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[Abstract]

Instead of following the familiar critical lines given to Susan Howe such as 

Language Poetry, feminism, and psychoanalytic criticism, this essay focuses on her 

obsession with “history” and reveals how the task as a poet-historian becomes the 

fuel for her poetic imagination. Reading Howe’s poetry as a form of alternative 

language, this essay proposes her language is embedded in her belief in poetry as a 

playground for cultural politics that could remap history and memory. Howe’s 

visual-poetic space, born in the debris of the erased pages of history, invites readers 

to the process of revisiting one of the most problematic sites in today’s literary field, 

thus making it possible for us to re-imagine another space of poetic language. 

Through the reading of Pythagorean Silence, we will see that Howe’s alternative 

language, built in the hands of a chaotic architect, resides in the space beyond the 

familiar divisions between marginality and majority, between history and poetry, 

between the fact and imagination, and between male and female, problematizing the 

act of poetic appropriation of history by any authoritative voice. 
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Pythagorean Silence 

I. Introduction

Affiliated with Language Poetry, at first, Susan Howe (1937~ ) has been regarded 

as one of the most experimental avant-garde poets in our age. Refusing to conform 

to the Anglo American literary traditions that academia perpetuates, she has stood 

against any reductive approach based on calculations of interest and familiar logic of 

literary interpretations.1) Though located under the umbrella of the Language Poetry, 

Howe occupies a very peculiar, unsettling position in the field of American poetry; 

a Language poet, a feminist poet, a visual artist, a philosophical poet, a historian, etc. 

Readers and critics find that neither of these names is chosen with satisfaction as a 

reference to Susan Howe. She is not easily confined to any one of the categorizations 

of literary movement or criticism. Peter Middleton’s comment on Howe, “one of the 

most original and thoughtful American poets to have emerged in the past twenty 

years” (Middleton 81), points out the variety and diversity of her poetic world. To 

read and understand Howe's strenuous exercise in pages, therefore, is to think of the 

meaning of various names endowed to one person. 

 In Howe’s poetic world, however, one obvious fact remains unpolluted; both the 

poet herself and critics could admit without hesitation that Howe is a poet-historian.  

“If history is a record of survivors,” writes Susan Howe in “Incloser,” “Poetry 

shelters other voices” (Birth-mark 47). In a letter to Lynn Keller, Howe puts it, “I 

don't understand why it is I get obsessed by particular people in history. But I do. 

And that seems to be often what fuels my work” (Keller 330). Haunted and inspired 

by particular writings and people in American history, Susan Howe has constructed 

her poetic space in a marginalized, not-yet-discovered underworld. For her, writing 
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poetry is similar to the act of digging the buried space and time, unknown texts and 

unheard voices, traces and marks, of revisiting the place where history's silences have 

been engendered. From early writings such as The Western Borders (1976), Secret 

History of the Dividing Line (1978), The Liberties (1980), Pythagorean Silence 

(1982), through monumental essays like My Emily Dickinson (1985) and The 

Birth-Mark: Unsettling the Wilderness in American Literary History (1993), to the 

poetry book Pierce-Arrow(1999), Howe has been bewitched by particular moments of 

encountering unnoticed pages in history and earlier memories in her life.  To 

appreciate how these two different categories, a poet and a historian, the first 

appealing to the realm of imagination, the second to the world of facts and 

thoughtfulness, are intertwined in Susan Howe’s poetry, therefore, becomes an 

unavoidable task while reading her poetry.  

In the forest full of the daunting names assigned to one poet Susan Howe, “the 

most interesting and important poet of our time, albeit one of the most difficult and 

least appreciated” (Simpson 312), “a poet of history,” “a Yankee eccentric,” “an Irish 

free spirit,” (Metcalf 52), a poet of danger, a poet of possibility, a pathfinder in the 

wilderness of American landscape, we readers might find a way to approach her 

poetic world within an axis of ‘poetry and history’ around which our reading 

revolves. How Susan Howe negotiates poetry and history is also closely related to 

her positioning in the contemporary American culture. Her  visual and audible words, 

which seem to resist interpretation at first glance, are transfigured into a meaningful 

act presenting the apex of contesting process of cultural politics. Howe’s endeavor to 

dig out the dead, erased things, events, and people in the past is to question the 

space of subjects via language in the American culture and history. 

