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This  t h e s i s  examines t h e  t r o p e  o f  anthropology i n  the 
Canadian p o e t  Anne Carson's work. This  t r o p e  func t i ons  as 
an extended metaphor t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  s tudy of c u l t u r e s ,  
texts, and the " a l i e n  coun t r i e s "  of  other human s o u l s .  
Anne Carson r e j e c t s  an th ropo log ica l  p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  a b  a t  
t h e  "invasion" of  t h e  o t h e r ,  and associates such 
p r a c t i c e s  w i t h  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  see ing ,  p ro j ec t i ng  and even 
"devouring . " I n s t e a d  she  favours  an th ropo log i ca l  
approaches tha t  f o s t e r  mutual "encounters", such 
approaches being t y p i c a l l y  charged w i t h  the actions of 
l i s t e n i n g ,  absorb ing  and b rea th ing -  T h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  
becornes c r u c i a l  when w e  cons ide r  i t s  imp l i ca t i ons  f o r  
reading and w r i t i n g  about Anne Carson's work. Can a 
reader  encounte r  r a t h e r  t han  invade a poem? What meaning 
can the r e a d e r  f i n d  i n  such an encounter  if, u n l i k e  t h e  
p r a c t i c e  o f  anthropology, it is undertaken in' w r i t t e n  
f o r m  and i n  i s o l a t i o n ?  Might w e  conclude that a l 1  
responses to p o e t r y  emerge n o t  from t h e  f u l l n e s s  and 
immediacy o f  an encounter,  bu t  p r e c i s e l y  f r o m  t h e  
i r npos s ib i l i t y  o f  ever  undergoing t h e  experience of such 
an encounter? 

Ce t t e  thèse e x p l o r e  l e  t r o p e  de l ' an thropologie  dans 
l ' oeuvre  de  l a  poé tesse  canadienne Anne Carson. Ce t r o p e  
sert  de  métaphore étendue pour d é c r i r e  l ' é t u d e  des  
cultures, des t e x t e s  e t  des c o n t r é e s  é t rangères»  des  
âmes humaines. Anne Carson r e j e t t e  t o u t e  p r a t i q u e  
anthropologique  q u i  v i s e  à «envahir» l ' a u t r e ,  i nvas ion  
q u ' e l l e  a s s o c i e  aux g e s t e s  de  v o i r ,  de p r o j e t e r  e t  même 
de «dévorer».  E l l e  prône p l u t ô t  des  approches 
anthropologiques  qui f a v o r i s e n t  une «rencontre» mutuel le ,  
c a r a c t é r i s é e  p a r  1' a c t i o n  d' écou te r ,  d' absorber  et de 
r e s p i r e r  Cette d i s t i n c t i o n  a des conséquences 
impor tantes  pour l a  lecture de son oeuvre. L e  l e c t e u r  
p e u t - i l  « r e n c o n t r e r »  un poème, p l u t ô t  que de l ' envah i r ?  
Q u e l l e  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  l e  l e c t e u r  p e u t - i l  d é r i v e r  d'une 
rencontre  qui r é s u l t e  d'une a c t i v i t é  s o l i t a i r e  e t  écrite, 
à l 'opposé même du d ia logue  anthropologique? Peut-on 
conclure que t o u t e  réponse a l a  poés ie  découle, non pas 
de l a  p l é n i t u d e  et de l a  n a t u r e  immédiate de  l a  
rencontre ,  m a i s  bien p l u t ô t  de l ' i m p o s s i b i l i t é  d'une 
t e l l e  r encon t r e?  
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What is knowing? [ T h i s ]  question 1 leave to 
you. There is in it a life of l ove  1 can 
barely look a t, except in dreams. 

- Anne Carson, Plainwater 175 



The S o u l  selects her own Society - 
Then - shuts the Door - 
To her divine Majority - 
Present no more - 
Unmoved - she notes the Chariots - pausing - 
At her l o w  Gate - 
Unmoved - an Emperor be kneeling - 
Upon her M a t  - 
I've known her - f r o m  an ample n a t i o n  - 
Choose One - 
Then - close the Valves of her attention - 
Like Stone - 
- Emily Dickinson ( 1 8 6 2 ) ,  The Complete Poems of Ehiiy Dickinson 143 

Anne Carson is a Canadian classicist and poet - who has 

published Eros the Bittersweet (l986), Short Ta1 ks (1992) , 
Glass, Irony and God (1995) and Plainwater: Essays and Poetry 

(1995), and who is introducing two new collections of poetry 

in 1998. Selections from these works have appeared in several 

anthologies, j ournals and magazines, incf uding the Best 

American Essays of 1992, the 1996 Journey Prize Anthology and 

The New Yorker. To top off a long list of pxizes and other 

titles honouring Anne Carsonf s achievement as a writer, the 

Lannan Foundation offered her a $50,000 literary award in the 

fa11 of 1996. Since then, she has been endowed with both the 

Guggenheim and Rockefeller Foundation Fellowships. 

With such an impressive record one would think that a 

secondary literature would already have emerged around Anne 

Carsonf s work. Though her poetry has in effect inspired two 

verse responses, the critical silence around her work is 

resounding, Not a single article has been published so fax; 

even her reviewers seem strangely awkward about discussing hex 

work. Guy Davenport' s foreword to Glass, 1 rony and God is a 

telling commentary in itself: he evades any direct reference 

to the poetry fie is purportedly introducing by constantly 

directing the reader's attention to other more comfortable 



au thors  and ideas, u n t i l  he f i n a l l y  admits: '1 know nothing of 

Anne Carson" ( x )  , 

Indeed, t h e  s i l e n c e  around Anne Carson encompasses not only  

her  work but also her persona. H e r  in terviewers  leave the 

reader with the  d i s t i n c t  impression that they have succeeded 

only i n  i n t r u d i n g  on h e r  privacy. For exarnple Mary d i  Michele, 

an accomplished poet  i n  her own r i g h t ,  e x p l i c i t l y  concedes her 

f a i l u r e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  an honest o r  even cons t ruc t ive  dialogue 

during her  in te rv iew w i t h  Anne Carson: 

When reader meets writer, expectations are high. Anne 
Carson is  the kind of writer who deflects  s u c h  in teres t ,  
You can  never, a f t e r  a l l ,  meet the text  which engages 
you [ .  . - 3  Knowing t h e  search for the author was 
quixotic, 1 nevertheless f e l t  the same letdown as t h e  
' I r  in Carson's own 'interviewf w i t h  the classical  poet 
Mimennos, which ends: 1: 1 wanted to know you 
/ ~ [ i m n e m o s ]  : 1 wan ted f a r  more'. 

It i s  p r e c i s e l y  the s i l e n c e  t h a t  enshrouds Anne Carson which 

f i r s t  drew me t o  hex poetry.  When 1 r e a l i z e d  how d e l i b e r a t e l y  

and how f i e r c e l y  she had const ructed t h i s  s i l ence  1 was 

already hope less ly  and paradoxically l o s t  i n  t he  very ques t  

t h a t  she would most forbid: i n  t r y i n g  t o  understand i ts  

foundations. 

How may w e  begin t o  speak of t h i s  s i l ence ,  then, o r  j u s t i f y  

f i l l i n g  t h e  space of its unfur l ing and flowering with t h e  

sound of  our words? It is d i f f i c u l t  t o  in terpose  a voice i n  

t he  space of Anne Carson's poetry,  f o r  her poems, like those 

of Emily Dickinson, present  themselves as self-contained 

expressions of a persona1 t r u t h  o r  an emotional ins ight2 .  T h e  

L Mary d i  Michele, "The Matrix Interview: Mary di Michele Talks t o  Anne 
Carson" (Matrix 49 [1997]: 101. 

The seerning 'self-containment" of a paem is a concept with a considerable 
c r i t i c a l  legacy.  The notion that a poem can display such c losure  i s  
disputed, among others, by Jacques Derrida i n  O f  Grarmnatology (1967. Trans. 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1976) and i n  



sheex b r u t a l i t y  of these ins igh ts ,  o f t e n  conveyed through 

images of physical mutilation and pain, l eave  t h e  speaker of 

her  poems both vu lnerab le  and exposed. It is s t r i k i n g  i n  t h i s  

context  that Anne Carson should not make g r e a t e r  e f f o r t s  t o  

de l inea t e  between h e r s e l f  and t h e  voice o f  he r  speaker3. For 

not  only does Anne Carson openly scorn t h e  i d e a  of considering 

h e r  speaker as an  a b s t r a c t  and i n t e n t i o n a l l y  aesthetic e n t i t y  

( "A - with Anne Carson" 17), but t h e  speaking voice of her  

poems c o n s i s t e n t l y  r e f l e c t s  her  own biography a s  w e l l  as the 

viewpoints she  expresses  i n  her in te rv iews  and c r i t i c a l  

essays . 

The seeming over lap  between author and speaker  cont r ibu tes  t o  

the sense of imbalance and in t rus ion  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  a l 1  the  

published in te rv iews  w i t h  Anne Carson. However, if Anne Carson 

shows only cool  nonchalance a t  her exposure4, t h e  speaker of 

her  poems c e r t a i n l y  does not .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e  speaker manifests 

acute anxie ty  about t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  pr ivacy  of her  poems 

rnight be d i s r e spec ted  and t h e i r  se l f -contained space forc ib ly  

entered by an anonymous readership. This anxiety i s  betrayed 

i n  e x p l i c i t  addresses  where she no t  on ly  th rea tens  and 

r i d i c u l e s  t h e  reader ,  bu t  a l s o  appeals t o  t h e  r e a d e r f s  sense 

of compassion, al1 i n  an attempt t o  persuade t h e  reader t o  

s t a y  away, I n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  speaker raises so  many obs tac les  t o  

- -  -- - 

Writing and Di f fe rence  (1967. Trans. Alan Bass. Chicago: U of  Chicago P, 
19781, as w e l l  as by  Frank Kermode i n  The Sensa of a n  Ending (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1966).  W e  s h a l l  r e t u r n  t o  examine t h e s e  i s s u e s  a t  g r e a t e r  length .  
' For a discussion o f  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between a u t h o r  and speaker,  as wel l  
as author  and "implied author",  s e e  Wayne Booth, T h e  Rhe to r ic  of  F ic t ion  
(Chicago: 13 of Chicago P, 19611, Michel Foucault ,  "Qu'est-ce qu'un 
au teur?" (Di t s  et É c r i t s  1954-1988- Ed. Daniel D e f e r t  and François Ewald. 
Par i s :  Gallimard, 1994) and Paul de Man, "Autobiography as De-Facement" (E 
9 4  [1974]: 919-30). Anne Carson can be c a l l e d  a c o n f e s s i o n a l  p o e t  i n s o f a r  as 
she re fuses  t o  draw a c l e a r  l i n e  between t h e  two, and so disavow t h e  
harrowing exper iences  o f  h e r  speaker-  She a l s o  m a n i f e s t s  "confessional  
courage" i n  using the f irst  person pronoun t o  d e s c r i b e  exper iences  t h a t  are 
i n  f a c t  h e r  own, i n s t e a d  of concealing h e r s e l f  beh ind  a t h i r d  person 
cons t ruc t ion  (see Laurence Lerner, "What is Confess ional  Poetry?" ( C r i t i c a l  
Q u a r t e r l y  29.2 il987 j : 44-66) . 
' See p a r t i c u l a r l y  Anne Carson's  interviews wi th  John deAgata ('A - w i  t h  
Anne Carson." Iowa Review 27 [19971: 1-22) and wi th  Dean ï r v i n e  ("A Dialogue 



the xeader's approach toward her poetry  t h a t  t h e  very a c t i v i t y  

of reading cornes t o  be symbolically f igu red  as an attack on a 

heavi ly  barricaded f o r t r e s s 5 .  N o  matter what t h e  reader fs  real 

in t en t ions  a re ,  she  is unable t o  e x t r i c a t e  he r se l f  from the  

t r e spass ive  r o l e  imposed ont0 her by t h e  speaker; i f  she  

never theless  decides to go on, she involves herself  

unequivocally i n  t h e  speaker ' s  psychologicaf warfare6. 

The speakerf s appeal f o r  t h e  reader t o  stay away may seem 

compelling on an in t e rpe r sona l  l eve l ,  but becomes problernatic 

when we consider i t s  implicat ions  f o r  l i t e r a r y  study. A f t e r  

a l l ,  one would th ink  t h a t  when a w r i t e r  s u b m i t s  a col lect ion 

of poetry  f o r  publ ica t ion ,  she invites readers  t o  engage with 

her work. Anne Carson's speakex, however, goes t o  g r e a t  

l engths  t o  show t o  her readers  that t h i s  is not  the  case. 

Furthemore,  how axe w e  to reconci le  the speaker ' s  evaluation 

of our ski11 and s e n s i t i v i t y  a s  readers wi th  the f a c t  that she 

herself shows no misgivings about i n t e r p r e t i n g  o ther  authors 

and l i t e r a r y  works i n  her poetry,  o r  even about taking on t h e  

persona of Emily ~ r o n t ë ' ?  Indeed, the reader  is quickly made 

aware of an amazing discrepancy between how the  speaker 

perceives  her readers and how she perceives her  own a c t i v i t y  

a s  a reader. Nor does Anne Carson herse l f  show any misgivings 

about engaging i n  the c r i t i c a l  study of o t h e r  w r i t e r s ,  not t o  

speak of her undertaking to complete t he  extant  fragments of 

other poetsf works8. H o w  a r e  we t o  reconci le  these 

wirhout Socrates: An Interview w i t h  Anne Carson." Scr ivener  2 1  (19971: 80- 

" ~ a s t l e s  and f o r t r e s s e s  func t ion  a s  a metaphor f o r  a s tance  o f  isolat ion i n  
both Anne Carson's and Emily Dickinson's poetry. The barcicaded for t ress  is 
e x p l i c i t l y  represented i n  Anne Carson's poem "Canicula d i  Annar', where t he  
speaker descr ibes  "the rock on which t h e  c i t y  [of Perugial w a s  built" and 
the "second, i n t e r i o r  c i t y "  t h a t  was carved out i n s i d e  the  rock (Plainwater 
49) .  
h e  s h a l l  designate  the enacted reader as female, although the speaker 
makes no gender d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  her treatment of her readers .  
' T h e  speaker assumes the persona of Emily Brontë i n  "The Glass Essay" 
(Glass, Irony and God 1-38) . 

S e e  f o r  example "Mimennos: T h e  Brainsex Paintings" (Plainwater 3-11), and 
" R e d  Meat: What Difference Did Stesichoros plake?" (Rari tan 1 4  [1995]: 32- 
4 4 ) .  



discrepancies, or find the criteria by which Anne Carson 

distinguishes between different forms of readership? 1 believe 

t h a t  these questions are central to Anne Carson's work, and 

that they need to be examined before we can understand and 

begin to articulate a response to her poetry. 



II, 

Row curiously one is changed by the addition, even at  a 
distance, of a friend. How useful an office one's friends 
perform when they recall us. Yet hou painful to be recalled, 
to be mitigated, to have one's self adulterated, mixed up, 
become part of another. As he approaches 1 become not myself 
but [myself] mixed  with somebody - with uhom? 

- virginia Woolf, The Waves 83  

1 would like to suggest that the seeming paradoxes in the 

speaker's treatment of her readers are elucidated tbrough her 

trope of anthropology, which functions as an extended metaphor 

to describe the study of cultures, texts, as well as the 

"alien countries" of other human souk ("Just for the Thrill", 

Plainwater 201). Although w e  will have to engage in 

considerable cross-referencing throuohout Anne Carson's work 

in order to trace and reconstruct this metaphor, it is 

nevertheless a task worth undertaking, for the trope of 

anthropology is at the heart of the speaker's understanding of 

how one should approach others. 

In order to understand the speaker's use of anthropology as a 

metaphor, we must first set ît in the  context of separate 

human consciousnesses taking shape through tirne. This 

evolution is governed by her charactersf constant attempts to 

open themselves up to or close themselves off from othersf 

fluctuating tides of tenderness, fear, hope and suspicion. Her 

characters seem to have a mutual and instinctive sense of each 

others' consciousnesses~ as if these were entities that one 

could hear, see, and almost touch. In "Autobiography of Red", 

for example, one of the chaxacters lies in the dark and 

"listons to the blank space w h e r e  /[a rapist's] consciousness 

is, moving towards her" (48); a l i t t l e  l a ter  in the narrative, 

two other characters' consciousnesses corne together and then 

"drift [...] back /to opposite walls" (69) . 



What is immediately conspicuous in Anne Carson's poetry is 

t h a t  different conscious entities are presented as if they 

were separated by enormous spatial distancesg. This distance 

is only underscored by the speaker's particularly isolating 

use of the language of 'selfness' and 'otherness' : her poems 

flou from the viewpoint of a conscious and centered 'self' 

(usually the spezker) ,  who tries to situate herself toward an 

'other' who is so separate and clearly delineated as to become 

o b j e c t i f  iedrO, The speaker often describes the process through 

which the self cornes to adjust herself to the other as 

"bringing i n t o  focus"; such metaphors figuring the speaker as 

a photographer into whose field of vision an other 

occasionally stumbles saturate the pages o f  her - poetry". 
Indeed, if the characters are not actually regarding each 

other through cameras, they watch each other intently or "eye 

each other £rom opposite shores of the light" ("Autobiography 

of Red" 43) . 

