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“The Expanded Object of the Poetic Field or 
What is a Poet/Critic”?- Barrett Watten
However, at Plymouth, Watten gave an address to the tune of what he called a new poetic objectivity. The objectivity in question 

(though not in question) was his own work, in particular a work in which randomly chosen passages from Williams’s Paterson

provided the conceptual sparks for the poet’s own text. Whatever the merits of that experiment itself (to my mind an OK idea flogged 

to death), Watten’s commentary consisted entirely of allegorizing the work, placing it into its context (i.e. an entirely positive context, 

supplied by the poet, of U. S. history, public and private memory, and the political grasp thereof) and relating it to the seamless 

trajectory of the poet’s own career. Watten derisively dismissed his academic colleagues, who dared to suggest that making his own 

work his research specialism might be a little lacking in scholarly rigour, not to mention a trifle self-serving, and carried on waxing 

lyrical about the qualities of the work. As far as I can see, the only critical tool used was the author’s intention, bolstered by the 

specious notion that ‘violation of the standard academic protocol’ is a form of political transgression. And the author became 

noticeably aggressive in response to questions that appeared to question his authority. (Anthony Mellors , 2008)



English Embarrassment?

• “English embarrassment at the thing itself. When promoting your 
work for instance, you should not do so directly or explicitly but do so 
obliquely, and pretend you are doing something else.” (Lopez,2008)



Jack

Limp pious flag

Undulate with mind’s ongoing thrumb –

Bluster on, all blowsy gust;

Spread out target, tattoo.

Don’t drape down or wrap up

One rigid finger salute –

Bugle out a last post.

Don’t wait for the wind to change.



What is the poet/critic?

• “For the poet/critic both kinds of writing are primary; neither 
aesthetic work nor poetic discourse is supplementary to the other. 
Poetry and poetics thus form a dyad in which questions of a greater 
comprehension and agency are expanded toward new meanings.” 
(Watten, 2007, p. 271).





A third term?

“What I think is problematic in Watten’s approach is what amounts to a conflation 
of literary criticism, which I would argue is necessarily a critique of others’ work, 
with criticism of one’s own work which, following Robert Sheppard’s use of the 
term, I would call poetics.” (Thurston)

a ‘writer-centred’ discourse representing the, “products of the process of reflection 
upon writings, and upon the act of writing” (Sheppard, 1999. 99). 

a “secondary discourse”, although it does “react to making” (100). 

“Poetics can stop being absorbed by the metalanguage of literary theory or 
criticism by asserting its own claims as a discourse, a language game with its own 
players, rules and purposes.” (107). 



Which came first?

“I want to use examples from my own creative practice, poetics and criticism to 
attempt to illustrate how the different conventions of these discourses can actually 
gain specific qualities and uses in their differences from one another. Nevertheless I 
would also argue that for the creative writer the relationship between these 
discourses is one of entanglement.” (Thurston, 3).  

“Ultimately I can’t see my creative, critical and poetics as all primary – the fact that 
I am a poet (perhaps this is because I began writing poetry before I began writing 
criticism – or did I? Essays on literature at school) means that any other work I do is 
informed by this fact in the way that critical work will be primary for any critic who 
is not also a creative writer. Even the ordering of poet/critic rather than critic/poet 
implies this.” (7)



Poetics as a private discourse

“If the separate vocations of poet and critic are constrained by limitations on their 
reception, the poet/critic necessarily is the mediation of those limits in the act of 
transforming them.” (Watten, 271).

“[poetics] privileges the individual voice or the small voice of a private 
group,[being] a restricted code of and for professionals.” (Sheppard, 2007, 232). 

“I want to see the larger logic or motivation that makes such acts of abstraction and 
recombination necessary and productive, on other terms that simply as a 
placeholder for producers of like objects seen as a ‘community’” (Watten, 287). 

“much more like the polemic that poetics can encompass” (Thurston, 3). 



Why does it matter?