This essay is to read Howe’s alternative language marked in the page and see the 

way she reconstructs the erased history in her experimental poems. As for Howe, 
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poetry is a mediant which in itself blocks the meaning-making but becomes a 

movement inviting readers to put into some meanings and values. Illuminating how 

Howe, as a woman rooted in gender-biased culture, mediates poetry, history and 

philosophy, this essay extends to the question of poetry reading, whether it happens 

as the encountering of theory or in the form of actual exchange of sounding and 

listening in our ordinary days and nights. How does Howe’s poetic language 

reactivate her problematic consciousness on culture and history? How can Howe, 

with her fragmented, torn layers of texts, lead us, readers and listeners, to dream a 

different culture in the name of poetry?  As Sally L. Kitch asks, “If language creates 

culture, and most known cultures are male-dominated, does language itself, then, 

teach and support male-domination? Is male bias embedded in the very words and 

sentences we speak” (Kitch 65)? How does she reconcile the tension between history 

and poetry, between two genders of her father and mother, between male sense and 

female sound?2) 

I would propose that as a woman writer who tries to shatter history (his story) by 

recovering hidden voices in the past, by encountering textual resistance in the field of 

poetry, Susan Howe positions herself in an alternative strain in American poetry. The 

process of reading Howe is to fumble the possibility in which we foster dialogue 

between history and contemporary poetics, between poetry and culture. If we can 

nurture a new community of literary scholarship where aesthetics, form, language, 

history, and culture are intimately bound up in positions of reading politics, then the 

unfamiliar constructions of alternative language by Susan Howe would be the road 

toward liberty, toward “an open horizon” in which the poet’s name from social or 

sexual ranks is withdrawn and emancipated (“The Difficulties Interview” 20).
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II. Revisiting History: His and Her Story

Susan Howe’s “obsession” with history, with particular voices in the past such as 

Stella in Jonathan Swift, Cordelia in Shakespeare, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Mary 

Rowlandson, and Emily Dickinson has been fueled by her keen awareness of the 

marginalized, hidden spaces of the past. At the same time, it has something to do 

with her own personal history. As a daughter of Harvard law professor, Susan Howe 

was exposed to the privileged, intellectual world of Cambridge during childhood, 

when her Boston house was visited by such pioneers of American studies as Perry 

Miller and F. O. Matthiessen. But the intellectual and poetic Renaissance in 

Cambridge blossomed into the form of exclusion or misrepresentation, says Susan 

Howe in  The Talisman interview with Edward Foster, “Minus Emily Dickinson. 

Minus Harriet Beecher Stowe. Minus Margaret Fuller. Of course, minus Frederick 

Douglass as well. Women weren't the only ones subtracted. It's these kinds of 

contradictions that get me” (“The Talisman Interview” 18). Pointing out the 

“contradictions” of so-called liberal movement at that time, Howe goes on, “I know 

Marxist-influenced scholarship, really exciting work now being done in American 

Studies, has made me more conscious of such contradictions” (18). By the word 

“contradictions” she tries to express it was very important for her to get under the 

official history of Harvard. And everybody would know that what that place 

represented at that time. Obviously she couldn’t simply say that she had grew up in 

a false community that fancied itself as liberal. Surrounded by those honorable 

scholars, careful researchers, professors, however, she saw a self-conscious girl who 

“was not content to be considered second-rate” (18). 

In academic institutions, Howe was also a marginal person, in a sense, with no 

degrees, which means no qualifications for a professorship. As her Irish mother, 
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playwright and director Mary Manning yearned to make her daughter an actress, 

Howe, regardless of such genteel education, remained a marginal person outside of 

the power structure. Until Howe published her poetry books and gained her first 

professorship in the Poetics Program at SUNY Buffalo in 1989, she followed the line 

of an ordinary, invisible woman as a failed actress, visual artist, mother and wife. 

