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“Professor Morrison”—]J—“What do you mean ‘the story of your life?””

“Yeah”—Darla—*“Quit writing and explain!” Goofy look at classmate audience. “Now
he’s writing down the dumb guestion T asked!” Peering into notebook. '

That’s what you sazd, isn’t it, Datla?”—author-instructor.

“Too strangel”
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How could he induce the common people? Black red-(backward) capped worker,
white salmon-halter-topped secretary Chow Mobile approach. To be loyal and respectful?
Black ketchupping something on tailgate, secretary leaning away from up-spurting Diet 7-
Up, finger still in pull-ring. “Approach them with dignity,” said the Master.” “Yale
Industrial Service.” “Then they will respect you.” “Tulsa, Oklahoma City, Amarillo, El
Paso” “Show kindness toward your children.” “You got any milk today?”—Tony,
peach-fuzz moustache. “And they will be loyal to you.” Robin reaching him a half-pint.’
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Downt()wn lunchtime stand, facing Justice Building. Wind strengthening, street dust
whip-up, heat unabating. “EQUAL AND EXACT JUSTICE.” Lawyers, secretaries, workers.
“TO ALL MEN.” Unequally hungry. “OF WHATEVER STATE OR PERSUASION.”
OKC Police car #276 passing, two white cops. “RELIGIOUS OR POLITICAL.” Judge
exiting Justice, black tassel loafers. “—THOMAS JEFFERSON.” “Govern the people by
regulations,” said the Master. “Storage by the Hour.” “Keep order among them by
chastisements.” Girl passing author almost says hello. “And they will flee from you.”
Takes seat, park bench, glances back. “And lose all self-respect.” “Galleria Tower,”
“Parkside Motor Hotel.”

Downtown departure. Willis Shaw Express, 5120 (number familiar, seen eatlier?). Full-
bodied Indian babe in Hawailan oversmock, jay-walking, Hospitex white rig, blue stripe
running lengthwise. Dolese cement truck, yellow letters on black rotating cylinder.
“Govern them by moral force.” Author, soaked blue workshirt, Levis, approaching heat-
exhaustion. “Keep order among them by ritual.” Blue pants, blue shirts, BFI garbage
men. “Then they will keep self-respect.” Red “Day's Inn,” orange super-saturated roof,
yellow sunburst. “And come to you of their own accord.” Roadside pass-by images:
Peterbilt white cab through windshield, correction, open side window. White ground,
lightning thrust in baby blue, yellow-outlined. Robin exhausted, silent.’

BRI P i AR PSR - BERA R g
P e e e IS A0 « SR S50 o o ok lﬁ
DENGE Eww A w%»ﬁ T R - [ T g 2
TSI AL, i’l u,jig ﬁf“;jg%ﬁ-];m“ , L5‘7’ ’\q[hjig "Tu [Jﬂ»‘*{ |—r4;l IS I/NE , ﬁ_liﬁfﬁ}’t@ ,

CrEdadd Fu'ﬁ'ﬁll}"@vﬁ” LRI H (ﬂ?t M) = PR TSR N T
e “i fufl] tT %Z‘Eﬂp [ Fuﬁ'i#i,ﬁxpﬁfﬁ”ﬁ‘“ ﬁl. "SR A E
ﬁ&ugﬁp )RR FIFJ ,glﬁtmfrﬁgﬁ, FEﬁk T oA I -

SFY BT BT - RS R rﬁ‘ﬁ’ﬂ;i"ﬁﬁ'ﬂ‘ém%hfﬂfn%iﬁ EETIE
RIS ) B - e~ T DAL u[éS«'%‘E ‘%L\:'Srlﬁl'rﬂ 1 OKCEHI #276{591
o RPN e TR i?H‘;-LHHﬂ% s SR S o TR e 1