Between the self and other stands a gap both abysmal in its 

danger and unbridgeable in the space that  it spans. Most of 

Anne Carson's poems are in fact set in base and open spaces, 

whether they be deserts, moors or vast wastes of water. The 

openness of the landscapes does not imply that t h a t  they are 

easy to cross; on the  contraxy, the Sun scorches, the water 

threatens to dxown, and the wind whips so violently t h a t  it 

rips off shreds of human flesh ("The Glass Essay", Glass, 

Irony and God 9). Nor is it only the elements that separate 

In "Just for the Thrill", for example, human beings are likened to 
solitary stars separated by light years of distance - - the only dif ference 
between them is that humans are "inflammable" (Plainwater 237). 
'O The discourse on 'selfness' and 'otherness* originates with Hegel, and 
particularly with "Lordship and Bondage" (Hegel, G. W. f. Phenomenology of 
Spirit. 1807. Trans. A. V. Miller. New York: Oxford UP, 1977. 111-19). It is 
interesting that both Anne Carson and Hegel u s e  these terms in the context 
of coming to 'know' or 'recognize' an other, though in Hegel this process is 
motivated by the self's desire to destroy the cther. 

See particularly Autabiography of Red, where the protagonist Geryon 
increasingly relies on h i s  camera to provide a link between himself and 
others. On the power dynamics established by the photographerrs gaze, see 



the' self from t h e  o t h e r ,  f o r  the walking s u r f a c e s  conceal  

razors and shards  of ice t h a t  would çever  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s f  

feet12. Strikingly, the air itself, although s i l e n t  and clear, 

is often compared t o  d i s t o r t i n g ,  heavy and potentially 

ciangerous glass13. 

Anne Carsonr s poems suggest that it takes immense courage and 

e f f o r t  n o t  t o  rernain s e l f - enc lo sed  b u t  t o  open onese l f  up t o  

reaching across t h i s  space i n  an  attempt to bridge t h e  gap 

between self and o t h e r .  What motivates such an e x t r a o r d i n a r y  

action is a sense of loneliness and i s o l a t i o n  that  culminates  

i n  a 'crisis of human c o n t a c t "  (Eros the B i t t e r s w e e t  21); o r  

s t a t e d  more p o s i t i v e l y ,  a need t o  h o u  t h e  world beyond one's 

self - "cet immense désir de conna î t re  l a  vie" ("The Fa11 of 

Rome", Plainwater  1 0 4 ) .  This impulse is symbolized by the 

numerous cha rac t e r s  i n  Anne Carson's poe t ry  who a r e  dep i c t ed  

i n s i d e  cars, t r a i n s  or p lanes ,  i n  t h e  midst  of  physical 

displacement away from or toward those whom they mean to 

conf ron t .  As w e  shall s e e ,  however, these  characters on ly  end 

up h u r l i n g  themselves i n t o  a confronta t ion wi th  t h e i r  own 

e s s e n t i a l  so l i t ude ,  for " N o  one can be with you on the i n s ide"  

("Mistakes of God"). Indeed,  it o f t e n  seems as i f  the longing 

f o r  t h e  touch of ano the r  being points t o  a  deeper  division 

wi th in  the human s e l f :  a t  t h e  moment when Anne Carson's 

Roland Barthes,  Camera Lucida: Ways o f  Seeinq (New York: H i l l  h Wang, 1982) 
and Susan Sontag, On  Photography (London: Anchor, 1990) . 
? 2 The speaker encounters such hazardous and p o t e n t i a l l y  c r i p p l i n g  s u r f a c e s  
e s p e c i a l l y  whi le  she is at home: her father leaves open r a z o r  b l a d e s  on the 
s t a i r s  ("The Glass Essay", Glass ,  Irony and God 1; "New Rule"), and t h e  v a s t  
moor around her mother's house is "paralyzed with ice" ("The Glass  Essay", 
Glass ,  I rony  and God 2 )  . 
" Glass is o f t e n  used as a metaphor for t he  comunicative d i s t o r t i o n  o r  
f a i l u r e  t h a t  results  £rom t h e  distance between s e l f  and o t h e r .  I n  "The Glass  
Essay", a s  i n  many of Anne Carson's poems, the metaphor d e r i v e s  £rom a scene 
i n  Emily Brontë's Wuthering He igh t s -  Just as Catherine Earnshaw's ghos t  
cries vainly behind a g l a s s  window, s o  too t h e  speaker and h e r  mother are 
"lowered i n t o  an atxnosphere of g lass"  where their remarks t h a t  " t r a i l  
through t h e  g lass"  u l t i m a t e l y  fail t o  m e e t  t h e i r  end. Again i n  "Town of 
Uneven Love (But A l 1  Love is Uneven) ", the  n a r r a t o r  and h e r  l o v e r  a r e  
separated by glass: "If he had loved me  he would have s e e n  me, /At an  
u p s t a i r s  window brow beat ing against glass" ("The L i fe  of Towns", Pla inwater  
108) . 



cha rac t e r s  s t a r t  approaching one another, t h e  self suddenly 

s p l i t s  i n t o  an i n n e r  self who remains at t h e  p o i n t  of o r ig in  

and watches t h e  o u t e r  self t a k e  tremulous s t e p s  forward. 

I n  the in t roduc t ion  w e  p r e sen ted  Anne 

a f o r t r e s s  w e l l  defended a g a i n s t  the 

reader. J u s t  as the reader hears  t h e  

and perilous abyss s e p a r a t i n g  self 

reader encounters t hose  devastating 

Carson's poetic world as 

p o t e n t i a l  attack of the  

speaker tell of  t h e  vas t  

from o the r ,  so t o o  the 

dis tances  and dangerous 

obs t ac l e  courses i n  t r y i n g  t o  approach her  f o r t r e s s .  I n  o ther  

words, t h e  reader,  through he r  a c t i v i t y  of t r y i n g  t o  

understand t h e  speaker, cornes t o  enact p r e c i s e l y  the same 

exe r t i ons  and p e r i l s  involved i n  e s t ab l i sh ing  human contact  

that t h e  speaker p re sen t s  as a subject i n  he r  poetry. 

I n  Eros t h e  Bi t tersweet ,  Anne Carson compares t h e  reader  and 

speaker t o  lover and belooed ( 7 8 ) ,  and claims that t h e  gap 

between the  two i s  "the r e a l  subject of most love poems" (30). 

We s h a l l  re turn t o  examine t h e  di f ferences  i n  the gap between 

reader  and t e x t ,  lover and beloved l a t e r  on i n  t h i s  t h e s i s .  

For now, s u f f i c e  it to Say t h a t  whether it be a question of 

human communication o r  t e x t u a l  understanding, t h e  speaker 

i n s i s t s  on underscoring the e f f o r t ,  danger and pa in  involved 

i n  solder ing t h e  f i s s u r e  between s e l f  and o t h e r  -- i n  

"press[ ing]  t h e m  t oge the r  l i k e  t h e  l i p s  of  a  wound" ("Just for 

t h e  Thr i l l " ,  Plainwater 1 9 4  ) 14. 

Anthropology, o r  "the science of man" ("Just for the Thr i l l " ,  

Plainwater 223), becomes an  important trope i n  Anne Carsonf s 

poe t ry  prec i se ly  because it is a d i s c i p l i n e  t h a t  has def ined 

gu ide l ines  f o r  how w e  can bridge t h e  gap between s e l f  and 

'" The speaker often describes  t h e  gap between self and other i n  such 
e x p l i c i t l y  physical and even grotesque terms: "The spaces between. /us got 
hard they are. /Empty spaces and yet they. /Are s o l i d  and black. /And 
grievous as  gaps. /Between the teeth. / O f  an o ld  woman [ . . - 1  " ("The L i f e  of 
Towns", Plainwater 9 5 ) .  



o t h e r  i n  o rder  t o  "know one another" ('Kinds o f  Water", 

Pla inwater  175). T h e  speaker ' s  understanding and use of the 

words "anthropology" and " knowledge" q u i c k l y  become 

i n e x t r i c a b l y  in te r twined ,  no t  in terchangeable .  

an th ropo log i s t  who teaches the speaker about t h e  d i s c i p l i n e ,  

and t h i s  teaching unfo lds  i n  t h e  context  of p o t e n t i a l  danger - 
"Tt was an an thropolog is t  who f i r s t  taught  m e  about danger" 

("Diving", Plainwater 117) '~ -  It becomes c l e a r  that t he  

speaker  a s soc i a t e s  danger with t h e  gesture of p r o j e c t i n g  

oneself toward the  darkness of  an unknown o t h e r .  This ges tu r e  

is p o t e n t i a l l y  hazardous, f o r  i f  it fa i l s  tc meet its end, t h e  

self  i s  left suspended i n  a state of  exposure and 

v u l n e r a b i l i t y L 6 .  To be s u r e ,  t h e  de r i s i on  and obsta-c les  t h a t  

she hurls a t  t h e  r eade r  i n  t h e  reader ' s  approach toward her  

f o r t r e s s  are a l ready  indicative of t h e  real damage that one 

may i n c u r  i n  reaching out toward another.  

"Are  there t w o  ways of knowing t h e  world - a submiss ive  and a 

devouring way?", wonders t h e  speaker i n  "Kinds of Water" 

(Pla inwater  1 3 5 ) .  I n  bo th  h e r  in terviews and her poetry ,  Anne 

Carson c o n t r a s t s  anthropology as an "invasion" (1 r v i n e  80) o r  

"discovery" ("Diving", Pla inwate r  117)  with anthropology as an 

"encountertf o r  "science of mutual surpr ise"  (117 ) .  According 

t o  the speaker, anthropology as "invasion" c o n s i s t s  i n  

analyzing a culture as a dead specimen or  mute o b j e c t  of 

s tudy,  w h i l e  anthropology as "encounter" recognizes  the o the r  

as a subject i n  its own r i g h t .  Moreover, the i nvas ion  is 

a s s o c i a t e d  with t h e  a c t i o n s  of  seeing, pro jec t ing  and even 

"devouring" ("Kinds of  W a t e r " ,  Plainwater 135) '  whi le  t he  

encounter  i s  charged wi th  qualities of l i s t e n i n g ,  absorbing 

'' The speakerf s connection between knowledge 2nd danger i s  by no means 
unique, for t h e  process of coming t o  know has been archetypally linked to 
danger within other self-enclosed sites as weL1, such as t h e  garden of  Eden, 
Pandora' s box and P l a t o .  s cave. 
l6 The  gesture is  so vulnerable rhat the  speaker sometimes wishes that its 
recipient were unconscious while she tenders it: "Unless you are asleep 1 
cannot make my way /across the night /and through m y  isolation" (TV Men: The  
Sleeper, Glass ,  Irony and God 70) . 



and breathing . We shall explore these distinctions throughout 
Anne Carson's poetry, as they will become crucial to our 

argument. 

For: the remainder of this study, it will be important to keep 

the foundations of Anne Carson's trope of anthropology in 

mind. As we have seen, this metaphor functions to explain how 

the characters in her poetic world may unfurl from their self- 

enclosure and projecr themselves toward an other in order to 

establish communication between separate consciousnesses. We 

have also seen that there is, according to the speaker, a real 

danger and vulnerability involved in opening oneself to the 

knowledge of another being. The trope of anthrop~loqy further 

falls into a basic contrast between invasive and encountering 

approaches, which we will develop further, as it will become 

central for our understanding of the speaker's seemingly 

paradoxical treatment of her readers. Let us now turn to 

examine how the trope of anthropology plays  itself out first 

in human communication and then in textual interpretation. 



1 am standing on a corner in Monterey, vaiting for the bus to 
corne in,  and al1 the muscles of  my v i l 1  are holdinq my terror 
to face the moment 1 m o s t  desire [,..] he for whom 1 have 
waited so long, who has stalked so unbearably through my 
nightly dreanis, fumbles with the tickets and the bags, and 
shuffles up to the event which tao much anticipation has 
fingered to shreds. 

- Elizabeth Smart, B y  Grand Central Station 1 Sat Down and 
Wept 17 

When we begin to examine how the speaker applies the trope of 

anthropology to human relationships, w e  are immediately struck 

by the  fact  the  metaphor i s  initially undertaken because of a 

painful failure in human communication, namely the speaker' s 

failure to establish contact with her father. In fact, many of 

Anne Carson's poems deal with her sense of devastation and 

helplessness in confronting her father's progressive dementia, 

"Thirst", "Very N a r r o w "  and "Father's Old Blue Cardiganr8 being 

the most powerful among them". The speaker realizes only too 

late that she never reached out to comunicate with him while 

there was still time - "Father, t e l l  me what you w e r e  thinking 

a l 1  those years when we sat at the kitchen table together 

munching cold bacon and listening to each other's silence? 1 

can still hear the sound of the kitchen d o c k  ticking on the 

wall above the table" ("Thirst", Plainwater 120). The widening 

gap between father and daughter is symbolized by halting 

conversations on long distance telephone lines ont0 which 

"snow falls"; these conversations are abruptly terminated by 

the father's recurring excuse of not wanting to "run up [her]  

billr, leaving the speaker clutching the receiver: "Who are 

you? /1 s a i d  into the dia1 tone" ("Glass Essay", Glass, Irony 

and God 24-5 ) .  Typically, the emotional isolation that befalls 

her father upon his illness is symbolized by a train that no 

longer moves toward or away £rom anyone else: "He sat there in 

the dark like a s t o p ~ e d  train. In a night longer than a 

:' These works are included in the appendix. 



tunnel. In an ark suddenly open to al1 winds" ("Just for the 

Thrill", Plainwater 209) , 

It is important to explore what resources the speaker draws on 

in coming to terms with her alienation frorn her father, for 

this will help us to develop our understanding of the 

connotations that cluster densefy around the speaker's use of 

anthropology as a metaphor, As we have already seen, the 

speaker considers anthropology as a discipline that will help 

her to analyze the process of coming to 'know' othersf so that 

the communicational failure that took place in her 

relationship with her father will not be repeated in her other 

relationships. She grasps ont0 anthropology in -order to 

theorize and categorize this failure, and to tame and civilize 

her turbulent feelings about this event : "Anthropology [ . . . 1 
is an activity of the forebrain. If we strain thought clear of 

impulse slowly, slowly the day scream will subside ta ordered 

lust" (" Just for the Thrill", Plainwater 197) . 

The speakerf s understanding of anthropology evolves through 

her conversations and travel experiences with several other 

people. Her most striking insights are woven into the series 

of poems collected under the heading "The Anthropology of 

Water" (Plainwater 117-260). This work includes three 

introductions which the speaker offers as parables or guiding 

amulets for the often highly symbolical imer voyages that 

follow. Let us turn to these introductions ("Diving", "Thirst" 

and "Very Narrow") in order to uncover the foundations and 

develop the connotations associated with the speaker' s trope 

of anthropology. 

The Introduct ions  to "The Anthropology of Water" 

First the speaker meets an anthropologist who teaches her the 

difference between 'invasions' and 'encounters ' in 

anthropological practice ("Diving", Plainwater 117-8)- It is 



immediately evident that the speaker is interested in this 

distinction prUnarily in order to find a name for her hurtful 
communicational pattern with her father, which in effect is 

permeated with sharp and invasive imagery. For example, since 

no real cornunication exists between father and daughter, the 

two metaphorically project inanimate objects toward each other 

instead: '1 had learned to take soundings - like someone 

testing the depth of a well. You throw a Stone down and 

listent' ("Thirst", Plainwater 122) . Moreover, the speaker* s 

fatherrs mind becomes 'a sacred area where no one [...cari] 

enter or ask the way" (lSl), and his sentences 'corne clawing 

into [. .her] like a lost tribe" (120); this hooked and barbed 

image is then set into angulshed juxtaposition .with her 

nightmare of undergoing "abdominal surgery with a coat hanger" 

(121). This viscerally invasive imagery conveys how profoundly 

disturbed the speaker is by her father's sudden psychological 

nakedness ("Very Narrow", Plainwater 191), which she 

experiences with the emotional impact of incest. 

Indeed, the way in which the speaker seizes upon 

anthropological terminology to describe her estrangement from 

her father's increasing otherness is both eerie and highly 

idiosyncratic, and contributes directly to her association 

between anthropology and danger. The speaker emerges £rom her 

experiences with her father with a strongly aichotomized and 

largely unconscious understanding of invasions and encounters, 

and will henceforth seek to steer clear from invasions at al1 

cost- instead, she will try to discover whether it is possible 

to approach another as an encounter, which now becomes 

synonyrnous with truly 'knowing' another. 

The speaker's understanding of anthropology develops further 

when the anthropologist tells her of a culture where true and 

false virgins are identified by an "ordeal of water": "For an 

intact woman can develop the ski11 of diving into deep water 



but a woman who has known love will drown" ("Diving", 

Plainwater 117). Anthropology is now juxtaposed with erotic 

knowledge, and although this juxtaposition i n i t i a l l y  seems 

rather elastic, it becomes ever more intricate as t is 

developed throughout Anne work. T h e  anthropologist's 

story also associates knowledge with water and loss; indeed, 

alxeady earlier in this introduction the s p e a k e r  claims to 

have let 'Father, brother, lover, true f riends, ghosts 

and God" slip out of her hands like water - and "water is 

something you cannot hold" (117). Water is further linked not 

only to loss but also to rupture, severance and potential 

danger: for, as the myth illustrates, "kinds of water drown 

us" ("Kinds of Watexg8, Plainwater 132). 