Indeed, Howe's quest for alternative space acted in the form of “poetic historiography 

of the disempowered” is rooted in negotiation of and response to her conflicted 

inheritance from her historical father and the patriarchal cultural environment of 

America (Keller 201). 

History to Susan Howe, therefore, becomes the memory of loss, privation, and 

marginality, not narrowly confined to a rational, official arena in the form of 

documents written by the Masters. History is also “an actuality,” as Ming-Qian Ma 

notes, “one that exists outside that patriarchal process of intellectual fusion or 

agreement ... and with which women identify themselves” (Ma 1994, 718-19).  

Evoking the glimpses of facts which reside in an edge of history, expending a 

concerted effort to “recover radical female voices and to address the effects on 

contemporary writing of lost textual legacies” (Frost 113), her writings have always 

been close readings of the past, making the unusable past the usable. 

Thus, close readings of the past become revealing of the past, close revealing or 

revolting to body buried ones forth, to articulate the inarticulate, to give voices to 

muted ones, and thus, inviting readers to listen to the hiss from forgotten time and 

space. Listening to the words as something unique, irreducible, listening to the voices 

anonymous, slightly-articulated is similar to touching the unknown dimensions of the 

real. Her poetry as alternative language, though not following the linear narrative line 

of history that has been regarded as the representative mode of official history, does 

touch the unknown realm of fact/imagination forming its durational power as that of 
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the chaotic architect of history. Our task is to see how this durational, transformative 

power is built in the form of fragmentation, on and off the page, which is hard to 

fathom in the conventional reading practice of poetry and history. 

III. Pythagorean Silence, “in the Full Arc of 

Paradox”

Pythagorean Silence, firstly published in 1982 and republished in The Europe of 

Trusts: Selected Poems in 1990, is a 70-page lyric sequence composed of three 

sections, “Pearl Harbor,” “Pythagorean Silence,” and the third, untitled section. 

Revisiting her childhood war experience, World War II,  Howe re-imagines and 

travels through the deeps of memory, the fields of war. In this autobiographical 

poetry, the glimpses of history’s ghost and silenced scenes in her life are revived and 

echo another form of memory. Interestingly, Pythagorean Silence is starkly divided 

into gender-related binaries such as mother/father, body/soul, presence/absence, 

memory/history, wood/field, Ireland/England, lyric/epic, etc. It reflects, first of all, 

that Howe was educated in a rather conventional way and her family was defined as 

such, though her American father, Mark DeWolfe Howe, was a liberal (such a 

contradictory word as I mentioned above) Harvard law professor who was obsessed 

with archives and footnotes and “had problems with the nature of randomness” 

(“Ether Either” 119), which is understandable to think of ordinary American life at 

that time. According to the plain gender division, Howe’s male father stands in the 

realm of reason, history, documents, principles, violence and fields. Interestingly 

enough, the logical part of her root exists as absence and distance in her memory. 
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American fathers marched off into the hot Chronicle of global struggle but 

mothers were left. Our law-professor father, a man of pure principle, quickly 

included violence in his principles, quickly included violence in his principles, 

put on a soldier suit and disappeared with the others into the thick of the threat 

to the east called West.

  

            B u f f a l o

            12. 7. 41

            (Late afternoon light.)

            (Going to meet him in snow.)

           HE

            (Comes through the hall door.)

The research of scholars, lawyers, investigators, judges, Demands!

            SHE

               

                (With her arms around his neck

                whispers.)

Herod had all the little children murdered! 

                                 (Europe of Trusts, 10-11, 21)3)

In this passage, Howe’s peaceful childhood is ruptured and dominated by war, the 

most violent, tragic accident enacted by male power. Her language, bearing witness 

to its own demolition, draws absence, violence, an abrupt happening in history in a 

prosaic style, and between these lines, in a short lyric voice, traces her first 

encounter with her father coming home from war, in a little secret way with 

parentheses. In addition to the narrated history on her father, the stuttered sound of 
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“B u f f a l o,” the pauses between lines, between language and blank space, the 

untouchable tension between sudden absence of fatherhood and his presence in white 

snow,  are drawn for the poet's lyric “raids” on history. 