200



?f':E§?PAJF]I’|5¢F Jf :bﬁﬁseﬁJé4¢%EJfﬁ‘*??j?;*ﬁia%?ﬂ
YA L R B*Fwﬁ*WWH yud&°;%f
A l%é'ii?aiﬁuéﬁ m | SRR
AR ,[a&l lflg_ o [ L .EJIE ?igf'[rﬂﬂ VG [T
(At 7 ﬂﬁf’[ﬂg ) AT J;[i_‘aﬁ#—r 3 fﬁ‘h ijjﬁj*i$$ F?‘“J
> R o *ni VBB S 2 2 DR S RIS
2 PR o 5 1% RS o g *in@%
P FrrH MMLWH%oﬁﬁﬁ¢¢WﬁFT¥ﬁ@’ﬁhq LN
[z IJE]E EEIJ BB ELESL L o (155 ] EESRREL R G E
,;&ij;rg, ,;[ i TS B o BT RUEWRGR -
&w‘ - ?FFUZTT:EU ) ,igicugﬁ p}?i/ MESE: 'FI'J@F”}F S
% ARG B B FARLRL A i nﬁF”lF_fﬁt"rN (i s
s SRBHROEIE - ST BB 9IFEJ Pl S I S
(aE

FIH o RUEE P EK RO o0& Fre s & 240 TE

5l L%/J ) I#EFJH’PJJTEF %u L‘F[HEEJfFIJﬂ: gldrﬁif‘l{; ) [#( %‘E‘?ﬁ]ﬁ
J:-Fuﬁ;l%l o T2 Jankh DRI A Y FIJ~ b 2ed
FJsr:]i Fli F%i Ef J FEpuse ri%a\” SRR R RURE - (RE R
f, ° ﬁf ﬁﬂ’ﬂjn A uHJ'HIfJFﬁ A o A ff ?'%Ei

> HIH[ ° 32 Ji’ﬁ%f' h HUETI “JJ Fl¢ [ i F”tt/l aiFy 73 Bl
fi,m» Tl s TR R e T EJHW%?J@J*M

m@

HEES r]anJ 1M Jung | > plIfEAR A LJlreverse interviews= 3 > ] Jan ﬂljung
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OU Memorial Union; Jan. Reverse interviews. Jung. Will Rogers Cafeteria. Asked about Goodness. “Along
with stealing a high chair”—Alison—*I had two Moose Heads.” Said the Master: “Then we went to
Legends.” “Behave away from home.” “Half a gin and tonic.” “As though in the presence of.” Bogart’s.
“An important guest.” “The guy said No way!’ So my big sis took me home.”

Sam interviewing Darla; Debbie with a case of giggles; Jan, white sweater, heavily made-up. “Deal with
the people.” Pool of secretaries. “As though you were officiating.” Central table. “At an important
sacrifice.”
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I’anima e 1l cielo stellato

Flavio Ermini

Nelle pagine che seguono, cinque saggi interpretativi si schiudono su opere
e autori di ogni tempo e luogo, ne approfondiscono la conoscenza e s’intrec-
ciano con l'essenza propria dell'uomo: la sua radicale ricerca della verita in un
continuo aprirsi alla vita.

Segmenti di pensiero si aprono allo sguardo su molti tracciati della let-
teratura, ma non vi ¢ passaggio a una teoria generale, a un disegno unitario ed
esaustivo. Proprio questa prerogativa rende 'opera avvincente.

In Particolare e universale Madison Motrison ci indica che anche in ambito
letterario vale quanto scrive Wittgenstein: “Non ¢ soltanto necessario imparare
caso per caso che cosa si debba dire su un certo oggetto; ¢ anche necessario
imparare come se ne debba scrivere. Si deve imparare, sempre di nuovo, il
metodo per affrontarlo.”

Morrison, come pochi altri pensatori, cerca di mettersi di fronte alla storia
della letteratura senza cedere alla tentazione di sovrapporvisi.

Constatare per lui non vuol dire entrare in possesso. Penetrare sempre piu a
fondo nel senso di un testo non significa transitare attraverso le verifiche di una
critica a priori, né vuol dire condurre le conoscenze acquisite sotto il dominio
degli orizzonti istituzionali della logica. In un testo, ci ricorda Morrison, “il
nostro principale interesse non va a cio che 1 lettori hanno trovato . .. ma a
cosa nell’'opera ha permesso loro di trovarlo.”