The anthropologist, then, not only teaches the s p e a k e r  the 

difference between encounters and invasions, but also 

introduces the association to danger, eroticisrn, water and 

loss. These elements are set in kaleidoscopic relation to 

anthropology, and will emerge whenever the speaker approaches 

another for the purposes of human contact. In response to the 

anthropologist's story, the speaker finds herself t e l l i n g  him 

the legend the daughters Danaos : 

Danaos was a h e r o  of a n c i e n r  Greek myth who had f i f t y  
d a u g h t e r s .  They l o v e d  t h e i r  father s o  much it was a s  i f  
t h e y  were p a r t s  o f  h i s  body. When Danaos stirred i n  h i s  
s l e e p  t h e y  would awaken, e a c h  i n  h e r  narrow bed ,  s t a r i n g  
i n t o  the d a r k .  Then came t i m e  t o  marry. Danaos found 
f i f t y  br idegrooms.  H e  s e t  the day. H e  carried o u t  the 
wedding ceremony. And a t  midn igh t  on t h e  wedding n i g h t ,  
f i f t y  bedroom d o o r s  c l i c k e d  s h u t .  Then a t e r r i b l e  
e n c o u n t e r  t ook  p l a c e .  Each of f o r t y - n i n e  o f  t h e  
d a u g h t e r s  of Danaos drew a sword from a l o n g s i d e  h e r  
t h i g h  and s t a b b e d  h e r  b r ideg roon  t o  d e a t h .  T h i s  
a r c h e t y p a l  c r i m e  of women was rewarded by t h e  gods  w i t h  
a p a r a d i g m a t i c  punishment .  Danaos's f o r t y  n i n e  k i l l i n g  
d a u g h t e r s  w e r e  s e n t  to h e l l  and condemned to spend  
e t e r n i t y  g a t h e r i n g  water i n  a s i e v e .  B u t  yes, t h e r e  w a s  
one  d a u g h t e r  who d i d  n o t  draw h e r  sword. What happened 
t o  h e r  remains t o  be d i s c o v e r e d  (118). 



T h e  m o s t  seemingly disconnected f r a g m e n t s  i n  A n n e  C a r s o n ' s  

n o r k  are o f t en  t h e  m o s t  crucial; and s o  here, too, t h e  legend 

of Danaos u l t i m a t e l y  serves t o  reinforce the connection 

b e t w e e n  k n o w l e d g e ,  danger, e r o t i c i s m ,  w a t e r  and loss .  For t he  

speaker, like the fiftieth daughter, has "known love" i n  h e r  

own " n a r r o w  bed" ("Very  Narrow", P l a i n w a t e r  1 8 8 - 9 1 ) ,  and has 

thus s y m b o l i c a l l y  severed the connection w i t h  her fatherle. 

When j u x t a p o s e d  w i t h  the anthropologist8 s m y t h ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h i s  

k n o w l e d g e  of love w o u l d  lead t o  d x o w n i n g  in deep water. This 

t h e  speaker a c k n o w l e d g e s  w h e n  she warns t h e  reader that "the 

w a t e r  is deep" i n  the series of poems t h a t  is a b o u t  t o  f o l l o w  

("Diving", P l a i n w a t e r  1 1 8 )  19. I n  ef fect, the  s p e a k e r  

c o n s c i o u s l y  i d e n t i f i e s  herself w i t h  the fiftieth d a u g h t e r  of 

Danaos, and sets o u t  on her j o u r n e y  of s e l f - d i s c o v e r y  w i t h  a 

s t r o n g l y  ambivalent r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  love and t o  k n o w l e d g e .  T h e  

u n t a n g l i n g  of  love from k n o w l e d g e  w i l l  u l t i m a t e l y  i n f o r m  t h e  

s p e a k e r ' s  quest for an e n c o u n t e r ,  and her f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  

t h i s  process w i l l  resurface t h r o u g h o u t  A n n e  Carson's work. 

T h e  word ' k n o w l e d g e '  t a k e s  on t w o  f u r t h e r  refractions when t h e  

s p e a k e r  meets ' E l  Cidf, a man who "knows hou t o  ask q u e s t i o n s "  

( " T h i r s t " ,  P l a i n w a t e r  1 2 2 ) .  E l  C i d ' s  k n o w l e d g e  i s  especially 

cr i t ica l  t o  t h e  s p e a k e r ,  who cannot forgive herself f o r  having 

l0 I n  f a c t ,  the  speaker's father is uncornfortable w i t h  any i n c i p i e n t  signs 
of her  womanhood, causing grea t  a n x i e t y  i n  t h e  speaker w h o  only  seeks t o  
please him: '1 perceived t h a t  1 could t roub le  him less i f  1 had no gender. 
Anger t i red him so. 1 made my body as hard and f l a t  as the armor of Athena 
[. . - 1  Unfortunately by t h e n  h i s  mind was t o o  far gone t o  care" ("Very 
N a r r o w " ,  Plainwater 189) . 
l9 L i k e  t h e  metaphor of drowning, the  image of the fo r ty -n ine  sisters 
gather ing water i n  a sieve is by no means a casua l  image i n  Anne Carson's 
poet ry .  T h i s  image becomes overuhelmingly powerful and cornplex when 
juxtaposed with other  mentions of  l i q u i d  running through s i e v e s ,  such as 
w a t e r  escaping through t h e  speaker 's hands. E l s e w h e r e  i n  Anne Carson's work, 
t h e  indiscreet and i n d i s c r i m i n a t e  way i n  which women supposedly spill out  
t h e i r  voice i n  s o c i e t y  is compared t o  "leaking water vessels" ("Gender of  
Sound", Glass, I rony and God 130); i n  "God's L i s t  of Liquids" sieves are 
figured as passageways o f  tem2oral pleasure:  "For f made their flesh as a 
sieve /wrote God a t  t he  top of t h e  page /and then l is ted i n  order: /Alcohol 
/Blood / G r a t i t u d e  /Memory /Semen /Song /Tears /Timerr (Glass, Irony and God 
5 2 )  . 



failed to ask questions of her £atherZ0, and who has 

consequently corne to value the importance of genuine 

questioning in knowing another. When El Cid invites her on a 

pilgrimage £rom France to the Spanish t o m  of Compostela, the 

speaker accepts his invitation, imbuing the journey with an 

expiatory "belief that a question can travel into an answer as 

water into thirst" (122). Knowledge is further associated with 

estrangement, for El Cid claims that one can only know onefs 

life by leaving it (122) ; the speaker, however, is primarily 

interested in finding an outlet for her sense of grief and 

guilt over her lost relationship with father. Accordingly, the 

speaker intends to "channel [her] loneliness into penance" 

("Kinds of Water", Plainwater 151) - - a sublimation that El 
Cid apparently manages exceptionally well. Most of all, the 

speaker hopes to achieve her first encounter with another 

consciousness, whether it be with God or with El Cid, who has 

a "passion for people who are pelted" (151), and whom the 

speaker would willingly embrace as her persona1 saviour. 

"Kinds of Water" 

Nowhere in Anne Carsonf s poetry do the unstable connotations 

associated with the trope of anthropology erupt as they do in 

"Kinds of Water", the travel journal that follows t h e s e  

introductions, Not only is the speaker repeatedly hurled 

against the limits of what can be known of another human 

being, but the very concept of knowing itself travels through 

so many different contexts as to become surcharged with 

meaning. Typically, the open landscape requires immense effort 

to traverse: 1 have never felt life to be as slow and 

desperate as that day on the Meseta with the sky empty above 

us, hour after hour unmoving before us and a little wind 

whistling along the bone of my ear [ . . , ] Hours give no shade , 

Wind gives no shade. Sky does not move. Sky crushes al1 that 

20 See for example "The Glasç Essay" (Glass, Irony and God 2 4 1 ,  and "Despite 
Her Pain, Another Day." 



moves" (164) , The strenuousness of the journey functions as a 

metaphor for the danger and effort involved i n  crossing the 

distance to the sou1 of another hwnan being, Day after day, 

the speaker is forced into confrontation with the unremitting 

otherness of her traveling companion, El Cid, who 'is not the 

one who feels alien - ever, 1 think" (131). Instead, the 

speaker observes him "sailing through danger and smiling a t  

wounds" (126), and 'fail [ ing]  to understand why travel should 

be such a challenge to the muscles of the heart, for other 

people" (131) . 

El Cid's benign and condescending way of positioning himself 

toward otherness is repugnant to the speaker, whose- hope had 

been to challenge and break d o m  these kinds of boundaries in 

order to dissolve her guilt-ridden sense of self in an 

encounter (217). Instead of learning how to open herself up t o  

the knowledge of anothex human being, the speaker now realizes 

that her gestures at communication will not necessarily be 

reciprocated; that there is even a sense of fear and 

vulnerability in tending and in retuxning such a gesture. This 

realization compounds in alienating the speaker from her 

traveling companion. She focuses her anger on small details of 

his body, which she construes as a barrier preventing her from 

access to his consciousness: "Ahead of me walks a man who 

knows the  things 1 w a n t  to know about bread, about God, about 

loversf conversations, yet mile after tapping mile goes by 

while 1 watch his heels rise and fa11 in front of me and plant 

my feet in rhythm to his pilgrim's staff as it strikes the 

road, white dust puffing up to cover each step, left, right, 

left" (143) , 

Moreover, the speaker cornes to recognize that she cannot 

encountex God, for  religion only acts as an illusion to absorb 

her solitude - "One way to put off loneliness is to interpose 
God" ('Glass Essay", Glass, Irony and God 31). She now admits 



that she was not ultîmately hoping to dissolve herself in 

religious ecstasy, but to abandon herself in the love of 

another human being: 

There is no question that 1 covet [the] conversation [of 
a lover]. There is no question that I am someone 
s t a r v i n g .  There is no question 1 am making th i s  jouxney 
to find out what that appetite is [. . . ] 1 know you want 
me to Say t h a t  hunger and silence can lead you to God, 
so 1 will Say it, but 1 awoke. As the nail parts from 
t h e  flesh, 1 awoke and 1 was alone  ("Kinds of Water", 
Plainwater 142-3)- 

The speaker quickly finds herself enclosed in her o w n  mind 

again, and starts a solitary reevaluation of what it means to 

know another, As we have seen, the speaker has corne to - 

associate anthropology with erotic and questioning knowledge. 

The speaker initially assumes that erotic and questioning 

knowledge contribute positively to the larger quest of 

encountering another. This assumption is radically undedned 

when the speaker in a later relationship refers to intimacy as 

"the terrible sex price that women have to paytf ("Glass 

Essay", Glass, Irony and Gad 32), and when her partner betrays 

her - ironically, on the pretext of wanting to "know" other 

people ("Just for the Thriil", Plainwater 238) . Moreover, she 
quickly becomes impatient with the questioning way of knowing 

another in which she and El Cid engage, and which becomes 

associated with the pilgrim motif of two animals taking turns 

to carry the other on top of their back ("Kinds of Water", 

Plainwater 144-50) . Questions and answers prove insuf f icient 

to pull the speaker out of her self-enclosure. But instead of 

assuming responsibility for her own sense of isolation, she 

transfers the burden of her anger and disappointment ont0 her 

interlocutor: "1 know what he is going to say (as soon as he 

begins), And al1 at once I am enraged. My sharp pilgrim's 

knife flashes once. '1 know!' right across his open face. 1 

know. 1 know what you Say. 1 know who you are. 1 know al1 that 

you mean. Why does it enrage an animal to be given what it 



a l r eady  knows?" ( 1 6 4 ) .  The speaker does not  wholly r e j e c t  t h e  

importance of e r o t i c i s m  o r  quest ioning i n  knowing another ,  b u t  

r e a l i z e s  t h a t  they feel invas ive  i f  t h e  p a r t n e r s  are not  

w i l l i n g  to open themselves up t o  an encounter as weli. 

What does it mean t o  encounter  another, then? U p  u n t i l  t h i s  

p o i n t  i n  t h e  pilgrimage, t h e  speaker has pursued comparative 

and r a t i o n a l  i n v e s t i g s t i o n  i n t o  what it  means t o  e s t a b l i s h  

c o n t a c t  wi th  another human being, She has moreover rernained a t  

t he  c e n t r e  of h e r s e l f ,  s u r e  master of t h e  c r e a t i v e  and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  process that t h i s  journey engenders. However, he r  

journa l  e n t t i e s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  move toward a more unconscious 

and watery - language, f u l l  o f  voices c a l l i n g  t o  h e r  i n  the 

middle of the n igh t  and f ee l i ngs  t h a t  carry ou t  of her 

c o n t r o l .  At around midpoint i n  t h e  pi lgrimage,  when t h e  

speaker ' s  hopes of e s t a b l i s h i n g  contact  with E l  Cid d e s i s t ,  

the  quest ion of anthropology becomes r e l e g a t e d  t o  her 

subconscious. From t h e r e  it emerges i n  f eve r i sh  and de lus iona l  

metaphors representing invas ions  and encounters.  A s  we have 

seen,  t h e  speaker' s suppressed past exper iences  w i t h  h e r  

f a t h e r  are a t  t h e  r o o t  o f  her  understanding of  t h e s e  two 

approaches t o  knowing another .  Now it becomes clear t h a t  

invas ions  and encounters do not  represent  a 'science'  o r  a 

methodology f o r  her, but  r a t h e r  h igh ly  charged and 

dichotomized archetypes.  Invasion c a r r i e s  t h e  f u l l  weight of 

h e r  g u i l t  over he r  l o s t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with her  f a t h e r ,  and 

desc r ibes  a selfish and plunder ing way of approaching another.  

Encounter, on t he  o t h e r  hand, represents  h e r  d e s i r e  t a  f i nd  

abso lu t ion ;  an  idealized pro j ec t i on  of  everything oppos i te  t he  

invas ion.  

Invasion 

When faced with he r  f a i l u r e s  a t  knowing o the r s ,  the speaker 

r e t u r n s  almost obses s ive ly  t o  the invas ive  images that 

informed t h e  o r i g i n a l  communicational p a t t e r n  w i th  her f a t h e r .  



The invasion is represented by haxd and projectile objects, 

such as rocks or pebbles, which are show to be hitting her 

when she is at her most vulnerable, or grating against her 

nerves, Although pebbles oppear as symbols of invasiveness 

during the pilgrimage as well, the invasion is perhaps most 

strikingly represented elsewhere in Anne Carson' s work, where 

it is figured in t e m s  of scientific and visual imagery, and 

specifically in terms of surgical instruments. These sharp and 

pointed objects corne poking, ripping and tearing at the 

characters in her world, or even attempting to "dismember" 

them ("Mimnermos Interviews", Plainwater 23) . The invasive 

approach to knowing another is also repeatedly represented 

through symbolical nightmares about botched operations or 

other surgical procedures. 

The surgical invasion is depicted explicitly in Anne Carson' s 

poem "On the Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Deyman" ('Short Talks", 

Plainwater 42). In this poem, the speaker tells of the l i f e  

and death of 'Black Jan', a character whose corpse is being 

dissected by an anatomist called Dr, Deyman. The insensitivity 

of the concluding lines of the poem suggest that the invasive 

approach to 'knowing' others may not be ethically viable: "the 

cold weather permitted Dr, Deyman to turn the true eye of 

medicine on Black Jan for three days [...] Cut and cut deep to 

find the source of the problem, Dr. Deyman is saying as he 

parts the brain to either side like hair" (42). The irony and 

incommensurability of these lines stem from the fact that 

while 'Black Jan' had been alive and imbued with consciousness 

at the outset of the poem, he is suddenly being dissected and 

scrutinized as if he had never been more than a mute object of 

study: and "Sadness cornes groping out of [his dead body]" 

( 4 2 ) .  The poem is permeated with clearly delineated visual 

details, sharp instruments, and the rational language of 

science - - al1 attributes characterizing the invasive 

approach to knowing another. 



Encoun ter 

Unlike t h e  invasion,  Anne Carson never  gives an e x p l i c i t  

example of an encounter ,  t h e  encounter remaining an e l u s o r y  

communicational i d e a l  throughout h e r  work. Accordingly, t h e  

language surrounding the encounter is hesitant and visionary; 

it is a l s o  f u l l  wi th  f l u c t u a n t  and f l u i a  metaphors of  warmth 

and "withinnessW2'. Indeed, at times this language suggests a 

w i s h  to return t o  a luminous pre l apsa r i an  state o r  even t o  t h e  

pulsating immediacy of a womb. For ins tance ,  the speaker 

impl ies  that t h e  t r u e  knowledge of  another  invo lves  t h e  

d i s s o l u t i o n  of personal boundaries in a pr imord i a l  b i r t h i n g  

f lood:  "We t h ink  w e  l i v e  by keeping wa te r  caught i n  the t r a p  

of the hear t"  ("Kinds of Water", Plainwater  139), while i n  

fact ' Lw] e l i v e  by waters breaking out of the heart" (138) . 
This image intimates t h a t  openness t o  another may lead t o  a 

p o s s i b l y  dangerous yet transformative experience. The speaker 

also suggests that w e  should  strive f o r  a more tender and 

c a r e f u l  w a y  of comrnunicating by xeaching o u t  to each other 

" l i k e  t e n d r i l s "  ( 1 4 6 )  . T h e  image of tendrils unfurling toward 

each o t h e r  fonns a s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t  wi th  the pebbles which 

t h e  speaker  and h e r  f a t h e r  had rnetaphorically p r o j e c t e d  into 

theix cornmunicational void .  The speaker symbolizes t he  

encounter through t h e  l o s s  of self-consciousness and reason; 

the encounter  no t  on ly  decenters u s  bu t  "drass us  outside 

[our] own language and customs" ("Vexy  Narrow", Plainwater  

190 )  and "into a language n o t  o u r  own" ("Kinds of Water", 

Plainwater 176)  . 