Howe’s raids on history seem to be, above all, gender-based critiques as she 

rejects the historiography’s claim to incorporate memories, narratives within a 

progressively continuous historical narrative. Any attempt to listen to these silence, 

gaps, hesitations and stutters has the effect of projecting the speaker into the 

unauthorized, in-articulated, forbidden, feminized territory, and in this close listening 

of gaps, her writing becomes “a physical event of immediate revelation” (Birth-mark 

1). Decoding “signs of culture exploding into murder” (11), Howe de-forms and 

dis-arms “Malice” which “dominates the history of Power and Progress” (11). 

The title “Pythagorean Silence” refers to the long period of instruction without 

questions or argument that was required of pupils of the Greek mythical philosopher 

Pythagoras. Embracing the moment of waiting, the unending process of acquiring 

wisdom, “Pythagorean Silence,” to Howe, is a means of re-entry into male-dominated 

realms such as history, law and war, into her childhood separated between 

father/war/violence and mother/home/tenderness. In this sense, How’s silence, whether 

it is textual silence between lines or absence of father, becomes a new, potentially 

liberatory space in which the tension between absence and presence, between I and 

the other, between memory and history is re-presented, sustained and dismantled. See, 

for example, the first page of the second section, “Pythagorean Silence.” 

He plodded away through drifts of i

ce

away into inapprenhensible Peace

A portable altar strapped on his back

pure and severe
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A portable altar strapped on his back

pure and severe    (35)

              

Here, “through drifts of i/ce,” my (her) father disappears, into the unknown world, 

through ice, into the cold war/world, the world of danger, reason and madness, 

“through drifts of i,” fleeting, fragmented uncapitalized I, a crying child born 

between two genders, two worlds, male and female, mother and father.  “A portable 

altar on his back” would be what her father served, justice, truth or law, “pure and 

severe.”  

At this point, we need to pay attention to the way Howe’s gendered binary 

division does not stay in the same dichotomy where it began. Silence, as we see 

between “i/ce” and the long pause after ice, the feminine aspect as a form of gaps, 

fragmentation and erasure is embedded in historical, philosophical silence, acting as 

a powerful moment of waiting, waiting to be a meaning. Like Pythagorean silence, 

the search for meaning, in case of Howe, is done in the realm beyond gender, neither 

in memory, nor in history, but in the re-collection of history and memory, in waiting, 

without knowing the answer, in the third space between history and memory. 

Without engaging in a kind of radical feminist “her-story” methodology that 

conceptualizes women as a unitary recognizable category and then rewrites history to 

include that category, Howe chooses to merge two realms and questions the nature of 

identity, uniformity, and conformity which constrains free listening to the sound of 

unheard voices, memories in blank pages. It is evident that by utilizing more evasive, 

elusive form in the re-collection of memory and history, in the actuality of resistance 

to male history, Howe still plays the ongoing role of femininity, but in the form of 

paradox, “to be a Pythagorean and a woman” (“The Difficulties Interview” 18). 

Howe’s poetry/history making is therefore “in the full arc of paradox,” in the 

repeated interplay of divisions, merges of male/female, stories/songs, voices/silence. 
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As Ma mentions, the play is “carried with increasing emphasis to the point of 

interdependency or mutual identifications” (Ma 1994, 719). Rachel Blau DuPlessis 

describes Susan Howe’s writing as “a gendered writing beyond gender” (135). We 

can now get to understand why Susan Howe is hesitant to be called as a militant 

feminist writer as well as tries to distance from rather male-biased Language Poetry. 

If so, how can we position Howe, as a poet-historian, in the history of American 

poetry, in the complicated political arena, all the flotsam and jetsam of poetic, 

political movements? If Howe’s poetry hinged with history “functions to reposition 

the power relations between the two” (Ma 719), how can we situate her in the 

context of male-dominated American literary history? 

