Wake, "feeling that the very bankrupcy of linguistic meaning was evidenced in Joyce's need to shore up meaning through multilingual puns" (375). By contrast with Joyce's interest in culturally- and historically-inherited semantic traces, Stein's own "revolution" was based on an exploration of the grammatical and syntactic principles regulating everyday language. For her, meaning was, above all, the product of relations of words to each other and to a particular context. The only possibility for creative agency within a reified language therefore lay in a subversion of the syllogistic movement of prose at the level of the sentence, the paragraph and the work as a whole. Stein's use of her famous repetition-with-variation technique in "Picasso" and "Two Women," for instance, questions the taken-for-granted transparency of the referential chain by constantly challenging our expectations of semantic closure.


As we will see, other key-aspects of Stein's poetic project--which include a conception of writing as process, a commitment to "literalness" as opposed to metaphorical depth and an emphasis on the medium rather than on the subject of a literary work--make her a precursor of a certain form of postmodern poetry rather than a typical representative of "far-out" modernism. Still, the influence of her experimental techniques on a number of contemporary writers must not be underestimated. In addition to Sherwood Anderson or Ernest Hemingway, whose much-discussed "metonymic" narratives were largely derived from Stein's use of repetition, a number of other writers attempted to build their own variations on Stein's stylistic and methodological idiosyncracies. Among them, at least one figure stands out, that of Laura Riding, whose "Mademoiselle Comet" (published in 1928 in transition) recalls the semi-abstract quality of Stein's portraits:


We, then, having complete power, removed all the amusements that did not amuse us. We were then at least not hopelessly not amused. We inculcated in ourselves an amusability not qualified by standards developed from amusements that failed to amuse. Our standards, that is, were impossibly high.


And yet we were not hopeless. We were ascetically humorous, in fact. And so when Mademoiselle Comet came among us we were somewhat at a loss. For Mademoiselle Comet was a really professional entertainer. She came from where she came to make us look.


But Mademoiselle Comet was different. We could not help looking. But she more than amused. She was a perfect oddity. The fact that she was entertaining had no psychological connection with the fact that we were watching her. She was a creature of pure pleasure. She was a phenomenon; whose humorous slant did not sympathetically attack us; being a slant of independence not comedy. Her long bright hair was dead. She could not be loved.


Therefore Mademoiselle Comet became our entertainment. And she more than amused; we loved her. Having complete power, we placed her in a leading position, where we could observe her better. We were not amused. We were ascetically humorous. Thus we aged properly. We did not, like mirth-stricken children, die. Rather, we could not remember that we had ever been alive. We too had long bright dead hair. Mademoiselle Comet performed, we looked always a last time. We too performed, became really professional entertainers. Our ascetically humorous slant became more and more a slant of independence, less and less a slant of rejected comedy. With Mademoiselle Comet we became a troupe, creatures of pure pleasure, more than amused, more than amusing, looker-entertainers, Mademoiselle Comet's train of cold light. We were the phenomenal word fun, Mademoiselle Comet leading. Fun was our visible property. We appeared, a comet and its tail, with deadly powerfulness to ourselves. We collided. We swallowed and were swallowed, more than amused. Mademoiselle, because of the position we had put her in with our complete power, alone survived. Her long bright dead hair covered her. Our long bright dead hair covered us. Her long bright dead hair alone survived; universe of pure pleasure, never tangled, never combed. She could not be loved. We loved her. Our long bright dead alone survived. We alone survived, having complete power. Our standards, that is, were impossibly high; and brilliant Mademoiselle Comet, a professional entertainer, satisfied them. Our standards alone survived, being impossibly high.

(207-8)


On a superficial level, "Mademoiselle Comet" displays the most essential features of a "typical" Steinian portrait, including the technique of repetition with incrementation leading to structural variations upon a single theme or motif; here, that of "entertainment" or "amusability." As in the Stein pieces discussed above, we are not presented with a fully-fledged individual but, rather, with a number of psychological states--this same concern with characterological abstraction led another transition poet, Herman Spector, to describe one of his characters as "ordinarily clean and nice and fat and eyes" (177). We do not really know in what way "Mademoiselle Comet" is "entertaining," nor are we told, for example, about her physical appearance, her motives or the precise circumstances of her arrival ("She came from where she came to make us look"). Even though her use of repetition seems indebted to Stein, Riding's treatment of character, however, remains very much her own. Her most essential contribution to the history of the "abstract" narrative indeed lies in a redistribution of subjective and predicative structures that leads to several alternative (ir-)resolutions at the same time as its seeks to redefine the self-pursuing logic of its own discourse. The point here is not to describe specific personality types or define the "bottom nature" of a particular character. Instead, Riding's own particular brand of "primitivism" relishes the contrast between an extreme clarity and simplicity of diction and an increased indeterminacy of content. This Riding achieves through a series of disconcertingly direct and factual statements, alternately confirmed and negated, leading to further complexities and ambiguities. The somewhat puzzling premises of Riding's "portrait"--anonymous "ascetically-humorous" we-personae introducing themselves and describing their standards for being entertained as "impossibly high"--are further complicated by a number of unexpected juxtapositions and rhetorical oddities ("a phenomenon; whose humorous slant did not sympathetically attack us") interfering with the apparent orthodoxy of Riding's straightforward, argumentative tone. On the whole, "Mademoiselle Comet" resists the conventions underlying both "illusionistic" description and conventional narrative, apparently subscribing to them in order to subvert them "from within." Eventually, it is the fusion and transformation of identities that becomes the subject of Riding's narrative as the "entertained" we-speakers are turned into "looker-entertainers," only to become part of the "long bright dead hair" of the (literalized) comet's tail.