Zn fact, as t h e  p i lgr image progresses,  the speaker more and 

more d e f i n e s  anthropology no t  as t h e  'science of man', b u t  as  

t h e  l ove  of man: "Love is ,  as you know, a harrowing event .  1 

'' "The radical for w i t h i n  in classical Chinese is an empty box. You can 
indicate withinness of any k i n d  you l i k e  by setting another radical within 
the box. For example human love, while it is happening, vi l1  seem l i k e  
something within withinness" ("Just f o r  the  Thrill", Plainwater 239) - 



believed in taking an anthropological approach to that8' (190). 

This semantic sliding signals a shift from rational language 

to the realm of the unconscious. The shift takes place because 

knowledge has become associated with water and danger, leading 

the speaker to experience the sensation of drowning when she 

confronts the possibility of an encounter - - as if indeed she 
had been cast into deep watex to test whether she has 'known' 

love, In effect, the speaker8 s introspection has only led her 

back to the point from where her journey started, namely to 

the original ambivalence between love and knowledge; an 

ambivalence which she cannot escape as Danaos's fiftieth 

daughter . 

The speaker offers one powerful example of the encounter, for 

despite her tenuous relationship to religion, she nevertheless 

sketches out a compelling analogy between the encounter and 

religious transcendence. During the pilgrimage, she and El Cid 

pass by a pit set in a rock wall, with iron bars closing off 

the entrance. The speaker learns that women who were called 

'emparedadas' once placed themselves inside the pit and lived 

there, taking as sustenance only what was offered by the 

pilgrims passing by (162). Suddenly, the speaker turns to the 

reader and claims that the emparedadas are a metaphor for what 

'knowledge' signifies to her (165). The notion of willingly 

immuring oneself for the sake of persona1 redemption quickly 

becomes the focal point of the whole narrative. Not 

surprisingly, the speaker immediately seeks to associate 

herself with the emparedadas, reminding the reader of her 

willingness to wall herself within her own self-enclosed 

fortress. Moreover, when she takes photographs of the dark 

mouth of the pit, something extraoxdinary happens, for none of 

the pictures print properly: "Look at this one, for instance - 
it could be a picture of a woman with something in her hands. 

[ .  . . ]  Can you make it out? The picture has been taken looking 
directly into the light, a fundamental errorf8 (165). Where 



does t h e  l i g h t  come from? Clearly, t h e  emparedadas have 

transcended t o  a sphere of knowledge t h a t  sh ines  out from t h e  

dark enc losure .  And fo r  the first  t h e ,  t h e  speaker  is  unable 

t o  cap tu re  and o b j e c t i f y  a n  'other '  i n  her  photographic lens :  

she s t a n d s  o u t s i d e  t h e  emparedadasr encounter with a higher  

consciousness . Indeed, t h e  emparedadasf r e l i g i o u s  

transcendence cannot be represented i n  concrete  o r  d e s c r i p t i v e  

terms, b u t  must be conveyed through metaphors. 

Let u s  r e t r a c e  the speaker 's  t r a j e c t o r y  i n  her  search  f o r  an 

understanding of  what it means t o  know an o the r ,  a s  t h i s  

search unfolds  i n  t he  series of poems c o l l e c t e d  under t h e  

t i t l e  "The Anthropology of  Water." The  speaker starts ou t  w i t h  

the  hope that t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  of anthropology w i l l  r edef ine  her  

approach t o  o thers ,  so t h a t  she w i l l  never again have to 

s u f f e r  t h e  consequences of t h e  kind of a communicational 

breakdown t h a t  took p lace  with her  f a the r .  She f i nds  this 

breakdown r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  anthropological  'invasion', and 

ins tead  seeks t o  understand what it might mean t o  'encounterr 

another.  T o  t h i s  end, she  juxtaposes anthropology with o the r  

concepts a s s o c i a t e d  with coming t o  know an o the r ,  such as 

quest ioning,  t r a v e l i n g  and engaging i n  sexua l  intimacy. 

However, the speaker f i n d s  t h a t  one cannot achieve genuine 

knowledge of another through any desc r ip t i ve  methodology, and 

t h a t  an encounter  involves hard work and the wil l ingness  t o  

open onese l f  t o  a pos s ib ly  dangerous and t r a n s f o m a t i v e  

experience,  Furthermore, t r u e  knowledge of ano ther  cannot be 

descr ibed i n  concrete terms, b u t  must be conveyed through 

a s soc i a t i ons  and metaphors. The emparedadas a r e  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  

apt metaphor f o r  t he  e f f o r t  and unrep re sen t ab i l i t y  of 

attaining t o  such an encounter w i t h  another. 

In between closure and openness 

T h e  speaker's experiences dur ing t he  pilgrimage enclose her  

i n t o  s o l i t u d e ,  b u t  from t h a t  vantage point ,  she is a b l e  t o  



observe others' vulnerable gestures at communication with an 

almost visionary sensitivity. She fluctuates between gratitude 

and hostility towaxd the offerings of friendship that are 

tendered toward her. Occasionally, she also launches her own 

desperate quests after an encounter; for she cannot stand 

aloof for long without craving for the "crisis of human 

contact": "1 lived blank for many years . And learned [ . . that] 
nothing replaces the sting of love, for good or ill" ("Just 

for the Thrill", Plainwater 221) , Indeed, when she remains 

isolated for too long, çhe imagines herself becoming a 

"[wloman caught in a cage of thorns. /Big glistening brown 

thorns with black stains on them /Where she twists this way 

and that way /Unable to stand uprlght" ("The Glass Essay", 

Glass, Irony and God 17). However, the language surrounding 

the  desire to reach out for love is often equally violent and 

disturbing, suggesting a body hurling itself into its own 

destruction, or approximating the blind and rapacious force of 

a conflagration: "Humans in love are terrible. You see them 

corne hungering at one another l i k e  prehistoric wolves; you see 

something struggling for life between them, like a root or a 

sou1 and it flares for a moment, then they smash it. The 

differences between them smash the bones out" ("Very Narrow", 

Plainwater 190) 22. 

The speaker demonstrates admiration toward those who are able 

to fold themselves into safe self-enclosure without suffering 

£rom loneliness. These spirits experience others' gestures at 

making contact as an intrusion on their peace; indeed other 

humans' whole cornportment appeaxs sharp and hostile to them: 

"Their faces I thought were knives. /The way they pointed them 

at me" ("The L i f e  of Towns", Plainwater 104) . Yet the speaker 

22 Elsewhere, the desire for  an encounter is described in s i m i l a r l y  
destructive and ravenous te-: "There i s  a kind of  pressure i n  htmians t o  
t a k e  whatever is m o s t  beloved by them /and smash it ('Book o f  Isaiah", 
Glass, Irony and God 110); "To see the love between Law and m e  /turn into 
two animals g n a w i n g  and craving through one another /toward some other 
hunger was terrible" ("Glass Essay", Glass, Irony and God 17). 



also implies that this peace approximates the peace of death, 

fo r  others' attempts at communication are ironicall y described 

in the language of exhumation: " [O] ld mother fingers coming 

down through the dark. /To rip me out my little dry sou1 my" 

( 108 ) . Nevertheless , this self -protective and removed stance 
is the one which the speaker adopts toward the reader, Anne 

Carson adopts toward her interviewers, and Mimnermos adopts 

toward the speaker as interviewer in "The Mimnermos 

~nterviews"~~, 

The speaker's vacillation between self-enclosure and openness 

is illustrated with great lucidity in "The Fail of Rome: A 

Traveller's Guide" (Glass, Irony and God 73-105). This poem 

lays bare the speaker's vulnerability in taking the initiative 

to unfurl from her enclosure in order to reach out toward 

another human being. The poem typically begins with the 

speaker' physical reach of txaveling to Rome to meet with Anna 

Xenia, her friend, lover, or possibly her double, only to find 

that making contact with another human being requires more 

than mere physical displacement, more in fact than what she is 

capable of: 

Why have you 
corne here? 

You 

have broken in, 
why? 180) 

Anna Xenia seems to be asking the speaker upon her arrival, 

the isolated "you" only aggravating the speaker's sense of 

alienation and vulnerability. The speaker relies on explicit 

invasive imagery ('you /have broken in") to convey Anna's 

closure to communication. And indeed, Anna is as separate and 

- - - - - - - - 

23 "Mixnnermos Interviews" is incfuded i n  the appendix as an example of a 
self-ptotective and se l f -enc losed  stance toward an otherrs gesture a t  



"as b e a u t i f u l  as an island" ("Canicula d i  Anna", Pla inwate r  

7 7 ) .  The s p e a k e r  quickly  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  Anna d o e s  not  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  want t o  e n t e r t a i n  h e r  dur ing  her t r i p ,  n o t  t o  

speak of a v a i l i n g  h e r s e l f  for an  encounter .  The speaker t a k e s  

refuge  from her own embarrassrnent i n  h e r  mode of def in i t ions ,  

which is her c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r h e t o r i c a l  mask  when faced w i t h  an 

i n t e r p e r s o n a l  f a i l u r e .  T h i s  mode c o n t r a s t s  wi th  the more open 

and l i s t e n i n g  d i s p o s i t i o n  which c h a r a c t e r i z e s  a n  encoun te r .  

Here are four successive attempts at the speaker's definition 

of t h e  word ' s t r a n g e r ' ,  which is how s h e  cornes to i d e n t i f y  

h e r s e l f  i n  Rome, T h e  four d e f i n i t i o n s  illustrate the speaker's 

en t rance  i n t o  Anna's world, t h e  f r i ends '  a w k w a r d n e s s ,  t h e i r  

p r o g r e s s i v e  estrangement ,  and f i n a l l y  t h e  speaker ' s  wi thdrawal  

i n t o  h e r  o r i g i n a l  s o l i t u d e :  

A s t ranger  i s  someone who stands i n  the doorway, 
drenched i n  confusion, 

a n d  permits the  dog t o  escape. 

Anna Xenia chases the  dog 
down five f l i g h t s .  
She comes back 

to find m e  s t i l l  i n  t h e  doorway. 
It is  a d i f f i c u l t  moment. ( 8 7 )  

Anna's house t y p i c a l l y  f u n c t i o n s  as a metaphor for h e r  

separate, s e l f  -enclosed se l f  o r  p r i v a t e  sphereZ4. T h e  speaker 

cont inues :  

A s t ranger  is someone desperate fo r  conversation. 

Then why is it 1 never have anything t o  say? 
W e  perch i n  o u r  a m o u r  a t  t h e  kitchen table.  (87)  

- - - - 

communication. 
2C I n  another poem about Anna, "Canicula d i  Anna", Anna's closure t o  
communication is represented through her recurring dream, staged inside a 
house: "Anna is hesitating somewhere./ Maybe she  is dreaming her dream,/ Lt 
always comes t o  her/ Just before morning./ She is in a room, / and she i s  
trying to cfose the door./ Arms and legs are forcing their way in./ Violent 
as lobsters" (Plainwater 5 5 ) .  The speaker's mother's house also becomes a 
symbol for the mother's self i n  "The Glass Essay." 



The distance between one end of the table and the other now 

seems to grow enormous and unbridgeable as the two 

interlocutors find themselves increasingly estranged f r o m  one 

another : 

A stranger is someone 
who sits 

very s t i l l  at the kitchen table, 

looks aown at nis knuckles,  
thinks some day w e  will laugh about this, 
doesn't believe it. (89) 

The speaker takes her exit in a final definition of 

'stranger' , in which she assumes the role of a wolf .' The wolf 
is a figure with whom she often identifies, wolves being a 

conventional symbol for the marginal element in society2': 

a stranger is someone 
who takes dread a little too seriously- 
Out 

on the Street again at s u n s e t ,  
sores open, 
moving blindly. 

There is a loneliness that fills the plain. 
Total. 
Lunar. ( 9 3 - 4 )  

Yet there is also something mutilated about the speaker's wolf 
- - this "being /made of raw sounds /joined at the stumps /and 

moving /as one form /down there" ("Canicula di Anna", 

Plainwater 77). This mutilation and disfigurement is described 

in explicitly physical tenns, as happens so often when the 

2 5  "The wolf is an outlaw. H e  lives beyond the boitndary of u se fu l ly  
cultivated and inhabited space marked of f  a s  the polis, i n  that  blank no 
man's land cal led to apeiron ("the unbounded") . Women, i n  the anc ient  v i e w ,  
share th i s  t e r r i t o r y  s p i r i t u a l l y  and metaphorically in v i r tue  of a 'natural '  
female a f f i n i t y  f o r  a l 1  that is raw, formless and in  need of the c i v i l i z i n g  
hand of man" ("The Gender of Sound", Gfass, Irony and God 1241 . In  -The 
Truth about God", t h e  speaker exp l i c i t l y  assumes the ro le  of a wolf: '1 saw 
my l i f e  a s  a  wol f loping along the road [ . . - 1  " (Glass, Irony and God 491 - 



'wounds' separating self from other refuse t o  be stitched up 

by the speaker. 

By describing her trip to Rome, the  s p e a k e r  shows her readers 

how psychological ly  dangerous and painful it is to be 

suspended midair after trying unsuccessfully to open herse l f  

up to the knowledge of another .  Unable t o  establish 

communication w i t h  Anna, the speaker withdraws back into her 

original se l f -enc losure  and solitude, hoping t h a t  she w i l l  

never have to enact  these absurd and fated gestures again, 

still knowing that she will not survive without love for long. 



This poem leads you 
as formal as a footman 
through the doors of perception 
and into a hall 
where it introduces you to the poet 
who is displayed 
like a mantis in amber, 
like a beetle in resin 
like a f l y  suspended 
in a web of seed pearls, 
housed in the four-chambered 
heart of a ruby. 

- M a r y  di Michele, T r e e  of August 4 8  

So far, w e  have e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  Anne Carson's speaker  adop t s  

t h e  t rope  o f  an thropology  i n  o r d e r  t o  t heo r i ze  he r  approach t o  

t h e  human c h a r a c t e r s  i n  her p o e t i c  world, 1 b e l i e v e  that 

anthropology a l s o  has profound imp l i ca t i ons  on hou the  speaker 

approaches works of l i t e r a t u r e ,  though she he r se l f  never  makes 

these imp l i ca t i ons  e x p l i c i t .  Never theless ,  the way i n  which 

t h e  speaker presents works of l i t e r a t u r e  p a r a l l e l s  p o i n t  by 

point t h e  way i n  which she presents human beings. 

F i r s t  of a l l ,  the  speaker  r e p r e s e n t s  both human be ings  and 

l i t e r a r y  works as if t h e y  w e r e  s e p a r a t e d  by v a s t  d i s t a n c e s .  

Among human be ings  t h e  distance is s p a t i a l ,  i nvo lv ing  

s t renuous  journeys or h a l t i n g  conversa t ions  on long d i s t a n c e  

telephone l i n e s ;  among works of l i t e r a t u r e ,  on t h e  other hand, 

the d i s t a n c e  is  temporal ,  For a l though t h e  speaker's p o e t r y  i s  

densely  i n t e r t e x t u a l ,  she only engages with authors  and texts 

who belong t o  eras far past ,  Thus Sappho, Mimnermos and Emily 

Brontë appear on t h e  pages of h e r  poetry, w h i l e  h e r  l i terary 

contemporaries do not. And i f  the d i s t ance  between human 

beings is symbolized by f e s t e r i n g  wounds t h a t  will not hea l ,  

s o  too  there  is r u p t u r e  and pa in  involved i n  reaching across 

the  cen tu r i e s  t o  engage with a l i t e r a r y  work of art. For 

example, t h e  speaker' s imaginary i n t e r v i e w  with Mimnermos, a 

6 t h  century BC poe t ,  begins  wi th  a wearying journey through 

pour ing  r a i n :  



M[imnermosl: It surprises m e  you came al1 this way 
I[nterviewerl: What a mud pond 
M: You don't l i k e  rain 
1: N o  l e t r s  get started [. . . 1 ("The Mimnemos 
Interviews",  Plainwater 18) , 

I n  t h e  speaker ' s  f i n a l  in te rv iew with Mimnermos, the distance 

that separates them is symbolized by static t h a t  p a r t i a l l y  

erases t h e  t a p e  on which she had recorded the  interview ( 2 4 ) .  