As a poet writing poetry including history, Howe can be linked to the followers 

of the Poundian poetics, first of all. In the form of fragmentation and discontinuity, 

both Pound and Howe participate in creating a different history by digging the past, 

history, myth and anecdote. At first glance, in the wide horizon of poets, who 

yearned for the full incarnation of poetic language not as a passive vehicle for 

representation but as an arena in which social relationships are newly constructed, 

from Ezra Pound to George Oppen, to Robert Creeley and Charles Olson, to recent 

Language poets, (the lineage, composed of male poets and not the same as Howe's 

own genealogy), Howe seems to stand clumsily at the far end of the line. But 

sharing the belief that poetry renews the past through the language of the present, 

Howe goes nearer than any one else to Pound’s commitment to poetry “including 

history” (Nicholls 155). In the first lines of “Hugh Selwyn Mauberly,” “For three 

years, out of key with is time, / He stove to resuscitate the dead art / Of poetry,” 

Pound reveals his task as a poet-historian in the inseparable relationships between 

history, culture and poetry. Nonetheless, the difference between these two poets is 

deeper than we imagine. According to Peter Nicholls,



70  영미연구 제37집

The work of Susan Howe is perhaps most eloquent testimony to the 

continuing role of the poet-as-historian, though her texts also argue the need for 

a fundamental reformation of Poundian principle. Howe clearly believes with 

Pound that the poetic medium offers a means by which to reactivate a “history” 

long since atrophied under the dead hand of academy. Yet, for her, poetry 

offers not a medium for dealing with historical “facts,” but rather a kind of 

“counter-memory,” as she calls it, which will resist successful assimilation to 

the order of discourse. Howe's history, in contrast to Pound, is always 

uncertain. (1999, 155)

When Pound goes to find the key to past iniquities in “the manipulation of 

Byzantine interest rates” (156), Howe listens to uncertain voices hidden in the 

excluded, marginalized space in history. When Pound constructs the present in an 

occult tradition, Howe wanders in deserted wilderness and traces of memory. Howe’s 

history, frequently born from her personal memory or the hidden covers of neglected 

books, is “uncertain,” as it does not stand in the firm ground of historical 

understanding. In the cognitive modes of language, it is “against any secure position 

of knowledge from which we might view the past” (155).  In this sense, Howe’s 

poetry becomes “a sounding of the uncertainty,” or “articulations as sounds and 

words in times of the uncertainty which operates as the subtext of history” (Ziarek 

263). 

If history, the land of man, is grasped as an uncertain force within a legitimate 

power which invades the poet and her family, breaking peace and silence, leaving his 

father in distance, in absence, memory, for Howe, is another uncertain force. Though 

memory propels the poet-historian toward fracturing the very legitimated power of 

history, how can the uncertain, unstable memory lead the poet to go forward the split 

of history, functioning to recover erased scenes and voices? How does memory 

acquire sustaining power for the recovery of history’s loss? 
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drawn and drawn together

mirrors thaw

only   Only

what never stops hurting remains

in memory   (26)

         

“Only, Only / what never stops hurting remains / in memory,” says Howe, 

hesitatingly but durably. In the form of residual memory absorbing traumatic shocks 

and ruptures, separated pieces and words are drawn together and prolonged. In this 

sense, Howe’s poetic language, sometimes stuttering, sometimes murmuring, is the 

belated inscription of un/certain history, un/certain memory of “remains,” of “what 

never stops hurting,” recollected between official letters, hesitations and silence, 

enduring a long period of thawing. For Howe, alternative language, as the belated 

inscription of history and memory, is perceived as fallible, failing and falling in its 

search for truth, as happening all of a sudden.  

     

        age of earth and us all chattering

a sentence     or character

suddenly

steps out to seek for truth    fails

falls

into a stream of ink         Sequence

trails off
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must go on

waving fables and faces     (36)

                      

How’s alternative language, failing and falling in fracture, brokenness, hesitation, 

nevertheless, “must go on,” “manoeuvering between points” (36).  In this advance, 

her intended failure to speak fluently becomes strength as it evokes a singular 

minding in every word, sets up a resistance to universality or conceptuality, 

embedding a different kind of violence in the heart of the sequential lines of history. 