Tender Buttons and Stein's Redefinition of Poetic Language

In "Picasso," "Two Women" and a number of other pieces written in the same period,7 Stein's concern with relationships is turned into a mode of representation in itself. In her portrait of Carl Van Vechten, written two years after "Picasso," Stein's subject appears in an even more depersonalized form, this time depicted exclusively in relation to the clothes he is wearing and various objects and pieces of furniture surrounding him:

One.

In the ample checked fur in the back and in the house, in the by next cloth and inner, in the chest, in mean wind.

One.

In the best might last and wind that. In the best might last and wind in the best might last.

Ages, ages, all what sat.

One.

In the gold presently, in the gold presently unsuddenly and decapsized and dewalking.

In the gold coming in. 



ONE.

One. 

None in stable, none at ghosts, none in the latter spot.



ONE.

One.

An oil in a can, an oil and a vial with a thousand stems. An oil in a cup and a steel sofa.

One.

An oil in a cup and a woolen coin, a woolen card and a best satin.

A water house and a hut to speak, a water house and entirely water, water and water.

(Reader 274)


"One: Carl van Vechten" (1913; 1922) is emblematic of Stein's shift of interest from personality to context, which is a major impulse behind Tender Buttons (1913; 1914), a collection of "still lifes" written at a time when Stein had become increasingly engrossed in the observation of objects rather than human beings. This gradual change is largely to be put down to her intention to "express what something was, a little by talking and listening to that thing, but a great deal by looking at that thing" (Look 114). Tender Buttons is divided into three sections. The first two, "Objects" and "Food," contain 108 short prose entries whose length ranges from a single line to a little more than a page.8 "Rooms," the third part of the collection, is a long, uninterrupted prose sequence consisting of relatively autonomous paragraphs. Even though the exact "subject matter" of the whole collection is hard, if not impossible, to ascertain, the titles of Stein's entries prepare the reader for a description of Victorian domestic interiors. The still lifes of the first section, for instance, include "descriptions" of a carafe, a cushion, a box, a piece of coffee, a red stamp, a cloak, a red dress and an umbrella. In Tender Buttons, however, Stein's style moves away from the initial, "cinematic" technique of repetition-with-variation towards a more absolute form of abstractionism. While the portraits still delivered a fairly precise description of specific characterological types, it is generally impossible to relate the contents of Stein's still lifes to the objects mentioned in their titles. The following description of "Glazed Glitter" signals Stein's radical departure from any mimetic--or even strictly descriptive--tradition of the still life:

GLAZED GLITTER


Nickel, what is nickel, it is originally rid of a cover.


The change in that is that red weakens an hour. The change has come. There is no search. But there is, there is that hope and that interpretation and sometime, surely any is unwelcome, sometime there is breath and there will be a sinecure and charming very charming is that clean and cleansing. Certainly glittering is handsome and convincing.


There is no gratitude in mercy and in medicine. There can be breakages in Japanese. That is no programme. That is no color chosen. It was chosen yesterday, that showed spitting and perhaps washing and polishing. It certainly showed no obligation and perhaps if borrowing is not natural there is some use in giving.

(161) 


Stein's still lifes (this one is excerpted from the "Objects" section) emerge as the ultimate--and arguably the last--development of the tradition of the object-poem, which Stein attempts to release from the very assumptions of transitiveness and referentiality which supported its existence perhaps more than that of any other poetic genre. Even though the titles of the entries still make it clear that Stein's poetics of "looking" are rooted in the observation of mostly trivial objects and everyday matters, the objects themselves often seem to exist mainly as a springboard for the observer's abstract reflections. In a similar way, the descriptive or definitional impulse announced in the poem's heading is subsequently undermined by the semantic vagueness of the entry itself. Stein's poem, however, maintains an illusion of referentiality through a syntax whose apparent orthodoxy ironically foregrounds its actual indeterminacy. Even though Stein's description is not exactly what one could expect from a definition of a "glazed glitter" or a "nickel," it still ocasionally seems to refer to a stable, constitutive contextualizable referent (involving, for instance, the polishing of a tarnished silver coin). Similarly, if the twelve sentences that compose Stein's still life do not seem to follow a clear logical sequence, the syntax used throughout is, most of the time, grammatically correct and appears to have retained--at least superficially--all the attributes of a quite straightforward piece of argumentative prose. In an extract such as this one, the "a-semantic" or "a-referential" quality of Stein's prose is to be put down not so much to syntactic or lexical difficulties as to the absence of contextual hints which might enable the reader to construe the entry into a "meaningful" whole.


Still, what directly concerns us here is that the vignettes of Tender Buttons were, as Stein herself repeatedly insisted, the result of her investigation not of prose but of poetic language and what she perceived as poetry's reliance on "nouns." In a lecture entitled "Poetry and Grammar" given in the United States during her 1934 lecture tour, Stein commented that:

. . . in coming to avoid nouns a great deal happens and has happened. It was one of the things that happened in a book I called Tender Buttons.


In The Making of Americans a long very long prose book made up of sentences and paragraphs . . . I said I had gotten rid of nouns and adjectives as much as possible by the method of living in adverbs in verbs in pronouns, in adverbial clauses written or implied and in conjunctions.