T h e  p a r a l l e l s  between human beings and l i t e r a r y  works of a r t  

ex tend  f u r t h e r .  The speaker considers works of a r t  as 

embodiments o r  records of human c o n s c i ~ u s n e s s ~ ~ .  Furthermore, 

the speaker represen ts  both works of art and human be ings  as 

sel f -enclosed s p a t i a l  entities that may be approached and 

possibly even opened up by others2'. Certainly,  the v i s u a l  

imagery of Anne Carsonf s poe t ry  suggests  that her  own p o e t i c  

wor ld  winds t h i c k l y  around a concealed centre enfo ld ing  the 

vulnerable speaker a t  i t s  very h e a r t .  Yet it is the speaker 's  

2"he speaker ' s  c r i t i c a l  p re fe rence  f o r  conceiving works o f  art  as 
embodiments o f  consciousness is revea led  i n  he r  numerous r e f e r e n c e s  t o  
phenomenological theory,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  Heidegger. I n  "Canicula d i  
Anna", f o r  example, s h e  desc r ibes  a conference of phenomenologists; h e r  
d e s c r i p t i o n  demonstra tes  a profound f a m i l i a r i t y  with Heidegger's work, These 
references  are e v e r  more s t r i k i n g  when w e  consider  t h a t  the speaker  never 
makes reference t o  any o t h e r  c r i t i c a l  school.  What is more, Anne Carson 
h e r s e l f  engages wi th  t h e  t e x t s  of o t h e r  p o e t s  a s  records of t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  
consciousness (see e s p e c i a l l y  "Mimnermos: The Brainsex Paint ings"  and "Now 
What"). We s h a l l  r e t u r n  t o  examine Anne Carson's treatment of o t h e r  writers 
i n  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l .  
2 7 A s  w e  have seen,  t h e  seeming c l o s u r e  o f  a work of a r t  is a concept  wi th  a 
considerable  c r i t i c a l  legacy, con tes ted  among o t h e r s  by Jacques Derrida and 
Frank Kermode (see foo tno te  2 ) .  Murray Krieger argues t h a t  c l o s u r e  is  nOt a 
proper ty  of t h e  t e x t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a human h a b i t  o r  even a need ('An Apology 
f o r  Poetics."  ln American C r i t i c i s m  L n  t h e  P o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t  Age. Ed. I r a  
Konigsberg. Michigan: U of Michigan P, 1981) . William Spanos demonstrates 
t h a t  an  adop t ion  o f  pkenomenological theory (such as the speaker ' s )  
c o n t r i b u t e s  d i r e c t l y  t o  a focus on t h e  s p a t i a l  a spec t s  of  a l i t e r a r y  work of 
a r t ,  at the expense of t h e  work's d i s c l o s u r e  over t i m e  ("Breaking t h e  
Ci rc le :  Hermeneutics as Dis-closure." Boundary 22 (1977) :  421-57). Spanos 
a l s o  shows that a nev c r i t i c a l  approach l e a d s  t o  a s i aUla r  focus on t h e  
workrs s p a t i a l  form. Cer ta in ly ,  t h e  complex s e l f - r e f e r e n t i a l i t i e s  and 
i n t e r n a l  ambigu i t i e s  i n  Anne Carson's work do con t r ibu te  t o  t h e  sense  t h a t  
her work forms a p r i v a t e  and s e l f  -enclosed universe,  b e s t  understood when 
t h e  reader  "suspendis]  t h e  process  of  i n d i v i d u a l  reference t empora r i ly  u n t i l  
the  e n t i r e  p a t t e r n  of  i n t e r n a 1  re fe rences  can be apprehended a s  a uni ty"  
(Frank, Joseph. The Idea  of S p a t i a l  Form. New Brunswick: Rutgers U P ,  1991. 
p. 4 9 ) .  



relationship to the enacted reader2' that definitively 

establishes her poetic world as a separate and self-enclosed 

entity toward which the reader must adopt an anthropological 

approach. The speaker not onfy portrays the enacted reader as 

just another human character inside her poetic world, but also 
, 

imposes the role of an invader on the enacted reader, whether 

the actual reader wants to assume this role or not. 

T h e  speaker and the enacted reader 

We began this study by examining the speaker's efforts to 

represent her poetic world as a heavily barricaded fortress 

f r o m  which the enacted reader is systematically excluded. Let 

us now sketch out the trajectory of thë enacted reader in her 

approach toward and rejection from this fortress. Upon 

entering the grounds of Anne Carson's poetic world, the reader 

immediately perceives that the fortress functions as a symbol 

of the speaker's self, ond even of her body: for the speaker 

unflinchingly proclaims that the material of her poetry is 

sown of her own flesh and blood. Indeed, her fortress seems to 

be made of a "Deck of cards" - - "Each card is made of flesh./ 
The living cards are days of a woman's life" ("The Glass 

Essay", Glass, Irony and God 35) . 

By suggesting that her poetry is sown of her own flesh, the 

speaker seemingly heightens her vulnerability and exposure. 

Paradoxically, however, this exposure is made to serve an 

integral function in her psychological warfare against the 

enacted reader: the opaqueness of the cards ensures that the 

enacted reader will not see her, while theix fragile nudity 

appeals to reader's sense of decency, discouraging the reader 

from approaching the speaker any further. Indeed, entering the 

speaker's space would constitute a rapacious act of intrusion 

'' For a treatrnent of the distinction between t h e  actual reader and the 
reader enacted or implied by a t e x t ,  see Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: 
A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1976. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978) and 



"Indeterminacy and the Reader's Response" ( I n  Aspects of Narrative. Ed. 3. 
H i l l i s  Miller. New York: Columbia UP, 19711 . 
29  The speaker's anxious willingness C o  i d e n t i f y  her womb as the seat of her 
creative self certainly resonates with some controversial t h e o r i e s  of female 
creativity. For accounts of "hysteria", etymological~y 'a malfunctioning of 
the womb", and i t s  relationship t o  creativity, see Signiund Freud, "Dora: 
Fragment of an Analysis o f  a C a s e  of Hysteria" (1901, T h e  Freud Reader. Ed. 
Peter Gay. New York: Norton, 1995- pp. 172-239) and " C r e a t i v e  Writers and 
Daydreaming" (1907. T h e  Freud Reader, Ed. Peter Gay. New York: N o r t o n ,  1995. 
pp. 436-431,  as well as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, T h e  Madwoman i n  t h e  
Attic: T h e  Woman Writer and the 19th-Century Literary Imagination. (New 
Haven: Yale UP, 1979. C h ,  2-3) . 

on t h e  speaker's privacy: f o r  s h e  goes so far as to portray 

her  poe t ry  as a living and b rea th ing  ~ornb'~: 

[ . . . ] White room whose walls, 
having neither planes nor curves nor angles, 
are composed of a continuous satiny white membrane 

like the f lesh of some interior organ of the moon. 
It is a living surface, alrnost w e t .  
Lucency breathes in and out. 

Rainbows shudder across it. 
And around the w a l l s  of the room a voice goes whispering, 
Be  very careful. B e  very careful.  (35) 

Now something cur ious  happens: f o r  desp i t e  the speakerfs 

des igna t ion  of her  poetry as a f r a g i l e  and in t imate  space, she 

decides that t h e  enacted reader will pay no heed whatsoever to 

he r  i n  j unct ions  . Accordingly, she imagines t h a t  t h e  reader 

w i l l  cont inue t r e spas s ing  on h e r  privacy and invading  her  

space.  S t r i k i n g l y ,  the speaker  f i gu re s  the  r eade r ly  invasion 

i n  terms of t h e  reader  devouring her body: ' [ the seaders ' ]  

l i t t l e  snouts  wake and b i t e  in"  ("Afterword", Plainwater 88) . 
This metaphor functions as t h e  l i t e r a r y  p a r a l l e l  of t h e  

surgical invasion which t h e  speaker sees r e f l e c t e d  i n  her 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  t he  human c h a r a c t e r s  i n  her  p o e t i c  world. 

T h e  speaker reacts to t h e  reader ly  invasion by becoming 

hostile and by explicitly denouncing ~ h e  reader ' s  a c t i v i t y  of 

reading as cr iminal  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  (" Just for the T h r i l l t f ,  

Plainwater 239) o r  even as s t a l k i n g  ("Afterword", Pla inwater  



88) 30. T h e  speaker also vehenently reiterates that the 

reader's evaluation of her work is irrelevant and even 

i n s u l t i n g  to its integrity. Yet the enacted reader is a 

paradoxical creation, for such a reader can only exist through 

the act of reading3'. Indeed, not just through any act of 

reading, but a careful one - - detectives and stalkers must 
pay c l o s e  attention. 

Even though the speaker represents the enacted reader as a 

human character in her world, t h e  enacted reader seems 

entirely void of basic human attributes such as a sense of 

r e spec t  and compassion. What is more, the reader is  not even 

given a voice with which to accept or object to the role 

assigned t o  her by t h e  speaker. By  depriving t h e  enacted 

reader of these qualities, the speaker effectively projects a 

constructed identity onto the reader. As Charles Taylor 

suggests : 

Our i d e n t i t y  is p a r t l y  shaped by recogni t ion or i t s  
absence, o f t e n  by the misrecogni t ion of others, and so a 
person or a group can suffer real damage, real 
d i s t o r t i o n ,  i f  t he  people or s o c i e t y  around t h e m  mi r ro r  
back t o  t h e m  a conf ining o r  demeaning o r  contemptible 
p i c t u r e  of  themselves. Nonrecognition o r  misrecogni t ion 
can i n f l i c t  ham, can be a form of oppress ion,  
imprisoning someone i n  a f a l s e ,  distorted and reduced 
mode of existence3*.  

'O The speaker repeatedly enacts the reader as a s ta lker  who takes 
voyeuristic pleasuxe i n  h e r  exposure. This visual enactment may actually 
contribute t o  the speaker's presentation of her poetic world as a separate 
and self-enclosed space: according t o  Bachelard and Blanchot, fo r  instance, 
spatial  form i n  l i t e ra tu re  is created (and not merely invaded) by the 
process of the reader's gaze. S e e  Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space 
(1958. Trans- M. Jolas,  Boston: Beacon P, 1969) and Maurice Blanchot, The 
Space of Literature (1955. Trans. A. Smock. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 19891. 
'' Following J. L- Austin, we could say tha t  the speaker's interdict ions and 
commands "perform" the reader ("Performative Utterances", In Philosophical 
Papers. 1961, Ed J. 0. Urmson and G. J. Warnock. London: Oxford UP, 1976. 

232-52) - 
"* Charles Taylor, 'The Pol i t ics  of Rec~gnition'~ (In Hulriculturalism: 
Examining the Po l i t i c s  of Recognition. Ed. Amy Gutmann. Princeton, N J :  
Princeton UP, 1994. p. 25. ) . 



And so ,  f o l l o w i n g  Taylor ,  w e  can  Say t h a t  t h e  e n a c t e d  r e a d e r  

is n o t  the oc ly  figure e s t a b l i s h e d  a s  a p e r s e c u t o r ,  f o r  the 

speaker  p e r s e c u t e s  the enac ted  reader as  w e l l .  

The ambivalent c o n s t r u c t i o n s  behind t h e  speaker-enacted r e a d e r  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  are la id  b a r e  i n  t h e  "Afterword" t o  "Canicula di 

Anna" ( P l a i n w a t e r  88-90] 33.  I n  t h i s  af terword,  t h e  speaker 

t u r n s  t o  a c c u s e  the enac ted  r e a d e r  of having selfishly grasped  

a t  t h e  s t o r y  of "Anna" i n  the hopes t h a t  it would n o t  yet end: 

"Perhaps it is something about m e  you would l i k e  to know - n o t  

t h a t  you have any s p e c i f i c  ques t ions ,  but  s t i l l ,  t h a t  would be 

b e t t e r  t h a n  nothing" (88) .  The speaker  then  makes a show of 

exposing h e r s e l f  by dechr ing: - 'You do not  know how t h i s  vague 

wish of yours  f i l l s  m e  wi th  f e a r .  1 have been aware of it from 

the very  beginning" ( 8 8 ) .  When t h e  enacted r e a d e r  n e v e r t h e l e s s  

cont inues  t o  approach her ,  the speaker  r e s o r t s  t o  a h o s t i l e  

tone  where s h e  t h r e a t e n s  t o  lock  t h e  i n t r u s i v e  reader i n s i d e  

t h e  f o r t r e s s  of het p o e t r y  for good - "It i s  a lmost  as i f  you 

hea r  a key t u r n  i n  t h e  lock. Which s i d e  of t h e  d o o r  a r e  you 

on? You do n o t  know. Which s i d e  a m  1 on?" ( 8 9 ) .  Th i s  t h r e a t  

sugges t s  that t h e  speaker and t h e  enacted r e a d e r  a r e  e q u a l l y  

dependent on t h e i r  common text3'. Indeed, i n  a final dramat i c  

g e s t u r e ,  t h e  speaker taunts t h e  enacted r e a d e r  by r e v e r s i n g  

t h e  stalking r o l e s  a l t o g e t h e r :  

And yet, having  held you in my Company so long, 1 find 1 
do have something to give you. Not the mysterious, 
intimate and consoling data you would have wished, b u t  
something to go on w i t h ,  and in ail likelihood the best 
1 can do. It i s  s i m p l y  the fact, a s  you go down the 

33 A copy of t h i s  afterword is included i n  the appendix, 
'' T h i s  moment where the speaker acknowledges her mutual dependency with the 
enacted reader is reminiscent of the f i n a l  passages i n  Hegel's "Lordship and 
Bondage", where both lord  and bondsman recognize that neither has succeeded 
i n  effacing t h e  other. The speaker's dependency on the enacted reader is 
revealed by the fact  that she fears being ignored by others just as much as 
she fears being invaded by them. I n  "Entgegenwartigung Town", f o r  example, 
the speaker hides i n  a house, only  imagining t h a t  she is being pursued: '1 
heard you coming af ter  me. / L i k e  a l i o n  over the  flagpoles and. /I felt the 
bui ldings .  /Sway once a l 1  along the Street and 1. /Crouched low on m y  heels. 
/ I n  the middle of the room. /Staring hard. /Then the stitches came open. 
/You went past" (Plainvater 100). 



stairs  and w a l k  in dark streets, as you see forrns, as 
you marry or speak sharply or wait for a train, as you 
begin imagination, as you look at every mark, s h p l y  the 
f a c t  of my eyes in your back (90) . 

The speaker m o c k s  t h e  enacted reader by other means as well. 

She sugges ts  that a "perfect listener" could i n  fact earn her 

confidence, followed immediately by the disclaimer t h a t  such a 

l i s t e n e r  exists o n l y  ' in her dreams ('Mimnermos In te rv iews" ,  

P l a i n w a t e r  2 0 )  35. What is more, she only rarely makes direct 

propositions that are not obfusca ted  by i rony o r  inversion, or  

do no t  h inge  on words t h a t  have become so surcharged with  

i n t e rna1  meaning a s  to be almost ~ n t r a n s l a t a b l e ~ ~ .  For 

example, t he  speaker d i s p l a y s  an uneasy awareness of herself 

as a writer, and i n  a typ ica l  g e s t u r e  of i r ony  she suggests 

t h a t  she ( l i k e  Kafka) i s  a "mendacious creature" ("Diving", 

P l a i n w a t e r  117) . These k inds  of inversions and ironical 

strategies make it impossible to k n o w  e x a c t l y  where the 

speaker s t a n d s ,  where her voice is coming from. 

What is more, t h e  speaker manifests an ambivalent r e l a t i o n s h i p  

ta language, and slips c a s u a l l y  back and f o r t h  between an 

authentic l y r i c a l  voice and a factual, reporting o r  def in ing  

language f u l l  of seemingly d e s u l t o r y  lists and d e s c r i p t i o n s  of 

painting t e chn iques .  She deems language inadequate for  the 

purposes of genuine communication, even though t he  enacted 

'' The "perfect l i s t e n e r "  is the ideal reader, a figure who, according to 
Didier Coste, cakes on an equal importance for the actual reader and t h e  
reader enacted by the text ("Trois conceptions du lecteur et leur 
contribution à une théorie du texte li t téraire." Podtique 43 [1980]: 354- 
71). The speaker sets  up t h e  ideal reader as an elusory ideal of which the 
enacted reader must  always fa11 short. Incidentally, these discouraging 
taunts are not limited to Anne Carson's speaker alone. In her interview with 
John dtAgata8 Anne Carson uses an analogous strategy when she opens the 
interview by suggesting that there is no need to interview her, for she has 
already given the "perfect interview" a few years before: "The interview to 
end al1 interviews - almost four hours w e  talked! More of a conversation, 
really. 1 don' t think anything could top it. Do you want t o  start?" (1) . 
Interestingly enough, this perfect interview has never been published, as 
far as my research shows. 



reader c l e a r l y  has no choice b u t  t o  depend on words i n  

at tempting t o  understand her. According t o  t h e  speaker, 

however, t h e r e  i s  "fear i n s i d e  language" ("Kinds of  Water", 

Plainwater 141)' "something s h a t t e r e d  in s ide  language" ("Just  

f o r  t h e  Thr i l l " ,  Plainwater 204 ) ,  " y e s  there  is vio lence  i n  

it" (217)  ; the truth keeps slipping away i n  language ( 2 0 2 ) ,  

"language s h e l t e r s  [. . . ] anger" (233) and only "reopens 

wounds" ( 2 3 2 ) .  The speaker i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  f a i l u r e  of language 

by practicing d e l i b e r a t e  acts of  erasure i n  t h e  text :  t h e  

photographs t h a t  she points t o  a r e  missing, the t a p e  player 

through which she speaks breaks o r  f i l l s  with s t a t i c ,  and the 

pages which she  descr ibes  disappear  under 'daubs of  ink" 

( 2 3 4 ) .  

Xndeed, t h e  speaker  goes t o  g r e a t  lengths  t o  a s s e r t  h e r s e l f  a s  

t h e  mis t ress  of he r  f o r t r e s s .  When she suspects t h a t  her power 

pos i t ion  i s  threatened, she escapes through a t r a p  door, 

raises a m i r r o r  toward t h e  enacted reader, o r  sends t h e  

enacted reader  up staircases that lead nowhere. T h e  reader  

. t h e  more assiduously she cornes to resemble Kafka's 'KM- 

s t r i v e s  t o  reach  t h e  Castle,  t h e  f u r t h e r  she is r e l ega ted  from 

it. For example, one of t h e  speaker 's  favour i te  d i s t a n c i n g  

s t r a t e g i e s  c o n s i s t s  i n  f l i ng ing  t h e  enacted reader ' s  a t t e n t i o n  

t o  some s u p e r f i c i a l  d e t a i l  j u s t  a t  t h e  point  when she i s  most 

involved i n  t h e  speaker 's  na r r a t ive .  T h i s  process  of 

de f l ec t ion  can most c l e a r l y  be observed i n  "The Glass Essay", 

where t h e  speaker s inks  i n t o  an ever deeper unconscious 

imagery and b r u t a l  s e l f  - e~amina t ion '~ .  When t h i s  process 

becomes too  in t ense ,  she  d i r e c t s  the reader ' s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a 

surface d e t a i l ,  such a s  a d o c k  t i c k i n g  on the  k i tchen  wall .  