Questa distanza fra la mente e 'oggetto della sua attenzione risulta salutare
al fine di sperimentare nell’interpretazione critica quello speciale nomadismo
che facilita la trasformazione di un testo in un nuovo testo.

Morrison si pone di fronte alle opere sapienziali indu e cinesi, ai testi di
Omero, Virgilio, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton, Whitman . . . dopo aver compiuto
un faticoso processo di liberazione dagli archivi disciplinari della critica let-
teraria. E fa della sua opera, Particolare ¢ universale, la sede tumultuosa di un
orizzonte interpretativo che adotta un’ottica strettamente investigativa e
descrittiva, fondata su un personale sentire e una sempre rinnovata passione.

2
Particolare ¢ universale costituisce un’esemplare lezione di metodo, che si

sottrae a progetti teorici codificati, permettendosi cosi di attribuire a ogni
scoperta un carattere di apertura e di ulteriore sviluppo.
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Davanti a un testo ci poniamo frequentemente la domanda: nell'inter-
pretazione, ¢ meglio affidarci ai nostri sensi o a quelli di un sapete fondato su
una logica precostituita? Troppo spesso noi trascorriamo quasi inavvertitamente
da un livello all’altro, incorrendo in non lievi errori di valutazione.

Mortrison ci rivolge l'invito ad avvicinare i cromatismi delle opere letterarie
con occhi depurati, in una reinvenzione teorica alla quale sia estranea ogni
sistematicita. Ci dice che presentare e non spiegare resta la prima regola da
seguire per dare attendibilita a qualsiasi asserzione. Solo cosi quanto poteva
inizialmente restare al di 1a del nostro controllo—e apparentemente indicibile—
affiora, per essere a sua volta presentato e non spiegato. Proprio per non
precludersi la possibilita di nuove indagini “¢ inutile,” come efficacemente
spiega lo stesso Morrison, “stringere il cappio della definizione attorno al collo
della letteratura.”

Palese ¢ la finalita delle pagine che seguono. Trasformare il lettore stesso in
interprete, invitandolo a un’assoluta confidenza con autori e opere.

3

E una storia piena di peripezie quella che Madison Morrison ci racconta.
L’itinerario disegnato va dalla cultura classica indu al pensiero democratico di
Emerson, Whitman e Thoreau; dalla verita filosofica del Lao-3 all’epica oc-
cidentale e ai suoi elementi allegorici; spingendosi fino alle figure dell’esper-
ienza nella tarda letteratura inglese moderna.

E un andirivieni incessante lungo pit spazi letterari di ogni tempo e luogo,
alla ricerca delle piu intime corrispondenze, soprattutto la dove piu acuti si
fanno i contrasti.

Lungo questo cammino, fatto di frasi da cui si levano saperi e richiami,
Mortrison ¢ il viandante che non puo vivere senza elaborare le diversita dell’es-
perienza. Refrattario alle dinamiche istituzionali della letteratura cerca il centro
tra i poli estremi che Kant riconosceva nell‘anima” e nel “cielo stellato,”
spogliandosi di ogni intenzione e di ogni partito preso, e affidandosi a una
lingua ormai votata alla vertigine dello spazio e intenzionata ad avanzare con il
peso delle proprie ragioni e non con un potere.

Mortrison chiede di ipotizzare la fine di ogni poetica fondata sulla nozione di
proprieta, sia spaziale sia temporale, a favore di una poetica senza mete e senza
punti di partenza. I poli estremi dell*‘anima” e del “cielo stellato” sono pre-
senti, ci dice, in ogni autore, si, ma anche in ogni poetica, nella storia della
nostra letteratura come nella storia di tutte le letterature.

E una lotta con il limite. E il rifiuto della tipologia e della classificazione.
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4

Madison Morrison ¢ un pensatore difficile da collocare. E un viandante
inarrestabile che si affida al rovesciamento dello sguardo per ottenere un punto
di vista sempre eccentrico. Lo spazio letterario in cui s’inoltra non ¢ garantito
nemmeno dall’aristotelico “cielo delle stelle fisse,” perché anche questo ¢
tramontato per lui. Sembra dirci che non c’¢ patria se non la consapevolezza del
cammino.