For Howe, history was at first a field of men, a field of operation that she may not 

choose to occupy but must nonetheless inhabit, at the same time, a field of “change 

and juxtaposition” where her “ideal republic,” the republic of language which “ripples 

our lips” (63), could be constructed. For Howe, the act of writing poetry is to 

uncover the two layers of a field in a whole blank page, entering an open field, thus 

inviting our readers to the playful domain where hidden landscape of history is 

revealed and the anonymous voice is articulated and sounded. The fatherly field of 

war now becomes a still shadowy, “particular place fleeting / and fixed” (71), as 

visualized in the third untitled section as hunt imagery what I would call the artistic 

work of chaotic architect of history;  

O lightfoot

No spread of your name

no fabulous birth stories

no nations taken by storm
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Moving in solitary symbols through shadowy

surmises. (74)

The long journey from “Pearl Harbor” through “Pythagorean Silence,” from 

memory to dream leads readers to a more complex, liberated, open space, where 

coherent syntax and linear arrangement of sentence gives way to a new visual form 

of words. Alluding to many literary genres from ballad, fairy tale, and myth to the 

marginalia and commentary of the Scholiasts, this section echoes the solitary and 

impending danger in the lasting unknown voice. The imagery of hunting here is 

combined into the form of moving beyond conventional language structure, into 

“solitary symbols through shadowy / surmises.” The pages are rewoven in the grid of 

words, as though re-constructing the forest burnt down by history's violence and the 

word fill the woods, the place of the chaotic architect’s imaginative ground. Now the 

wooded terms are slowly transformed into a place of rebirth.   

timid        satyr       vesper     winnow

      snow      chastity       berry-blood (secrecy)

rosemary      poplar       holm-oak        juniper

holly       casket       cud   (83)

Here, the boundaries between field and forest become fluid and the words, 

composed mostly of nouns, are spaced and planted like seeds of trees and flowers. 

The nouns, the things, names, the realm of reason that are drawn from fairy tales 

and children’s stories or Irish folklore now become a dispersing force of relationships 

with no hierarchy, no category, thus capturing the Pythagorean harmony of the 

spheres in a poetic space.4)
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IV. “Necessary Angels” Awakened in the Sweeps 

of Chaos

Critics’ yearning for naming Susan Howe’s new form does not come into 

conclusion yet. Whether it is the beginning of new poetry in the form of 

visual-orality or the end of free verse, Howe’s quest after the lost voices and 

shadowy figures of Hutchinson, Hope Atherton, and others, proves that her poetic 

explorations happen as a result of her specific historical consciousness. Relating 

newness in poetic form to a certain contemporary cultural and historical ethos, 

Marjorie Perloff, in Poetry On & Off the Page (1998), argues that the era of free 

verse may be drawing to a close. After examining recent work by a number of 

avant-garde poets such as Caroline Bergvall, Karen Mac Cormack, Susan Howe, Joan 

Retallack, and Rosmarie Waldrop, Perloff concludes that, whereas classic free verse 

depends on lineation to distinguish itself from prose, today’s “postlinear” poetry 

considers “the line” to be “a boundary, a confining border, a form of packaging” 

(157). This new form of verse freely violates longstanding literary conventions 

governing such aspects of page design as white space, punctuation, capitalization, 

font type, font size, margins, word spacing, and word placement. These experiments 

typically bring about unusual “visual constructs” that impede, deflect, and otherwise 

coax readers’ eyes out of their habitual, left-to-right, top-to-bottom progress through 

a text (160). The predictable “flow” of the old free verse line thereby gives way to 

a “multi-dimensional” field of unexpected movements, arrests, connections, and 

disjunctions (160-63). In the multi-dimensional field of unexpected movements, 

Howe’s another history begins to engrave its forgotten names and opens the site of 

the other. 