But after I had gone as far as I could in these long sentences and paragraphs that had come to do something else I then began very short things and in doing very short things I resolutely realized nouns and decided not to get around them but to meet them, to handle in short to refuse them by using them and in that way my real acquaintance with poetry was begun.

(Look 136-7)


Stein's refusal of "nouns" must not be taken at face value, for it extends well beyond strictly grammatical considerations. For Stein, nouns are, above all, the means by which we ascribe meaning to reality and thereby establish fixed relationships between signifier and signified. Stein's distrust in the referential power of words ("the sign that means that really means a necessary betrayal" [168]) parallels her pessimistic view of the evolution of poetic language, which she sees as a gradual process of erosion of its capacity to represent reality adequately. "When the language was new," she argues, "as it was with Chaucer and Homer, the poet could use the name of a thing and the thing was really there" (7); "the completeness was in the use" (41). "After hundreds of years had gone by and thousands of poems had been written," she goes on, "he could call on those words and find that they were just wornout literary words." The ensuing "long period" in which "confusion" arises and writers start to "confuse what they are saying with the words they are choosing" (44) signalled the progressive separation of poetic language from the reality to which it is striving to refer. To the modern poet, this utilitarian, quasi-performative power of words to summon reality into being which Stein calls "the excitedness of pure being" is irremediably lost.


As a result of the failure of language to create one-to-one relationships between signifier and signified, the name-giving, reality-defining function of words is precisely what the contemporary poet should strive to question and subvert ("poetry is doing nothing but using losing refusing and pleasing and betraying and caressing nouns" [138]). As poetry, however, is "entirely based on the noun," this can only occur if one decides to "refuse nouns by using them" in order to meet them on their own ground and question their use value. The best example of this is Stein's famous line "A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose," whose main purpose was to avoid losing "the enjoyment of naming" (139), which disappears as soon as you know a thing by its name.9 Poetic language therefore becomes a means of disrupting reified relationships within so-called referential or utilitarian language in order to revitalize it and "make it new:" Stein's ambition, so she claimed, was to make the rose appear "red for the first time in English poetry for a hundred years" (7).


The "abstract" still lifes of Tender Buttons suggest that a possible alternative to both the separation of signifier and signified and the reification of poetic language is to break the chains linking words to specific signified realities in conventional, "utilitarian" language (the realm of prose, not of poetry). Only in such a way can the contemporary poet hope to "bring back vitality to the noun" (7). It should be noted, however, that Stein's "refusing by using" differs from other avant-gardist attempts to "defamiliarize" language or celebrate the acoustic charms of the "word as such." In many ways, Tender Buttons can indeed be seen as part of the general disillusion concerning language as a referential, meaning-producing tool which was an important impulse behind, for example, Velimir Khlebnikov's zaum and, above all, the Dada movement. Stein, however, definitely veers away from a number of major premises of Dada, including its uncompromising confidence in the value of "spontaneous" utterances, chance operations and absolute formal indeterminacy. (The question whether Dada writing does or does not stand up to its own claims to absolute indeterminacy is, needless to say, equally open to argument.). Her lack of interest in the workings of the unconscious mind, in particular, is well-attested. Even in her early years as an undergraduate student at the Harvard psychology laboratory where she worked under Hugo Münsterberg and, above all, William James, she was more interested in her master's research on the relationship between specific states of mind and parts of speech than in his early experiments with automatic writing. As Elizabeth Sprigg has pointed out, "the conscious, just before it was superseded, through the influence of Freud, by the unconscious--although never for Gertrude Stein--was a main concern of thinking people, and she was a thinker" (14). As suggested above, Stein may have been one of the most experimental writers of the Modernist era, but she also remained in many ways a child of the nineteenth century, as is clear, for instance, from her empiricist and positivist faith in the power of literature (and her own talent) to write "a history of everyone. . . " and attend "the daily life the complete daily life and the things shut in with that complete daily life" (35). Such claims to absolute comprehensiveness are indeed diametrically opposed to the postwar pessimism which was to pervade the whole history of Modernist aesthetics, including Dada's nihilist stance, which extends, beyond language, to all moral and epistemological certainties: "I destroy the drawers of the brain, and those of the social fabric" (Tzara 2).


To the Dadaists' cult of absolute freedom of expression and, later, the Surrealists' associative "free flow," Stein opposes her own peculiar but unmistakable litany-like "rhythm," a form of "poetic" prose which still functions with reference to a tradition of conventionally descriptive and argumentative prose syntax. The "voice" of Stein's prose, as it appears in Tender Buttons and in the portraits discussed above, does not seek to give free rein to the poet's free-wheeling associations. Rather, it appears to be constantly listening to itself and its own strategies of (self-)expression--according to Stein herself, "being one who is at the same time talking and listening" was precisely what "[made] one a genius" (Look 102).

The Prose Poem and Nonillusionistic Writing

The subject. A lemon beside an orange is no longer a lemon, the orange is no longer an orange; they have become fruit.