Ecco il motivo di una teoria che si misura con il tumulto di una produttiva
asistematicita, consentendo che le molteplici aree disciplinari s’intreccino in una
reinvenzione teorica del tutto indisciplinata. Tanto che non ¢ dato di sapere a
quali polarita corrispondono le nozioni di “particolare” e di “universale,” se,
rispettivamente, all*‘anima” e al “cielo stellato,” o viceversa. Chissa. Ma forse
per Morrison l'universale ¢ il particolare, e il particolare ¢ I'universale; esatta-
mente come per 1 buddisti “il nirvana ¢ il samsara, e il samsara ¢ il nirvana”;
ovvero come per i poeti "‘anima” ¢ il “cielo stellato,” e il “cielo stellato” ¢
I“anima.”

Mortrison sa che unire la propria voce al coro di quelli (e sono i piu) che si
conformano a quanto appare canonizzato e ragionevole potrebbe portare al
mutismo. Per questo propone una lingua di pudore e di riconoscimento che
consenta a brandelli della nostra anima di affiorare, senza abituarsi a quanto ¢
consolidato. E perentorio Mortison quando afferma: “C’¢ un corpo filosofico al
quale arriviamo non tanto tramite il ragionamento progressivo, quanto piut-
tosto tramite il consenso poetico.”

Alla fine di tanto peregrinare tra *‘anima” e il “cielo stellato,” Morrison
indica che se presso una radura ¢ possibile sostare questa non puo essere che la
passione. Come scriveva Marina Cvetaeva: “La passione ¢ I'ultima possibilita
dell’essere umano di esprimersi, come il cielo ¢ 'ultima possibilita di essere—
per la tempesta.”
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Preface to Every Second
MM

Culminating a sequence of books called ARES and initiating another called
HERMES, Second, like Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, is concerned with struggle
and flight, a motif that it shares with the Biblical Every, whose paradigmatic
hero is Moses, also known for struggle and flight. Both books had their origin a
quarter century ago in a divorce journal, which, as I recall, had lifted, Hermes-
like, passages from every dreary book of the Bible and every book of Homer’s
epics, along with class notes for teaching them. Such indiscriminate homage
and such literal didacticism eventually had to be reconceived, in a sifting pro-
cess that filtered out the lumps of domestic argument and literary struggle.
Nonetheless, epic is a difficult and compendious form, and if there be no
longnenrs—catalogues of miseries and triumphs, of ships or demons; of proverbs
and place names inserted for mnemonic convenience—then we rapidly decline
into the novel, a genre based upon the writer’s experience instead of the world’s
more patent realities. (Yes, Santa Claus, there is a Virginia.)

But how to be at once both objective and personal? The “MES” of
HERMES—the trilogy Magic Every Second—begins with an autobiography, was
conceived from the first as personal (see the French possessive mes) and yet was
required to tell the truth about IT (not Information Technology but das Es, a
collective Id). Here objectivity is poortly served by a first-person narrator, hence
the ubiquitous “author.” Hence too the other clamoring voices: in Magic, those
of Osiris and Hermes Trismegistus, in Every, of David and Herod, in Second, of
Achilles and Odysseus, of Homer and Vergil.

Teaching Homer had begun at Harvard when one was 22 and only ended 40
years later with retirement in Asia. Teaching the Bible proved more intermit-
tent, though in later years continuous, if one counts a course that included
Dante, another, Tasso, yet others devoted entirely to Spenser and to Milton. 1
refrain from repeating observations of mine, recorded in Particular and Universal,
concerning the Greek, the Italian and the English epic poets, or for that matter,
concerning Vergil, our first self-conscious universalist and the subject of
Second,3. What [ have tried to do that none of #hew (or so it seemed to me) quite
succeeded in doing is to make the universal fully particular. If Homer 7
Odpysseus, if Odysseus, Homer, why keep them pried apart, as in the novel? For
what, finally, do we gain by fictionalizing reality, a process parodied at the end
of Second,2?