How to define this emergent poetic sensibility might not be the ordinary readers’ 
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task. Well, that’s good if readers leave it untouched in the critics’ unviolated land. At 

this point, however, we can go back to the questions raised in the first part of this 

essay. How can we position Susan Howe, the daunting, peculiar poet, in the history 

of American poetry? How does Susan Howe reconcile the burden of tradition in her 

experimental space of poetry? It would be a good point here to revisit Howe’s 

reading of Emily Dickinson with the help of Stevens' poetics. According to Wallace 

Stevens from The Necessary Angel, poetry is “a revelation in words by means of the 

words” (33). And poetry “is not only that the imagination adheres to reality, but, 

also, that reality adheres to the imagination and that the interdependence is essential” 

(33). The great poet of imagination and reality goes on: “The imagination loses 

vitality as it ceases to adhere to what is real” (6). For Stevens, the “genius of 

poetry... is the spirit of visible and invisible change” (242-43) and poetry “makes 

itself manifest in a kind of speech that comes from secrecy. Its position is always an 

inner position, never certain, never fixed. It is to be found beneath the poet's word 

and deep within the reader's eye in those chambers in which the genius of poetry sits 

alone with her candle in a moving solitude” (243). 

Howe’s predecessors such as Dickinson, Melville, Crane, Olson, might be 

awakened and interwoven here at the very point if dream, “in the sense of aspiration, 

as to breathe in, to pronounce with a full breathing” (Bernstein 1990, 190) could be 

actualized in another form of reality. In Howe’s making of poetry, history might be 

always already figured in earlier chapters of history, which dismantles the myth of 

linear development. In  Articulation of Sound Forms in Time, Howe concludes with 

the bleak assessment that Atherton’s wanderings are already carved in earlier 

histories, countering the tonal nostalgia of the previous section.  

To kin I call in the Iron-Woods

Turn I to dark Fells last alway
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Theirs was an archheathen theme

Soon seen stumbled in lag Clock

Still we call bitterly bitterly

Stern norse terse ethical pathos

Archaic presentiment of rupture

Voicing desire no more from here

Far flung North Atlantic littorals

Lif sails off longing for life

Baldr soars on Alfather’s path

Rubble couple on pedestal

Rubble couple Rhythm and Pedestal

Room of dim portraits here there

Wade waist deep maidsworn men

Crumbled masonry windswept hickory (38)

Through her highly stressed syllables and internal rhymes, Howe moves from the 

nostalgic awareness of recollected loss to the moment of history--if history in its very 

moment of enactment could be uttered. The closing passage enacts another stepping 

back, pointing toward the Norse sagas, diaspora, and bleak destruction. Those “Far 

flung North Atlantic littorals,” as Perloff suggests, point to Howe’s predecessors such 

as Melville, Crane, and Olson (310). More importantly, however, it is also Howe’s 

invocation, or nekkia, or voyage to the underworld’s realm to seek knowledge. “To 
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kin I call in the Iron-woods” encapsulates the poet’s passage into the otherness of 

history, her realization of her own prophetic calling, and her return with those gifts 

of poetic language. With the poem’s concluding line, “Crumbled masonry windswept 

hickory” (38), the poet’s possession of knowledge is finally revealed; her warning of 

desolation sweeps around us and therefore questions the act of poetic appropriation of 

history by any authoritative voice. It would be we readers that awaken in the sweeps 

of chaos, the most awkward moments for a new construction of reality, and give 

voice to the unvoiced.

V. Conclusion

Elizabeth Wright once says that “The lure of all texts lies in a revelation, of 

things veiled coming to be unveiled” (121). Howe’s revelatory diction here seems to 

prove how a veil is put aside in the runelike play of words and is constructed as a 

form of the revelation of the hidden story. The lasting power of the image woven in 

the blank page and dispersed words now becomes the free ground where literary, 

cultural, and historical conventions are transformed. 

In “Pythagorean Silence,” the poem’s final image of Ophelia between water and 

weeds at last attains its everlasting voice in this revisited site of cultural, historical 

erasure. Howe’s poetry, as mentioned in the beginning of this essay, does resist any 

conclusive comment or reductive interpretation, thus, ultimately impossible to master. 