--Georges Braque

At the end of her essay "Poetry and Grammar," Stein advances her own tentative conclusion on this process of defamiliarization of the poetic medium. "Here was the question," she writes, "if in poetry one could lose the noun as I had really truly lost in prose would there be any difference between poetry and prose" (146). In this chapter, I want to argue that Stein's hybrid vignettes testify to an important functional difference between poetic and prosaic language, one which extends well beyond the stylistic or modal premises of what is commonly understood as "prose" or "poetry." In this context, Roman Jakobson's research on the nature of poetic language provides a useful model for examining not only the dynamics of Stein's Tender Buttons but also the whole development of the contemporary prose poem in English from the formal mannerisms of the Decadents to the language-oriented experiments of the Language poets. In his seminal essay "Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances" (1956), Jakobson describes language as oscillating between the two antipodal processes of selection and combination--the former is described as metaphoric, the latter as metonymic. Jakobson clearly considers metaphor and metonymy as two complementary aspects of any discourse, as speech implies "a selection of certain linguistic entities and their combination into linguistic units of a higher degree of complexity" (97). Any linguistic utterrance thus develops both along the axis of similarity (the substitution of one word or idea for another) and that of contiguity (the sequential arrangement of the signifying chain). "Under the influence of a cultural pattern, personality, and verbal style," however, "preference is given to one of the two processes over the other" (110). Jakobson later proceeds to apply his theory to specific trends or movements in Western art. The metaphoric conception underlying Surrealism, for example, is to be distinguished from the metonymic orientation of Cubism, "where the object is transformed into a set of synechdoches." Cinema, unlike drama, is basically metonymic but some film-makers nevertheless make use of metaphoric techniques, such as Charlie Chaplin's "'lap dissolves,'" which Jakobson describes as "filmic similes." In the sphere of literature, Jakobson opposes Romanticism and Symbolism to the tradition of realist writing: "The primacy of the metaphoric process in the literary schools of Romanticism and Symbolism has been repeatedly acknowledged, but it is still insufficiently realized that it is the predominance of metonymy which underlies and actually predetermines the so-called Realist trend, which belongs to an intermediary stage between the decline of Romanticism and the rise of Symbolism and is opposed to both" (111).


Jakobson concludes his essay by extending his argument to the difference between poetry and prose per se and proposes that poetic language, regardless of any specific school or period, tends towards the metaphoric pole. While prose is essentially forwarded by contiguity, "the principle of similarity underlies poetry; the metrical parallelism of lines or the phonic equivalence of rhyming words prompts the question of semantic similarity and contrast." This metrical and phonological patterning, Jakobson concludes, makes metaphor "the line of least resistance" for poetry (114). In another essay entitled "Linguistics and Poetics" (1958), Jakobson defines the poetic or "aesthetic" function of language more specificaly as the superimposition of similarity upon contiguity: "The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of combination" (71). Poetic language is therefore neither antimetonymic nor exclusively metaphoric. Instead, it seeks to transpose the substitutional dynamics of metaphoric language onto the metonymic speech act.


Two important consequences of the superimposition of similarity upon contiguity are directly relevant to Stein's Tender Buttons. The first is that it imparts to poetry "its thoroughly symbolic, multiplex, polysemantic essence" (85). The poetic function of language thus introduces ambiguity into the referential chain and, thereby, problematizes the very creation of meaning. As a result, it undermines not only accepted connections between signifier and signified but also the "naturalness" of realist prose, which relies on metonymic (or "contextual") relationships between signifiers in order to create meaning. The second essential quality Jakobson associates with the poetic function is its nonreferential and essentially self-conscious (and self-questioning) nature. Poetry--or, rather, Jakobson insists, the poetic or "aesthetic" function of language which is present, to some extent, in any verbal utterance--draws attention to the material and phonetic properties of the words themselves. As is the case in Stein's prose, this is done at the expense of their capacity to depict or refer to a particular reality, for poetry, by promoting "the palpability of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs and objects" (70). Here, too, Jakobson's characterization of poetic language as medium-oriented strongly resembles Stein's definition of contemporary poetry as characterized by its self-reflexive and subversive use of "nouns"--in both cases, poetic language is therefore a means of "bringing back vitality to the noun" by privileging the formal quality of words over their denotative power.


Seen in the light of Jakobson's theory, the "poeticity" of Stein's Tender Buttons can thus be seen as residing in both its attempts to subvert the premises of realist, descriptive (and, as we will see, argumentative) prose from within. The only imperfection in Jakobson's bipolar model--at least from the point of view of the present study--is that it still takes for granted that poetry is necessarily written in verse. His favorite subjects of analysis are not Gertrude Stein or Stéphane Mallarmé but G. M. Hopkins, Edgar Allen Poe and Charles Baudelaire (as the author, of course, of Les Fleurs du mal, not of Le Spleen de Paris). More generally, "Linguistics and Poetics" does not refer to a single example of vers libre. As a result, the only means of projecting equivalence onto the combinatory axis remains, for Jakobson, the "mounting of the metrical form upon the usual speech form" which "necessarily gives the experience of a double, ambiguous shape to anyone who is familiar with the given language and with verse" (80). The principle of equivalence therefore relies exclusively on the phonic and structural parallelism created by rhyme and/or meter: "In poetry one syllable is equalized with another syllable of the same sequence; word stress is assumed to equal word stress, as unstress equals unstress" (71). Referring to Hopkins' definition of verse as "speech wholly or partially repeating the same figure of sound" (72), Jakobson also argues that ambiguity essentially arises from the contrapuntal tension created between two different "rhythms," that of metric accentuality and that of the language of everyday life. By drawing together words similar in sound but different in meaning, rhyme, for instance, defamiliarizes their habitual referential and contextual value. Jakobson is thus interested not so much in the decorative value of rhyme and meter as in their capacity to question the use-value of language: "poeticalness is not a supplementation of discourse with rhetorical adornment but a total reevaluation of the discourse and of all its components whatsoever" (93). Since it is carried out exclusively within the realm of prose, Stein's use of the poetic or "complexifying" function of language cannot rely on a similar discrepancy between two distinct phonetic patterns and, therefore, has to be based on significantly different premises.10 In view of Jakobson's insistence on complexity and polysemy, however, one could argue that the poetic character of Stein's prose pieces lies in their rejection of the basic assumptions underlying traditional mimetic writing and in their endless redistributions of competitive relationships at both the metaphorical (or substitutive) and the metonymic (or combinative) level. Stein's prose defies interpretation precisely because it subverts the very metalinguistic code and, more generally, the social consensus according to which most people call a spade a spade (or a poem a poem) and use language to mean "what it says." By resisting the power of prose syntax to "name" its object and undermining the reader's attempts to naturalize the text into a conventional piece of descriptive prose, Stein also uses the opportunity to ask what a poem (or a prose poem) really is:

A CARAFE, THAT IS A BLIND GLASS

A kind in glass and a cousin, a spectacle and nothing strange a single hurt color and an arrangement in a system to pointing. All this and not ordinary, not unordered in not resembling. The difference is spreading.

(161)


Another direct equivalent of Jakobson's "rhythmic" tension lies in Stein's subversive use of discursive rhetoric and the language of logic. As we have seen and will see, Stein's still lifes are often called "abstract" precisely because their various parts refuse to form the contextual or "meaningful" metonymic whole we are likely to expect from a sample of descriptive or argumentative prose. The somewhat "teasing" quality of Stein's prose arises from the fact that it still pretends to create conventionally descriptive metonymic chains even as it forcefully resists description in the strict sense. This Stein often achieves through her consistent use of outward attributes of logical thought. The semblance of argumentative orthodoxy which is maintained throughout the whole collection proves quite clearly that Stein's intention is not to deny the metonymic chain itself but, rather, the various ways in which we seek to "put it to good use" for the purpose of description or logical argumentation.


In this sense, the prose of Tender Buttons radically differs from aphasic language, to which it has often been compared. David Lodge (who was the first to perceive the relevance of Jakobson's bipolar model in the context of the work of Gertrude Stein) has commented that to "neglect [the contiguous] side of language completely removes the writer from the realm of prose fiction--and in Stein's case from the realm of meaningful communication, to an extent rare in Modernism" (489). "Even Joyce in Finnegans Wake," Lodge continues, "or, later, Samuel Beckett in 'Ping' (1967), though they exemplify many of the features pushed far towards the metaphorical pole (e.g. the disappearance of grammatically functional words, conjunctions, propositions, pronouns, articles), still preserve through word-order a tenuous narrative and logical continuity" (489). Stein's prose in Tender Buttons, by contrast, results in a kind of discourse which resembles the speech of aphasics suffering from what Jakobson terms "Contiguity disorder or Contextual deficiency, where 'syntactic rules organizing words into a higher unit are lost' and sentences degenerate into a 'a mere word-heap'" (488). Lodge quotes Stein's vignette "Apple" as an example of such deficiencies at the combinatory level:

Apple plum, carpet streak, seed calm, coloured wine, calm seen, cold cream, best shake, potato, potato and no gold work with pet, a green seen is called bake and change sweet is bready, a little piece a little piece please.


A little piece please. Cane again to the presupposed and ready eucalyptus tree, count out sherry and ripe plates and little corners of a kind of ham. This is use. 

(187)


What is problematic about Lodge's argument is that "Apple" is in no way representative of Stein's collection as a whole. A quick look at the other entries considered so far indicates that Tender Buttons is by no means devoid of articles, prepositions, conjunction and pronouns; in fact, even Lodge's example contains several such linking words. Not only do Stein's sentences abound in hypotactic (or "grammatically functional") words, they also generally follow a fairly orthodox syntactic order. In this, they still succeed in maintaining a semblance of syntagmatic continuity and logical consistency. To interpret Tender Buttons as an equivalent of Jakobson's Contiguity disorder is to miss the point of a writing which seeks precisely to work at the level of both metaphor and metonymy and subvert the very mechanisms ruling the creation of meaning.12

In "Poetry and Grammar," Stein accounts for her preference for certain grammatical units and her rejection of others. After dismissing question marks as "uninteresting" (128) and commas as "servile" and "having no life of their own" (131), Stein proceeds to acount for her "passion" for active present verbs, adverbs, articles, conjunctions and, above all, prepositions which can "live a long life being really being nothing" and which you can "be continuously using and everlastingly enjoying" (127). Prepositions are not aimed at defining or "naming" things. They create meaning through the discovery of relationships between signifiers, rather than by bridging the gap between signifier and signified. Once again, Stein does not refer so much to syntactic elements as such as to a specific use of language, which results in what she suggestively described in "A Carafe, That Is a Blind Glass" as "a system to pointing." In a similar way, the closing sentence of "A Carafe . . ."--an interesting precursor of deconstructive thought--argues for a definition of meaning as the result of differences "spreading" between different objects or signs. While the repetition-with-variation technique of the early portraits emphasized this aspect mainly at the level of the syntax, the differential poetics underlying Tender Buttons extends to the way in which the human mind perceives and construes its immediate surroundings:

Why is the name changed. The name is changed because in the little space there is a tree, in some space there are no trees, in every space there is a hint of more, all this causes the decision.