Whose story is it, however, that one should tell is another question. To
divorce us from the journal once and for all it had seemed best to reapply the in
situ method—practiced first in Revolution, then realized more purely in
Realization—to the representation of the Middle East and the Eastern Mediter-
ranean. Thus my second round-the-world venture, with stops in Tel Aviv,
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Amman and Beirut; in Istanbul, the Greek islands and the Peloponnisos; in
Brindisi and Naples (to say nothing of a visit, on yet a third round-the-world
outing, to Mantua, the haunt of Vergil’s youth). All this travel in search of
Everyman was intended to locate him in his Biblical and Homeric habitat.

What is universal, what particular? (Or like nzrvana and samsara are they one
in the same?) The physicality of our cultural geography (familial, social, nat-
ional, and—as we are latterly wont to say—"‘global”) is in the end a particular,
but also a universal, given. Can we transcend nationality, race, gender and class?
In our dreams of Democracy we hope so, but the literature of the human race
has rarely been democratic.
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On the Question of the Personal
MM

In the Preface to Ewvery Second 1 suggested that the theme of my life during
the years of my divorce and its aftermath is mirrored in Homer’s Iliad and
Odyssey. In the diptych’s subsequent pages 1 shadow the identities of biblical
and classical heroes. Such zmitatio is of course well known to Christian and
classical traditions, however much it may strike the modern sensibility as
artificial. (Nothing, for example, seems to us more contrived than Vida’s
overwriting of Vergil so as to imbue the pagan with Christian doctrine, yet to
the Middle Ages this step seemed inevitable.) What tradition helps us under-
stand is that the modern way of telling a “personal” story is not the only way.
One need not, for example, use the first person singular—a grammatical pro-
cedure all but unknown to antiquity—in narrating a formal account of oneself.
For the traditionalist to tell a story that incorporates into it eatlier stories is a
mark not of debility but of prowess. Such complexity, far from preventing one
from being personal, is what actually enables one to be personal.

In Second (one of whose meanings is “someone who follows someone else”)
I tried to convey a sense of the personal analogous to what we find in Homer
and Vergil, who are nowhere literally present in their own epics, certainly not as
first-person narrators of their own experience. Why is it, then, that we take their
stories so personally? For the same reason that we take Hawmlet personally. In
none of his plays does Shakespeare present bimself, or his own personal exper-
ience, but the curious reader who has looked into the matter recognizes in
Hamlet the ghost of Hamnet, projected into the future (Hamnet, the son of
Shakespeare by Anne Hathaway, died at the age of eleven). We also—almost
universally—recognize Hamlet as Shakespeare himself. How does Shakespeare
achieve this effect? We are not quite sure and would have to offer many rea-
sons, but certainly one of them is 7o that Shakespeare has used the first person
singular. It might in fact be argued that the personal effect occuts precisely
because he basn’t used the first person singular.

Like Achilles, during the period in which I kept the journals that formed the
emotional basis for the very different books that later emerged from them, I
suffered injustice (as we all do, from time to time); like Achilles, I withdrew (as
we all frequently do); and, like Achilles, I reentered the fray to defeat various
enemies. Odysseus’ story is equally universal. Like Hamlet and Achilles, he too
“withdraws” (he leaves home for the adventure of Troy); he too helps to defeat
an enemy (the same enemy in fact that Achilles crucially helps to defeat). We do
not have the aftermath of Achilles’ Trojan adventure (except in abbreviated
versions), but we do have the aftermath of Odysseus’, and not only according
to Homer but also according to many others, including Dante, who, in keeping
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with an old tradition, even recounts Odysseus’ death (as Shakespeare shows us
Hamlet dying).