Yet another o b s t r u c t i v e  t a c t i c  intxoduces t rans lucent  o r  semi- 

36 *Watert , *glassr , s knowledger , 'lover , *edget , 'spinr and 'gone' are jus t  
some examples of words t h a t  become so  saturated with interna1 connotations 
as  t o  lend themselves beautifully to a deconstructive reading. 
37 The speakerr ç self-examination appears part icularly  raw and brutal because 
she confesses t o  "experiences that  deprive her of  dignity i n  her suffering - 
precise ly  what one is n o m a l l y  most ashamed to own up to" (Lerner 5 4 ) .  



opaque subs tances  (such as l i q u i d s ,  g lass ,  crystals o r  ice) 

i n t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  w h e n e v e r  t h e  speaker judges that t h e  

r e f a t i onsh ip  between writer and reader has become too 

W e  can conclude, then, t h a t  the speaker makes concer ted 

e f f o r t s  t o  in t roduce  ambiguity, i rony and invasiveness  i n t o  

her r e l a t i o n s h i p  with t h e  enacted reader. I n  effect, she 

portrays the enacted reader just a s  she does the numerous 

in terviewers ,  psychoanalysts and surgeons who make gro tesque ly  

in t ru s ive  appearances i n  he r  poetry ,  and who approach he r  with 

s ca lpe l s  and o t h e r  sharp c l i n i c a l  instruments. Through the 

imagined a c t  o f  reading, t h e  enacted reader cornes t o - n e g o t i a t e  

p rec i se ly  t h e  same chal lenges  t h a t  t h e  speaker confronts i n  

t ry ing  t o  e s t a b l i s h  contac t  with t h e  human characters i n  h e r  

poet ic  world. J u s t  a s  "El-Cid" and "Anna" close themselves off  

from communicating with t h e  speaker, so  too the speaker  c l o s e s  

hersel f  o f f  £rom t he  enacted reader.  I t  is s u r e l y  not a 

coincidence t h a t  the s p e a k e r  should be most h o s t i l e  toward t h e  

enacted r eade r  i n  precisely  those  poems where she h e r s e l f  

experiences r e j e c t i o n  o r  h o s t i l i t y  t o  her own acts of 

c o m m u n i ~ a t i o n ~ ~ .  And j u s t  as t h e  speaker t r a n s f e r s  the burden 

3 8 On l i t e r a r y  t ransparency,  see Jean S ta rob insk i ,  Jean-Jacques Rousseau: L a  
transparence et l ' o b s t a c l e  (Évreux: Gallimard, 1971). The speaker v i l 1  
sometimes apo log ize  f o r  t h e  o b s t r u c t i o n s  caused by t h e  semi-opaque 
substances i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  and c l a h  c h a t  they funct ion t o  h i d e  h e r  own 
lone l iness  from h e r s e l f  - usua l ly ,  with l i t t l e  success:  "A g r e a t  i c i c l e  
formed on t h e  r a i l i n g  of my balcony/ s o  1 drew up c l o s e  t o  t h e  window and 
t r i e d  peer ing through t h e  i c i c l e , /  hoping t o  t r i c k  myself i n t o  some i n t e r i o r  
v i s ion , /  B u t  a l 1  1 saw/ was t h e  man and woman i n  the room a c r o s s  t h e  s t r e e t /  
making t h e i r  bed and laughing" ("The Glass  Essay", Glass, Irony and God 37). 
3 9 See e s p e c i a l l y  "Canicula d i  Anna" and "Anthropology of W a t e r " .  Roman 
Ingarden has  w r i t t e n  ex tens ive ly  on t h e  funct ion of  the enac ted  reader ,  
especiallv as t h i s  cons t ruc t ion  r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  meaninq o f  t h e  
l i k e r a r y  -work of a r t  (The Cogni t ion of t h e  L i t e ra ry  Work of A&. 1937. 
Trans. Ruth Ann Crowly and Kenneth R. Olson. Evanston: Northwestern UP, 
1973).  Ingarden sugges& t h a t  t e x t s  a r e  "places of indeterminacy" ( n o t i c e  
again  t h e  s p a t i a l  metaphor) f u l l  of gaps and vacancies t h a t  must be occupied 
by  the reader  i n  o r d e r  t o  achieve t h e  t e x t r s  f u l l  conxnunicatory or a e s t h e t i c  
effect. The r e a d e r  must t h e r e f o r e  a c t i v e l y  assume o r  'concretize" the r o l e  
designated by t h e  t e x t  i t s e l f .  Applying Ingarden's theory t o  Anne Carson's 
poetry, w e  cou ld  say t ha t  by r e j e c t i n g  t h e  enacted reader,  the a c t u a l  r eader  
comes more f u l l y  t o  understand the speaker ' s  humiliat ion and s o l i t u d e  i n  
being r e j e c t e d  by t h e  human c h a r a c t e r s  i n  her world. 



of her  own so l i t ude  ont0  'El Cid", l ash ing  out a t  him i n  anger 

and disappointment, s o  t o o  she  t r a n s f e r s  her s h a t t e r e d  hopes 

ont0  t h e  enacted reader.  F i r s t  she  makes the reader  r eenac t  

h e r  painstaking exe r t i ons  a t  e s t a b l i s h i n g  human contac t ,  t h e n  

she  fo rces  t h e  reader to assume t h a t  these  e x e r t i o n s  f a i l  

because of t h e  reacier's o w n  i nep t i t ude ,  and f i n a l l y  s h e  hurls 

t h e  reader  ou ts ide  t h e  walfs  of her  f o r t r e s s  a l t o g e t h e r .  

T h e  speaker w i t h  oLher speakers 

If t h e  speaker shows such v i s c e r a l  mis t rus t  toward t h e  enac ted  

reader, then one might assume t h a t  s h e  would a l s o  i n d i c a t e  how 

t o  approach works of l i t e r a t u r e  appropriately.  Indeed, the 

speaker engages with numerous tex tç  i n  her  poetry ,  and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  with Greek l y r i c a l  poetxy, t h e  Old Testament, and 

t h e  journals  and poems of Emily Brontë. Paradoxical ly ,  

however, t h e  speaker approaches t h e  speakers of other l i t e r a r y  

works j u s t  a s  invasively  a s  she imagines her own reade r  

approaching her .  

Unlike t h e  enacted reader ,  the speakers of othex works of 

literature do not appear as embodied characters  with motives 

of t h e i r  own. Rather, t hey  appear as empty and u n r e s i s t i n g  

l i t e r a r y  bodies that Anne Carson's speaker can invade and exit 

a t  her w i l l .  For ins tance,  t h e  speaker usua l ly  does n o t  

i n d i c a t e  from where her  numerous sources derive; i n s t ead ,  she  

simply weaves references  and c i t a t i o n s  from o ther  works i n t o  

her own na r ra t i ve  voice. Moreover, i n  "Jaget" and i n  "Short 

Talks" the speaker p resen ts  her own sho r t  parodies of o t h e r  

w r i t e r s  and t h e i r  works. Each parody bears a s  a t i t l e  t h e  

parodied au tho r8s  o r  work8s name, suggesting t h a t  t h e  parody 

can capture  t h e i r  very i d e n t i t y ,  Gertrude S te in  is d i s t i l l e d  

i n t o  a s i n g l e  l i ne :  "How cur ious .  I had no idea! Today has  

ended" ("On Gertrude S t e i n  a t  9: 3 0 M ,  Plainwater 31) . One can  

only wonder how t h e  speaker he r se l f  would r e a c t  t o  such 

o v e r t l y  invasive and reduc t ive  treatment. 



Yet it is in "The Glass Essay" where the speaker most 

explicitly invades the work of another w r i t e r .  In this long 

narrative poem, the speaker takes over and assumes the persona 

of Emily Brontë, until the two become virtually 

indistinguishable. The poem typically opens with a long- 

distance journey. This t h e ,  the speaker travels a l1  day in a 

train to visit her mother: 

[My mother] lives on a moor in the nor th .  
She lives alone, 
Spring opens like a blade there. 
1 travel al1 day on trains and bring a lot of books - 
Some for my mother, some for me 
including The Collected Works of Emily Bronce. 
This is my f a v o u r i t e  author. 

Also my main fear, which I mean to confront. (1) 

It is unclear whether the speaker is traveling toward a 

confrontation with her mother, with Emily Brontë, or with 

herself - these " t h r e e  silent women a t  the kitchen table" (2). 

Whatever the case may be, something potentially dangerous 

awaits her at t h e  journeyrs end: for "spring opens l i k e  a 

blade thers" (1)". The speaker's fear of t h i s  danger 

initiates her transformation into Emily Brontë: 

Whenever 1 visit my mother 
1 feel 1 am turning into Emily Brontë, 

my lonely l i f e  around me like a moor, 
my ungainly body stumping over the mud flats with a look of 

transfcrmation 
that dies when 1 corne in the kitchen door. 
What m e a t  is it, Emily, w e  need? (1-2) 

Even af ter  spending the whole day in a train, the speaker must 

traverse vast physical landscapes so as to reach her mother's 

house, a symbol of the mother's self. There are already hints 

In fact, open blades are usua l ly  associaced w i t h  the  speaker's father. 



of t h e  marginal ized and mut i i a t ed  wolf i n  t h i s  desc r ip t ion :  

the speaker senses  t h a t  she w i l l  no t  be ab le  to l i v e  up to the 

a c t s  of communication t h a t  he r  mother w i l l  r equ i r e  of her.  The 

indented and i s o l a t e d  word "transformation" ind ica t e s  t h a t  the 

speaker has  taken on t h e  persona of  Emily Brontë, a s  

i l l u s t r a t e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e r  mother bluntly addresses ber 

a s  'Emily" when she walks i n  through the  kitchen door. The 

persona of Emily Brontë a l lows t h e  speaker t o  escape her 

mother' s expec ta t ions ,  as w e l l  as her  own depression and 

l one l ines s  after having been abandoned by h e r  lover,  "Law" - - 
"When Law i e f t  1 f e l t  so  bad 1 thought 1 would die .  /This is 

n o t  uncornon" ( 8 ) .  From t h i s  p o i n t  onward, t h e  speaker cites 

f r e e l y  £rom Frmily Brontë's poems and p r i v a t e  journals, 

compares t h e i r  respec t ive  exper iences ,  and invades and e x i t s  

Emily Brontë's persona a t  h e r  w i l l .  

W e  can conclude, then, t h a t  just a s  t h e  speaker exper iences  

r e j e c t i o n  i n  he r  i n t e r a c t i o n s  wi th  o the r  human beings, so t o o  

she performs and pe rpe t r a t e s  r e j e c t i o n  i n  the t e x t u a l  world 

t h a t  she creates f o r  h e r s e l f .  Th i s  t e x t u a l  world is a f o r t r e s s  

i n s i d e  which the speaker can f i n a l l y  assume t h e  position of 

power. Accordingly, she  no t  o n l y  rejects but  a l s o  persecutes  

t h e  enacted reader ,  whom she po r t r ays  as a f l e s h  and blood 

i n t rude r  i n  h e r  world. Such a p o r t r a y a l  allows he r  t o  continue 

t o  bel ieve that her paper world r e f l e c t s  her  r e l a t ionsh ips  i n  
t h e  human world outs ide .  What i s  more, t he  speaker ha rd ly  

shows t h e  kind of respect  toward o the r  speakers that she 

demands of h e r  own enacted reader .  Instead,  she p r a c t i c e s  

invasion on o t h e r  speakers wi thout  quest ioning her  ac t ions  and 

without any apparent concern f o r  o the r  speakersr self- 

pro tec t ive  s t r a t e g i e s .  

[The  work]  demands of the reader that  he enter a zone where he 
can scarcely breathe and where the ground s l i p s  out f r o m  under 
h i s  f e e t -  



- Maurice Blanchot, The Space of Literature 195-6 

It appears that we have  reached the following conclusion: even 

though Anne Carson' s s p e a k e r  struggles to 'encountexf the 

human ch'aracters in her world, she perforxns and perpetrates 

'invasion' both on her enacted reader and on the speakers of 

other works of literature. Clearly, then, the speaker makes a 

distinction between her relationships in the real world and in 

the textual world that she creates for h e r s e l f .  What is more, 

she makes a distinction between the skill and sensitivity of 

her readers and her own activity as a reader - - one that, 
considering her reading practices, seems entirely unjustified. 

How may we begin ta understand these discrepancies, or situate 

ourselves as readers of Anne Carson's poetry? 

So far, ne have examined the speaker's associations and past 

experiences with invasion, and concluded that they lead her to 

reject invasion in her relationships with the human characters 

in her world, 1 would like to suggest that the speaker also 

offers a theoretical critique of invasion, despite the fact 

that she continues to practice this approach toward her reader 

and toward other literary works.  Provocatively, Heidegger also 

adopts the figure of anthropology to demonstrate the visual 

and instrumental objectification of human beings that is so 

characteristic of the speaker' s description of the 

'anthropological invasion'. Heidegger speaks of anthropology 

not only as 'the science of manr, but as "that philosophical 

interpretation of man which explains and evaluates whatever 

is, in its entirety, £rom the standpoint of man and in 

relation to man" (The Question Concerning Technology 133). 

Moreover, anthropology is "that interpretation of man that 

already knows fundamentally what man i s  and hence can never 

ask who he may be. For with t h i s  question it would have to 

confess itself shaken and overcome" (153). 



Anthropology, then, represents a study of others that has 

already been concluded. Heidegger's anthropologist, like the 

speaker' s numerous interviewers, psychoanalysts and surgeons, 

starts front a pre-established mode1 of the human being, and is 

at most searching for slight variations from the nom. In so 

doing, the anthropologist establishes clear boundaries between 

who is studying and who is being studied - - boundaries that 
serve to reify and ob jec t i fy  the other. Anne Carsonf s speaker 

believes that this approach is synonymous with 'invasionr, and 

demonstrates that it is not a viable way to 'knowJ another. 

Accordingly, the invasive characters in her poetry are 

ultimately portrayed as impotent, ineffectual: in the 

"Mimnermos Interviews", the interviewer asks outrageously 

pedantic and irrelevant questions; in "The Glass Essay", the 

psychoanalyst shows only imperceptiveness through her 

suggestions; and in "The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Deyman", the 

anatomistfs work lacks sensitivity to the larger human drama 

unfolding underneath his hands. Indeed, these characters' 

feeble acts and voices become drowned in the larger "roaring" 

of the universe ("The L i f e  of Towns", Plainwater 108). 

In "Chaldaic Oracles 1" the speaker explicitly critiques the 

invasive way of approaching another, whether this "other" be a 

human being or a work of art. The poem begins: 

There is something you should know.  
And t h e  right way to know it 
is by a cherrying of your mind. 

The poem has distinctly Heideggerian overtones. According to 

Heidegger, 'to undexgo an experience with something means that 

this something, which we reach along the way in order to 

attain it, itself pertains to us, meets and makes its appeal 

to us, in that it transforms us into itself" (On the Way to 

Language 9 3 - 4 ) .  This is the philosopher who also writes that 

" thinking cuts and that mus t " l i s t e n  that 



which language has a l r eady  g r a n t e d  t o  usJ' ( 7 0 - 2 ) .  ft i s  

t h e r e f o r e  w e  who must "cherry" our  minds, and not  t h e  object 

of  Our knowledge. Why can w e  not thrust ourselves  upon that 

which w e  wish t o  know? The speaker suggests: 

Because if you press your mind toward it 
and try to know 
that thing 

as you know a thing 
you ni11 not  know it. 

I f  w e  t h r u s t  ourse lves  upon t h e  o t h e r ,  w e  w i l l  no t  be able t o  

know t h e  o t h e r .  According t o  Heidegger, modern technology 

"sets-upon" and "challenges": a l 1  of being is made t o  stand 

enframed i n  a u se fu l  o r d e r  b e f o r e  humanity (The ~ u e s t i o n  of  

Technology 320-2). A l 1  of be ing  is t h e r e f o r e  transformed i n t o  

o b j e c t s  f o r  production,  and Heidegger adds: 'Ob j ec t i f i c a t i on  

[...] blocks  us o f f  against t h e  Open. The more venturesome 

daring does no t  produce a def ense" (Poetry, Language, Thought 

120). But what is t h e  being t o  which t h e  rnost venturesome 

among u s  can be open? Heidegger answers: "An lis' arises where 

t h e  word breaks up" ( O n  t h e  Way t o  Language 1 0 8 ) .  So t o o  t h e  

speaker, i n  the concluding l i n e s  o f  "Chaldaic Oracles l", 

sugges ts : 

That thing you should know. 
Because it is out there (orchid)  outside your and, it is. 

Appropr ia te ly ,  Heidegger i n s i s t s  t h a t  poet ry  and t h i n k i n g  

"share  t h e  same neighbourhood", and because they share t h e  

same neighbouxhood, they may encounter  one another ( O n  t h e  Way 

t o  Language 80-2) .  This  i s  p r e c i s e l y  what Anne Carson t h e  

classicist means by t h e  concluding image i n  her essay "How Nat 

to Read a Poem", namely t h a t  p o e t r y  shares  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  

n a t u r e  o f  wisdom i n  "mixing and unmixing i t s e l f "  from o t h e r s r  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  ( 1 2 8 ) .  Heidegger s t a g e s  such encounters i n  his 

l a t e r  ph i l o soph ica l  essays ,  j u s t  a s  Anne Carson encounte rs  



philosophical questions in her poetry. As neighbours, the 

philosopher and the poet may encounter, indeed surprise, one 

another. h3at is essential is that both remain in the  open and 

do not produce a defense against the other, for to defend 

oneself against one's neighbour would be to turn one's 

neighbour into an object. And once a neighbour has been 

objectified, no encounter is possible. As we have seen, the 

speaker of Anne Carson's poetry refuses to be objectified as 

if she were a tribe or a specimen waiting for categorization, 

and instead strives to make herself open to possibly dangerous 

and transformative experiences. Surely Heidegger would have 

enjoyed dwelling in such a poetfs neighbourhood, 

In discussing Heidegger, we have not only mixed poetry and 

philosophy, but philology as well. We have introduced the 

academic work of Anne Carson the classicist - - work that is, 
in ef fect, included in each one of her collections of poetry. 