When asked by Keller what her expectations of her readers are, Howe’s answer, a 

single-word, was “freedom” (31). I would interpret this answer as another gate 

toward Susan Howe’s poetics of alternative language, as a form of resistance in the 

ever-changing cultural politics.  Instead of reducing the burden of an artist as a  
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poet-historian, Susan Howe invites readers into her own playful game of 

re-constructing history. We readers become courted guests in the new form of poetic 

history that violates the boundary between history and poetry, between male and 

female, between fact and imagination, between words and the blank space.   

Notes

1) As an example of a reductive approach based on calculations of interest, Howe draws the 
image of “mad” woman artist in the scandalous book by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, 
The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth Century Literary 
Imagination. The book “fails to discuss the implications of a nineteenth century American 
penchant for linguistic decreation ushered by their representative poet Emily Dickinson” 
(My Emily Dickinson, 12). The reductivist approach to writing forces the two scholars “to 
worry unnecessarily that Dickinson chose not to celebrate and herself with Whitman” (13), 
thus underplays the agency of women, making Dickinson “the ghostly victim of male 
oppression.” Marjorie  Perloff points out that this is the point “where Howe’s feminist 
reading takes issue with current criticism” (Perloff 31).

2) According to Stephen Paul Martin, “The separation of sense and sound is an integral part 
of masculine aesthetic theory. Sound is generally devalued, regarded as transcendent 
system of meaning that words can be used to represent” (Martin 63).

3) All quotations of Pythagorean Silence are taken from the version of the poem that 
appeared in The Europe of Trusts (1990). 

4) Quoting Aquinas, Susan Howe says; “Pythagoras said that all things were divisible into 
two genera, good and evil; in the genus of good things he classified all perfect things such 
as light, males, repose, and so forth, whereas in the genus of evil her classed darkness, 
females and so forth.” In reaction to that, I wrote “Promethean aspiration: To be a 
Pythagoras and a woman.” Then I asked the question about the communal vision of 
poetry. “This tradition that I am part of,” she explains, “has involved a breaking of 
boundaries of all sorts. It involves a fractures of discourse, a stammering even. Interruption 
and hesitation used as a force. A recognition that there is another voice, an attempt to hear 
and speak it. It is this brokenness that interests me” (Singularities, 192).
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국문초록

수전 하우의 대안 언어로서의 시

정 은 귀 (한국외국어대학교)

미국의 동시대 시인 수전 하우는 여백의 공간미를 활용한 실험적인 시 형식으로 유

명한 시인인데, 언어시학의 틀 안에서 주로 페미니즘의 비평 틀 안에서 주로 논의되어 

왔다. 에밀리 디킨슨이나 허먼 멜빌 등 선배 시인들의 문학을 자신의 시 쓰기로 치환

하는 방식이 흥미로운 시인인데, 본 논문은 하우가 지워진 역사를 시로 복원하는 방식

에 천착한다. 역사 다시쓰기로서 하우의 시를 다시 읽는 작업을 위해 이 논문에서는 

특히 『피타고라스의 침묵』에 주목한다. 역사와 기억의 문제를 시를 통해 어떻게 풀

어내는가 하는 질문에서 출발하여 이 글은 하우가 시를 하나의 대안 언어로 구성하는 

과정을 살핀다. 하우는 공적인 역사에서 가려지고 소외된 장면을 시라는 언어 예술로 

되살리면서 파편이나 흔적, 침묵의 장을 들리게 하는 시의 힘을 가시화하고 이를 통해 

사실과 상상, 역사와 시, 여성과 남성, 주류와 주변부의 관계를 다시 생각하게 한다. 

하우의 시에서 지워진 역사는 대안 언어로 다시 부각되고, 시는 문화 정치학을 구현하

는 실천적 장으로서 의미를 갖는다.  

주제어: 시인 역사가, 대안 언어, 문화 정치학, 가장자리, 『피타고라스의 침묵』 
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