("Rooms" [202])


Stein's attempts to undermine the taken-for-granted syllogistic transparency of descriptive or "realist" discourse (in which, according to Jakobson, a thing is described with reference to a credible "context" created by a network of metonymically-related units) eventually leads her to ascribe a new functional vocation to the signifying chain, in which the act of "naming" itself becomes an elusive category essentially based on connotation rather than denotation. Ultimately, the mimetic impulses of prose ("An imitation, more imitation, imitation succeed imitations" [182]) are replaced by an interrogation not only of the "poetic" but of art itself and the conditions in which it is produced and received, as evoked by Stein's Duchampian ready-made in "Asparagus" ("Asparagus in a lean in a lean to hot. This makes it art and it is wet wet weather wet weather wet" [190]). Language, in Tender Buttons, thus ceases to be a representational or definitional tool as the word sequence, to quote Marjorie Perloff, tends to express "a way of happening rather than an account of what has happened, a way of looking rather than a description of how things look" (Poetics 85). Stein's translation of the very process of description into an essentially phenomenological activity recalls the techniques used by the Cubist painters she admired and to which her work has often been compared. On a superficial level, Stein's still lifes share with Cubist painting a propensity to reduce their subjects to simplified or stylized geometrical patterns ("A single climb to a line, a straight exchange to a cane" ["A METHOD OF A CLOAK" 164]), sometimes to the point of dissolving them into a space of one-dimensional elusiveness:

A BLUE COAT

A blue coat is guided guided away, guided and guided away, that is the particular color that is used for that length and not with any width not even more than a shadow.

(167)


Another important "Cubist" aspect of Stein's prose in Tender Buttons is the absence of firm distinctions between different physical realms and semantic fields, including persons and objects ("a kind in glass and a cousin" [161]), fluid and solid bodies (Stein's "Tender Buttons" have been described by some critics as literary equivalents of Dali's montres molles), figure and ground ("a whole is inside a part" [195]) or the abstract and the concrete ("the one way to use custom is to use soap and silk for cleaning" [163]). Sometimes, language itself is mixed with the physical world in a manner reminescent of the early papiers collés of Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso ("suppose the rest of the message is mixed with a very long slender needle" [166]). As a result of this radical blurring of boundaries between language and the outside world, and in the absence of a fixed, prescriptive center of referentiality, ("act so there is no use in a centre" [196]), the focus of Stein's prose pieces is displaced further away from a description of the objects themselves onto an examination of the very process of "change" and mutability which constantly interferes with the act of naming:

A SUBSTANCE IN A CUSHION

The change of color is likely and a difference a very little difference is prepared. Sugar is not a vegetable. 

(162)

Depthlessness and Literalness

The many parallels which can be drawn between the prose of Tender Buttons and the techniques of Cubist painting11 led David Lodge to argue that Stein's vignettes, though "sometimes described as 'Cubist' in technique . . . are in fact closer to Surrealist art, Surrealism being metaphoric and Cubism metonymic in Jakobson's scheme" (496). Lodge's objection to "Cubist" interpretations of Tender Buttons is largely based on his own perception of Stein's "Symbolist" pursuit of "the thing in itself" and of her method of composition ("looking at anything until something that was not the name of that thing but was in a way that actual thing would come to be written") as "one of selection and substitution in Jakobson's sense." Lodge's remark certainly has the merit of indirectly bringing out a much overlooked contradiction between the essentialist premises and the uncompromising experimentalism which characterize Stein's oeuvre as a whole. In this perspective, one has to acknowledge that Stein's current reputation as a precursor of the postmodern avant-garde and a "deconstructive" writer avant la lettre has largely overshadowed her significantly more old-fashioned belief in the possibility for the human mind to capture the essence of a particular reality. As we will see, this contradiction can be put down to her uncomfortable position in the history of contemporary literature as both a child of nineteenth century positivism and one of modernism's most dedicated representatives. However, I find it difficult to agree--even by strictly Jakobsonian standards and despite Lodge's concession that Stein's metaphoric poetics are "entirely private, and the result therefore inscrutable"--that pieces such as "A Carafe . . ." and "Glazed Glitter" genuinely function at the metaphorical level and are therefore chiefly concerned with "the perception of similarities" (488). If one goes beyond Jakobson's Surrealism vs. Cubism dichotomy and bears in mind Stein's desire to defamiliarize the Word, one could argue that her prose poems seek not so much to reject the metonymic chain as such as to question the validity of any kind of taken-for-granted, reified relationship between a thing and its environment. Such are indeed the hallmarks of "realist" and, more generally, illusionistic art that the still lifes of Tender Buttons and Stein's work as a whole constantly attempt to undermine. In this respect, they do not necessarily function at a metaphoric level but, on the contrary, still focus on the metonymic (or combinative) axis of language, albeit in a subversive fashion. In the same way, it can be argued that the prose vignettes of Tender Buttons, even though they have often been hailed as a precursor of Barthes' "writerly" text, still adhere to orthodox syntax and modes of representation (the definition and the still-life), which implies that Stein does not seek so much to achieve "writerliness" as such as to upset the "readerliness" of conventional prose. The semic diagram I propose in Part III of this study suggests that Stein's prose vignettes are still very much concerned with questioning the nature of fixed reference and normative syntax. This subversive quality of Tender Buttons is conspicuously absent from Lodge's discussion of Stein's prose, mainly because he tends to mistake what he perceives as the absence of metonymic links for the presence of metaphorical relationships.