One thing that Odysseus does that differentiates him from Achilles is to
leave behind the scene of a struggle (as an American man must do when he gets
divorced); his subsequent wanderings, in Cedric Whitman’s reading, represent a
necessary reconstitution of his personality. He returns to his true “home,” per-
haps, as the Greek scholar interviewed in Second has it (see pp. 70-75), in a
different part of the cosmos. But after he arrives there, he reenacts a story
familiar to him, as well as to us . . . the battle of the Iliad! In other words,
Odysseus reverts to the identity of Achilles, whom he then, in Book 24, goes
on to meet face to face in the underworld, thereby encountering, so to speak,
his very self. We love this complexity, this shifting of identities, this lack of a
clearly bounded Self, and somehow we find it more “personal,” with reference
to ourselves as well as to Homer.

In Vergil, Aeneas is very much himself, but he includes many other people.
(He is Hector, Paris and Agamemnon; he is Achilles and Odysseus again.) It is
also possible, by a stretch of the imagination, to say that Aeneas = Dido, like
two parts of an androgyne (possibly Vergil himself). Moreover, as others have
observed, Turnus, who represents a kind of Achilles, also = Dido, Aeneas’
earlier “adversary,” at the end of the Aeneid redivivus, so to speak. (Incidentally,
this gives us a Dido at boh ends of Vergil’s epic.) Others have argued, with even
more imagination, that Turnus = Aeneas, and thus that Aeneas, when he kills
Turnus, kills hzmself. (Oh, like Dido, we suddenly realize!) But by killing Turnus,
by again causing “Dido’’s death, by “killing himself,” Aeneas does something
much more complicated than what routinely happens at the end of novels,
something that we are still attempting to grasp after two millennia of reading
and interpreting the Aeneid.

The greatest stories are not narrated in the first person singular: Apollonius,
among the Greeks; Ovid, among the Romans; Vyasa, among the Indians;
Ariosto, among the Italians; Milton, among the English, all use the third person
to describe “heroes” who nonetheless—or so we suspect—really represent
themselves (among the great poets, only Valmiki and Dante literally introduce
themselves into their own narratives). As for autobiography and the modern
preference for the first person singular, we might consider how Henry Adams
proceeds in his autobiography, which he calls The Education of Henry Adams. Ot
how Gertrude Stein proceeds in hers, which she calls The Autobiography of Alice
B. Toklas. Neither of these autobiographies (the two that have most influenced
me) is told in the first person. (Magic is both a first-person and a third-person
narrative; it is my story and also the story of Ositis, a figure of the Egyptian
soul in the process of rebirth.) The excessively high modern valuation of the
first person singular, then, is based upon a false premise: that the use of such a
grammatical figure makes one more sincere or genuine.
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In fact the opposite is true, for no figure is more torturous to handle in a
literary work than the first person singular, which may be why Adams and Stein
had the good sense to avoid it. Whatever the case, #beir autobiographies are
more genuine than those concocted by the first-person autobiographers:
Rousseau and Virginia Woolf and the latest whiner. The liveliest examples of
the form, those by Benjamin Franklin, or Harry Crosby, or Kenneth Clark,
people of political, social or otherwise public distinction, are concerned, pata-
doxically, not with subjective but rather objective matters. What does Goethe call
his life’s story? Not Mein Leben, but Dichtung und Wabrbeit. Fanst probably
represents Goethe’s #7ue autobiography, and it is a work at once more mythic
and more intimate than Die Leiden des Jungen Werthers or Wilhelm Meisters Lebr-
Jahre, though they too are clearly autobiographical.

Again we have returned to the question of the novel, which, as the pre-
eminent modern form, is fundamentally personal (i. e. it is drawn from the author’s
personal experience, which the modern sensibility wants all literature to be
grounded in). Grammatically speaking, it transposes the first person of auto-
biography into a third person protagonist, treating him or her with apparent
“objectivity.” But a character who has no independent existence apart from the
author must ultimately be “subjective.” Though I agree with the third person
grammatical form of most novels, what I reject is this futionalization of personal
experience. By contrast to the characters that the novelist zzvents, Odysseus and
Aeneas actually exisz. Neither Homer nor Vergil invented them (nor in Second
did I invent them either). Likewise, Alexis Lichine actually exészs (or existed—he
was a French wine merchant and connoisseur). In imagining Each 1 did not
invent him, though I did contrive to locate within his consciousness the
“objective” illustrations that Roussel had commissioned for his Nouvelles
impressions d’Afrique.
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A Note on Genre
MM