Although one traditionally makes a clear distinction between 

speaker and author, the texts gathered together under the name 

"Anne CarsonBf encourage us not to. As a classicist, Anne 

Carson makes much of Prometheus, the "trickster" god who mixed 

up seemingly al1 important distinctions ("How Not to Read a 

Poem" 128). And it is not just as a classicist and poet that 

distinctions are blurred: Anne Carson the interviewee 

contributes to the confusion by granting interviews that sound 

much like the interviews that she stages in her poetry. It is 

my contention that such playful blending actually performs the 

possibility of another way of knowing. 

Anne Carson's work as a classicist not only includes critical 

frameworks that complement the speakerg s behaviour, but also 

offers solutions to some of the  'anthropological' questions 

raised by her poetry. Exos the Bittersweet, Anne Carson's 

essay on the role of eros in Greek lyric poetry, indicates why 

a speaker might want to create distance between herself and 



hew r e ade r s .  I n  t h i s  work, Anne Carson sketches o u t  an analogy 

between the  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  w r i t i n g  and seduction4'. Ç h e  shows 

t h a t  ' e ros ' ,  o r  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  consummate ' the crisis of human 

con t ac t r  w i t h  another ,  t h r i v e s  only  when it is "deferred, 

d e i  i ed ,  obs t ruc t ed ,  hungry, [and] organized around a r a d i a n t  

absence" (18) . Both t h e  w r i t e r  and the lover must engage i n  

var ious  d i s t a n c i n q  and ' t r i angu la t ing"  ru se s  which d e f e r  union 

with t h e  reader o r  the beloved (109). Only through such 

d e l i b e r a t e l y  cons t ruc t ed  boundaries m a y  t h e  writer/reader and 

lover /beloved keep "reaching" for each other  and mainta in  a 

mutual space of erotic charge. The two can never touch, f o r  

otherwise the desire t o  reach o u t  toward t h e  other w i l l  cease. 

T h e  w r i t e r / r e a d e r  and lover /beloved must t h e r e fo r e  mainta in  an 

" i n s t i n c t i v e  and mutual s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  boundary between 

them" ( 2 1 ) ;  " t he  boundary of f l e s h  and self between you and 

me" ( 3 0 ) .  

Cer ta in ly ,  Anne Carsonf s speaker goes t o  g r e a t  l eng th s  t o  

introciuce d i s t a n c e  between herself and her enacted reader ,  

while  s imul taneous ly  ensur ing t h a t  t h e  reader w i l l  remain 

i n t r i g u e d  by her ambivalent i n d i c a t i o n s .  In  e f f e c t ,  t h i s  

d i s t a n c e  u l t i m a t e l y  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  f u r t h e r  ensnar ing the  

reader  i n  a paradox ica l  desire t o  'know' t h e  speaker.  In an 

in te rv iew w i t h  Dean I r v ine ,  Anne Carson he r s e l f  acknowledges a 

need t o  provoke an ernotional reaction i n  t h e  reader:  'the 

d i scomf i t ing  of t h e  reader  has some deep purpose I ' m  n o t  q u i t e  

aware o f ,  I t  comes and goes i n  m y  wr i t ing ;  it comes and goes 

as an emotion" ("An In terview wi th  Anne Carson" 8 2 ) .  

I n  Eros t h e  B i t t e r swee t  Anne Carson no t  on ly  o f f e r s  an  

explanat ion  f o r  t h e  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  t h e  speaker imposes between 

he r s e l f  and t h e  reader ,  b u t  also ges tu r e s  toward a new way of 

knowing ano ther .  Sokra tes  is t h e  c e n t r a l  charac te r  o f  this 

4 :  In drawing a parallel between eroticism and textuality, Eros the 
Bittersweet draws extensively on Roland Barthes's Fragments d'un discours 



work, and h i s  d i a l o g i c a l  and recept ive  s t ance  toward h i s  

i n t e r l o c u t o r s  cornes t o  represen t  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

approaching another  as an  'encounter' r a t h e r  t h a n  an 

' invasion' .  Sokrates ' s  wisdom ernerges from h i s  r e a l i z a t i o n  

t h a t  a prolonged encounter is n e i t h e r  possible  nor d e s i r a b l e :  

only d i s t a n c e  ensures that w e  s t i l l  want t o  reach out t o w a r d  

t he  knowledge of another.  A t  bes t ,  w e  can hope t o  "mix and 

unmix" ourse lves  f r o m  o t h e r s  i n  a d i a l e c t i c a l  p rocess  of 

t r a i n i n g  our sou1 i n  moral hea l th .  AccordingLy, Sokra tes  loves 

t h e  very process of  reaching o u t  i n  order  t o  know another ,  and 

famously acknowledges t h a t  he 'no longer th inks  he knows t h a t  

which he does not  know" (171) .  Sokrates 's  approach suggests 

t h a t  w e  should no t  h u r l  ourselves  toward o t h e r  bodies  of 

knowledge wi th  t h e  hope of fusing ourselves with them, but  

r a t h e r  approach o thers  a s  lea rn ing  experiences f o r  making 

ourselves  i n t o  s t ronger  and wiser selves. 

Anne Carson's speaker hard ly  achieves the  s o k r a t i c  ideal i n  

fier r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with t h e  human characters i n  h e r  world, 

which a r e  charac te r ized  by her  unrelenting d e s i r e  t o  l o s e  

he r se l f  i n  the touch of another  being. Nor does t h e  speaker  

achieve t h i s  i d e a l  i n  her re la t ionçhips  with  t h e  enacted 

reader o r  t h e  speakers of  o the r  w o r k s  of a r t ,  w h e r e  s h e  

depr ives  t h e  o the r  from t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  a dia logue.  

However, Anne Carson the  classicist does experiment w i t h  the  

s o k r a t i c  approach i n  her c r i t i c a l  work on Catul lus ,  Mimnemos, 

Sappho and   te si ch or os'^. I n  these c r i t i c a l  essays ,  she 

s t r i v e s  t o  c r e a t e  c l ea r ings  i n  which other  poets '  voices may 

be heard without her  a u t h o r i a l  in terference.  I n  particular, 

she produces s t r i k i n g  i n t e r p r e t i v e  xesul ts  when she engages 

with t h e i r  poetry by  composing verse responses o r  innovat ive  

t r a n s l a t i o n s  of her  own. 

amoureux (Paris: Seuil, 19771 and Le plaisir du texte (Paris: Seuil, 1957). 
:L See "Carmina: Transaltions of Catullus" (American Poetry Review 21 
il9921 : 15-61, "Mimnermos : The Brainsex Paintings" (Plainwater 1-26), "Now 



Autobiography of R e d  i s  Anne Carson's monument to t h e  poet 

Stesichoros:  she begins with an essay on Stes ichoros;  then 

of f e r s  complete ly  i r r e v e r e n t  t r a n s l a t i o n s  of  h i s  e x t a n t  

fragments; then weaves h i s  charac te rs ,  words and mot i f s  i n t o  a 

long ve r se  n a r r a t i v e  of  he r  own, and f i n a l l y  s t a g e s  an 

imaginary in t e rv i ew with t h e  poet .  These mult iple  approaches 

a re  not o n l y  d i a log ica l ,  but  c r e a t e  silences and c l e a r i n g s  i n  

which S te s i choros ' s  own voice is heard. Anne Carson's work on 

Mimnermos s i m i l a r l y  begins with  an essay, then in t roduces  

t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  and f i n a l l y  s t a g e s  th ree  imaginary in te rv iews  

with t h e  poe t .  Here too t h e r e  is a l igh tness  and p layfu lness  

i n  hex apptoach,  f o r  she  is cons tan t ly  tugging Mimnermos's 

words i n t o  a language no t  h i s  own - - and, as we have seen, 

t h e  encounter "dxaws us ou t  of our own language" ("Kinds of 

Water", Pla inwater  1 9 0 )  and " in to  a language no t  ou r  own" 

( 1 7 8 ) .  For example, Mimnermosrs words sound t o  her  " l i k e  a 

fa11 of rocks  d o m  a d ry  ravine", o r  " l ike  a s e c r e t  t r o u t  on 

the  s l i p  d o m  t h e  fathoms" ("The Brainsex Paintings", 

Plainwater 17) . 

Anne Carson no t  only o f f e r s  us a t h e o r e t i c a l  c r i t i q u e  of 

invasion b u t  a l s o  shows us what a l i t e r a r y  encounter might 

look l i k e .  Like human encounters,  l i t e r a r y  encounters r equ i r e  

courage, openness and t h e  wil l ingness  t o  do hard work. Anne 

Carson d i s c o v e r s  t h i s  chal lenge i n  c l a s s i c a l  poetry,  which 

o f f e r s  h e r  bo th  d i s tance  and r e s i s t ance  a s  a reader .  So t o o  we 

can i n t e r p x e t  t h e  speaker's d i s tanc ing  s t r a t e g i e s  as necessary 

f o r  s u s t a i n i n g  t h e  reader ' s  interest i n  knowing her. Like 

human encounters ,  l i t e r a r y  encounters remain e lus ive ;  they 

vanish a t  t h e  moment when w e  t h ink  we have grasped them. A t  

bes t  w e  can hope t o  c r e a t e  a c l e a r i n g  f o r  such encounters t o  

take place. Indeed, Anne Carson' s in t e rp re t a t ion  o f  Sokrates  

What?" (Grand Street 9 [1990]:43-5) and "Red Meat: What Difference D i d  
Stesichoros Make?" (Raritan 14 119951: 3 2 - 4 4 ) .  



suggests t h a t  what is important is n o t  whether w e  achieve an 

actual encoun te r ,  bu t  what w e  learn along the way. Perhaps w e  

might conclude, then, t h a t  al1 responses to poetry emerge not 

f r o m  the f u l l n e s s  and immediacy of an encounter, but rather 

from the im~ossibility of ever undergoing the experience of 

such an e n c o u n t e r .  



-- ri.1. conclusion 

The stranger and the ennmy 
1 have seen him in the mirror 

C . P .  Cavafy, Col lected Po- of C.P, Cavafy 35 

So f a r  w e  have examined t h e  distances between t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  

in Anne Carson's poetry,  as well as t h e  d i s tance  t h a t  t h e  

speaker imposes between h e r s e l f  and the enacted reader ,  In 

f ac t ,  we have i n t e r p r e t e d  these d i s t ances  as a kind o f  

outsiderdom: j u s t  a s  t h e  speaker s tands  ou t s ide  the 

metaphorical 'houses' of Anna and he r  mother, s o  t o o  the  

enacted reader  s t ands  outside t h e  speaker'  s f o r t r e s s  . T h e  

charac te rs  i n  Anne Carsonf s world want more than ariything t o  

enter i n t o  each o thers '  dwellings, f o r  t h e  world o u t s i d e  is 

cold and t reacherous:  "Outside the house black January wind 

came f l a t t e n i n g  d o m  from t h e  top  of t h e  sky /and h i t  the  

windows hard" ("Autobiography of Red" 35) . W e  have i n t e r p r e t e d  

anthropology as a map, perhaps even a key, f o r  pass ing £rom 

t h e  world o u t s i d e  t o  the warmth i n s i d e  the love of ano the r  

human being.  

Yet perhaps t h e  most s t r i k i n g  d i s t ance  i n  Anne Carson's poetry 

is  t h e  i n n e m o s t  d i s tance ,  narnely t h e  characters '  d i s t a n c e  t o  

t h e i r  own se lves .  For her  cha rac t e r s  a r e  s t r a n g e r s  t o  

themselves: t hey  s t and  ou ts ide  t h e  houses of t h e i r  own l i v e s .  

Accordingly, they  dispend much of  t h e i r  t h e  and energy i n  

at tempting t o  understand t h e i r  own thoughts, a c t i o n s  and 

fee l ings .  II r equ i r e s  e f f o r t  and courage t o  br idge t h i s  

i nnemos t  gap: for "the sou1 i s  a p lace  / s t re tched  l i k e  a 

srrrface of mi l l s t one  g r i t  between body and mind" ("Glass 

Essay" 1 2 )  . Thus Anne Carson's cha rac t e r s  become v e r i t a b l e  

an thropolog is t s  of t h e i r  own lives. 

The inner  gap i n  t h e  characters '  s e l v e s  con t r ibu tes  t o  an 

ambivalence i n  t h e i r  p ro jec t  of reaching ou t  t o  know another 



human being. Often when her characters move toward anothex 

being, the self suddenly s p l i t s  into an inner observing self 

who remains behind while the outex physical self takes al1 the 

steps forward. This is the case particularly in the speakerf s 

accounts of her relationship with 'Anna', where the speaker 

remains disassociated throughout, never allowing herself to 

enter fully into the moment. Despite theix elaborate theories, 

then, Anne Carsonr s characters are ultimately unwilling to 

admit to themselves that in the end "there is no person 

without a world" ( "Autobiography of 

another person can dismantle "the 

/leaving behind j u s t  ghosts /rustling 

Red" 82), and that only 

walls of [one's] life 

like an old map" ( 4 2 )  . 

Rather than face this knowledge, Anne Carson's characters are 

compelled to keep themselves in constant motion. If they are 

not actually boarding planes destined toward faraway 

countries, they are f litting, f idgeting, incapable of sitting 

still. When they finally find themselves alone in some forlorn 

hotel room, they listen restlessly to sounds of life from the 

world outside, or fight off surges of impossible desire. When 

Geryon in "Autobiography of Red" finds himself alone in a 

hotel room in Buenos Aires, he can no longer understand how he 

could have chosen this for himself: "he leaned his hot 

forehead a j a i n s t  the filthy windowpane and wept [,.] and 

moments later he was charging along the hollow gutters of 

Avenida Bolivar" (98) . Only at such moments of extremity will 
Anne Carson's characters admit to themselves that only another 

person can hold them still. 

Thus it is the inner gap in Anne Carson's characters that 

motivates their impulse to reach out toward others. There is 

some dishonesty in this: and indeed, it is perhaps a less 

indomitable task to corne to know another than it is to know 

oneself. Yet it is unclear whether her characters are being 

more dishonest to those whom they seek to 'know' or to their 



own se lves .  The speaker, i n  "The Glass Essay", c l e a r l y  

be l ieves  t h a t  s h e  is  making s i n c e r e  a t t empts  t o  understand t h e  

gap wi th in  herself, and even surrounds he r se l f  with a l1  the 

conventional  symbols of self-examination (such a s  regard ing  

her own e s t r a n g e d  face  i n  t h e  m i r r o r ) .  Y e t  h e r  self- 

examination w i l l  go no f u r t h e r  t han  t o  analyze t h e  gap between 

what was and what could have been between her  and her  l o v e r ,  

'Lawr .  Her self-examination never moves beyond t h e  p a s t  t ense ,  

for it is far too t reacherous t o  think of what could s t i l l  be. 

This tone  of p a s s i v e  res igna t ion  extends  t o  almost al1 of  Anne 

Carson's p o e t r y .  Indeed, most of her  poems desc r ibe  t h e  

f r i endsh ips  and xe ia t ionsh ips  t h a t  she  claims have s l i p p e d  o u t  

of her hands " L i k e  water" ("Diving", Plainwater  117). I t  i s  

easy t o  i n f e r  why she might choose t o  write such thoughts  and 

r e c o l l e c t i o n s  d o m  r a t h e r  than communicate them i n  a direct 

interchange:  p o e t r y  provides her  w i th  a mechanism t o  con t inue  

disavowing her r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  l o s s  of s o  much love .  

Moreover, t h e r e  is a c l e a r  awareness i n  he r  work t h a t  t h e  act 

of wr i t i ng  i s  on ly  a cowardly s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  f r i g h t e n i n g  

and p o t e n t i a l l y  damaging a c t  of making human connection - f o r  

"encounters can drown us" ("Kinds o f  Water", Plainwater 132) .  

The a c t  of w r i t i n g  i s  a l s o  a smal l  token of  atonement f o r  t h e  

pain t h a t  she has i n f l i c t e d  and t h a t  has been i n f l i c t e d  on 

her. T h e  reader is l e f t  wondering about t h e  meaning of  t h i s  

form of atonement which is undertaken i n  i s o l a t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

when it is n o t  o f f e r ed  t o  t h e  people  i n  quest ion (mother, 

f a t h e r )  bu t  c i r c u l a t e d  f o r  t h e  p e r u s a l  of anonymous r eade r s .  