Another aspect of Stein's which invalidates Lodge's characterization of her poetics as post-Symbolist and proto-Surrealist is its concern with surfaces, as well as its consequent resistance to the various forms of allegorical depth or spiritual transcendence which are still central to both Baudelaire's theory of correspondences and Breton's écriture automatique. In a remarkable essay published as early as 1927 in transition, Laura Riding was the first (and, regrettably, one of the last) to emphasize this essential aspect of Stein's poetics. According to Riding, Stein's unique contribution to the early modernist period (or, more precisely, that peculiar "wild" modernist trend discussed above and then often labelled as the "new barbarism") was not really her doing away with any and all poetic conventions, from the primacy of "sentiment" to the use of heightened imagery or even the "obsolete" rules of grammar. The most innovative aspects of Stein's poetics, Riding goes on, was her capacity to take "everything around her literally and many things for granted which others have not been naive enough to take so" ("The New Barbarism" 157):

A PURSE

A purse was not green, it was not straw color, it was hardly seen and it had a use a long use and the chain, the chain was never missing, it was not misplaced, it showed that it was open, that is all that it showed.

(169)


"A Purse" is characteristic of Stein's rejection of the metaphorically-laden foundations of conventionally "poetic" language and of her relish in the literal "ordinariness" of everyday life. Stein's objects do not refer to anything but themselves and are completely devoid of such transcendental depth as was condemned by Riding as a form of disguised Romanticism. This feature was, at the time, radically opposed to "the devotion of the modern barbarian to originality," which Riding saw as "the most serious flaw in his metaphysical technique," whether in the form of the disguised Romanticism lurking in the poetry of Ezra Pound or in T. E. Hulme's "deification of pessimism, a sentimental abstraction of despair" (157). Similarly, the sober, strangely level-headed tone of Stein's prose does not leave any room for the kind of self-celebrating despair and alienation which we find in the work of most of the poets published in the same avant-garde forums in the 1920s and 1930s. Instead, what we have in Tender Buttons is a kind of writing in which the self, far from expressing its sense of alienation from the things around it, casts a cold eye on its environment which it perceives in strictly spatial and, ultimately, analytical terms.


The disappearance of the lyric self, however, indirectly announces the supremacy of the author's voice openly displaying its strategies of self-verbalization and insisting on its constant struggle with the concrete materiality of language. A direct result of Stein's method of "composition as explanation" in Tender Buttons is indeed that the writing I is more present than ever, only in a form completely different from what one would expect from a poetic sketch or even from the then burgeoning form of the Dinggedicht. Unlike, for instance, Rainer Maria Rilke's Neue Gedichte (1907)--the first modern and fully developed occurrence of the so-called "object poem"--Stein's still lifes do not seek to represent the object as self-sufficient and impervious to change and time (in Rilke's own words: in a pure state of being "separated from chance and time" [Preminger 194]). Far from denying or downplaying the presence of the observer, they underline his/her role in defining the various terms and parameters of the description, which, in Stein's poetics of "looking," is founded on a recognition of the inevitable mutability of the thing observed. Stein therefore does not seek to impose a particular view of reality onto the reader but insists, instead, on the necessity of letting the phenomenal world open itself up to an infinite number of alternatives:

NOTHING ELEGANT

A charm a single charm is doubtful. If the red is rose and there is a gate surrounding it, if inside is let in and there places change then certainly something is upright. It is earnest.

(164)


Indeed, what remains most "doubtful" throughout Tender Buttons and Stein's work as a whole is the possibility of attending to a single representation of the same phenomenon. "A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose," and no given thing can be known, approached or even used in the same way ("the use of this is manifold" [166]) according to when and how it is looked at and verbalized. The image of the gate surrounding the rose in the ironically-named "Nothing Elegant" may suggest that conventional "referential" language attempts to deny what Stein perceives as the irreducible proteanism of the outside world. Once again, Stein's emphasis on change and mutability distinguishes her still lifes from other contemporary attempts to write poems based on the observation of a particular object. While the Imagists, for example, sought to capture the essence of a static, petrified epiphanic moment (what Pound called "an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time"), the vignettes of Tender Buttons represent reality in a state of flux and tend to make the act of perception their very subject matter. Things therefore cease to hold their identity in themselves (Stein's essentialist pursuit of "the thing in itself" notwithstanding) and are subordinated to an analysis of medium and perspective.13 As we will see, Stein's poetics of mutability, as well as her "naive" interest in surfaces, also make her a precursor of the specific kind of postmodern "depthlessness" which characterizes the new American avant-garde known as the "Language" poets.

The Mutability of Meaning and the Need of Clamor

Despite the overall resistance of Stein's still lifes to both description and narrative in the conventional sense, a certain "internal" logic is safeguarded through a consistent development of specific "motifs" which runs through the whole collection. As the passages discussed so far suggest, these constants include a number of physical or geometrical elements (such as lines, curves, blank spaces and "color") or recurrent concepts (including the idea of "change" or the process of "spreading"), all of which are in some way linked with her interest in painting and what was defined above as Stein's "Cubist" poetics. More generally, Stein's interest in physical and semantic mutability undermines the general atmosphere of Victorian cleanliness and propriety which pervades the whole collection and constitutes its one and only unquestionable subject-matter:

BREAKFAST


A change, a final change includes potatoes. This is no authority for the abuse of cheese. What language can instruct any fellow.


A shining breakfast, a breakfast shining, no dispute, no practice, nothing, nothing at all.