[T]he swallow in Jefferies’s essay is still being thought too 
anthropomorphically, that is, as a unified self-relating subjective agent to 
which events happen in narrative sequence or which is depicted as the 
consistent central wielder of certain abilities and skills. Might it be a matter 
of writing not ‘he … reached the end of the lane and rose over the gate into 
the road—not a moment’s pause before he had made the leap over the gate 
to see if there was a wagon or not in the way’ but somehow of a multiple 
happening of relations in which definitive concepts of ‘lane’ and ‘gate’ do not 
exist, but instead a transitory and changing constellation of percepts, hunger 
and muscular flexing, metamorphosing itself as a variously focussed 
assemblage of co-ordinations and impulses? (p. 198)





Why does it matter?

Either way, the passage is at the edge of what writing can currently do, which is why Clark 
can only perform the task obliquely, by depending on an existing model as a basis for 
suggesting a difference, and by conjecturing hypothetically, in abstract terms, what a writer 
might do, rather than doing it himself. The tentative, repeatedly extended sentence, visibly 
struggling to get its idea into shape, dramatizes that on-the-edge quality. By implication, 
there is a suggestion that this sort of radical reform of narrative subjectivity is what the 
environmental crisis requires of literature—and in a somewhat idealist sense that might be 
true. But what of the urgency of the moment and the need to confront, convince and 
inspire large audiences? Can the experiment be framed so that it performs that task as 
well? The literary ecocritic’s job is to define what the environmental crisis asks of literature. 
It asks a lot. (Richard Kerridge, The Years Work in Critical and Cultural Theory, 2013).



Competing paradigms

“Watten’s critical argument starts with the ‘competing paradigms’ of 
American poetry in the 1950s, between the New Criticism of W.K. 
Wimsatt and the open field poetics of Charles Olson; between an 
emphasis on the poem as ‘concrete universal’ and the poem as a field 
of meaning refusing distinction between object and subject. Watten
reads this tension psychoanalytically in ways which are persuasive but 
need not detain us here” (Thurston, 1).







The Old/New Criticism



“Disjunct Poetics”



Charles Olson ‘Tansy City’

It doesn’t grow anymore at the same place but that is 
due to more efficient mowers, and the desire (like 
blacktop) to have anything smooth and of one sort or 
character. We therefore celebrate TANSY MORE THAN 
BEFORE (Charles Olson – Letter to George Butterick, 
1978: 22–23). 





Problems with the ‘/’

Different landscapes balance matters

with the force of clear ideas

a blueprint of floor channels

empties music of its sound. 

Notice a trap made for oneself. 

Out of the constant

bright wounds circumscribe the work. 

You become another constant, unresolved

war of nerves on a separate planet.  

I was lusting for the stability of structure, in which a 
foreknowledge is absolute. ……That all energy and form 
would return to the mode of production out of which 
they emerge: that was the problem of culture for the 
newly educated Marxist. However decisive the poem 
might be, its agonistic excess placed at the crux of a 
decision that might have fateful consequences – it had 
been anticipated. (284-5).

• “[t]o be on both sides of the dyad is 
thus an impossibility, yet it is that 
impossibility which is compelling” 
(280). 

• “to escape the sclerotic Hegelianism 
I have complained of in 
contemporary accounts of the 
avant-garde” (284)

• “the materiality of language is 
never subsumable” (285)





Entanglement? – Allen Fisher

“Omnes clarifies the entanglement condition exemplified in Keat’s ‘Ode to Autumn’ and 
leaves it undone when he notes, ‘The entangled state is a… superposition of two distinct 
physical systems. (Thus a state of two realities in a collage). This is a very frequent situation 
because any composite system whose wave function is not simply a product of the wave 
functions of its components is entangled’ (Omnes 38) (I think of cognition and its relation 
to aesthetics.”) (85)

“when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 
reaching after fact and reason.” 

“complexed by the entanglement, the rhetoric of contradictions” (82). 





Val Plumwood – little p

“In classical logic, negation (~p) is interpreted as the universe without 
p, everything in the universe other than what p covers…. ~p cannot be 
independently or positively identified, but is entirely dependent on p 
for its specification.” (56)

“In the phallic drama of this p-centred account, there is really only one 
actor, p and ~p is merely its receptacle… p penetrates a passive, 
undifferentiated, universal other which is specificed as a lack, which 
offers no resistance, and whose behaviour it controls completely.” (57)
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