T h e  reader  is l e f t  wondering whetber it can ever be t o o  late 

t o  t ake  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  r e a l  world- 

Such gaps are f i n a l l y  a l s o  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t he  speaker ' s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  h e r  own a c t i v i t y  as a w r i t e r ,  Though she  

unf l inch ing ly  p r o c l a h s  t h i s  work a s  her  own, she  a l s o  

v a c i l l a t e s  toward romantic t h e o r i e s  of  c r e a t i v i t y  t h a t  would 



ease her responsibility as author. And clearly it would be 

easier t o  believe that t h i s  struggling and hurting creation 

could have been borne in s p i t e  of herself: 'as if she had 

merely opened her mouth /to breathe lightning" ("Glass Essay" 

24). 
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Aftet a story i s  tolJ there are some moments of sitcnce. Then 
words bq in  aeiin. Because you would always like IO know i 
l i ttk more. Not cxactly more stoty. Not neccssnrily, on the 
other hand, an excgcsis. Just somcihin~ to go on wiih. Aficr 
dl, sturics cod but you have to prucccd with [Ir rcsi of ihc 

tlny. Yo i~  l w e  IO Mc yoiir wl*igIii. iriisr yi~iir tey<*s, iwiim t l ~ c  
wimd of irai'lic again, inaybc go uui fur ci~arcttcs. A coldncss 
begins to spread through you at the thought; n wish forms. 
Pcrhaps ii i s  something about me you would like to know- 
not that you have any specific questions, but si i l l ,  tliai would 
be bciter thnn noihing. I could pour you a glass of wine and 
go on talking about the Sun st i l l  upon the mouiitmins outside 
the window or my ihcory of idjectivcs or some shamefuf ihing 
i have done in the past, and none of us would have io leavc 
just yet, 

You do not know how this vague wish of yours fi l ls me 
with fear. 1 have been aware of it from the be~innin~, 1 musi 
bc lrank mhut this, 1 have wvrn it  iround my ihroat likc e fox 
collar sincc the moment 1 raid "Vediumo." Just thcn 1 fclt your 
body tenae for a story, and for somcthing else. You trmckcd 
and peered and st~lked it through pnp  alter p ~ c .  Now here 
WC nrc. Ih i lc  siioiiis wnkc nid Iriic iii, 

Bi t  aiuld yuu tell nie, wliat i s  a) ter~ible nbiwi stqqriii~ 
off the end of a aory? Let us lwk more closely nt i l i i s  moment 
ihat gathers at the place called the end. Up until this timc, you 
have been fairly succcssful at holdin8 back your tenrs, and 

Gnirrcla di Anna / 8 1 

suddcnly you fcel brokenhearted. I t  i s  noi ihmt you loved 

Anna, or look upoii me ss a Iriend, or Iiate your own life 
particularly. Rut there i s  n moment of uncovering, and of cov* 
cring, whicli happens vcry fast and you sccm to be losing track 
of something. lt is dmost as if you hear a key turn in the lock. 
Which sidc of the door nre you on? You do not know. Which 
sidc am I on? It is  up to me to tell you-mt lemst, that i s  what 
othct hrnvc, wisc and i ipr l~ht mcn hmie Jonc in a similnr 

position. Rrr cxnmple, Sokrntcs: 

The man who had administered the poison laid 
his Iiands on him and aftcr a whilc cxamincd 
his feet and kgs, then pbched his foot hard and 
asked i f  he felt it, Sdrates said "No." And after 
thit, h is  tliighs; and passing upward in this way 
he showcd us that he was gcowing cold and 
rigid. And again hc louchcd him and said that 
when it rcached t i is  heart he would bc gone, 

The coldncss by now wts almost CO the middle 
of his body and hc uncovered himself-for hc 
I r d  covcred his head-and said (what was his 
last utterancè) "Krito, wc owc a cock to Askle 
pios: pay it back and don'i forgct." "That," said 
Krito, "will be donc, but now sec if you have 
nnythin~ elsc you want to say." Sokratn made 

iiii kirilicr niwer. So~iic iiiiic \vcni by: Iic 
siirrcd, ' f ie  nian uncovcrcd hini and I i i s  cyes 
were fixed. Whcn Krito saw this, he cloxd his 
mouth and eyes, 

(Plato, Pboedo 118) 



A--L C w r o n ,  

Diving: 
Introduction to the Anthropology of Wnter 

l&*d #P 117 - 9  
1 airi a iitendnrinu~ crcuiurr. 

Kofiiï 

W n t ~ r  /R s o ~ w t l i i ~ \ ~  you C'IIIIIWI l~old. l,ikc IIIC-II. 1 II~W t l h l .  

hthcr, tiwliw, lwt*r, I ~ U C  h k v d s ,  l \ iqyy  f i l w ~  n ~ d  ( ; td ,  

one by one al1 took themselvea out of my hands. Maybe this i s  
the wry 1t should be-what anihropologisis cal1 "normal dan- 
ger" in thccncountcr with atirn cultures. lt was an rnthropoto- 
gist who first taughi nie about dangcr. He crnphasizcd the 
importance of using encot4nter nthct than (siy) discouery whcn 
ialking about such things. "Think of ii as the difkrencc," hc 
said, " b e m n  bclicving whnt you wmnt IO bdieve nnd be. 
lieving what can bc proved." 1 thought about ihat. "1 don't 
want to believe anything," 1 said. (But 1 was lying.) "And 1 
have nothing to provc," (Lying again.) "1 just likc to trmvcl 
into the world and siop, noticing what is  undcr the sky." (This, 
in fact, i s  true.) Cruclly nt ihis point, he mcntiond a culiutc 
hc had studicd where true nnd false vir~ins rrc ideniified by 
orderl of wnicr. For an intaci v i r~ in  can dcvclop thc skill of 
Jiviiig iiitu t1cc.p wiiiw lvui a woii~iiii wlici 1111s kiiiwii Iiivc will 
drown, "1 iitn nui i~itcrcstctl iii triic nnil fnlsc," l snitl (cine Inst 

lie) and we fcll silent. 
Anthropology is a sciencc of mutiial surprise. I wanted io 

ask him scvcral quc~tiona, likc whcther hc could tell mc the 



diffcrence between heaven ~ n d  hell, but 1 did noi. Iristerd 1 
found myself telling him about the daughters of Danaos. Da- 
naos was e hcro of ancicnt Greek myth who had fifty deugh- 
ters. They loved their fathcr so much it was as if ihcy were 
pans of his body. Whcn Danaos s h e d  in his slecp ihcy would 
awakcn, each in hcr narrow bcd, staring into ihc chrk. Then 
came time to marry. Danaos found Fihy hridepirooms. He set 

the day. Idc carricd out ific w e d d i i ~  ccrci~ioiiy. Aiid i\i inid- 
~iifil~t o t ~  tlw wcdtlitig niphi, Tilly Inrtlirnitii t I w s  r l i t *ktd sliia. 
Ihcn a tcrriblc ciicountcr look pl~cc .  E ~ d i  of I'orty-nitic of tllc 
dnqhters of Dannos drcw a sword from alongside hcr thigh 
and strbbed her bridegroom to dcat h. 

This archetypal crime of women was rewarded by the gods 
with r paradigmatic punishrnent. Danaos's forty.ninc killing 
daughters wcre sent to hcll and condetnncd to sleiitl ctcrnity 
grthcring water in a sieve. 

But yes, there was one daughicr who did not draw her 
sword. What happcncd to her tcmains to be discovcrcd. 
Clothc yourself, the water is deep. 

Thirst: 
Introduction to Kinds of Watet 

p ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ r  w a ?  - 
Ni tbings arc iuaier. 

1 tliicik ii wiis Kalkii wlio I d  ilie idcci of swiiwiicc(: iicrcisw 
Europe and planned to do so with his Iriend Max, river by 
river. Unfortunrtely his health wasn't up to it. So insteld he 
started to write a parablc about a man who h d  never Icarned 
to swim. One cool autumn evrnlng the man returns to his 
hometown to find himself being rcclaimed for an Olyrnpic 
bickstroke victory. In the middle of the main strcct a pdium 
had ban  set up. Warily he begins to mount the steps, The last 
n y s  of sunsct are striking dircctly into his cyn, blinding him. 
The parable breaks off as the town offici~ls step f o w ~ t d  hold- 
in8 up garlands, which touch the swimmer's heid. 

1 like the people in Kafka's parables. They do not know 
how to isk the simplest question. Wbercrs to you and me it 
may look (as iny btlier used io say) 0s obvious ns a door in 
watcr, 

Bclorc lenving for Spain 1 went to visit my faihcr. He livcs 
in n Iiuspiiol Iiccniisc Iic lins liai tlic iim ol s w e  of ihc pnrtr 
of his body and of his tnind. Most of the dny hc sits in a cIinir, 
hands gripping the arms. With his chest hc maka littlc lungcs 
rgainst the straps, forward and back. His huge rcd cyes movc 



al1 the time, pouring onto things. 1 sit in a chair drawn up 
bcside him, meking little lunges with my chest, fotward and 
back. From his lips comes a Stream of syllables. He was al1 his 

* . ' life a silent man. But dementia has rclcased some spring inside 
him, he babbles constantly in r language ncurologists cmll 
"word salad," 1 watch his facc. 1 say, "Ycs, Father" in the 
gai's+ 1-Iow truc, as if it wcrc a conversation. 1 hatc hcarin~ 
niysclf'sny, "Ycs, Ihtlicr." It is hiirtl iiot to. I:orwnrd niid hack, 

hl1 of n suddcii Iic aiop iiioviiig ctiid iuriis iow:ird itic. 1 fccl 
my body stiffcn. I k  is sinring hard, 1 drsw bnçk a liitlc in the 
chair. Theri abruptly he turns away again with a sound like a 
growl, When hc speaks the words are not for me. "Death is a 
fifty-fifty thing, maybc forty-forty," he says in a flat voice. 

1 watch the sentence comc clawing into me like a lost tribe. 
That's the way it is with dementin, Thcre are a number of 
simple questions 1 could ask. Like, Father what do you mean? 
Or, Father what about the other twenty percent? Or,  Father 
tell me what you werc thinking ail those years when we sat at 
the kitchen table together munching cold bacon and listening 
to each other's silence? 1 con still hear the sound of the kitchen 
clock ticking on the wall above the table. "Yes," 1 Say. 

When my father began to losc his mind, my mothcr and 1 
simply pretendcd othcrwise, You a n  Ret used to emting break. 
fast with a man in a fcdora. You con get used to anything, my 
mothcr was in thc habit of snying. 1 bc~nii  to wnkc cnrlicr and 

. ! 

walk about dawn, to find him standing in his pajamas and his 
hat, whispering, "Supper ready yet?" to the dark kitchen, his 
facc clear as a child's. This was before confusion gave way to 

I 

rages. Dementia c m  be gleeful at fitst. One evening 1 was 
making srlad whcn he came throuBh the kitchen. "The lctters 
of your lettuce are very large," he said quictly and kept going. 
A deep chuckle floated back. Oiher days 1 saw him sitting 
with his head sunk in his hands. 1 lelt the room. Laie ai night 
1 could hcnr Iiiiii in the room next to minc, wdkinp up and 
down, snyin~ sonictliin~ ovcr and over. 1G wna cursiti~ him- 
self, 'l'hc soiititl çniiic iliroii~li tlic wmll. A sciitntl nui Iiumnn. 
llimt nighi 1 drcniiictl I wcia ~ivcii  al~ilotiiitinl surgcry witli n 
coat hanger. 1 bougkt carplugs for sleeping. 

But 1 was lcarning the most important thing there is to 
Iearn about dementia, that it i s  contlnuous with sanity. There 
is no d w r  that dams shut suddenly. Father had always bcen a 
private man. Now his mind was a sacred area whcrc no one 
could enter or ask the way, Father hrd alwiys bcen a bit 

6 on pieces of papcr and then tealizc six o'clock is suppcriimc 
and come to the table without trouble, To livc with a mad 
person requites miny small sets of genius-reverse of the 
moment whcn Helen Keller shouts "WaterP-whcn you 



glance into the mad world and suddenly see how it works, My 
mother got good ai this. 1 did not. 1 becnme intcrested in 
penancc. 

Let us be gentle whcn we question Our fathers. 
It wasn't until he went mad that 1 began to sce 1 Iiad always 

angered him. I never knew why. I did not ask. Instead 1 had 
lcrrned to take soundings-like someone test in^ thc depth of 
a well. You throw a stonc down and listcn. Yoii wciit h r  the 
jyps and say, "Ycs," 

1 was a locked pcrson. 1 had hit the wrll, Soincihin~ Iiad 
to break, 1 wrote a pocm called "1 Am an Unlocatcd Window 
of Myself" (which my father found on the kitchcn table and 
covered with the words GARBAGE DAY FRIDAY writtch in pcncii 
forty or fifty timcs). 1 prayed and fasted, 1 rend the mystics. 1 
studicd the martyrs. 1 bcgan to think 1 wrs sorneonc thirsting 
for God, And thcn 1 met a man who told me about thcpilpim- 
age ro Compostela. 

Ne was a pious man who knew how to ask yiicstions. 
"How can you sec your life unlcss you lcave it?" hc said io 
me. Penancc began to look more interesting, Sincc ancient 
timcs pilgrimsges have been conducted from place IO plan, in 
the bclicf that a question can travel into an answer as wata 
into thirst. The rnost venerable pilgrimage in Christendom is 
called thc Road to Compostela-somc 380 kilometers of hills 
and stars and desert (rom Sr. Jean Pied Je Port on the French 
side of the Pyrenees to the city of Compostela on the wcstern 
Coast of the Spanish province of Galicia. Pilgrims have walkcd 
this road since the ninth century. Thcy Say the holy apostlc 
James lits buried in Compostela and that he admires bcing 
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visitcd. In fact, it is traditional for pilgrims to takc a petition 
to Compostela; you can ask St. James to change your Me, 1 
was a young, strong, siingy pcrson of no particular gender- 
aU traits advantageous to the pilgrirn. So 1 set off, into the lare 
spring wind blasring with its green States. 

TV look for ihc simplest questiori, thc most obvious fm, 
the doors that no one may close, is what 1 meant by anthropol- 
qy. 1 wrs n sirciirK soiil. Louk 1 will clirngc cvcryil~in~, dl thc 
meaning! 1 thou~ht. 1 packcd my rucksack wiih socks, can- 
teen, ~icnrils, tlircc ciiipty iiotcl~wkn, 1 t w k  no niilps, I rnntwt 
rcad maps-why prcss a seal on ruiining water? After dl, the 
only rulc of travcl is, Dont corne back the way you went, 
Come a ncw way. 





w e n  Iangua8c and speech, decoupld, and whcn he started to 
tsk, they dmppcd and tan al1 over the floor likc a bag of bcll 
clrppcrs. "What happcned to you to 1 who to? There was a 
deet. That's not what 1. How mmy wete? No. How? What 
did you do wiih the th in~s  yoii dripped no not drippd ~ O W ?  

You hud an account and one flew oll. ï h a t ' s  not. No? I. No. 
How? How?" He sat down dl of a sudden on the buttoin step 
and turncd his eyes on me, clearly having no idca in the world 



New >-orker 73.34 (10 Nov. 1997): 93- 

F M W S  OLD BLUE CARD(CFIN 

1 pur ir on whczevcr 1 corne in, 
as he did, S~~ILL* 
the snow h m  i-IF h t 5 .  

His hws wert a sa=c- 
But 1 remcmber %e moment at which 1 knew 
he was going mz5 inside bis Iaws. 



M: 

1: 

hi: 

1: 

[tape noisc] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . soinetliin~ of your 
intcllectud background \Vbcre Lrs be cowe frout? etc. 
pcrkctly rcnsoirnbte 

Wliat are you digging for 

Who is this pcrson tti is chnsm this losi event 

Considerable nirihiguit y sur rounds At henaios's asscrt ioii 
t h ~ t  in old cige you bec~me enciinorcd of ci fliitc girl Iiy 
this namc 

KaUimachos tdks about Nanno or "the big woiiiaii" ns if 
it were an epic poem on the founding of Koloplion no 
one understands ihis teference 

Strnbo says you gave lier naine to s collcciioii ul I w e  
elegies 

Foucault speaks of the Unthought ss a limit within whicli 
al1 actual knowledge is  produced I'm groping here can we 
regard Nanno as some sort of episternologicrl slrategy are 
we to look for a logic o l  Nanno 

No 1 dreain uf headlighis sonking tl~ruugl, tlm lu8 on a 
cold spriiig night 

Now it i s  you who i s  angry 

l'in not angty 1 am a Ilir only now 1 begin to undetstand 
whar niy dishoncsiy i s  what rbhorrencc i s  the closcr I get 
then Ir no Iiope for a pctson of my sort I can't give you 
facts 1 crn't distill my history into this or that home <ruth 
and go plun~ing ahcad composing miniature versions of 
the cosmos to fiIl the slots in your question and answcr 
period it's not that 1 don't pity you i i 's no1 thai I don't 
unclcrstand your human face is  smiling at me for some 
renson it's not that I don't know thtrc is  on act of inter- 

ptctdon clei~i~nilcd nuw hy wliich WC could al1 movc to 
the liiiiits (if IJW I q i c  itilicrciit i i c  t h  ~rtivity ~iid ~ w r  
over the cdge but nictyiiiiie 1 siart iii oicrytiiiic 1 eve 
erytime you sec I would have to tell the wholc story al1 



over again or elsc lic so 1 l ie 1 jiist lie wlio arc tlicy wlio 
arc the storytcllcrs who cnii put nii ciirf IO storics 

You look so cold corne closer to the firc 

She used to get up first in the morning IO light the firc i t  

surprised me the young are seldom kind 

Yci slic wiis iioi ii sulijcci I;)r yoii poç~ically I iiit0iiii 

1 wrote her epitaph 

1 don't belicve 1 know this piece 

I t  was ncver published the family disapproved 

I don't suppose you could 

No 

But 

No 

1 wanted to know you 

1 wanted fa t  more 
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