A sudden slice changes the whole plate, it does so suddenly.


An imitation, more imitation, imitation succeeds imitations. 


Anything that is decent, anything that is present, a calm and a cook and more singularly still a shelter, all these show the need of clamor. What is the custom, the custom is in the centre.

(182-83)


Stein's assertion of "the need of clamor," her subversive treatment of the formal, aseptic decency (and "custom") of Victorian interiors goes hand in hand with her refusal to write the kind of prose poems which would meet the usual criteria of stylistic and imagistic decorativeness then widely accepted as one of the hallmarks of the genre--at least as it was practiced by its turn-of-the century representatives, such as Oscar Wilde or Ernest Dowson. One should also keep in mind that Stein spent her whole lifetime as a writer trying to react against any kind of "poetic decorum" and the pre-modern conception according to which "a thing irritating annoying stimulating" is denied "all quality of beauty" (23).


The question now arises, once again, as to what Stein's vignettes actually may seek to represent or simply "convey," albeit in an obscure or oblique fashion. Some critics have ventured a number of interpretations concerning various "buried" or "coded" sub-texts allegedly hidden behind the abstract varnish of Stein's "areferential" prose. While Allegra Stewart, for instance, sees Tender Buttons as an expression of Stein's deep religious feelings, others, like Neil Schmitz, argue for an interpretation of the work based on various "private" narratives, including her lesbianism. In such interpretations à clef of the biographical foundations of Stein's prose, the abstractness of Stein's "Cubist" pieces is more often than not regarded as a euphemistic device, if not a disguised form of self-censorship. However, considering the specific aesthetic concerns Stein was obsessed with throughout her whole life, as well as her hubris concerning the essential role she felt she had to play in the evolution of modern literature, it is hard to imagine that her main intention in writing experimental prose was to give, say, a euphemized expression to her relationship with Alice B. Toklas. By this, I do not mean to dismiss all interpretations of the "buried narratives" present in some or all of Stein's works; my feeling is that some of the most successful pieces collected in Tender Buttons, such as, for example, "This Is This Dress, Aider" or "Single Fish" have strong homoerotic overtones:

SINGLE FISH


Single fish single fish single fish egg-plant single fish sight.


A sweet win and not less noisy than saddle and more ploughing and nearly well painted by little things so.


Please shade it a play. It is necessary and beside the large sort is puff.


Every way oakly, please prune it near. It is so found.


It is not the same.

(188)


In addition--and even though certain interpretations of Stein's sub-textual politics may seem more far-fetched than others--numerous examples show that her aesthetic concerns and her general, Cubist-inspired defense of the "internal" autonomy of art was not necessarily incompatible with the expression of specific political concerns. While a later work such as Brewsie and Willie (1945; 1946) deals (perhaps too explicity) with the author's partisanship for the Americans G.I.s who came to France with the army of liberation, even so-called "abstract" prose sequences such as "Lifting Belly" (1915; 1953) and "Patriarchal Poetry" (1927; 1953) are clearly informed by various social and political issues. The same could be argued about a number of recurrent motifs of Tender Buttons, some of which, as suggested above, subvert a number of basic icons of Victorian domesticity. Such examples remind us that Stein, although she is still better known for her experiments with nonillusionistic writing, was probably one of the very few public figures capable, as early as 1934, of describing the insular and colonialist prejudices of nineteenth century English literature in the following terms: "If you live a daily island life and live it everyday and own everything or enough to call it everything outside the island you are naturally not interested in completion, but you are naturally interested in telling about how you own everything" (45).


Far from denying the potential presence of a number of hidden codes and narratives in a text such as Tender Buttons, I have tried to show that Stein was, among other things, trying to concentrate on the different ways in which she could redefine the parameters according to which the then fine arts Establishment decreed what was "poetic" and what was not. This, we have seen, Stein achieved precisely by putting the emphasis on medium over subject, "material" over content, as well as through her groundbreaking explorations of the process of composition of a literary work. In this perspective, the very syntactic and semantic elusiveness of Stein's vignettes suggests that the politics of desire which inform them (and which, again, are not incompatible with the more specifically lesbian narrative they are often associated with) are, above all, based on a never-to-be-fulfilled--and therefore eternally pleasurable--language-oriented craving:

A BOX


Out of kindness comes redness and out of rudeness comes rapid same question, out of an eye comes research, out of selection comes painful cattle. So then the order is that a white way of being round is something suggesting a pin and it is disappointing, it is not, it is so rudimentary to be analysed and see a fine substance strangely, it is so earnest to have a green point not to red but to point again. 

(163)


The nonmimetic playfulness of Stein's poetic language bears striking resemblances to Jacques Lacan's definition of desire as an infinite extension of the metonymic chain, one which does not seek to bridge the gap between signifier and signified (the domain of knowledge, as opposed to desire, according to Lacan) but favors, instead, an endless paratactic displacement from signifier to signifier. Like the dynamics of Lacanian desire, Stein's "system to pointing" (161) favors a rhetoric of free play which maintains the gap between language and being and thus rejects the reifying strategies of reference and description. It urges words to "point again" and again at a being which always lies outside (or beyond) the act of "naming" which, for both Stein and Lacan, stands for the satisfaction and the subsequent reification of desire.14 Ultimately, Stein's writing seeks to represent nothing less than the process of representation itself ("Celery tastes tastes" [190]) and discover "a way of naming things that would not invent names, but mean names without naming them" (141).