When friends and sympathetic readers, despite my own demurral, continue
to refer to books in Sentence of the Gods as “novels,” it occurs to me that it
might be well to say something about the genres of the epic’s individual seg-
ments as well as the genre of the work as a whole. Part of the problem here has
to do with the casual way in which one refers to one’s activity. I often say, for
example, that I went to Egypt and gathered material for a book about Alexan-
dria, the Nile and Cairo. This way of talking people can understand. Were I to
say instead that I am planning to write a book called Renewed, about a
renouvellement de ['esprit, that its mythic model is Osiris and its historical motifs,
the renovation of Alexandria, the Roman appropriation of the Nile (as in the
gardens at Hadrian’s villa) and the spiritual dispensation of Islam in the Mother
of all Cities, people would wonder what in the world I was talking about.

Likewise, for many years I was happy enough to say that the Sentence
contains four “novels,” Revolution, Each, Second and Every. This way of referring
to these four books is again readily comprehensible. But Revolution is not really a
novel; instead, it is much closer to Menippean satire, and so I took this term for
a subtitle, when in 1998 we published a five-chapter bilingual redaction called
MDM’s Revolution. Likewise, EHach, a reconstruction in prose from illustrations
commissioned by Raymond Roussel of his poem Nowuvelles impressions d’Afrigue,
is not in any sense a “novel.” The divorce journals that eatlier constituted Second
and Every, and which in some extended sense might have been considered
“novels,” have now been replaced by two very different pieces of in situ writing
interwoven with other texts. They too are emphatically #of “novels.”

I am rather weak as a theoretician of genre and not enough the classicist to
read Aristotle in Greek, but I am aware of several terms that he uses to distin-
guish forms of classical expression: mythos, plasma and istoria, all which he
counterpoises against writing concerned with contemporary actuality (alithes).
The three principal terms are interesting in relation to what I do in general. But
in most cases the relationship is negative. For the fundamental meaning of
mythos, as I understand the matter, is ploz (for character Aristotle employs the
term ethos, for #heme, dianoia). If we mean by plt a story conceived in ad-
vance, then my books have no plot or mythos. U and Need, two 1000-line
poems, were written one line a day without any predetermined sense of where
the stories were headed. My “travel books” follow only the “plot” of my itiner-
aries. When Dan Boord and I wrote Revolution, he and 1, with no plot outline,
took our turns composing it a chapter at a time. In distinguishing mythos from
plasma and istoria Aristotle has in mind a traditional story. None of my books
retells a traditional story, though many refer to such myths.
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Aristotle’s second term, plasma, seems the rough equivalent of the modern
fiction, a story that is shaped by the authot’s imagination rather than by legend.
Very few of my books have anything fictional about them, and those that do
avoid such novelistic conventions as the past tense, indirect discourse, an
omniscient point of view or the illusion of a self-sufficient world; they do not
strive to create an inner consciousness for their characters or shapely dialogues
between them. So I find the application of the term “novel” to Need or Each, to
Realization or Engendering, to Happening or Divine misleading. Only if the term
“novel” is understood as “miscellaneous belletristic modern prose” could it be
accurate here.

Aristotle’s third term, istoria, also seems inaccurate as a way of describing
even my most “historical” books: Revolution, Second, Happening and Divine, since
in each of these the primary narrative is concerned with actuality, which
Aristotle cleatly differentiates from istoria, plasma and mythos.

Now there 7s in all this a complication (if not a series of contradictions).
Sentence of the Gods itself is a mythos; its seven stages represent mythic
figures in a progression that we all know by heart. Like plasma, most of its
books are in prose, not verse, and they are the product of an individual writer
rather than of collective story telling. Finally, if istoria is incorrect as a term to
describe the larger work, nonetheless the Sentence, as an epic, in some fun-
damental sense must be concerned with history. So the three Aristotelian terms
are relevant after all.
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